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    Words on a page. That's all it was, he kept telling himself, just words on a page. 
 
    Dan looked around. He didn't see anyone; he was still alone as he all but ran down the dark street to get out of the small warehouse district. He could smell the river several blocks behind him, and off in the distance up ahead there was the faint light of a bar or a pub, open late, catering to—well, catering to somebody, he hoped. 
 
    Words on a page... 
 
    Or at least they had been until he read them out loud. Then they'd become sounds. Sounds in the darkness, sounds that made words, words that no longer appeared on the page. 
 
    He hadn't waited around to see what was going to happen next. He'd never encountered magic before. Oh, he'd heard of it, who hadn't? It's in all the great stories, the great tales, the epics. But no one really believed in it.  
 
    No one at all. 
 
    Strike that, one person now believed in it—him. He'd read the words, and they'd faded out before his eyes. The words, or the sounds of the words, had echoed in the warehouse, getting softer and softer as they seemed to go round and round the room. 
 
    So he fled. Ran. Tucked tail and scampered off.  
 
    He didn't know what had possessed him to go in there in the first place. The warehouses down in this part of town were almost all grains and produce. There wasn't any money to be made in stealing it, and if you were starving, well, the few police who occasionally patrolled the area didn't really care. It wasn't worth their time, they'd say, especially if you looked like he did—thin, hungry, perhaps even starving. 
 
    Not everyone could be the masters of their own destiny, could be that they wanted to be. Oh, he'd believed once that he was very much in control of his life, until circumstances had left him sadly aware of the fallacy of that belief. He had so little now, so very little, that he had to carefully husband every dollar he made or found just to keep the small spot where he laid his head at night. 
 
    Yesterday had been hard; today had been harder. So in order to hoard his few scant dollars, he'd decided to come down here and hopefully find a little something he could eat. As long as he was careful, as long as he wasn't seen, it would be fine. Same as the other times it had been fine. 
 
    But there'd been this briefcase, covered in leather. It was too nice to just be filled with crap, and he'd thought maybe, just maybe, he could find something in there to, if not reverse the course his life was now on, perhaps help him move on to something a little better? 
 
    There had been several things in the case when he opened it, but what had caught his eye was a single piece of paper with strange writing on it. Picking it up, he'd looked at it and tried to puzzle out the words. Dan could read of course, English, Spanish, Russian, even Latin, his dear departed parents had seen to that. But these words made no sense, they looked odd. 
 
    So he'd read it out loud, attempting to sound it out and understand it. 
 
    The writing had disappeared then, so he'd stuck the paper back in the case and slammed it closed, then ran out of there as fast as he could. The one thing they always tell you in those tales, those stories, those epics, was if you couldn't control the magic, it would do terrible things to you. 
 
    "What kind of terrible things?" a soft and warm-sounding voice asked from behind him. 
 
    Dan froze. Running would have been preferable, but in his current shape, there was no way he could run away from anything.  
 
    "What kind of terrible things?" the voice asked again. 
 
    "Curses," he whispered. "Curses, torture, long and painful deaths." 
 
    "Oh, you mean like what you're going through now," the voice said. 
 
    "I'm not being tortured!" he whispered, closing his eyes a moment, and a feeling of vertigo passed over him as the adrenaline faded from his system while he stood there, rooted to the spot. 
 
    "Three months ago you were healthy and hail. You had a home, you had money, and you had a future. Now?" The voice paused a moment before it continued, "If that's not a curse, then I don't know what is. And trust me, I know curses." 
 
    "Is that why you're here? Because I've been cursed?" Dan asked and willed himself to turn around, to face who or whatever was talking to him. 
 
    There was a demon there, or at least he thought she was a demon. She was tall, almost as tall as he was, but that was because of the hooves she stood on, with the heel raised like an animal. But that was about the only thing demonic looking about her—well, other than the short, slender curved horns that graced her head, sprouting just to the insides of her cat-like ears. Because she very much looked like a cat, a reddish cat-like face with a yellow front on her muzzle. In fact, all the fur on her naked body was red, except the insides of her ears, thighs, and three almost triangular patterns up her torso. Those were all the same yellow color. Colors that weren't exactly natural in nature, except perhaps on the most poisonous of snakes. 
 
    "You're comparing me to a snake?" she asked with a dangerous look in her green eyes. 
 
    He gave his head a slight shake. She was anything but reptilian; her white hair was cut short, but stylishly, and to be honest, standing there nude as she was, she was quite shapely and attractive. Very attractive. Attractive enough that he only now noticed the huge bat-like wings behind her and the large sword she was resting her hands on the pommel of as she leaned against it. The blade was a bright bluish color that glowed and almost seemed to be on fire. 
 
    "Are you a demon?" he asked. "Here to kill me and take my soul?" 
 
    "Well, I suppose that would depend on what you mean by a 'demon'. As for your soul?" She snorted. "Souls are not something in which I traffic. Though I dare say your impure thoughts might get you in trouble one day!" she said and then, surprisingly, laughed. 
 
    "Are you here to kill me, then?" he asked, blushing as his embarrassment made him brave. Because yes, for all that she was demonic looking, she was still quite striking. Enticing, even. Hot. 
 
    "I'm here because you summoned me," she stated simply. 
 
    That set him back a moment. "I summoned you? A demon? How? I'm no magic user! I'm just a poor man laid low by the cruel hand of fate!" 
 
    She snorted. "No, you're cursed. Best I can tell, your whole family is probably cursed." 
 
    "And you know this…?" 
 
    "Because curses are something I've had occasion to deal with in the past, and quite honestly, I've been cursed, as well." 
 
    "You've been cursed?" he asked, surprised. How does one curse a demon? 
 
    "I'm here talking to you, aren't I?" she replied, reading his mind again. "I'd think that'd prove right there that I was cursed." 
 
    "Wait, wait. Hold on a minute. I'm a human and you're a demon, you're in front of me with a big ass sword, and you're the one who's cursed? Isn't this by definition a curse on me? I mean all you have to do is stab me, and I'm dead! It's not like I'm in any kind of shape to stop you!" 
 
    She laughed again. "That's my point! I can't kill you. I've been stuck in that little trap you just tripped for years! Many years! You see, I'm supposed to kill the man who trips the trap, then I'm free of my curse, and I can go home." 
 
    He paled at that, and took a step back, away from her. "So you are here to kill me!" 
 
    She sighed and shook her head, leaning more on her sword, the effect pressing her arms together and giving him an even more distracting view of her naked breasts. 
 
    "Can't. You see, you're already cursed." 
 
    "Huh?" he said, looking back up into her eyes. "I don't follow." 
 
    "You're already cursed. And your curse was there first. So in the world of curses, my curse, the one that put me in that damn trap, is now attached to your curse. As long as you're cursed, I'm stuck here. I can't go home." She looked around then and gave a bit of a shrug. Looking back at him, she winked. "Not that I don't like it here, mind you. It's a lot more fun coming here and messing with you mundanes than living back home. But until you die, I'm just kinda stuck with you." 
 
    "You're stuck with me?" He blinked. 
 
    "Yup. Where you go, I go. More or less." She shrugged again, but this time she smiled. "Still, it beats being trapped in that piece of paper." 
 
    He looked around. There was a short set of concrete stairs in front of a closed shop, so he walked over to them and sat down. He was tired, and he was hungry. He hadn't gotten the chance to eat anything at the warehouse because he'd allowed himself to be foolishly tempted by that open door.  
 
    A temptation that turned his situation from bad to worse. He now had a devil who wanted him dead following him around. 
 
    "I'm not a devil, I'm a demon," she said, moseying over to where he was sitting while folding her bat-like wings behind her. 
 
    "Do you have to read my mind?" he grumbled. Things were bad enough already, he'd lost everything, and now it appeared that he was about to lose the privacy of his own thoughts as well. 
 
    She grinned at him. "Would you rather I lied and told you I'll stop? Because that's all it's gonna be, a lie. Besides, misery loves company, and trust me when I say I'm enjoying yours!" 
 
    "What have you got to be miserable about?" he said, looking up at her. 
 
    "Hmm, what do I, a powerful demon, have to be miserable about? How about we start with being stuck in that forsaken trap spell for the last several years? Do you have any idea how boring that was? How many parties, orgies, raids, and wars I missed?" she asked, leaning forward a little and growling at him. 
 
    "Then I'm finally set free, and what happens? I'm now forced to follow a wretched wreck of a young man who's in the throes of an even nastier curse until he dies! I can't leave! I have to stay right here! And who knows how long that's gonna take? Months? Years?" 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "This is one of those long, drawn out curses! The kind you suffer through! You're only three months into it! You're not gonna die tomorrow! Hell, you're not gonna die next week! So until you die, I have to sit here and listen to you moan and groan about how terrible your life is…until you finally expire! 
 
    "So yeah, now I have to suffer through this whole thing as well." 
 
    He lost it. Things were bad enough, and now he had a demon bitching at him?  
 
    "Then why don't you just kill me!" he yelled at her. "You could be on your way by sunrise!" 
 
    "I told you," she yelled back, throwing her hands up in the air and growling angrily, "I can't! I can't break the curse, only you can do that, and killing you breaks the curse!" 
 
    "Then get someone else to… Wait, I can break the curse?" 
 
    She looked at him, pondering something. "You know, I think you hit on something. Maybe I could have someone else kill you!" She smiled then and turned to look at him. 
 
    "What do you say we head up to that pub," she motioned towards the lit building down the street, "and I'll find someone to do that job?" 
 
    "Now hold on a moment! You said I can break the curse?" 
 
    "Well yeah, of course. All curses can be broken, there's rules to 'em, just like everything else in magic." 
 
    "And what are the rules?" 
 
    She shrugged. "Beats me, I'm not a magic user. Oh, I know the general gist of it. Some curses can be broken by killing the person who cast it, some by returning the item that was taken that triggered it, others by removing the target of the curse, or perhaps there's something you have to do." 
 
    "Something I have to do?" 
 
    "Yeah, like a rite or a ritual. Or maybe fulfill some requirement the person who received the curse failed to do and got cursed for breaking a promise or something." 
 
    "So what do I have to do? Which of those is mine?" he asked, looking up at her hopefully. 
 
    She shrugged. "Beats me. Just because I know you're cursed and what the curse is doing to you doesn't mean I know what caused it." 
 
    He sighed. "Great, just great." 
 
    "Well, come on, get up. We need to go to the bar." 
 
    "Huh?" he said, looking up. "I'm broke; I can't afford to go in there." 
 
    "It's not for you to drink, silly! It's so I can pay someone to kill you!" 
 
    "What!" 
 
    "You suggested it!" 
 
    "I don't want to die!" he yelled, looking back up at her. 
 
    "Oh, so you'd rather just suffer to death? Look, you're cursed, you're gonna die. Wouldn't you rather have it over nice and quick like? Instead of all this suffering?" 
 
    "What I'd like," he grumbled, looking up at her smiling face, "is to not be cursed at all!" 
 
    "Yeah, well, you can't always get what you want." 
 
    Shaking his head, he got up and started walking back the way he'd come. 
 
    "Hey! Where are you going! The bar is this way!" 
 
    "I'm hungry. I might as well see if I can steal some food." 
 
    "But what about the bar? Me getting someone to kill you?" 
 
    "Guess you can't always get what you want," he replied. 
 
    "Fine, be that way!" she complained and, picking up her sword, she sheathed it, then crossed her arms and followed him. 
 
    He stopped as he heard her clop, clopping along behind him. 
 
    "Do you have to be so damn noisy?" 
 
    "I've got hooves." She motioned towards her feet. "What do you expect?" 
 
    He turned and glared back at her. "Just because I'm cursed doesn't mean I'm stupid!" 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" she asked, putting her hands on her hips. 
 
    "You weren't clopping along when you were following me before." 
 
    "Oh," she replied, then gave him a goofy look and shrugged. "Can't blame a gal for trying, can ya?" 
 
    "Look, all I want to do right now is get some food, get some sleep, and see if I can figure all this out in the morning. Is that too much to ask?" 
 
    "But the bar is - Right - Back - There," she said, waving her hands back towards it. 
 
    "And it'll still be there tomorrow, right? Besides," he said looking her over, "do you even have any money on you? I notice a distinct lack of pockets." 
 
    She stopped and looked down at herself, and for the first time he got to see her look embarrassed, if only mildly so. 
 
    "Oh, yeah." She shook her head and looked up at him with a shrug. "Fine. Let's go find you some food." 
 
    He chose a different warehouse this time, instead of the one he'd 'found' her in. Looking around to make sure no one was around, he climbed in an open window and looked around. There were bags of fresh nuts stacked up all over the place, and a few of them had tears in them. It didn't take long for him to fill his pockets. He then spent quite a few minutes eating quickly, before climbing back out and carefully making his way back to where he was sleeping.  
 
    "Where are we going?" 
 
    He stumbled and almost tripped. She'd been so quiet he'd forgotten she was still there. 
 
    "I have a bed at a sort of homeless shelter." 
 
    "Sort of?" 
 
    "Most places don't like it if you come in late, and well, this place doesn't ask any questions as long as you come up with the money to stay there each night. Paid in advance, of course." 
 
    "Have you figured out what you're going to tell them about me?" 
 
    He stopped and turned and looked at her. 
 
    "You haven't, have you?" 
 
    He took a deep breath and sighed. "Sorry. I guess I need to ask if you need to sleep?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "And you have no money and no place to stay," he said, pulling out a few more nuts to munch on. "Can you change your appearance? So you don't look like, well, what you are? A demon?" 
 
    "Why would I do that?" 
 
    "So I could bring you in with me. Yeah, the place is a dump, but at least it's safe." 
 
    She laughed and put her left hand on the pommel of her sword. "I'm not worried about safe." 
 
    "Well, I guess you could sleep outside or someplace else, then. Because I am worried about safe. I've been beaten and robbed twice now, and I'd rather not go for three." 
 
    "Umm, that might cause a bit of a problem." 
 
    "What now?" he asked with a sigh. 
 
    "I have to stay near you. I can't really go someplace else." 
 
    "Just how near is near?"  
 
    "Umm…" He'd have sworn she looked embarrassed again. "Eighteen feet." 
 
    "Eighteen feet!"  
 
    "And ten inches." 
 
    "Where the hell did ten inches come from?" he yelled. 
 
    "I don't even know where the eighteen feet came from!" she yelled back. 
 
    Shaking his head, he groaned and started walking again. It would take about ten minutes to get to where he slept from where they were now. At least it was dark out, and most people had gone to bed for the night, so no one saw them, thankfully. 
 
    "Evening, Daniel," Jaco, the man on the door, said when he got there, glancing up only long enough to identify him before turning back to his cards. Dan knew Jaco was a Blackjack dealer during the day at one of the many card houses here, and he practiced shuffling and using his shoe every night. Because cheating at Blackjack could get a man killed.  
 
    But only if he got caught. 
 
    Dan was pretty sure Jaco was about as crooked a dealer as there was. 
 
    "Hi, Jaco. Look, I've got a bit of a problem. Is it okay if my friend spends the night?" 
 
    "Two bucks, and I don't care." 
 
    Sighing, Dan nodded and dug them out. It was four bucks to spend the night, and this would leave him with only ten. 
 
    "Thanks, Jaco," he said, and putting the bills down, he walked inside. 
 
    The demon followed him inside unmolested. Either she could turn invisible, or more likely Jaco had never looked up. Hopefully there wouldn't be issues in the morning with Crane, the guy who owned the place. 
 
    He made his way over to the pallet he slept on. The pallets were stacked, one atop the other, two feet apart. This could make rolling over a little tough, but at least they were wide enough, four feet, and long enough, about seven feet. There were five in each stack, and four stacks in a room. He didn't keep much here, a simple sleeping roll and an old rolled up towel he used as a pillow. Some of the people here would steal your stuff if they thought they could get away with it, but only if it was something nice. He no longer had anything that fit that description. 
 
    "We're sleeping in there?" she hissed. 
 
    "Well, I am. I don't really care what you do," he grumbled. Stripping down to his shorts, he put his clothes in first, then spread out his bed roll. He had the second one up; sleeping on the floor was only two bucks, but it was concrete, and if you didn't have a blanket that was insulated enough, you could get really sick sleeping down there. So it was usually unoccupied. 
 
    "Fine!" She grumbled and pushed him out of the way. He honestly didn't think she would fit, but those big wings of hers apparently folded up enough to let her easily slip in. Looking in, he watched as she carefully squirmed to the back against the wall, then he climbed in next to her. He was going to pull his bedroll over him to keep warm, but he suddenly found himself pulled up against her as she snuggled up against him. 
 
    Having her naked body—even if it was covered in a short fur pelt—pressed up against his own bare skin elicited a very male reaction.  
 
    "Maybe in the morning, if you're a good boy, Dan," she whispered. 
 
    "You'd kill me, I'm sure," he grumbled, because as soon as she said that, he got even harder, if such a thing were possible. 
 
    "Can't, remember?" she said and placed her head next to his, her hot breath lightly blowing over his neck and shoulder. 
 
    "So you know my name now, what's yours?" 
 
    "Wrath," she replied and yawned. "Now, go to sleep. We need to be nice and rested so we can get an early start on finding someone to kill you." 
 
    Rolling onto his side, he looked at her. Enough of that damn glowing sword of hers was sticking out of the sheath that he could see her grinning at him.  
 
    Wrapping an arm around her, he pulled her close and kissed her. After all, she couldn't kill him, right? She tasted surprisingly of cinnamon and vanilla, and pushing her bare chest into his, she reached down and grabbed his butt and pulled him closer, rubbing her crotch into his, only the thin fabric of his shorts separating their bodies. 
 
    "Yum!" she purred and rubbed up against him in a way that made him want to roll her over onto her back and have his way with her. 
 
    Which of course he couldn't, because there was only two feet of space. 
 
    "You're evil," he grumbled. 
 
    "Well, yeah! Of course I am! Now, get some sleep." 
 
    Dan all but growled at her. He'd never wanted a woman before like he suddenly wanted her. For the first time in his nineteen years, he had a woman in bed with him—a hot, sexy, and apparently interested woman. 
 
    He started to think about the floor; sure it was cold and hard, but then again… 
 
    "We are not having sex on the floor," Wrath growled at him. 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because you're so weak it'd probably kill you." 
 
    "But you want me dead!" he growled back at her. 
 
    "Yes, I do. But that would count as me killing you. So I can't." 
 
    Dan swore. 
 
    "Oh, trust me, I feel the same way," Wrath said in a husky voice. "It's been several years now, you know..." 
 
    "Yeah, well, I got you beat on that score," Dan said with a frown. 
 
    Wrath's eyes widened. "Really? And you want your first time to be with me?" 
 
    Dan could feel the heat rising in his face as he blushed. 
 
    "Hmm, have to see if we can do something about that, then," Wrath mused quietly. "After all, why not send you off with a smile? Now, close your eyes and go to sleep. I'm sure you're, very, very tired." she said, her voice getting slower and softer as she talked. 
 
    Dan yawned; he couldn't help himself, he was tired. Keeping his arm around her, he found he was having trouble staying awake, and sometime after that, he was quickly asleep. 
 
    Wrath watched Dan carefully as his breathing slowed and he fell into a deep sleep. He was so young and so inexperienced. He wasn't bad looking; a few more pounds, get rid of those gaunt lines on his face, and she bet the girls would definitely be interested. Hell, she was already interested. The boy had some spunk in him. Not many human men had been able to face her down when she was standing before them with her sword out. 
 
    And none of them had ever had the temerity to yell at her. 
 
    This had promise. Curse or no curse. 
 
    Tomorrow would be an interesting day, she was sure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Cold Morning Light 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan woke up to the most wonderful sensation he'd ever felt; something warm, moist, and very tight was sucking on his now very erect cock. He started to hunch his hips a little, trying to force himself a little deeper, as whatever it was on his cock moved up and down on it. 
 
    That was when he realized Wrath was lying on top of him, effectively pinning him to the 'bed' they had both been sleeping in. The sucking stopped for a moment. 
 
    "Use your tongue," she whispered. 
 
    He woke up completely then and realized she was using her mouth on him, sucking on him, and his nose suddenly picked up a strong scent of vanilla and cinnamon. He could feel her hands had a grip on his ass, then suddenly her claws pinched him, and as he opened his mouth to gasp, she ground her sex into his mouth. 
 
    Grabbing her ass with his own hands, Dan realized the wonderful feelings she'd been giving him with her mouth had stopped.  
 
    She was waiting, obviously. 
 
    He'd never gotten a blowjob before, not once. His parents, of course, hadn't approved of 'those kinds' of girls, so he'd never met one. Oh, he'd heard about them from his friends, and he'd also heard about what she was obviously expecting from him. 
 
    But he definitely didn't want her to stop, and licking his lips, he found that she tasted a lot better than his friends had told him. Putting his lips and tongue to work, he decided he'd do his best, and found his efforts quickly rewarded. 
 
    He was surprised that she reached her orgasm before he did. He must have been doing something right, and the way she shivered on top of him, he didn't last any longer after that himself. His only problem was that he was so weak from lack of food, he damn near passed out from the force of his own orgasm. 
 
    When he finally game to his senses, Wrath's face was hovering right over his. 
 
    "Now, wasn't that a lot better than using your hand?" she teased him. 
 
    Dan smiled up at her weakly. "Yes, yes it was. But I thought you wanted me dead?" 
 
    "Of course I do! The sooner you're gone, the sooner I can go home! But you're not the only one here needing a little release. It's been ages since I got laid, and while you may still be a virgin, I'm not. So I know what I'm missing. 
 
    "Think of it as a condemned man's last meal!" she said with playful growl. 
 
    Grabbing her ears, Dan pulled his head up and gave her a kiss, surprising her. 
 
    "I think you just gave me a reason to live," he said with a smile as he let go of her, untangled himself, and squeezed out of the bunk. 
 
    "I mean, why would I want to die when I've got you to look forward to every morning?" he teased as he carefully got to his feet. 
 
    "Aw, come on. Look, I told you you're going to die no matter what you do. You're cursed. Why prolong it? Just give in to the inevitable! This way you don't suffer, and I get to go home and party." 
 
    Dan just shook his head and helped her out of the bunk. Not that he suspected she needed it. He had to admit, she was seriously well put together, possibly the hottest woman he'd ever seen, even if she wasn't human and had those huge wings. 
 
    "Oh, you're just thinking that 'cause you got your dick sucked," Wrath said with a wink as she grinned at him. 
 
    Dan blushed and sighed. "Are you always this crass?" 
 
    "Only when it's worth it, and seeing you turn red like that is totally worth it!"  
 
    Sighing again, Dan gathered up his clothes and put them on. Looking around the small room, he noticed there was only one person still in their bunk, and from the smell of alcohol, he suspected they'd be there for quite a while to come. 
 
    Looking back at Wrath, he gave her a slow once over. Other than the belt holding the scabbard for her sword, she was also wearing a set of what looked like manacles on her wrists, and a torc of some sort on her right bicep. Nothing else. 
 
    "If we go outside with you looking like that, I suspect we're going to start a riot." 
 
    "What, people don't like demons around here?" she asked, giving him an innocent look. 
 
    Dan shook his head as he chewed his lip and considered the problem. "I don't know if anybody believes in demons around here anymore. Honestly, I've never seen one until I met you. But right now I'm just concerned about you being naked." 
 
    "I have a sword, and I know how to use it," Wrath growled. 
 
    "There are a lot more of them than you." 
 
    Wrath sighed. "Hand me your blanket there." 
 
    Dan nodded, reached in, grabbed it, and handed it to her, then watched as she undid her sword belt and gave it to him to hold, then artfully wrapped the blanket around her body. Taking the sword belt back, she buckled it on with it holding everything in place. 
 
    "We need to get you a better blanket." 
 
    Wrath looked down at herself. "Well, at least it's not filthy. Now grab all your stuff and let's go." 
 
    "Where?" 
 
    "Food, I'm hungry." 
 
    "I've only got ten bucks on me. Feeding both of us will take half that! I won't have enough for us to stay here tonight!" 
 
    "Good, 'cause we're not coming back here." 
 
    "What if I refuse?" Dan said angrily, frowning at her. 
 
    "Then I'll beat you up and take it," she growled, glaring back at him. "It's not like you're strong enough to put up much of a fight! Besides, a gentleman should always take care of his lady, and your lady wants some breakfast!" 
 
    "Oh, so you're my lady now, is it?" 
 
    Wrath gave him a toothy smile, revealing that in that catlike face, she had a serious set of fangs to go with it. "After what we just did, you have to ask?" 
 
    Dan blushed in embarrassment as he thought of not only what they'd done, and how much he enjoyed it, but just how many very sharp teeth had been wrapped around a very near and dear piece of his body. 
 
    "Fine," he sighed. "I'll buy you breakfast." 
 
    He led the way out of the flophouse, and Crane looked up at them as they headed out the door. 
 
    "Hey! Did you pay for her?"  
 
    "Yeah, I paid Jaco," Dan said. 
 
    "Well, you didn't pay me! We don't allow no whores or animals in here, and you brought a whore! Now, you owe me! Five dollars!" 
 
    "What did you just call me?" Wrath growled and turned to face Crane. 
 
    Dan tried to grab Wrath's arm and pull her out the front door, but she easily avoided his grasp and took a step towards Crane. Crane was a pretty big man—not as in tall; he stood shorter than Dan—but he was wide, and not all of it was fat, either. Rumor was, Crane had once been a bare-knuckle brawler on the illegal fight circuit and had beaten more than a few men to death in the ring. 
 
    "I called you a whore. Now, if you wanna give me a piece, maybe I'll let the boy off with just paying me two bucks." 
 
    "Why would I give a piece to a fat, ugly, smelly pig like you?" Wrath said, putting her hand on her sword. 
 
    Either Crane couldn't see her sword, or he didn't think she'd use it on him, but either way, Dan wasn't about to just stand there and watch. He'd just had the best morning he'd had in months, and a very attractive woman had just told him she was 'his'. Balling his fists, he strode forward past Wrath and punched Crane right in the face. 
 
    "That's my woman there, and you will sure as hell keep a civil tongue in your head when you talk to her!" he yelled. 
 
    He didn't see the backhand that caught him in the side of the face as Crane retaliated, but he sure felt it as he staggered backwards from it. 
 
    "I'm gonna kill you, boy! Right after I fuck your 'woman' in front of you!" 
 
    Crane punched him a second time, staggering him again and making him see stars. His body turned to punch Dan a third time as he came forward, but for some reason, Dan wasn't hit. Crane looked down and seemed surprised to find that his arm wasn't there. Then suddenly a bright bluish glowing blade came out of his chest, and he looked down at it, then up at Dan in shock. 
 
    Then his body slowly slid forward off Wrath's sword, landing on the ground before Dan as he stepped out of the way. 
 
    "No, you're not fucking me, and you're especially not fucking me while anyone watches, asshole!" Wrath growled. 
 
    "You, you killed him!" Dan said, gathering his wits together. 
 
    "Would you rather I let him…aww shit," Wrath swore. 
 
    Dan looked around at the mess. That was when he realized that one of Crane's arms was no longer attached to his body. 
 
    "I think we better get out of here." 
 
    "Just a minute," Wrath said and went through Crane's pockets. 
 
    "What are you doing?" 
 
    "Looking for loose change…Ah! Found it," she said, pulling out his wallet and taking all the cash out of it before tossing it. "Now we can go." 
 
    Coming over to him, she grabbed him by the forearm and hustled him out of the building. By the time his head had stopped spinning, they were already at the end of the street. 
 
    "Thanks for saving me," Dan said as he realized Crane had probably been about to kill him. Not like anyone would have missed him. 
 
    "Yeah, yeah. Don't rub it in," Wrath grumbled, looking embarrassed. 
 
    Dan gave her a look. "What's with you?" 
 
    "If I'da let him kill you, I woulda been free of the damn curse." 
 
    "So why didn't you?" 
 
    Wrath muttered something under her breath. 
 
    "What? I couldn't hear that." 
 
    "You defended me! Okay?" She growled loudly. 
 
    "Well, what was I supposed to do? You even said you were my woman now!" 
 
    "All I did was give you a damn blowjob!" 
 
    "That's not how you were acting when you were demanding breakfast," Dan reminded her. 
 
    Wrath grumbled some more, so Dan gave her a hug and smiled at her. "Thanks, Wrath, for saving my life." 
 
    "Don't rub it in," she growled, still looking embarrassed. 
 
    "You know, I never had a girlfriend before," Dan mused. 
 
    "What? Why not? You're a good-looking man. Well developed, too!" she added with a snicker. 
 
    Dan shrugged. "My parents were rich, very rich. Upper crust, high society, all that sort of stuff. Father didn't want me making any bastards that could ruin the family's good name, and mother didn't want me dating anyone 'beneath us'. Hell, they packed my younger sister off in an arranged marriage just last year so my father could make a deal that would have netted him a king's ransom, if he was still alive." 
 
    "And you put up with that?" 
 
    Dan shrugged. "What else was I going to do? 'Oh, Mother, Father, I'm going to give up this life of luxury with servants waiting on me hand and foot and go live on the streets like a regular person.' For what? Just to get laid?" 
 
    "Maybe you should have tried it with the servants." 
 
    Dan made a face. "The youngest was over fifty. No. Just no." He looked up then. "Breakfast," he said and pointed towards a local cafe he frequented whenever he had the money. "Let's go eat." 
 
    "Great! Order all you want, I'll even treat!" she said, holding up the wad of bills she'd taken from Crane's wallet. 
 
    Leading the way, Dan went in and took her to a small table all the way in the back. He liked this place because the food was good, and it was cheap. It also wasn't the kind of place were people asked a lot of questions. So while they got a few looks—or to put it more succinctly, Wrath got a few looks—nobody bothered them.  
 
    People might not have ever seen anything that looked like she did, but there were enough strange things that came into the city on occasion, most folks knew better than to make a scene about it. 
 
    The waitress came over immediately and told them what was available, and they both ordered. A few minutes later she came back with their food and both set to eating. 
 
    "Not bad, considering the price," Wrath commented. 
 
    Dan just nodded and continued to shovel it in. He was starving, and this was the first big meal he'd had in weeks. Wrath had told him to get as much as he wanted, and he hadn't asked her twice. After all, it wasn't like she was paying for it. 
 
    "So your parents were rich?" she asked as he got to the end of his meal. 
 
    Dan nodded. "Yup. Second richest family in the city." 
 
    "What happened to them?" 
 
    "About eight months ago, several of our warehouses burned down, then two of our shops were robbed, a few employees beaten. My father thought it was another family putting the move on us, or maybe even organized crime. But things were just too—well, I guess 'random' best describes it. 
 
    "Shipments turned up ruined, or mixed up. Fluke accidents. You name it. Then he got run over by a runaway handcart, of all things, and spent the last two months of his life wasting away in bed while my mother struggled to try to save everything."  
 
    Dan shook his head and sighed heavily. "Things went much worse for Mother, and after Father died, the real sharks closed in. She hung herself when they foreclosed on the house and seized all our assets to cover our debts. I was forced out of the house, but I was old enough that most of my personal possessions stayed with me." 
 
    "Until?"  
 
    Dan just shook his head. "Until a series of unfortunate events, robberies and beatings, left me with what you see here." 
 
    Wrath pursued her lips and then nodded slowly. "So the curse was on your father, and when he died, it either passed to your mother and then you, or directly to you. In either case, you're obviously the end of it." 
 
    "Well, how do I stop it?" 
 
    Wrath snorted as she finished the last of her breakfast. "With a curse powerful enough to jump around like that? You don't." 
 
    "Then what do I do?" 
 
    "Kill yourself?" Wrath said with a smirk. 
 
    "I'm not killing myself!" Dan replied hotly, drawing several looks from others seated nearby. 
 
    "Hmm, I wonder…" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Well, maybe your resistance to killing yourself comes from the curse?" 
 
    "Then why did my mother kill herself?" Dan pointed out. 
 
    "Social and economic ruin has that effect on a lot of you humans. I would be more surprised if she hadn't. Of course it could be that this curse only affects the males in your family, and she was prompted by it to kill herself to make you suffer more." 
 
    "I have a younger sister," Dan said, eyes widening. "I can't let this get to her." 
 
    Wrath shook her head. "It probably won't. She's changed her name, joined another family. That took her out of the family and out of the curse, assuming of course this one even affects women." 
 
    "What about you?" 
 
    "What about me?" 
 
    "If dying breaks a curse, why haven't you killed yourself?" 
 
    Wrath snorted. "Because mine will be over as soon as you are." 
 
    "But it would break your curse, right?" 
 
    Wrath's eyes narrowed. "What are you getting at?" 
 
    "Your curse is now a part of my curse, right? You said so yourself. So if you died, my curse would be lifted, and both me and my sister would be saved," Dan said in a soft voice. 
 
    Wrath looked at him, and then laughed. "Like you could kill me! You wouldn't last a minute against me!" 
 
    "Want to bet? You can't kill me, Wrath. You've told me that how many times?" 
 
    "Okay, now, this isn't funny," Wrath growled. 
 
    "Is it true that demons can't set foot in a church? Maybe I should go inside one? Oh! I bet the police would just love that!" 
 
    "Dan…"  
 
    He looked at her as she sat there softly growling at him with murder in her eyes. It would work, he could see it from the anger on her face, it would totally work. The curse would be gone. He'd be able to fix his life. He could even leave here and start over some other place, where no one knew about him and he wouldn't have to worry about a single damn thing. 
 
    Wrath started to stand up, looking around. 
 
    "Wrath, sit down, please." 
 
    "And why would I do that?" she growled at him. 
 
    "Well, maybe because the door is more than eighteen feet away from me? And I'm not going anywhere until we hash this out." 
 
    "Hash what out?" 
 
    "If you get someone to kill me, you're free. If I get someone to kill you, I'm free. Quite the paradox, isn't it? So what do we do? Race to backstab each other?" 
 
    "Yeah, but you were thinking about it." 
 
    "And up until now all you've been talking about is getting me killed," Dan hissed back at her softly. "Now the shoe's on the other foot, and you don't seem to like the fit much, do you?" 
 
    "Yeah, well, do you have any better suggestions, Daniel?" 
 
    "We find whoever put this curse on me and have them break it, that's what we do," Dan said, looking up at her. 
 
    "How do I know I can trust you?" 
 
    "Really? You can read my mind, and you want to know if you can trust me? I'm the one who should be worried, here. You'll know if I'm sincere. But how do I know if you are?" 
 
    Wrath dropped back down onto the chair. "We swear an oath. That's how." 
 
    Dan blinked. "That actually works?" 
 
    "Swearing oaths with a demon always works. And it works both ways. But it has to be a blood oath." 
 
    "How do we?" 
 
    "Come on, we can't do this here, follow me." 
 
    Getting up, Dan followed Wrath out of the shop. 
 
    "We do need to find you some better clothes," he said as she looked up and down the street. 
 
    "We need a place that's private. Somewhere we won't be bothered for a while." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because we're going to do a blood ritual, and while it's not that big a deal, being interrupted would really suck." 
 
    Dan thought about that a minute, trying not to be too distracted by Wrath's butt as he followed her down the street. Who knew demon's had nice asses? Even with that tail dancing over it. 
 
    "Are you done staring at my ass?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "Umm…" Dan said and shook his head. "No? But I think I know a place. Follow me." 
 
    "Now I get to ogle your butt for a change," Wrath teased. 
 
    "Uh-huh, sure," Dan said, and cutting down an alleyway, he led her to an old, decrepit building not far away.  
 
    "What is this place?" Wrath asked, looking it over with a skeptical eye. 
 
    "At night a lot of bums and homeless sleep here. It's not exactly safe, either; one of the local gangs likes to come through here and 'collect rent' whenever they're bored." 
 
    "I'm more worried about the place falling down around us," she said, looking it over. "How is it even still standing?" 
 
    "Concrete. Lots and lots of concrete. The company that owned it went out of business decades ago, and no one has the money to tear it down." 
 
    "So they just left it here to rot?" 
 
    Dan laughed. "This whole part of the city has been left to rot. How else do you think I can afford to live here?" 
 
    "Then how do you know it's empty during the day?" 
 
    "Even the bums need to eat. This place clears out really fast every morning, and no one wants to be left here by themselves after that." 
 
    "Fine, lead on." 
 
    "Aw, and here I wanted to watch your ass as we climbed the stairs," Dan teased back. Going inside, he led her to the back staircase, which was both safer and less used. By the time they'd gone up the six floors of the building, he was exhausted.  
 
    "Damn, this place stinks." 
 
    "Yeah, that's another reason everyone clears out, and it gets worse as the day gets hotter," Dan told her as he led her around the piles of trash and human excrement to one of the rooms in the back that, if he remembered correctly, was usually clear of most trash. 
 
    "How's this?" he asked her as he led her inside. 
 
    Wrath looked around the room a moment. It was fairly clear of debris. Most of the garbage was pushed up against the walls, and there was only the one entrance to the room. 
 
    "It'll do. Now stand right here," she pointed to a spot on the floor, "while I draw some lines." She drew her sword, and using the tip, inscribed a six-foot wide circle around him, making sure she was standing inside of it as she did so.  
 
    Once she'd closed the circle, she quickly wrote the words of the oath she was going to have them swear around it in the language of magic, then a second time in English. She added a last magical word, then sheathed her sword and turned to face him. 
 
    "Okay, here's how this works. I'll slit your right palm, then my own. We'll grab hands and make sure our blood mixes. Then I'll take your hand, I'll point at the first word, and we'll slowly sound it out together.  
 
    "Then we'll do that again in English, and finish with the end word there." 
 
    "And that's it?" 
 
    Wrath nodded. "Give me your hand." 
 
    "How do I know you're not tricking me?" Dan asked her with a scowl on his face. 
 
    "Magic is all about intent. Putting it in English reinforces the intent of the spell. If the intent of magical words doesn't match the intent of the English ones, it won't work." 
 
    "Okay," Dan said, glancing at the words, then back at her. "Don't you need a knife?" 
 
    Wrath snorted and, holding his hand tightly, she put the tip of a finger on her left hand on his palm, then a short, but obviously sharp claw came out, and she sliced his palm from left to right. 
 
    Dan gasped in pain and grabbed his wrist with his other hand as Wrath repeated the process with her right palm. She looked over at his hand. 
 
    "Good, it's bleeding. Now, let's push our palms together, smear it around, then lock our fingers together." 
 
    Dan nodded and pressed his palm to hers, then interlaced their fingers. 
 
    "Point to the first word," she said, pointing with her index finger, pressing up against him, and putting her left hand behind his back. 
 
    Dan nodded and pointed with his finger, then put his left hand behind her back and held her against him. 
 
    "Okay now, with me, sound it out like you did back in the warehouse last night." 
 
    Dan nodded, and together they slowly sounded out each of the words. It was obvious to him that she already knew the language, but she went slow and let him take his time, helping him sound them out. 
 
    Just like last night, each of the words came up off the floor as they spoke them and slowly started to spin around them.  
 
    Next they spoke the English words together. "'We are bound by this curse each in our own way and are now partners throughout until it is broken. We both swear to this partnership, this binding, and will each not betray the other, ever." 
 
    When they spoke the last magic words, the English words suddenly came up off the floor and slowly started to wrap around them, getting closer and faster. Closer and faster, until they were wrapped up in the words like a string, and it disappeared. 
 
    Looking back at Wrath, he felt an irresistible urge to kiss her, and apparently she was feeling the same way, as he suddenly found himself engaging in some deliciously delightful lip lock as they slowly sank to their knees. Letting go of her hand, he pulled her close and ran his other hand along her side, looking to remove the blanket now wrapped around her, while her own free hand pulled at his shirt.  
 
    He didn't care that the floor was dirty, or really much of anything else. All he really wanted to do at that moment was claim her, claim her for himself. 
 
    "Well, well, well. Look at what we have here!" 
 
    "Dammit!" Wrath swore, and looking up, Dan noticed three men standing there, watching them. From their manner of dress, he figured they must have been from one of the local gangs. 
 
    "Thought you'd come up here and have a little fun, didn't you?" the man in the middle said with a laugh. "Well, looks like we're the ones who're going to be having a little fun! Tock, grab the girl. Skids, help me kill this loser." 
 
    Dan and Wrath quickly untangled from each other, Wrath gaining her feet before Dan as the men rushed them.  
 
    Dan backpeddled away from Wrath, drawing the two men away, and looked around desperately for a weapon as they drew near. All three of them had knives, but Wrath whipped her sword out and spitted Tock, disemboweling him when she ripped the sword back out. 
 
    But neither Skids nor their leader noticed, as they both had their backs to her at this point, still intent on attacking Dan.  
 
    Wrath struck Skids next, cleaving his head in two. The leader noticed then that something wasn't quite right and immediately turned to face Wrath, his knife in hand. 
 
    "Oh, my god! You're a demon!" he yelled. 
 
    "You noticed!" Wrath replied, smiling.  
 
    Dan circled behind the other man, who was focused more on Wrath now that he saw she was armed with a sword. Dan could only guess that the guy figured he wasn't a threat, as he didn't have a weapon. Taking a step forward, Dan brought his foot up as hard as he could between the man's legs from behind, the tip of his foot catching him in the balls. 
 
    Gasping, the man dropped to his knees, and Wrath took his head off. 
 
    "We really need to get you a weapon, you know." She sighed as she cleaned the blade off. 
 
    Dan shrugged and immediately set about looting the bodies. "I really don't know how to fight." 
 
    Wrath stared at him. "What did you say?" 
 
    "I don't know how to fight." 
 
    "Why the hell not?" she growled in an exasperated voice. 
 
    "Because I was supposed to be a businessman? One who'd hire people to fight for him?" 
 
    "Well, that's dumb!" 
 
    Dan sighed as he moved over to the body of Skids, having taken everything their dead leader had of value.  
 
    "Well, yeah, now it's stupid. But I don't think either of my parents expected me to end up like this." 
 
    Shaking her head, Wrath put her sword away and went to search the body of the first one she'd killed. After finishing with that, she came over to him and held out her hand. 
 
    "Give me the money," she told him. 
 
    Dan gave her a funny look. "What?" 
 
    "Give me all their money." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    She gave him a look like he was one of the slow kids. "Because you're cursed, and you'll just lose it. I'm not cursed, so I'll be fine." 
 
    "Oh," he said sheepishly in a small voice. 
 
    "Let's go find some better clothes for both of us. Maybe a bath as well." 
 
    Dan nodded and, wiping his hands off on the shirt of the dead man, he got up. 
 
    "Is it normal for an oath to make you horny?" he asked, looking over at Wrath, who suddenly looked quite embarrassed. 
 
    "Um." 
 
    Dan sighed and now he looked at her like she was one of the slow kids. 
 
    "I used the wrong form of the word 'partner' in the magic. It was more like partner in the sense of a lover," she said, looking very embarrassed. 
 
    "And that worked?" 
 
    "Weeellll, when you consider what we did this morning, and how much time we spend looking at each other's asses..." She just grinned at him and shrugged. 
 
    Dan couldn't help himself and just started laughing loudly as Wrath looked more and more embarrassed. 
 
    After a minute of that, she came over and smacked him on the butt. 
 
    "Enough, let's get out of here, it stinks." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Like Minded 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So what's our next stop?" Dan asked as they left the building behind them 
 
    "Clothes, weapons, and a place where we can clean up," Wrath said. 
 
    "I don't know how to use a weapon," Dan reminded her. 
 
    "Then I guess it's time you learned." 
 
    "I'd rather spend my time trying to find out who cursed me and how to get rid of it without dying in the process." 
 
    Wrath sighed. "Do you think it's going to be that simple?" 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Curses are expensive. They're pretty hard to cast, and very labor intensive. Mages and witches who do those things? They don't come cheap. And look at the curse that's on you; it passed from your father, possibly to your mother, then to you. It's a family-line curse. I bet it took days, if not weeks to cast." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "So that means money. Lots of money. Power, too. No, whoever did this to you, they're going to have weapons, and they're going to have people who have weapons protecting them. This isn't going to be something that's going to be quick or easy. Right now you have only two things going for you." 
 
    "And those are?" 
 
    "Me," Wrath said with a smile. "I'm here helping you, and I can't be affected by the part of the curse that destroys everything around you." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because I'm a part of the curse. If it could destroy me, it would destroy the curse." 
 
    Dan thought about that for a few minutes as they walked. He'd told her which direction the better part of town was, because she wanted to get them outfitted with some nicer clothes. 
 
    "So what you're saying is, magic's rules are logical?" 
 
    "More or less. Actually more than less. There are a few exceptions that 'prove' the rule, and there are a few things that are only logical if you know all the rules." 
 
    "How did you learn magic?" 
 
    Wrath shrugged as they walked along the street. "I grew up with it. As a demon, it's a part of me." 
 
    "Does that mean you're a mage?"  
 
    Wrath shook her head. "I don't have the ability. I know the basics because of who I am and what I learned. I can do simple things like the little ritual we went through. But not much beyond that. Especially after being locked up in that scroll all those years. It seriously tapped my strength." 
 
    "What was that like, being trapped in there?" 
 
    "Kinda like being asleep. I mean, you're aware of the time that's gone by, but just barely. You don't really experience it." 
 
    "How'd you end up in there, anyway?" 
 
    Dan noticed the embarrassed look on her face. 
 
    "I'd rather not go into that right now." 
 
    "How's that store look?" he said, changing the subject and pointing to a clothing store. 
 
    "I think it looks good enough. The quality of our clothing is starting to draw some looks, if you hadn't noticed." 
 
    "I thought that was just because I was walking with a cat demon," Dan said with a grin. 
 
    "Why don't you say it a little louder," Wrath growled. "I don't think everybody heard you." 
 
    "Okay, okay," Dan said rolling his eyes. "Don't bite my head off!" 
 
    "Look around you some more, the people around here are all dressed fairly nice. I'm wearing a sheet." 
 
    "Well, we are getting near the business district, so yeah, I guess I see your point." 
 
    "I'm so glad you agree. Now, inside." 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Dan had a nice set of new clothes, as did Wrath. She, however, had added a very light, long skirt to her outfit that hid her legs quite well. 
 
    "So much for staring at your ass," Dan said with a theatrical sigh. 
 
    "You don't see a lot of people on cloven hooves around here, do you?" 
 
    "Do all," looking around he lowered his voice, "demons have cloven hooves for feet?" 
 
    "No, but my type does. Has to do with where we come from and what it's like there." 
 
    "Maybe some day you can tell me about it. So where to next?" 
 
    "Get clean, remember?" 
 
    "Ah, well, there's a short stay motel the prostitutes like to take their customers to. It has showers, and it's cheap." 
 
    "Do they have towels?" 
 
    "You have to pay extra for the good ones," Dan warned. 
 
    "I'm sold. Let's go!" 
 
      
 
    Wrath showered first because she said it would take her longer to dry off, which made sense. She didn't take long, and when Dan got into the shower, he found out why—the water wasn't very warm. It wasn't cold, but it certainly encouraged you to hurry.  
 
    When he got out, he quickly toweled himself dry and then walked out to the small bedroom, where Wrath was bent over, drying her legs, her back to him. The effect on his libido was immediate. She really did have a killer ass, and bent over and presented to him like that, well, there was only one thing to do. 
 
    Smiling, Dan snuck up behind her, grabbed her hips, pulled her back, and let his erection slide between her legs, rubbing over her sex, but not entering her. 
 
    "How about we take a little time to use the bed?" he suggested. 
 
    Wrath stood up and, turning her upper body until her face was before his—she was obviously a very flexible girl—she smiled and let him kiss her. 
 
    "Bed sounds good," she said in a husky voice. "Course we'll have to shower again." 
 
    "I'll survive," Dan said and turning to face the bed he pushed her forward, watching as she climbed up onto it on her hands and knees and then looked over her shoulder at him, dipping her folded wings. 
 
    "Time to make you a man," she purred with a smile. 
 
    Dan climbed up on the bed behind her, moving between her legs and grabbing her hips, and he moved in close. Reaching down with a hand, he lightly rubbed at her sex, not surprised to find she was ready for him. Grabbing his erection, he moved forward to enter her when somebody pounded loudly on the door. 
 
    "Open up! Open up now, or I'll break the damn door down!" 
 
    Swearing Dan jumped off the bed and grabbing his shorts he put those on and then grabbing his pants he jumped into those as well as the pounding on the door got louder. Grabbing his shirt he turned to look at Wrath who had dressed even faster than he had. She had her sword in her hand, but hidden behind her back. 
 
    Grabbing the door with one hand, he unlocked it with the other and pulled it open. 
 
    "What the hell do you want?" Dan yelled at the large man who was standing there. 
 
    "I'll teach you to mess with my wife!" the man hollered and pushed into the room, knocking Dan away from the door and sending him sprawling back onto the bed. 
 
    "Why honey, you do care!" Wrath said, stepping in front of him and smiling. 
 
    "Who are you, where's my wife!" the man yelled, looking around. 
 
    "Unless I miss my guess, those are her feet I hear running down the hallway right now," Wrath replied, and the man ran out of the room screaming, "Stella! Where are you, Stella!" 
 
    Dan looked at the open door, then looked at Wrath. 
 
    "What in the hell was that?" 
 
    Wrath sighed. "The curse. Looks like you ain't gettin' any today, boy." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "What, you think people normally barge into rooms while you're about to have sex? I don't know about where you grew up," Wrath said with a grin on her face, "but that's twice now we've been coitus interruptus, and I'm not going for three. So put your shirt and boots on and let's get out of here." 
 
    Dan scowled. "You're saying we can't have sex because of the curse?" 
 
    "Apparently." 
 
    "But what about this morning?" 
 
    Wrath smiled. "Ah, but I started that, and it was all about me. Plus you were still asleep." 
 
    "I'm really starting to hate this damn curse," Dan growled as he put on his boots, threw on his shirt, and grabbed his few meager possession.  
 
    "That's the whole idea. Now, how about we take a walk by your old house." 
 
    "Why there?" 
 
    "Can you think of a better place to start?" 
 
    Dan shook his head.  
 
    "Then your house it is. Now, where'd I put that hat?" 
 
      
 
    It was a two-hour walk to his old house. Maybe they could have taken a bus, but between being short on cash and Wrath being a cat demon with a big ass glowing sword, he decided not to risk it. What surprised him most during their long walk was that no one appeared to have noticed her at all. True, the light skirt hid her legs, and for the most part her tail, and the hat she was wearing covered her short horns, but just looking at her face or arms made it fairly obvious she wasn't human. 
 
    The house itself wasn't easily visible from the street, being set back in the trees. The property might not have been more than an acre, but all the trees helped to divert prying eyes. 
 
    The big 'For Sale' sign posted out front by the driveway made it clear that no one was living there still. 
 
    "Cool! Let's go inside!" Wrath said, grabbing his hand and leading him up the driveway. 
 
    Dan just sighed and let her drag him along. "What are we looking for?" 
 
    "You'll know it when you see it," Wrath said with a shrug as she looked the place over. "Have to say, this is a pretty nice place. Must suck losing it." 
 
    "Eh. I liked the old house back in Granite Bay better." 
 
    "Oh? Why'd you move?" 
 
    "My father was putting longer hours in at work, and would have to go in constantly, so he wanted a shorter commute." 
 
    "How long ago did you move here?" she asked as they circled the property. 
 
    "Five years ago." 
 
    "Well, I doubt that had anything to do with the curse. Do you have a key?" 
 
    "No, but they probably changed the locks anyway." 
 
    "Well, I guess we can just break a window," she said, drawing her sword. 
 
    "Hold on!" Dan said, and grabbing her free hand, he dragged her over to the back of the garage. 
 
    "You know a way in?" 
 
    "Of course I do. I lived here, didn't I? Just hope they got rid of the alarm." 
 
    Coming over to the back door, which just had a regular lock and not a deadbolt, he turned around and put his ass against the center of the door. 
 
    "How is that going to..." Wrath started, but Dan bounced his ass off the door, and it opened. 
 
    "Interior door, it flexes," he said with a grin. "The trick is not in breaking it, just causing it to bend enough to pop the lock." 
 
    "Okay, we're in the garage, but how do we get into the house?" 
 
    "Notice how the roof over the carport connects? I hope you can climb a ladder," Dan said as he led her over to a series of boards nailed between the studs of the back wall up to an attic, then across the garage to a square access door that led them to another access door, which opened into a closet. 
 
    Opening the closet door, Dan led her out into a bedroom, which was still furnished. 
 
    "My sister's room. She used to sneak out a lot at night. Regular party animal," he said with a snort. 
 
    "What, didn't approve?" 
 
    "Didn't care. My father made it clear she wasn't going to inherit anything, so it's not like she was vested in the family. Sucked for her, so I'd cover for her, and they never found out about it. I figured she might as well have some fun before father married her off." 
 
    "Sounds like a really loving family." 
 
    "Oh? Demon families are better then, I presume?" 
 
    Wrath laughed. "Oh, fuck no! I got thrown out of the house and told to never come back not long after I got tits. I think Mom was afraid of the competition." 
 
    "Competition?" Dan asked looking confused. "Competition for who?" 
 
    "Demons tend to hook up a lot, and my mom was the queen of hookups. Didn't want me stealing any of her boyfriends." 
 
    "What about your father?" 
 
    "Eh, he taught me a few things, but he didn't really have much time for me, either. At least he let me stay at his place until I was old enough to fend for myself. I stole this sword from him." 
 
    "You stole it from your father?" 
 
    "Eh, I doubt he even missed it. He's got way better ones. Now, how about showing me to your father's office, and then your parent's bedroom." 
 
    "Sure," Dan said and, opening the door, he froze. There was the biggest damn dog he'd ever seen in his life sitting there, staring back at him. 
 
    "What are you waiting for?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "Umm. There's a dog in the hallway." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "It's burning." 
 
    Wrath swore behind him and he felt himself pushed out of the way. 
 
    "Who the hell sent you, and what the hell are you doing here?" Wrath demanded as she drew her sword and attacked in one smooth motion, moving closer to the hellhound. 
 
    The hellhound dodged and tried to duck around her, but Wrath unfurled her wings, pressing them against the sides of the hallway and lowering them enough to block any way past her. With no chance to get by, the hellhound turned to attack her. 
 
    Wrath swore. She was pretty much stuck where she was if she didn't want to give the hound a chance to attack Dan, who probably wouldn't last long against it, not having any kind of weapon. Her own sword would make quick work of it, except that it was far too big to be used easily in the tight confines of the hallway. 
 
    Dancing on her feet, she shifted her left hand to grab the hilt, using it more like a spear than a sword, and activating the torc on her right upper arm, a black metal manica suddenly flowed out of it protecting her right arm. Bringing her right back across her body she unwound a backhanded slap into the hellhound, which was trying to bite her on the leg, and sent it rolling back a good ten feet down the hallway.  
 
    Bringing the point of her sword up, she charged the hellhound as it scrambled back to its feet, then turned and charged directly at her… 
 
    …and leapt over her head! 
 
    Swearing, she pulled in her wings and spun around, only to see the hellhound spin around as well and face her, placing itself between her and Dan. 
 
    Then it started growling. 
 
    "What the fuck?" she said looking at the hellhound and then Dan. "You didn't tell me you had a pet!" 
 
    Dan blinked and looked down at the growling hellhound. 
 
    "Sit!" he yelled. 
 
    It looked back at him. 
 
    "Sit and stop growling! She's my girlfriend!" 
 
    The hellhound stopped growling and sat. But it also gave him a look Dan could only described as 'confused'. 
 
    "I thought you didn't know anything about magic?" Wrath grumbled, putting her sword away and furling her wings. 
 
    Dan shook his head. "I've never had a pet; none of us had any pets. Besides, this—what's it called?" 
 
    "It's a hellhound." 
 
    "I've never seen this hellhound before." 
 
    "Well it sure seems to be yours now!" Wrath grumbled. 
 
    "Could it be a part of the curse?" 
 
    "I don't see it trying to kill you, do you? More like it thought it was defending you. So, no, I don't think it's part of the curse." 
 
    "Huh. I wonder what his name is?" 
 
    "I'm a lot more interested in finding out what it's doing here! Let's search your father's office and see what we can find before someone shows up." 
 
    Dan nodded, and walked by the hellhound, which started following him. 
 
    "Hey, can I get burned by those flames?" 
 
    "Not unless he wants you to. At least, that's what I was told." 
 
    Dan just shrugged and looked back at the hound. "Don't set anybody or anything on fire unless it's attacking me or I tell you to. And don't mess with Wrath," he added, nodding towards her. He didn't bother asking why it had attacked her; she was a demon with a big ass sword, after all, and he was only human. 
 
    But still, he had to wonder, how had it ended up attached to him? 
 
    The door to his father's office was ajar, and he pushed it open, groaning at what he saw and stepping inside, he quickly moved aside to clear the doorway. There was a dead and very well chewed body lying on the floor. 
 
    "Anybody you know?" Wrath asked. 
 
    Dan forced himself to look at the body. The face had a few good bites in it as well. 
 
    "I'm, I'm not sure. I guess I should search the body." 
 
    "I think this explains why your new friend is here," Wrath said and pointed to the hellhound. "Whoever they were, they must have triggered a trap of some sort." 
 
    "And how does that explain things?" Dan asked as he carefully looked for a wallet while wishing he had a pair of gloves to keep the blood off. 
 
    "The trap was probably set by your father, so guarding family members was undoubtedly a part of it." 
 
    "My father was a businessman! Not a wizard!" Dan retorted as he fished out a wallet.  
 
    "Yeah, well, hate to burst your bubble there, Dan, but there's magic in here." 
 
    Dan looked up from the wallet. "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "There's magic in here. I can feel it. Some of it is coming from that desk over there, and the rest is coming from behind that bookcase," she said, pointing. 
 
    "Why don't you look for it while I look through this?" he said, holding up the wallet. 
 
    "Because I'd rather not trip any more traps?" 
 
    "And it's okay if I do?" 
 
    Wrath rolled her eyes. "Your new buddy there is proof they're not targeted at you." 
 
    Dan nodded absently as he pulled the driver's license out of the wallet. 
 
    "Craig Klark." Dan looked over the body again. 
 
    "You know him?" 
 
    "Yeah, one of my father's business associates. But not one of his favorites. Wonder what he was doing here?" 
 
    "Looking for something, apparently. How 'bout I loot the body while you look through the desk?" 
 
    "You're sure there's something magical in it?" Dan asked in a skeptical voice as he got up and walked over to the big oak desk. 
 
    "I'm a demon. I can sense it. Of course those magical runes carved into the edge there kinda make it obvious." 
 
    "Magical…" Dan looked at the edge of the desk she was pointing to, and sure enough, there were runes there. He'd seen enough of them in the last twenty-four hours that he was starting to get a feel for them. 
 
    "Aw, shit," Dan muttered and, sitting at the desk, he went through the draws, the center one already being open. 
 
    "They're all empty," he said after a quick examination. 
 
    "Well, pull them out and look behind them. There's something in there, towards the front I think." 
 
    Dan gave a shrug and pulled the drawers out, one at a time, and stacked them on top of the desk. Dropping down to his knees, he peered into the empty slots. Not seeing anything, he crawled under the desk and looked back towards the front. 
 
    "Found something," he said when he looked at the lip above the center drawer. Reaching up, he pulled out a thin stick with a point on it. 
 
    "What's this? A wand?" he asked, looking at it as he crawled out from under the desk. 
 
    "Scriber's wand," Wrath said, looking over at him. Dan noticed she was perched on the edge of one of the chairs in the room, looking over the center bookcase, but not touching it. 
 
    "What's a scriber's wand?" 
 
    "Remember when I used my sword to draw the oath?" 
 
    Dan nodded. 
 
    "That's what it's used for. You need something magical with a point that you can draw the lines with. Magical creatures like me can also use our fingers, if they're sharp enough." She showed him one of her claws. "But it doesn't work as well. This sword is pretty potent, and it has a point, so it can do the job. A human would need something like that, however." 
 
    "So you can't just use a pen or a pencil?" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "The why did the curse I read that had you trapped in it look like someone had written it with a felt tip pen?" 
 
    "The magic in the wand does that. Now how about seeing if you can trigger that magic door?" Wrath said pointing towards the bookshelf. 
 
    "Isn't that a bit cliché?" 
 
    "Doesn't mean it won't work." 
 
    "Any suggestions?" 
 
    "Try the fireplace. That's usually where they put the switch." 
 
    Dan shook his head. "It's not even a real fireplace; you can't burn wood in Sacramento. It's gas." 
 
    "All the more reason to look at it, then! Come on, chop, chop," she said, clapping her hands. 
 
    Sighing, Dan went over and looked at it. There was the on switch, which turned it on with the click of an igniter. The off switch, which turned it off. There was even a button to light the pilot light. 
 
    Shaking his head at how obvious it was, he pressed the pilot light button and held it. After twenty seconds there was a 'click' from the bookcase over to his left. 
 
    "That did it!" Wrath said, jumping up to her feet. 
 
    Getting back to his feet, Dan walked over to the bookcase, which she was pushing the rest of the way back. What he saw surprised him. There wasn't a room there, just a shallow closet a little more than a foot deep. There was a small file cabinet fitted in it sideways. Hanging from the wall were a three handguns, three rifles, a few boxes of ammo on a narrow shelf, and several large knives that were hanging just below the shelf. 
 
    "Those knives are magical," Wrath told him. "Take them and hand them to me. Then grab that bag on the floor, and I'll put the guns, knives, and ammo in it while you look through the filing cabinet." 
 
    Dan just stared at it all dumbfounded until Wrath tapped him on the head. 
 
    "Dan, you got work to do. Do it." 
 
    "Oh, yeah," he said. Taking the knives off the wall, he felt a bit of a tingle as he grabbed each one and passed it to Wrath, who had already grabbed the short duffle bag off the floor and was sticking the knives in it. 
 
    "How are you going to fit the guns in there?" 
 
    "They break down. Just leave it to me and check the files. I got a feeling we don't have much time left." 
 
    Nodding, he pulled up the top drawer and saw it was about a quarter full of hanging folders. The tags on each of them he recognized as properties or businesses his father had owned. He just grabbed those and passed them to Wrath, who stuck them in the bag. 
 
    The lower drawer had two large leather-bound books in it, one much smaller pocket-sized one, and what looked like a couple of small jewelry cases, the type that usually held a single ring. He handed her the large books, stuck the smaller one in one of his pockets, and stuck the two small cases in his other pockets as Wrath was already zipping up the bag. 
 
    "Close the door," she told him as she easily hefted the duffel bag. 
 
    "And?" he asked as he pushed the shelf back and it 'clicked' into place. 
 
    "And we go out the front door." 
 
    "What about him?" Dan asked point at the dead body. 
 
    "He's not our problem. You don't live here, and you don't own the house." 
 
    "Just let me hit the bathroom and wash my hands," he said, leading them out to the hallway. 
 
    The moment he set foot out the doorway, the hellhound suddenly growled, streaked down the hallway, and then down the stairs. A moment later there was a loud woman's scream. 
 
    "Oh, shit!" Dan said and started to run for the stairs when a hand grabbing his collar brought him up short. 
 
    "Do you want to go to jail?" Wrath growled. 
 
    "But he's killing her!" 
 
    "If he was killing her, she wouldn't be screaming! There's a dead body in the room back there, and if you go down those stairs, you'll be connected to it! Now let's get out of here! You can run up from the outside if you want and say you heard screams!" She pushed him back towards his sister's room. "Go! Go! Go!" 
 
    Turning, Dan ran for his sister's room into the still open closet and the hatch that led to the garage with Wrath hot on his heels. He jumped halfway down the stairs, ran out the back door, and around the garage to the front of the house. There was a fairly new Mercedes C300 parked out front. There were two people sitting in it with their cellphones out, and the front door of the house was open.  
 
    Dan ran up to the door and stuck his head inside; there was a woman cowering against the wall. She wasn't screaming so much anymore, but the hellhound was still growling and lunging at her, keeping her pinned there. But she didn't have so much as a scratch. 
 
    Putting his fingers to his lips, Dan let out an ear-piercing whistle, causing the hellhound to stop barking as both it and the woman looked at him. 
 
    "I'll distract him! Close the door behind him!" Dan yelled then waved his arms up in the air. "Come on, puppy! Follow me!" he said, backing up. As soon as he saw the dog turn towards him, he ran back out the door and down the driveway, the sounds of the hound's nails on the pavement following him. 
 
    "Come on!" he called to Wrath as he passed her at the end of the driveway. "The police will be here in a minute; we need to hide!" 
 
    Ducking across the street and into the woods, Dan made for a spot he used to sneak off to, to get stoned when things at home had gotten to be too much.  
 
    "You behave and be quiet," he said, pointing at the hellhound as Wrath came up behind him and dropped the duffel bag. 
 
    "Damn, that's heavy," she said, but he noticed she wasn't even panting. "Think they'll get here…" She stopped as two police cars, lights flashing but no sirens, sped down the street and pulled into driveway. 
 
    "Million-dollar estates always get the police," Dan said, then looked down at the hellhound. "And while I appreciate the distraction, Boris, I think you made that poor lady piss herself." 
 
    "Boris?" Wrath asked while the hound just stared at him looking a little confused. 
 
    "What? Doesn't he look like a 'Boris' to you? Besides I gotta call him something, so Boris it is." 
 
    "You could call him by his name." 
 
    "Yeah, but I don't know that, do you?" Dan turned back to the hellhound. "You got any problems with Boris?" 
 
     The hound didn't bark or anything, so Dan took that as an assent. 
 
    "Okay, Boris it is. I think we need to get him a collar so he doesn't stand out, but I think a burning dog is going to stand out anyway. So what do we do with Boris here?" 
 
    "Don't worry about it," Wrath said. 
 
    "Huh? He's a big freaking dog with flames running up and down his back, and you don't think I should worry about it?" 
 
    Wrath grinned at him. "Do you really think my 'little disguise'," she pointed to her hat and her skirt, "was why no one was noticing me?" 
 
    "Ummm..." 
 
    "The hat's cause it's summer and it's damn bright out. The skirt is because with the shorts I got on, you wouldn't be the only one watching my ass." 
 
    "But the tail! The hooves!" 
 
    "Mundanes can't see what I look like unless I let them," she explained. "They don't see the horns, my wings, the fur, my hooves, none of that. I just look like another sexy twenty-year-old gal." 
 
    "What?" Dan replied, looking at her, shocked. "Then why can I see you?" 
 
    "Because I'm part of your curse now, that's why. Course at this point, I suspect you'll be able to see any of us if you give it a moment's thought. Here, take a step back and think about me as a normal human woman for a moment." 
 
    Dan took a couple of steps back as she took off the hat and undid the skirt. It took a moment, but suddenly there was a second image there laid over her appearance. If he concentrated on it, it became clearer, more defined. He could still see 'her', but only barely now. 
 
    And if he'd though she was hot before, now she was positively smoking! She was a redhead now with the same haircut as before, and her face still had feline features to it, but was definitely human now. She had long, sexy legs with a set of three-inch heels on her feet, which would explain her gait. The sword, as well as her horns and wings, was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    "Close your mouth, you'll catch flies," Wrath teased. 
 
    "You know, maybe this curse isn't such a bad thing after all," he said while looking her up and down. "But what about Boris?" 
 
    "He looks like a big-ass mixed-breed dog." 
 
    Dan turned his gaze to Boris, and damn if the hellhound looked just like she'd said. A big, really big, dog of no obvious pedigree.  
 
    "So is this some sort of spell?" he asked as he blinked his eyes and went back to seeing the real Wrath. 
 
    She shook her head. "No, it's part of the way things work. Call it the collective power of disbelief. We can't exist, so we don't. We're not natural to this plane, so we're perceived differently so we fit it. Only those who know of us, or who are crazy, can see us." 
 
    "Still, the pumps on your feet?" 
 
    Wrath grinned. "Some of us have a little more control over what we look like than others. I can make my hair red, white, or blonde, depending. Notice how the color of my shoes and nails match?" 
 
    "Sorry, I was too busy appreciating your other 'assets'," Dan said with a grin of his own. 
 
    Wrath rolled her eyes. "We really do need to get you laid." 
 
    "Actually, what we really do need is to find a safe place where I can go through all these files," Dan said as he nudged the duffel bag with his foot. 
 
    "It might be best if we get out of town for a few days," Wrath said, looking back at the house as a van with 'Coroner' written down the side of it came down the street. 
 
    "There's a light rail station about an hour's walk from here. We can ride that up to Folsom." 
 
    Wrath nodded. "I know of a few places in Folsom we might be able to use." 
 
    Dan looked at her surprised. "You do?" 
 
    Wrath sighed and put her hands on her hips. "I haven't been gone that long! Though I am surprised they got the light rail up that far." 
 
    "Wait, I thought you were from another 'plane'?" 
 
    "I'd been living in Sacramento for over a decade before I got in trouble and ended up cursed in that damn trap." 
 
    "You were living here? In Sacramento?" 
 
    Wrath nodded. 
 
    "But, but why? Why here, of all places?" 
 
    Wrath laughed. "Because it's the capital, and there are lots and lots of politicians here! Demons love corruption and the corrupt! I may not eat souls, but there are certain types of power that are just oh-so-sweet!" 
 
    Dan noticed the dreamy expression in Wrath's eyes and the way her tail curled as she hugged herself. 
 
    "Are you a succubus?" 
 
    "Hardly," she said with a snort. "But I'm attracted to power and the powerful, they give off an…I guess you'd call it an 'aura'…and it feels sooo nice, and it does things to me." 
 
    "Like catnip?" Dan said and then blushed at the look on her face. 
 
    "Do not bring any of that around me, understand?" she suddenly growled. 
 
    Dan nodded hastily but started thinking of a trip to the local PetSmart. 
 
    "I heard that!" she growled as he started laughing. 
 
    "Hey, we need to get Boris a collar and a leash. Leash laws, you know!" he said between laughs. 
 
    Wrath just sighed and shook her head. "Let's go." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nowhere at All 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Nice to see some things never change," Wrath said as they walked down Sutter Street. 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "No, of course not." She laughed. "Most of this place is in need of urban renewal. Now let's see if my little hidey-hole is still there." 
 
    "You had a room here?" 
 
    "Room? No, I was living downtown within walking distance of the Statehouse. But me and a few others had a small place up here. Not really much more than a large closet, but if you needed to hide for a day or two, it was a good spot." 
 
    "What would you possibly have to hide from?" 
 
    "There's always someone bigger and meaner. Remember that. Fortunately most quarrels don't last all that long." 
 
    Dan followed her as she led him around to the backside of a bunch of old buildings. She'd taken the skirt off and was obviously strutting for his benefit. He didn't care, he just enjoyed the show. Lord knows there hadn't been much to enjoy in the last few years since his brother had died. 
 
    "You had a brother?" Wrath asked, breaking his revery and reminding him once again that she was listening to all his thoughts. 
 
    "Yeah, Kevin. He was a few years older than me and was supposed to be the one to take over the family business. We were pretty close. When he died…well, it changed everything. Suddenly I found myself pulled out of public school and stuck in the same private business school he'd been going to. 
 
    "That sucked, but at least father started to pay attention to me." 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "Well, Father had spent years teaching him everything he'd need to know to take his place by our father's side running the business. I guess I was just an afterthought or something. Suddenly I had to learn everything, and I just had two years to learn it in before I started college for business," Dan said with a sigh and shook his head. 
 
    "No, I mean to your brother; how'd he die?" 
 
    "He was sitting outside at a Subway down by the river in Old Town with a couple of his friends, and out of nowhere, a truck tire hits him at like thirty miles an hour. It came off a truck on the interstate and crossed three lanes, bounced over a divider, took out a guy in a sports car, and then hit my brother and several of his friends. 
 
    "Complete fluke…" Dan paused a moment. "You don't think…?" 
 
    Wrath shrugged. "Anything is possible, but if it killed more than one person and injured a few others? I doubt it was magic. It sounds too random. Magic isn't good at random." 
 
    Dan nodded as she led him into a building and up a long staircase. 
 
    "But that does explain why you haven't gotten laid." 
 
    Dan was briefly taken aback by that. "Oh?" 
 
    "Well, if your father stuck you in a private school with a heavy schedule to catch up, I doubt you had much spare time. Right?" 
 
    Dan 'ohhed' and sighed. "Yeah. But honestly? I couldn't complain. Kevin was pretty cool for an older brother. He was popular, stood up for me, and everybody liked him. He was really into business as well. He and our father were like two peas in a pod. When he died…" Dan thought about that and sighed again. "Father changed." 
 
    "Here we are," Wrath said as they stopped at the top of the stairs. There was a nice doorway on the right and a smaller, more beat up one in front of them. He watched as she dug a claw into a small hole just above the top molding, then came up with a key.  
 
    "Boris, it's pretty tight inside, why don't you go run around town and try to stay out of trouble?" Wrath said, looking down at him. "There isn't a bathroom inside, so no water, no food." 
 
    Boris ducked his head and trotted down the stairs. 
 
    Unlocking the door, she pushed it open, replaced the key, and led him into a very small wash closet. 
 
    "Squeeze in and close the door." 
 
    Dan did, and when she closed the door, there was another, narrower panel that had been hidden by the door. 
 
    "Watch carefully," she said, and as she did, she traced a figure on each of the top two corners and the door slid open. 
 
    "What was that?" 
 
    "The number one and two in demonic. I'll show you later." 
 
    Dan just nodded and followed her in. This room was six by six, and there was a narrow daybed squeezed inside. 
 
    "Think Boris will be okay?" he asked as she dropped the duffel bag on the floor, bent over in front of him, and unzipped it. 
 
    "Yeah, hellhounds are actually pretty smart. That's why so many of them end up here." 
 
    Dan looked around his surroundings as he sat on the daybed and his eyes adjusted to the single light in the ceiling above.  
 
    "Now, how about we see what's in those folders?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan woke up slowly to the same wonderful feelings that had awoken him the last time. Wrath was going down on him, and he didn't need any prompting as he grabbed her hips and returned the favor. They'd spent the entire night going through every folder, and the picture that had emerged hadn't been a pleasant one.  
 
    When Kevin had died, their father had assumed the worst, that it was the act of a competitor, and had started using magic not just to enhance their business, but to attack the businesses of competitors as well.  
 
    Redoubling his efforts, Dan decided to roll over and be the one on top for a change. Wrath was apparently surprised by this change in circumstances, but apparently she liked that he was now doing his damnedest to choke her while putting his own fingers and tongue to good use. It really wasn't hard to figure out what she liked, her responses to his efforts were pretty noisy, so he did his best to make her as loud as possible, and when he finally hit his peak, she'd hit hers for the third time since they'd started. 
 
    Then just to be cruel, he teased her to a fourth, and would have gone for a fifth if she hadn't pushed him away. 
 
    "Enough already!" she gasped, laughing. "What's got you going this morning?" 
 
    "Simple, it's the only sex I'm gonna get," Dan said with a smile as he found the towel and wet naps they'd picked up last night when they'd gone out for food. 
 
    "That's it?" she asked, peering at him mischievously. 
 
    "Well, a guy's gotta take care of his girlfriend," he said and added the thought, and maybe if I take really good care of you, you won't leave me when this curse is gone. 
 
    "Awww, that's sweet," she said and gave him one of those adoring looks he'd seen the girls give his brother in the past. 
 
    "Okay, where's the real Wrath, and what have you done with her?" 
 
    Wrath laughed. "Just 'cause I'm a kick-ass demon with a big sword and an evil mind doesn't mean I'm not a woman, Daniel. Women like it when their boyfriend tries to make them happy, and they like him even more when he succeeds." 
 
    Dan passed on the obvious pun, then ducked as she took a playful swipe at him, obviously having seen the thought go by in his head. 
 
    "How about breakfast, and any idea where we can stash that stuff?" He motioned towards the guns and the files. They still hadn't checked the two leather-bound books, which Wrath had told him were for later. He was now wearing one of the larger magical knives on his belt and had a slightly smaller one stuck inside his boot. He hadn't wanted to, but Wrath had insisted, along with a promise to teach him how to use them soon. 
 
    "Best thing to do with it is just dig a hole someplace and bury it." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Well, if it ever gets to the point we need the guns, we can just dig it all back up. The other knives aren't terribly magical—I gave you the best two—but honestly I can find better." 
 
    "Okay, I guess that works. Well, let's get some food and see if Boris can find us again." 
 
    "I'm pretty sure he's attached to you somehow. If your father wrote down the spell he used to build that trap in his journal, we'll know for sure." 
 
    Dan put his hand on the small book in the pocket of his cargo pants. He'd forgotten all about it. He was also reminded about the two small jewelry cases. 
 
    "Finish cleaning up, we can look at those later," Wrath said. "You're not the only one who's hungry; we can check that other diner out." 
 
    Dan nodded, got dressed, and after a quick look around the room to make sure everything was in order, they headed out, leaving the duffel bag stashed under the bed and out of sight. 
 
    "So what are those two books?" he asked when they finally got seated. 
 
    "One's a primer to learn the demonic language. The other is a book of magic theory and basic spells." 
 
    "Well, I hope they're interesting." 
 
    "Oh, you definitely won't be able to put them down," Wrath said. "That's why I'm holding on to them." 
 
    "Sure, right. Why would I want to learn that stuff?" 
 
    Wrath gave him a stern look. "Why wouldn't you? You saw how your dad used it to make millions; if he hadn't lost it after your brother died, you'd be safe, secure, and very, very, rich.  
 
    "Then there's the fact that once you break this curse, the people who put it on you might decide they still want you dead, and you'll have a fight on your hands! 
 
    "Also there's the simple truth that if you want to keep your sexy new girlfriend, she's going to make you learn it." 
 
    Dan had been watching her as she went over each of the points. When she got to the last one, she leaned over, giving him an eyeful of cleavage. 
 
    "I really like that last point," he said, looking back up into her eyes. 
 
    "I know!" she said with a wink. "And don't forget your sister. While I doubt she's on the hook, if they find out you care about her, they may try to use her against you." 
 
    "Yeah, yeah. I get the point," he conceded.  
 
    Food came then, and they settled down until the server left. 
 
    "So how long are we going to stay in that little cubbyhole?" 
 
    Wrath shook her head. "I'm not sure. Maybe tonight. Probably not tomorrow. Best I can tell, no one has been in there in over a year, probably longer. Only a couple of us knew about it; my friend Fawn set this up back when there wasn't a lot going on up here, bribed some guy doing a remodel. What I'd like to do is get a bit farther out of town. We could go to Reno for a while." 
 
    "Ugh, no, not Reno. I hate that place." 
 
    "Yeah, well, I don't know where we'd stay anyways." 
 
    "Where are the rest of these hidey-holes of yours?" 
 
    "There's one in Roseville, that's also in Old Town. There's another in West Sacramento, but right now that's probably not the best place to go. There used to be one up in Placerville, but I haven't been there more than twice, so I don't know if it's still there. Hmm, let me think a minute." 
 
    Dan was just finishing up his breakfast when a couple of guys who had been watching him and Wrath got up and walked over to them. He revised his first impression as they came up to the table; they were a bunch of local toughs if ever there was such a thing.  
 
    "Hey man, nice girl you got there, you wouldn't mind none if we talked to her, would you? Me and my bros, we'd like to see if she's needin' a real man in her life. Not a loser like you. Right?" 
 
    "Yeah, I would mind. Go bother somebody else." 
 
    "But there ain't nobody else as fine as your girl there in here. I been feelin' her from across the room! Now scoot over," the guy said and dropped his ass on the edge of the booth and slid in, pushing Dan further in. 
 
    Dan didn't even think. He grabbed his knife off the table with his left hand and swung it towards the guy's face while reaching for his sheathed knife with his right. 
 
    The guy grabbed his arm before the knife could connect.  
 
    "Whoa! So you think you're a tough guy now, do you? Well, I'll show you tough!" 
 
    He grabbed Dan's wrist with one hand and applied pressure to the back of his elbow, trying to break it. Dan swore loudly at the pain, then stabbed the guy in the gut under the table. The guy squealed like a stuck pig on the first strike, and by the third one he was trying to get away from Dan. 
 
    Dan was fine with that, he reclaimed his arm, turned in the booth, put his feet on the guy, and shoved him, hard, out of the booth and onto the floor. 
 
    The one on Wrath's side had her table knife embedded in his chest and was looking down at it in shock as she shoved him out of the booth as well. 
 
    "Time to go!" she said cheerfully. 
 
    "You ain't goin' anywhere!" the last one standing said, reaching under his shirt.  
 
    "Little boy, if you pull out a gat, I'm gonna take your head off, you feelin' me?" Wrath growled, and suddenly she had her big ass sword in her hand as she stood up, having slid out of the booth. 
 
    "Well, little boy? You running your mouth, or you running your feet?" 
 
    Dan had the distinct pleasure of seeing the guy turn tail and run out the front door. Grabbing a couple of napkins, he wiped off his knife and put it back in the sheath. 
 
    "Don't step in any blood," Wrath warned as the guy Dan had stabbed was making a puddle. The other guy was just gasping and looking at the knife sticking out of him, unsure of what to do. 
 
    "This way," Wrath said, taking his hand. "I don't feel like getting shot by that other asshole." She led him back through the kitchen and out the back of the place while everyone else was either moving towards or away from, the two men on the floor. 
 
    "I'm so proud of you!" Wrath said as soon as they got outside; turning, she gave him a hug and a kiss that did things to him. 
 
    "For what? Stabbing that guy?" 
 
    "Yes! You didn't even think twice, you just went after him! It was wonderful!" she purred. And really purred. She was still hugging him, so he felt her whole body vibrate. 
 
    "I think we better get out of here before the police show up. It's not like we're not easily identifiable." 
 
    "Yeah, and with your curse, they'd probably bring you in. Let's get back to our cubbyhole!"  
 
    Once they were safely back inside, the sounds of an ambulance's siren still coming faintly through the walls, Wrath turned to him. 
 
    "How do you feel about Stockton?"  
 
    "Well, other than the smell by the stockyards, I feel the same about it as everyone else—it's not as bad as Modesto, but it's not all that great, either." 
 
    Wrath grinned at him. "Funny man. I have a friend who's set up down there. I'm thinking we should go look her up." 
 
    "How do you know she's still there? It's been a while, like you said." 
 
    "She's been there like a hundred years now. I doubt she's going anywhere," Wrath said, still grinning. "Plus she might be able to help us learn more about the curse and how to get rid of it." 
 
    Dan shrugged. "Sure, why not. But how are we going to get there?" 
 
    "Steal a car, how else?" 
 
    "And you're going to steal it how?" 
 
    "Oh, I don't know. Maybe I'll pull the keys out of the pocket of a guy after I stab him with cheap tableware?" she said with a huge shit-eating grin. 
 
    Dan looked down— she had a fob with a couple of keys on it in her hand—and lost it. He'd just stabbed a man in public, possibly killed him, while his hot girlfriend had stabbed and robbed the guy's friend. He couldn't help it, he started laughing. His life had become too surreal. 
 
    He suddenly remembered that saying his parents used to tell them when he was young. 'When the right one comes along, you'll know.'  
 
    He looked up into Wrath's eyes as he kept laughing at the sheer insanity of it all, but dammit if she wasn't the one. 
 
    "You know, I think I love you!"  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Wrath was driving because she didn't have a license. Which, when you realized they were driving a car stolen from a man she'd stabbed, made a certain amount of bizarre sense. Actually, she had a license, but it had expired years ago, and reclaiming it would probably lead to other problems. 
 
    Boris caught up with them when they went back to the hidey-hole to get their things. He looked happy, and Dan felt a little guilty over not having snagged some food for him. Then again, they wouldn't have been able to take him into the diner, and who knows what would have happened if he'd been there for the fight? 
 
    They'd stopped at a good place to bury the duffle bag after stopping at Home Depot to buy a shovel and some plastic bags to wrap it all up in and keep it from getting ruined. They were on I-5 to Stockton now, passing the exit for Eight Mile Road as they hit the edge of town.  
 
    The stockyards, of course, smelled just as bad as they always had. 
 
    "I wonder how long until the car's reported stolen?" he mused out loud. 
 
    "Well, it's been almost two hours; I'd guess it depends on how long until the police cut 'em loose." 
 
    "Don't forget they have to go to the hospital." 
 
    "The one I stabbed does; yours might have ended up at the morgue," Wrath said, looking genuinely happy at the prospect that he might have killed somebody, and damned if he wasn't happy he'd pleased her. 
 
    Again, surreal. But when you find yourself in Rome, you roll with it if you want to win the game. 
 
    "So add an hour to that?" she continued. "I buried that in his rib, so removing it isn't going to be easy, and I doubt he'll be all that worried about driving. Not like this is anything to be worried about, right?" 
 
    Dan nodded; the car they were driving was a two thousand something Toyota Celica, and whoever'd riced it out had done a decent job on it. It had fancy purple rims, an understated purple racing stripe job, and best of all, no fart can. The interior was all redone in purple as well, and honestly, it was a pretty nice ride.  
 
    "So do you think the curse made them act like assholes? Or were they normally assholes to begin with?" he asked. 
 
    "The curse can't really affect people around you; it just makes you look more susceptible to the idiots and predators out there. It made you come off as weak and dorky to them. So they figured they'd move on you. That's all." 
 
    Dan nodded and thought about pulling out his father's notebook and paging through it, but he had a feeling once he went down that rabbit hole, things were going to get even worse than they already were. So instead he looked out the window as they hit the bridge over the canal for the port. Wrath got off at the next exit and navigated the weird interchange, and they went east for maybe a minute before she got off again and cut under the highway, and suddenly they were in an industrial district. 
 
    "Sure are a lot of government buildings around here," he remarked. 
 
    "Yup, there's even a jail. Just the kinds of things demons like, criminals, lawyers, judges, and career politicians. Seriously, it's like a buffet down here!" 
 
    Dan sighed. "Are you sure you don't trade in souls?" 
 
    Wrath snorted as she slowly drove through the area, obviously looking for something. 
 
    "That's a myth. Sure, there are a lot of us who like doing evil things and get a kick out of trying to get 'good' people to do evil things. But honestly, those people aren't good, they're just fooling themselves." 
 
    "Then why do it?" 
 
    "Umm, because it's fun?" she asked, looking over at him with an embarrassed look on her face. "As I said before, we get a certain amount of power out of things like stress and strife. Different groups of demons like different things. I mean, we can feed off a lot of things, but we're just better at some than others." 
 
    "And what are you good at?" 
 
    "Violence is one of my better ones," Wrath admitted, and he got the distinct impression she was blushing. 
 
    "When you stabbed that guy? Oh, yeah…" 
 
    Suddenly Dan could see that she was blushing, and got the distinct impression she was getting turned on. 
 
    "So people have to fight for you to get your powers?" 
 
    Wrath looked at him again, biting her lip and squirming a little in the seat.  
 
    "There's a few other things that do just as well," she admitted. 
 
    "Oh? Like?" 
 
    "Like we're here, and you'll just have to find out on your own," she said, giving him a wink and then pulling into a small parking lot. 
 
    "Coward," he teased. 
 
    "Oh, I just want to make it more fun for us, is all," Wrath said with an uncharacteristic giggle. 
 
    "So who are we going to meet?" Dan asked as he followed her around to the back of the building. 
 
    "Aureate," she said as they came to a nice wooden door with the words 'Oriental Imports' written in gold on a sign posted above it. Dan followed her inside, with Boris trailing, as she opened the door and went in. It took him a moment to make sense of the interior. The place was a warehouse, or at least the business office side of the warehouse. The ceiling was high and dark, with lights that hung down to illuminate the showroom. There were a series of display cases arranged in parallel from one wall across to the other. There were a number of items in them, each with a name, description, and stock number.  
 
    The items that were in each aisle looked to be different from the next, from what he could see, but each individual aisle served the same theme, and those seemed to go from restaurant supplies, to building supplies, to what looked like aircraft instrumentation. Or maybe it was robotics supplies? He just gave it all a pass and looked down to the long counter at the far end of the room, which Wrath was leading him to.  
 
    There was a man behind the counter, a very young-looking man, with what Dan would describe as slightly Japanese features. But there was also something else there, and it only took him a moment to realize that the man he was looking at wasn't a man at all. He looked vaguely reptilian, with an almost dragon-like head on a longer than normal neck. His hands had three fingers versus a human's four, and they looked to be a bit thicker and stronger.  
 
    The man looked at the two of them with the hellhound sitting by Dan's feet and reached under a counter to press a button. 
 
    "Aureate will be out shortly," he said in a pleasant voice that had a very faint touch of an Asian accent Dan couldn't place. 
 
    Wrath just nodded, and when they got to the counter, they both stopped and waited while the man—or was that a young dragon?—looked him over. 
 
    After a minute, Dan sighed and rolled his eyes. "Yes, I'm human." 
 
    "Ah, so I noticed," the man replied with a nod as an older, but undeniably attractive woman came out of the back. 
 
    "Wrath! Is that you?" she said, coming around the counter and making a beeline towards Wrath, giving Dan nothing more than a quick glance before dismissing him. 
 
    "Aurey!" Wrath said, and reaching out with both arms, they grabbed each other and hugged. 
 
    "I thought you were imprisoned! Or worse yet, dead!" Aureate said as they pushed back to arm's length and looked each other over. 
 
    Dan was looking her over as well; she was obviously of the same race as the guy. Her head was dragon-like with a crest of golden hair, and a set of almost horse-like ears that poked forward, while a set of horns that were at least ten inches long curved backwards. She had the same slightly longer than human neck, and now that he was close, he could see the scales looked sort of reptilian. However, the impressive set of mammalian breasts she was displaying in her low-cut dress made it clear that she most definitely wasn't a reptile. He noticed her feet had three large toes forward, and she stood on the balls of her feet.  
 
    Oh, and she had a tail that was definitely prehensile and ended in a flat, spade-like shape. 
 
    "No, not dead, but I was definitely imprisoned," Wrath said. "I was cursed and put into a trap, which my partner here tripped, setting me free of part of it." 
 
    Aureate glanced over at Dan again. "Partner, partner, or partner, partner?" she asked Wrath in a voice that didn't leave anything to the imagination. Dan was impressed. 
 
    "The fun kind," Wrath said with a grin.  
 
    "But a human?" Aureate asked, looking surprised, and then looked over at him, "And you, a felish?" 
 
    "I'm Dan, and yes, her. She just got lucky, I guess," he finished with a smile. 
 
    Aureate laughed. "Okay, I like him. Come, come; let us go back into my office and talk. I need to know what is going on in Sacramento. Things are not what they used to be up there, and you're the first person I trust to have come out of there in years. 
 
    "So, exactly how did you two end up together?" Aureate asked as they stepped into her office and she closed the door behind them. Dan was impressed; the office was clean, neat, a touch on the modern side, and from the amount of neatly stacked paperwork, it was a place where business got done, a lot of business. 
 
    "Dan here accidentally triggered the trap I was imprisoned in." 
 
    "Sit, please. But you said you're still cursed?" 
 
    Wrath nodded and took a seat while he sat in a seat next to her. 
 
    "In order for me to fulfill the dictates of the curse, I was supposed to kill whoever tripped the trap." 
 
    "And he stopped you?" Aureate said looking him over. "No offense, Daniel, but you do not look like the type to beat Wrath in a fight." 
 
    "Dan's cursed as well." 
 
    "Ah, I begin to see. His curse was in effect before yours was triggered, and as his is stronger, your curse was subsumed into his, am I correct?" 
 
    "That's the short version, yes," Dan said. 
 
    "That does not explain how you became partners, when each of you should be looking for ways to kill the other so the entire curse dismantles." 
 
    "Let's just say we agreed to help each other and, well, things developed from there," Dan said looking over at Wrath and smiling. 
 
    "Yeah, what he said," Wrath replied, smiling back at him. 
 
    Aureate chuckled and shook her head. "You always were a character, Wrath. What's the story on the hellhound?" she asked, indicating Brutus. 
 
    "Best guess is, he was some sort of family protector that was triggered by a thief. He's more or less attached himself to Dan for now." 
 
    "I see. So tell me about his curse first, as it is the one in control." 
 
    Dan listened as Wrath explained what she had determined so far about his curse, going over what he'd told her and what they'd discussed, slowly and in careful detail. She then told her about his triggering her curse and her realization about what was going on. 
 
    "I have a few questions for Daniel," Aureate said, looking over at him. "First, you found a phrase written on a piece of paper and you tried sounding it out?" 
 
    Dan nodded. 
 
    "What language was it in?" 
 
    "I don't know." 
 
    "But it was written using words of the English alphabet?" 
 
    Dan nodded again. 
 
    "Huh," Wrath piped up. "I should have realized that, he doesn't know Skarvat at all." 
 
    "Skarvat?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Basically what some people call the 'Language of Demons'," Aureate supplied. "Okay, where did you find this paper?" 
 
    "In a briefcase with a bunch of odds and ends in it. Nothing that looked important." 
 
    "And where did you find that?" 
 
    "Oh, in a warehouse where they store food. It was in a closet, someone had left the door open, and well, I saw it and opened it, and the paper drew my attention, so I picked it up and tried to read it." 
 
    "Interesting," Aureate said and thought about that for a moment. 
 
    "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?" Wrath asked her. 
 
    Aureate nodded. "His curse of misfortune led him to your trap. Being simply a curse, of course, there was no awareness involved; it just saw an opportunity to inflict greater misfortune and influenced his natural curiosity to investigate. 
 
    "But there are other things at work here that concern me. Let us address them one at a time. Both of you follow me, please." 
 
    Dan looked at Wrath and shrugged as they got up, and Aureate grabbed something out of her desk drawer. 
 
    "I have my suspicions about the origin of both curses," she told them as they followed her into the back of the building. Walking through another door, they came out into a long warehouse where there were several people who all appeared to be the same race as Aureate, working. 
 
    "Daniel, hold this please." 
 
    Dan noticed she'd offered him the end of a tape measure. The big round kind that went out over a hundred feet. Grabbing it, he looked up at her. 
 
    "Very good. Stay there. Wrath, come with me please," she said and slowly started walking down the aisle. 
 
    "Now, you said you were limited to eighteen feet, ten inches, is that correct?" 
 
    Wrath nodded, watching with obvious interest.  
 
    "Let's see if that's still true today." 
 
    Dan watched as they got farther and farther away from him, until suddenly Wrath stopped and obviously couldn't continue any further. 
 
    "One hundred thirteen feet, two inches," Aureate said looking up from the tape measure. "Or six times what you were able to do in Sacramento." 
 
    "What? How?" Wrath asked as they both walked back towards him, Aureate rewinding the tape measure. 
 
    "It is cheaper and easier to make a curse where one has limits put on it. I suspect there is an aspect of what is commonly known as 'Get out of Town' attached to it. So the farther you travel from Sacramento, the weaker the curse will become. A few more town and county borders, or perhaps even a state line, and I suspect it will no longer have any effect on either of you. As long as you stay that distance away." 
 
    "So I'm not cursed anymore?" Dan asked, surprised that it could be that easy. 
 
    "Oh, no, you'll still be cursed. It just won't have any active effect on you anymore." 
 
    "So our oath would still be in effect, then," Dan asked, looking at Wrath, who nodded slowly. 
 
    "Oath?" Aureate inquired in obvious curiosity. 
 
    "We swore a blood oath that we wouldn't betray the other for as long as the curse was in effect." 
 
    "Ah, that explains a few things," she said, looking back and forth between them. 
 
    "Oh, not that. I was hot for her long before we swore any oath," Dan said, looking at Wrath with a leer. 
 
    "Yeah, we wouldn't have done the oath thing if we weren't already headed that way, Aurey," Wrath said with a grin.  
 
    "To be honest," Dan said, pondering things, "I can think of worse things in life than being stuck with Wrath here until the day I die. Honestly, I think I kinda like that idea." 
 
    "Oh?" Aureate said looking him over. "Well, understand that the part of the curse that stops her from killing you won't be restrained anymore. So she'd be free to kill you." 
 
    "So in other words, it'd be just like being married," Dan quipped. "Honestly? I like my chances." 
 
    That one earned him another of those 'dawww' looks from Wrath, who came over and cuddled up against him. 
 
    Aureate just sighed and smiled. "Back to my office." 
 
    "I can think of more fun things to do than that. Now that we're far enough away," Wrath said in a husky voice. 
 
    "Yes, I am sure. However, I am not done yet, and you did come here for my help." 
 
    "I think I can survive a little while longer, Wrath," Dan said and gave her a hug. Then they both followed Aureate back to her office. 
 
    Once they'd sat down, Aureate turned to Wrath. "Now, tell me how you were imprisoned, and by whom." 
 
    Wrath looked back sheepishly. "Well, it went down like this. I'd been working this state senator pretty hard, and was making a lot of money and getting a lot of power out of him.... 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Betrayer 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wrath smiled as she closed the bedroom door behind her and walked to her kitchen to get a little something to drink. She'd left the exhausted Senator Tomlin asleep on her bed, after having whipped him like a mule and then ridden him twice as hard. She had lots of compromising pictures at this point  that she was holding in reserve, just in case she ever needed a 'personal favor'.  
 
    Usually those 'personal favors' were anything that made her money or gave her power. She had quite the stash here in her apartment, a very pricey and upscale apartment the rich senator was currently helping to foot the bill for. Oh, how she loved all her newfound luxuries and was quite determined to live in the height of it. Sure, she liked the occasional raids and the fighting she'd grown up back home doing, but here on Earth? Who knew? There was always fighting to be had, whenever she wanted some, but if you had the money, life could be very comfortable. Very comfortable indeed! 
 
    She heard a light knocking on her door suddenly, and quickly ran over to it. The last thing she needed was for someone to wake up the senator, or worse yet, discover he was here instead of home with his wife. 
 
    Grabbing her sword, she held it in her left hand, keeping it out of sight as she opened the door.  
 
    There was a man there, not a very tall one; he was several inches shorter than her apparent five-nine. He was wearing a robe—a mage's robe, she instantly realized. 
 
    "Who are you and what do you want?" she growled, preparing to fight if she had to. 
 
    "Please, Wrath. I mean you no harm." 
 
    "Who are you, and how do you know my name?" 
 
    "My name is Weson, and I know a great many things about you. Your friend Olivia told me about you." 
 
    "Olivia?" Wrath hadn't seen Olivia in a week, but she'd told Wrath she thought she was onto something good. Something that would make all their lives a little richer and easier. 
 
    Wrath liked 'easier'. 
 
    He nodded. "Yes, she thought you'd be able to help me with my problem. You are a great fighter, are you not?" 
 
    "What did she tell you?"  
 
    "That you love to fight, and you're good at it. That you have a powerful magic sword only you can wield. That you're very much an 'operator' here in the capital, and that you hate Umber as much as the rest of us." 
 
    "I'm not taking on Umber," Wrath growled. "I'm not that good, or that crazy." 
 
    "No, I'll be the one to take him on. But in order to do that, I need to separate him from his personal army of demons. None of them are powerful, or they wouldn't be stuck working for him, right?" 
 
    Wrath nodded. 
 
    "So I want you to kill them for me." 
 
    "How do I know I can trust you?" 
 
    "I'll pay up front for your help. I'll also take you as my ally so you may join in the benefits I gain from your service to me this night." 
 
    Wrath glanced back at the bedroom. 
 
    "Does it have to be tonight?" 
 
    "Yes, I'm afraid it does." 
 
    Wrath struggled with that a moment. 
 
    "What sort of upfront payment are we talking about?" 
 
    "Twenty-five pounds of gold," he said and pointed to a bag sitting on the floor. "Forgive me for setting it down, but it is heavy." 
 
    Wrath blinked. She liked gold. All demons liked gold. And twenty-five pounds was a lot. 
 
    "What else?" 
 
    "A hundred thousand in cash." 
 
    Wrath carefully reached out, dragged the bag over, and looked inside. Sure enough, it was all there. 
 
    "I want you to swear an oath before I do this for you." 
 
    Weson nodded. "You will serve me this night, each unable to strike the other down during this night. Once you have completed the services assigned to you this night, you will be rewarded with ten percent of everything I gain after Umber falls, until I pass. No more services will be requested of you once you have completed these and morning has come." 
 
    He pulled out a dagger, then slit his palm and held it up. 
 
    "I will serve you this night, each unable to strike the other down during this night. Once I have completed the services assigned to me this night, I will be rewarded with ten percent of everything you gain after Umber falls, until you pass. No more services will be requested of me once I have completed these and morning has come." 
 
    She slit her own palm with the edge of her sword and pressed it into his. 
 
    "The oath is sealed!" they both intoned together. 
 
    She felt it flow over her then and settle into place. She would have preferred doing this in a circle, but the powerful rarely wanted to wait for such things to be drawn when they really were unnecessary. Circles were only required when dealing with those without power, like mundanes. 
 
    "Let me put on some clothes and put this away. Oh, and I have to leave a note for my guest." 
 
    "I'm sure you'll be back before he awakens. Unless of course, you're looking forward to some celebration once you've won?" Weson said with a smile. 
 
    "I just love celebrations," Wrath said with a laugh and, grabbing the bag, she went to her bedroom. The senator was still out, and probably would be for a while yet. She undid a few of his bonds so he'd he able to get out on his own, hid the bag in her closet, and left a short note: 
 
    My mom called. She's ill. I need to go see her. See you later! Love!  
 
    Then she pulled on a pair of jeans, belted on her scabbard, grabbed a t-shirt and a heavy leather vest for protection, and went back to the hallway, where Weson was still waiting. 
 
    "So what's the service?" she asked, closing the door behind her and locking it. 
 
    "As I said, you have to kill the demon members of his little army. Olivia is currently helping me seduce away a few of his unwitting supporters. I still need to find someone who can help me break into his home so that I might get my hands on the things he is using to blackmail those in power." 
 
    Wrath snorted. "Ask Fawn. That girl can break into anything. Wards don't seem to stop her, and she knows modern security systems better than anyone." 
 
    "Fawn?" 
 
    "A friend, like Olivia." 
 
    "Where can I find her?" 
 
    "I've got her phone number in my cell. I'll give it to you after we finish this." 
 
    "You have your phone on you?" 
 
    Wrath snorted. "And risk it getting broken in the fight? No, I'll come back here for it later. Now, let's go." 
 
    She followed him down to a nice limo that was idling out by the front door, the driver stationed behind the wheel. 
 
    He opened the door for her, and she climbed in and sat down, while he did the same across from her. 
 
    "So how many, where are they, and do you have a map?" 
 
    "It's in part of Old Town, one of the sections that now exists below the street. He's had a couple of tunnels dug over the years as well. Here, let me show you." 
 
    "Have your man go around the block a few times until I've absorbed this," Wrath told him and scrutinized the map. From the looks of things, there were at least twenty of them, but they were spread out, so she wouldn't be taking them all on at once. 
 
    "What type of demons are they?" 
 
    "Wasteral." 
 
    Wrath snorted. "You're right, this shouldn't take long. I'll probably spend more time searching them out than killing them." 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, she had the map committed to memory, and a basic plan. 
 
    "Okay, drop me off at this entrance," she said, pointing at the map. "You can help me get inside, right?" 
 
    Weson nodded. "Of course." 
 
    "I'll come out there," she said, pointing to a tunnel that came out on the waterfront. Probably a leftover from the days of smuggling. 
 
    "We'll be waiting, never fear," he said with a warm smile. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Wrath swore; she'd used up a lot of her power fighting through that battle, and she was currently reduced to nothing more than her sword and her shield. Still, she'd helped him out, and now he owed her. It sucked that she'd ended up working with him; she’d grown to like being on her own and doing her own thing. 
 
    But she couldn't ignore his logic. By herself, she was a single demon doing simple things. But if she joined with him and his friends, together they'd be able to accomplish so much more.  
 
    Besides, she'd never been much of a fan of Umber; that bastard had ruled here for far too long, and it was about time someone pushed him out. This Weson guy wasn't all that powerful yet, so getting in on the ground floor was definitely the right idea. Then when he was big and powerful, he'd be on her side. 
 
    Yeah, she liked that idea. 
 
    She walked down the long tunnel and slowed as she came to the end. There was a car there, obviously waiting, the same black limo that had dropped her off. Looking around to be sure no one was watching, she trotted over to it and hopped into the back, pulling the door closed as the driver slowly pulled away. 
 
    "Any problems?" Weson asked, sitting across from her in his long robes with the droopy sleeves. 
 
    Wrath shook her head. "I'm just tired. That place was a lot tougher than you thought." 
 
    "But not too tough for you, right?" he said with a smile. 
 
    Wrath gave a laugh and shook her head. "No. Not for me. I'm very much looking forward to Umber's fall. Once you've taken his place, life will be so much better for us all." 
 
    "Oh, yes, and you shall be rewarded, my dearest Wrath. In fact, I think we can start on those rewards right now, don't you?" he said and extend his hands towards her. 
 
    "Oh, I like the sounds of these rewards; your bed, or mine?" Wrath said, reaching out and taking both of his hands with hers… 
 
    …and immediately found herself frozen in place! She tried to struggle, tried to break free, but couldn't. Looking down, she saw a pair of manacles had appeared on her wrists, and after that fight, she was too weak to resist their influence, which was quickly spreading over her. 
 
    "Like I'd sleep with a whore like you!" Weson laughed. "You demons are all the same; powerful, greedy, and incredibly stupid. Why should I share my power with you when I can have it all to myself? 
 
    "Now, before I put you in your new home, understand that you'll still be serving me, just not the way you had intended. This piece of paper contains a trap, and it's your curse to stay in it until the trap is triggered, then you must kill whomever triggers it. 
 
    "Then, and only then, will your 'service' to me be complete." 
 
    Wrath wanted to yell at him, to scream, but all she could do was watch the piece of paper as he came up and smacked her with it, right between the eyes. 
 
    "Goodbye, demon bitch." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Complications Ahead 
 
      
 
      
 
    "What a bastard," Dan said, leaning over and hugging Wrath, who really looked like she needed it, and then as an afterthought, he pulled her out of her seat and onto his lap. 
 
    Wrath sighed. "My own greed got me. He showed up with lots of money and promises of power, and it wasn't until later that I realized he swore me to 'services' and not a single service for the night. Putting me in a trap was just me serving him, so it didn't break the oath." 
 
    Aureate nodded. "There are two things you should know before you decide what you're going to do." 
 
    "And they are?" 
 
    "First, I suspect the curse on you and the curse on Daniel were both cast by the same man." 
 
    "How can you be sure?" 
 
    "I can't be, yet. I’ll have to get someone here to examine it further, but from everything you said, these curses have meshed seamlessly. That’s not typical for curses as powerful as these would have to be—unless, of course, they were both cast by the same mage." 
 
    "What's the second?" Dan asked, as Wrath turned to the side, put her left arm around his neck, and flicked her left wing out around and behind the two of them. 
 
    "Olivia, Fawn, Lofn, and Aella haven’t been seen since around the time you disappeared." 
 
    Dan noticed as Wrath closed her eyes and took a deep breath, paused a moment, then opened them again. "You think this Weson guy did to them what he did to me?" 
 
    "Well, the five of you were all powerful, and if it hadn't been for Umber, you would have been running that town." 
 
    "And Umber?" 
 
    "Is dead. Supposedly old age, he had a stroke." 
 
    "And Weson?" 
 
    "Is one of three major players who are trying to take over. When Umber died, five contenders appeared almost immediately. Three died, and in the confusion, another one moved in." 
 
    "How long has that been?" 
 
    "It's been down to three for the last five years." 
 
    "Oh, shit, that's when we moved to Sacramento from Granite Bay," Dan said. "I wonder if my father was involved?" 
 
    "If he was, it would definitely explain the curse," Wrath said with a heavy sigh. "Aurey, we need a place to stay, and the car we came here in is stolen and will be reported eventually. It may have been already, for all I know." 
 
    "I'll put you up in one of my motels—nothing fancy, however." 
 
    "That's fine." 
 
    "Give me the keys to the car, I'll send it to one of my chop shops." 
 
    "And when can you tell us about the curse?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Tomorrow. Now let's go into the back, and I'll have Cera take you to your room." 
 
      
 
    The ride to their motel wasn't a long one, and while it wasn't the best or fanciest of places, it was within walking distance of a number of restaurants, as well as Aureate's place. Also the sheriff's headquarters weren't that far away, which meant, for the most part, it was a pretty quiet part of town. 
 
    "Thanks, Cera," Dan said after she'd led them up to the room, which was on the end of the building. She handed him the key, then turned around and left as he opened the door and walked inside, Wrath following, while Boris trotted off to do whatever it was he did. 
 
    The room itself was fairly basic. Two queen-sized beds, TV, clock radio, a small desk, a closet, and a bathroom.  
 
    Turning around, he saw Wrath standing there, not saying anything. Walking up to her, he put his hands on her shoulders and slowly walked her backwards until he had her pressed up against the wall, then he moved in closer, put his arm around her, and kissed her for about a minute, enjoying the taste of vanilla and cinnamon, which he was finding harder to resist everyday they were together. Finally she pushed him back slightly and looked at him, blinking. 
 
    "What's wrong?" he asked. "And before you say nothing, I'll ask you to please not lie to me." 
 
    She smiled up at him. "You're such a dork sometimes." 
 
    "Yeah, but I'm a dork with a demon girlfriend I could drag onto a bus to Miami, and then she'd be mine for life. So obviously I did something right. Now, give." 
 
    Wrath took a deep breath and sighed. 
 
    "It's the others, Olivia, Fawn, Aella, and Lofn." 
 
    "You think he did the same thing to them he did to you, don't you?" 
 
    "Well, don't you?" Wrath retorted. 
 
    "Course I do. He basically created five WMDs and hid them to throw them at people when he needed to. I was just lucky enough to find one." 
 
    "WMD?" 
 
    "Weapon of Mass Destruction." 
 
    "Oh, I'm a weapon now?" she teased. 
 
    "A very sexy one who could undoubtedly destroy a lot of masses," Dan replied with a nod. 
 
    Wrath smiled at him. "I don't know what to do, Dan. We were all friends. Well, as much as people like us can be friends. But we never messed with each other, and we helped each other out when we could." 
 
    Dan nodded. "Okay, I'm fine with it." 
 
    Wrath blinked, confused. "Fine with what?" 
 
    "Saving them. You're gonna decide to do it eventually, after a long and agonizing period of soul searching, then you'll worry whether I'll help you or not, and then you'll try to convince me to help you. 
 
    "Well, I say, let's just skip right to the point. Yes, we'll save them, and, yes, of course I'll help." 
 
    "Dork," Wrath said, grinning. 
 
    "Yup. Plus we're well out of range of the worst of the curse, so I’ve got better thoughts on my mind." 
 
    "Yum, I like the sound of that!" Wrath said and, putting her hand behind his head, she pulled him close and kissed him again, opening her mouth as their tongues dueled. This time he brought his hands between them and unbuttoned her shirt, quickly moving up until it was open, then slid his hands inside it to cup those wonderful breasts of hers. Kneading and working at them, he flicked his thumbs over the nipples as she slowly walked him backwards towards the bed, her own hand undoing first her jeans, and then his cargo pants. When they got to the bed, he slowly sat and kicked his pants off, all the while still kissing her and kneading her tits.  
 
    Wrath kicked her own pants off while he dealt with his, then she yanked his underwear down and urged him to scoot further up on the bed as she kissed her way down his chest and past his bellybutton until she came to his cock. She knew what he liked now, and she took in his full length, writing the letters of the alphabet along the base.  
 
    She’d gotten to 'L' when he suddenly grabbed her horns and dragged her back up his body. If nothing else, that lit her fires even more than they had been before. Horns were one of the erogenous zones humans didn't understand because they didn't have them.  
 
    He continued to pull her up by them until she was straddling his penis, then he pushed back, and she got the message. Taking his shaft in her hand, she fitted the head between her lips, and slowly sank down on him as he pushed until their hips met. 
 
    Dan groaned in pleasure. It was everything he'd ever hoped it would be, and Wrath's sex was hot, wet, and very, very, tight. Letting go of the tight grip he had on her horns, he ran his fingernails up their length, enjoying the rib-like bumps. About halfway up, he realized that she was panting quite heavily, so he ran all the way up to the top, which wrung a moan from her. 
 
    Smiling evilly up at her, he scraped his nails down to the root of her horns in an instant, and then back up again. The result was both surprising and pleasurable, as she cried out loudly, her sex clamping down on his cock tightly, arching her back and shivering as her juices flooded the tight confines of her sex. 
 
    She'd had an orgasm! 
 
    "And here I thought the virgin was supposed to cum first!" He laughed. 
 
    Wrath gave a sexy growl, and sitting up straight—which took her horns out of his hands, but left her chest and nipples in reach—she rode him. Slowly at first, but it wasn't long before she was picking up speed. He moved his hands to pinch and twist her nipples, and the effect was, again, everything he could have hoped for as she arched her back and moaned. 
 
    But this time her inner muscles were massaging and working on him in ways he suspected a human woman couldn't. As she picked up speed, he had to drop his hands down to her hips to hold her close enough that she didn't dislodge him. At this speed, he was sure that would be painful. It only took a moment of exploring with his thumbs to find her clit, and she cried out again, her wings shooting out to either side of her as she came on his shaft once more. Shuddering and gripping at him as he thrust up hard, burying his cock to the hilt, he cried out and joined her in bliss. 
 
    How long it went on, he wasn't sure, as he'd lost all track of time, but for the first time in a very long time, all was most definitely right with the world. He had his woman, and he'd made her his, finally. 
 
    "Oh, made me yours, did you?" Wrath asked, panting as she wavered unsteadily where she was straddling him. 
 
    Sitting up, he put his arms around her and pulled her head down to kiss her, as she wrapped her legs around him. 
 
    "Yes, you're mine. I'm keeping you." 
 
    "And don't I get a say in this?" she teased. 
 
    "As long as you say yes," he growled. Pulling her tightly against him, he kissed her deeply while his free hand reached up and raked one of her horns with his fingernails, causing her to shiver and gasp and wrap her own arms around him tightly. 
 
    "Bastard," she growled. 
 
    "Your bastard," he growled back. 
 
    Wrath laughed, shivered again from the teasing of his nails, and looked into his eyes. Even if she hadn't been able to read his mind, she could see he was serious about her.  
 
    "Most human men freak when they see my real form," she whispered. 
 
    "Most human men don't have a thing for anime and manga, either," he whispered back, then tilting his head to the side, he attacked her neck with little kisses and love bites. 
 
    "Maybe we should move to Japan," she gasped as he moved the hand he'd had on her back down to tease her clit again. 
 
    "Not sharing you with another guy," he growled, then stopped a moment to turn his head and look her in the eye. "I'm serious, Wrath. You even try to take another man, and I'll kill him and chain you to my bed! You're mine and nobody else's!"  
 
    Wrath purred at the violence in his voice—it was the last thing she would have expected to hear from him, yet she could tell he meant every word of it. 
 
    "But women are okay?" 
 
    "Of course, cause then I'll make them mine, too!" 
 
    "Isn't that a bit hypocritical?" She laughed as he nipped her. 
 
    "Stallions don't share their mares," he growled again, and then leaned forward, pushing her backwards until suddenly she was on her back, wings spread, and legs wrapped around his hips as he spread his own legs and slowly began to work his shaft in and out of her sex. She was surprised to find that he was still quite stiff. Then again, it had been his first time, so no doubt he was still enthralled with the experience. 
 
    But if he was the one enthralled, why was she the one who couldn't get enough? 
 
    Unwrapping her legs, she pulled them back as far as she could, and Dan got the idea, quickly putting them over his shoulders, and he settled in on a slow, but strong rhythm as he rode her body. He looked down into her eyes and smiled; he couldn't help himself, he wanted her, and he would kill to keep her. Just like he'd stabbed that man earlier today. It wasn't because the man had threatened him, it was because he had tried to lay claim to Wrath, and Wrath was his! 
 
    He almost jumped when he felt something rubbing his balls, but a quick look back reminded him that Wrath had a nice, thick tail, and it came up between his legs and curled around his waist possessively. Lowering his head and bending her back further, he grabbed her horns again, pulled her head back, and decided it was time to find out if a tongue in a felish's ears had the same effect as he'd heard it did on human women. 
 
    He was not disappointed. 
 
      
 
    "I needed that," Wrath purred as they cuddled on the bed. She had her wings wrapped around him and was lying on her back, enjoying the weight of a man on her body once again. She'd missed that perhaps more than anything. Especially as the senator and the others she'd been taking advantage of had been total bottoms. 
 
    Dan was anything but a bottom, and had shown her a level of aggressiveness in bed that she hadn't seen in a long time. 
 
    "You needed that?" Dan said and gave a soft laugh. "I've been needing that for nineteen years, and as soon as we've caught our breath, I think I'm gonna be needing it a whole lot more!" 
 
    Wrath purred again and enjoyed the sound of Dan's own pleasure, seeing as he was still buried inside her. They'd coupled six…no, seven times, and he kept going like a machine. 
 
    "Nap first," she said with a yawn. "Then sex, shower, and food." 
 
    Dan yawned and nodded, then kissed her nice and deep before putting his head down beside  hers and falling asleep. 
 
    Sighing happily, she closed her own eyes. She'd go over their oath with Aureate tomorrow, in private if she had to. Maybe it was the magic from that which was driving him on to such great heights. Not that she minded, of course. After all, with a curse like this, maybe after they'd freed the others, a trip to Miami wouldn't be such a bad idea after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Revelations 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan was sitting in a room at Aureate's business while an older oriental man, a human man, looked him over and did things that didn't make the slightest bit of sense to him. 
 
    "All right if I read?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Of course, just don't stand up. I need you to remain seated in the chair," the man said. 
 
    "Thanks." 
 
    "You're welcome." 
 
    Dan smiled; the man was unfailingly polite, a very rare behavior these days, so he was doing his best to cooperate. Pulling out what he believed to be his father's journal, he opened it up. Sure enough, there was his father's name; address, that had been changed once; a list of phone numbers, several of the older ones having a line drawn through them; and an offer of a substantial reward—ten thousand dollars!—for the book's return. 
 
    Turning to the next page—the date at the top was from eight years ago—he started to read. First it listed off all the companies and business properties his father owned, and their current market valuation. That was followed by an examination of each of the ones that were successful; there were a few notes as to future prospects. 
 
    But after one of them, he’d written: According to the auguries I was able to perform last night, this market will be diminishing rapidly come the fall, so I've instructed my office manager to put it up for sale immediately. When I was asked why I wanted to sell something so profitable, I replied that I was raising money for another venture. 
 
    On the ones that were failing, two were flagged to be sold immediately, and failing that, to be shut down and the assets liquidated. However on three of them, there were again cryptic comments for future market direction based on 'recent auguries' he'd performed the previous night. 
 
    Dan remembered one of those businesses; it manufactured transformers for electrical systems, and was barely hanging on, until a minor sabotage event at an electrical distribution center had highlighted that none of the utilities kept spares anymore, and all the companies making them had gone out of business. 
 
    Except one. His father's. He remembered his father had been in fine spirits for weeks after that, and had told them if only he’d known a couple of 'hicks shooting transformers' would have that effect, he 'would have gone out there and done it himself!' 
 
    The sale of the company had netted his father more money than all his assets combined, which was what had led to the sale of their Granite Bay house and the move closer to the city. 
 
    Flipping through the pages, he saw more of the same, though the entries tended to be every Monday, showing the plans for the week, followed by a Friday entry recounting the success or failure of each plan. More and more cryptic notes followed about 'auguries' and 'special influences'. 
 
    About a year and a half in, one of the 'special influences' mentioned in a Friday entry had three circles drawn around it. On the next page, for the following Monday, there was a major change: all the notes were written in Skarvat, or 'Demonic', as Wrath called it. That caused him to fan through the pages and pick spots at random. The further he went into the book, the more comments there were, and all of them were in Skarvat. Skipping to the last few pages his father had written, there was no English at all. Just Skarvat. 
 
    Closing the book, he slipped it back into the pocket of his cargo pants and considered what he'd seen. Wrath had said one of the two books was a primer for learning Skarvat. He'd have to ask her to show it to him. If his father had been using magic to improve his business, he might be able to find out what he'd done that had brought the curse and all this ruin down on everyone. 
 
      
 
    "How long will that take?" Wrath asked Aureate as they walked back to her office. 
 
    "A couple of hours. I'm having Mr. Wang examine all of your Daniel's aspects. There's something about that young man that does not feel quite…well, like you would expect a human to feel." 
 
    Wrath nodded. "I wanted to ask you about some of that. Last night, when we got back to the motel room…" 
 
    "You had lots and lots of sex. Yes, the room next to yours complained about the noise," Aureate said with a smile. 
 
    Wrath grinned. "Nice to know I haven't lost my touch!" She turned serious. "But that's not what I wanted to comment on." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "He was like a machine, Aurey. I've slept with a lot of men over the years, but Dan? Way more staying power than he should have." 
 
    "Well, did you not mention he was a virgin?" 
 
    "I'm not so sure that explains it, also there was another thing." 
 
    "And that thing is?" 
 
    "When I first met him, he just seemed to be the kind of guy who rolled with the punches, and not much more. Oh, he stood up to me and got in my face when I made him mad—that's what caused me to take an interest in him. But he wasn't really all that aggressive." 
 
    Aureate nodded and waved a hand for her to continue. 
 
    "Last night, that changed. A lot. He claimed me as his and threatened to kill any man I took an interest in, and he really rocked my world. Something's changed him. I mean, I'm not complaining; I like it. I like it very much. But he's acting a bit more like a male demon than a human." 
 
    "That doesn't sound like something this curse would do," Aureate said, tapping her chin in thought. 
 
    "No, but there's also the blood oath we swore." Wrath recounted it to her . 
 
    "Hmm," Aureate said, thinking about it after Wrath had gone over it, including her use of the wrong form of the word 'partner'. "I'm not so sure your oath would have the affect of making him more aggressive. The curse, of course, took advantage of your misuse of the word 'partner', but from what you've both told me, I would suspect he was already interested in you, and you him, before you swore it." 
 
    Wrath grinned. "Well, it's safe to say I'm way more interested in him now than I was before." 
 
    "Have you asked him for help in finding and freeing your friends?" 
 
    "Didn't have to. He figured that one out all on his own and told me as soon as we were alone that we were doing it." 
 
    "Truly?"  
 
    Wrath nodded. 
 
    "Insightful young man you have there, Wrath, and his father was a mage, perhaps even a wizard. If you're intending to pay Weson back, you may very well wish to hold onto Daniel and teach him." 
 
    Wrath gave Aureate a mischievous grin. "Way ahead of you there, Aurey, though my reasons had a lot less to do with revenge and a lot more with the way he made me feel last night!" 
 
    "Well, let us wait and see what Mr. Wang has for us once he has completed his examination of Daniel and the curse he carries. 
 
    "Now, have you given any thought to how you are going to track down your friends?" 
 
    Wrath sighed at that. "Yes, and it bothers me. I was stuck in a suitcase in a closet in a warehouse; it's really only fate that Dan freed me. I could have been stuck inside that piece of paper for decades, possibly centuries. It's not like anyone can read demonic, and it's just pure luck that he decided to try sounding it out loud." 
 
    "The whims of fate are fickle, as we are all well aware. But I've given this some thought," Aureate said. "I would wager that our Mr. Weson drew all those traps out at the same time, either on the same piece of paper and then divided it up, or divided it prior to scribing them." 
 
    "So if we go back and find the other piece of paper, the one in which I was trapped…" Wrath began. 
 
    "Then we can use the principle of 'once joined, now apart' to track down the four other pieces." 
 
    "It's been three nights since he freed me. I'm not sure it'll still be there." 
 
    "Today is Monday. If it is not still in the building, it will be in tonight's trash," Aureate pointed out. 
 
    "And I'll be able to find it digging through the trash how?" 
 
    Aureate smiled at her. "Once Joined…" 
 
    Wrath growled. "You want me to dig through a dumpster?" 
 
    Aureate's smile grew wider. "Life's little pleasures must be savored. You know, just thinking of you getting all filthy and greasy digging through a dumpster makes me smile. Do you think I could perhaps get Daniel to take pictures?" 
 
    "Twenty years, and you still haven't forgiven me for that gag," Wrath grumbled. 
 
    "Yes, I think I will equip your Daniel with a camera and ask for pictures. It would be a fair exchange." 
 
    "Fine!" Wrath growled, throwing her hands up in the air. "But that leads to the question I've been hating to ask." 
 
    "What is my stake in all of this? You wish to know what this will cost you." 
 
    Wrath nodded. "Exactly. We've been friends a long time, Aurey, but this goes beyond friendship. Like it or not, I'm going to be indebted to you, and you know how much I hate debt." 
 
    Aureate nodded. "Yes, I know such things make you uncomfortable, you are not one to wear a leash of any kind." Aureate gave one of those inscrutable smiles that always made Wrath worry. "Perhaps you will end up leashed to your Daniel—but I digress. Yes, you will owe me, but only if this is successful. Should any part of this endeavor fail, I will hold you harmless and make no claims.  
 
    "For you have much more to lose in this than I have to gain. So it would be unfair to you and our friendship to press such claims." 
 
    "But if we succeed?" 
 
    "Then you will owe me." 
 
    "And how much will that debt be?" 
 
    "Until you have won and I can see what you have won, it is hard to assess such a thing, is it not? I have tried the auguries; I have asked my seers. There are many paths before you, and each has a different end, a different result." 
 
    "You may be a friend, Aurey, but you know I'm not exactly big on blind trust." 
 
    Aureate nodded. "I know, and therefore I have devised a unique solution." 
 
    "And that would be?" 
 
    "We allow Daniel to decide, when the time comes, if what I ask for is fair." 
 
    Wrath considered that for a moment. 
 
    "But you can't tell him or warn him or in any way try to influence his decision." 
 
    Wrath nodded. "That's fair. Oh! We're going to need to borrow a car to get there tonight, and I have neither an ID nor a license." 
 
    "I'll supply you with both a car and a driver for tonight. The license will take a little longer.” 
 
    "What about my old one?" 
 
    "That would be possible, but may I inquire as to why you'd want it?" 
 
    "I had bank accounts with a fair deal of money in them. Maybe if I'm lucky, I can get some of that back, if the state hasn't confiscated it." 
 
    "The bank accounts will be gone; the state is too greedy to let those sit more than three years. However, you can file a claim, and you might even get most of it back." 
 
    "Well, can't hurt to try, right?" 
 
    "Truth. Now, let me catch you up on what you have missed in your time away." 
 
      
 
    "Well, Mr. Wang, what have you learned for us?" Aureate asked as Dan got up and went over to give Wrath a hug. 
 
    "I would start off by saying your first suspicion, that both curses were cast by the same mage, is correct. Further, the oath they both swore has effectively stymied the curse in regards to Miss Wrath there." 
 
    "How so?" 
 
    "Her curse was to kill whoever freed her, yet she was not able to do so because of the previous curse. Her curse was in no way to make Daniel here suffer. However, over time, because both curses came from the same source, hers would have become influenced by his. Over time, she would have performed acts that would have harmed him and added to his misfortune." 
 
    "But the oath we swore stopped that?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "Yes. It blocked that outcome from coming to pass." 
 
    "That's a relief," Dan said with a relieved sigh. 
 
    "Yes, it was most fortuitous." 
 
    "So how do we break the curse?" 
 
    "That will not be so easy, I am afraid. While the curse placed on Miss Wrath was a fairly simple one, the one on you is much more complex." 
 
    "How so?" Aureate asked. 
 
    Mr. Wang turned to face her. "First there is the component that causes this curse to move from family member to family member. That takes power, but in cutting it to center on only male members of the family, that reduced the power necessary to cast it. The same is true of the weakening of the curse the further one travels from the city in which it was cast. 
 
    "Clearly the wizard behind this spell understood the target. For example, they knew the target would not leave town, so they narrowed the focus by adding 'conditions', if you will, that allowed them to imbue the curse with more power, but at a lower cost to themselves. 
 
    "This was not a curse cast by an amateur, but a well-studied man." 
 
    "So you're saying you don't know," Wrath said. 
 
    "That is correct. As of now, I do not know. This will require much study." 
 
    "What if we kill the caster?" 
 
    "That would not break Daniel's curse. The goal of this curse is to bring ruin upon his family, but only his family. To make him and his family suffer and experience misfortune until they are dead." 
 
    "Does that mean it won't affect my sister?" Daniel asked. 
 
    "She's married into another family," Wrath supplied. 
 
    "Then she is safe." 
 
    "What is your prognosis, Mr. Wang?" Aureate asked. 
 
    "Again, this is not a simple curse. As I stated, it is a complicated one, very complicated. There are many rules to it that I will need to puzzle out." 
 
    "Is that good or bad?" Dan asked. 
 
    "It is bad in that it will take me time to unravel, and I will undoubtedly have to examine you again. It is good, however, in that every complication, every rule, gives one another avenue of attack. Simple curses are the hardest to break; ones such as yours, where the originator set many terms and conditions to keep his personal cost within his abilities, have weak links. Most probable is that there are several. We simply need to find those links and exploit one." 
 
    "So the long and short of it," Wrath said, "is there's hope, but you don't have an answer today, and probably not tomorrow, either." 
 
    "That would be correct, Miss Wrath." 
 
    "Fine." Wrath grabbed Dan's hand. "Come on, we got places to go and things to steal. There's a car outside waiting for us." 
 
    "Huh?" Dan asked. 
 
    "We need to find that piece of paper you freed me from." 
 
    "Oh!" 
 
    "Aurey, we'll see you in the morning, I guess. Can we use that room again tonight?" 
 
    "The room is yours for as long as you need it." 
 
    "Thanks! Come on, Dan." 
 
    Aureate watched as Wrath all but dragged Dan out of the room.  
 
    "Miss Aureate, there is something else that I think you should know." 
 
    "But that they should not?" Aureate said. 
 
    "I felt this fell into the realm of things you were asking me to investigate. I will leave the decision on what to say, and to whom, in your capable hands." 
 
    Aureate nodded. "Understandable, Mr. Wang. Now, in the words of my friend Wrath, 'let me have it'." 
 
    "It appears Daniel is becoming a demon." 
 
    Aureate blinked. "He is what?" 
 
    "Understand that I am working from assumption, which is not my preferred method of science. However, Daniel has a demonic element in him which I am fairly certain was introduced when he swore the blood oath with your friend Wrath." 
 
    "How is that even possible?" 
 
    Mr. Wang smiled. "Simple. What is the worst misfortune a human can suffer?" 
 
    Aureate blinked. "So you're saying the curse did this?" 
 
    Mr. Wang nodded. "He pressed an open wound against demonic blood; the curse guaranteed some of it would take root inside him." 
 
    Aureate nodded slowly and though of what Wrath had shared with her earlier today. 
 
    "What is your prognosis?" 
 
    "That I can not give at this time. Much of it will depend on him, and Miss Wrath. It does, however, mean that I should make an effort to find a way towards breaking this curse sooner, rather than later." 
 
    Aureate considered that, nodding slowly. Demonic possession never worked out well for a human. However, Mr. Wang had not said it was possession, but more of a transmutation. Still, it did not bode well for young Daniel. 
 
    "Say nothing of this to anyone but myself." 
 
    "Yes, Miss Aureate." 
 
    "And do not discuss any possible solutions to the curse with anyone other than myself, as well." 
 
    "As you wish, Miss Aureate." 
 
    "Thank you, Mr. Wang. I will await the results of your investigations." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SacraTomato 
 
      
 
      
 
    The traffic into Sacramento sucked, which was pretty typical nowadays, Dan realized. He was staring out the window, and Wrath was snoozing next to him. Boris had shown up when they went to get their ride and was now curled up in the footwell of the passenger's seat. 
 
    At least the driver wasn't looking over at him every few minutes. 
 
    The biggest concern he had right now was finding that piece of paper. Even if someone had thrown it out, it wouldn't go out to the curb until Monday evening. So odds were good it was still there.  
 
    He recalled the briefcase closing when he'd dropped the piece of paper. He just didn't recall whether it had fallen in it or dropped to the floor. 
 
    He wondered about Wrath's friends. What would they be like? And would they all vote to 'help' him kill himself to fulfill their curses so they could go home? 
 
    Obviously he'd have to deal with each of them individually, one at a time. He wondered if they'd all be as cute as Wrath was? 
 
    "We there yet?" Wrath asked, sitting up and stretching as she woke up. 
 
    "Almost, we just passed Florin Road." 
 
    "We've got, what, three hours until dusk?" she asked. 
 
    Dan peered over the driver's shoulder at the clock on the dashboard.  
 
    "Yeah, I'd say that's about right. Oh, I need that primer on your language." 
 
    "What for?" 
 
    "A lot of my father's notes are in Skarvat. I'm going to need to learn it if I want to understand what he was doing." 
 
    "I can't give it to you to read until we're done with my friends," she told him. 
 
    Dan scowled. "Why not? It's gonna take me weeks to get through it." 
 
    Wrath grinned at him. "It'll take you a few days of non-stop studying." 
 
    Dan snorted. "That's not gonna happen." 
 
    "Oh, it's very much going to happen. See, the book's magical, there's sort of a curse on it. Once you start it, you can't stop until you know it." 
 
    "Wait, what?"  
 
    "There's a spell on the book, very much like a curse. It enhances your learning abilities, but the first time you pick it up, you literally will not be able to put it down until you're done. So we need to make sure we have a day or two to spare. That we're someplace safe where you won't be disturbed, and where there's plenty of food and water at hand so you don't starve, either." 
 
    "That’s…I mean, are they trying to kill students or something?" 
 
    Wrath nodded, grinning. "Yup. Either you learn it, or you die. Demonic teaching aides, hell even the 'school' I went to as a child, were very much 'learn or die', and they really didn't care which. No one's got time for children, theirs or other people's. So they hand you a book, and you learn real fast not to open it until you're prepared." 
 
    "Damn," Dan said, then leaned over and hugged her. 
 
    "What was that for?" Wrath asked, surprised. 
 
    "For having to go through all that crap. I'm just glad you survived and we're together now." 
 
    Wrath smiled at him. It was strange; she wasn't a demon to him anymore. He obviously didn't care in the slightest. She'd never heard of such a thing before, and definitely had never experienced it. She wondered what her parents would do if they ever found out? 
 
    Her mother would probably try to kill him if they ever met. Her father? Hmm, she might want to prepare Dan for that. 
 
    "I've given some thought to the problem of your friends," Dan said, breaking her out of her revery. 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "I think we need each of them to swear the same blood oath with me as you did." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "You heard what that guy said. If I don't, they'll eventually turn on me." 
 
    Wrath pondered that. "I think you have a point there. Do you want me to word it the exact same way?" she asked with a wink and a smile. 
 
    Dan nodded looking serious for a moment. "Yes. I don't want to take any chances. I just hope they can break the curse soon, because sooner or later it's going to catch up with me." 
 
    Wrath nodded. "I can understand. I wouldn't mind being out from under its effects on me, and they're way less than you're having to deal with. Still, think you'll be able to deal with four more demonic female partners?" 
 
    Dan blushed. "Umm. I hadn't thought about that." 
 
    Wrath laughed. "Well, here's something else to think about." 
 
    "Not more sex, I hope," Dan said, still blushing. 
 
    "We can't break the curse until all my friends are freed." 
 
    "Huh? Why not?" 
 
    "Because once the curse is broken, they'll be forced to kill you as part of their curse if you free them. You need yours to be in full effect so they can't hurt you while we're doing that." 
 
    "Shit," Dan swore. "I'm glad you thought of that. It hadn't even occurred to me!" 
 
    "Hey, Grecco!" Wrath said to the driver. "Can we hit a Micky D's drive-through or something? I'm hungry, and I'm pretty sure Dan is, too." 
 
    "Sure thing!" he said and moved over to the exit. 
 
    Which was when they got rammed, spun out of control, went off the road into the grass, and rolled over three times, before slamming into a tree and coming to a stop. 
 
    "Frackking curse!" Dan growled as he untangled himself from Wrath, who had immediately pulled him close and tried to wrap herself around him. 
 
    "You okay, Grecco?" she called. 
 
    "Yeah. I, I think so." 
 
    "Boris?" Dan called. 
 
    A soft woof came back. 
 
    "Guess we're walking," Wraith said with a sigh. 
 
    "Stupid curse," Dan mumbled again. 
 
      
 
    Three hours later, Dan walked up to the back of the warehouse with Wrath and Boris. Other than them getting his order wrong at Mickey D's, things had gone rather well. As long as missing every bus and having to walk the entire way qualified as 'well'. 
 
    "Usually I wait until after midnight," Dan said, looking around. "Less chance of running into a cleaning crew." 
 
    "Well, we're here, and I don't feel like waiting," Wrath grumbled. 
 
    "Fine, follow me," Dan grumbled right back. It had rained. In Sacramento. In September. Who knew a curse could affect the damn weather? 
 
    Going around back, they found a broken window with a board over it. Someone had sawed through all the screws but one years ago, so the whole thing effectively hung on a pivot. Pushing it to the side, Dan slipped in and then held it for Wrath, who gave him a smile and carefully climbed in. 
 
    "Boris, you're on guard. Anything important happens, bark a few times, but don't go attacking anybody." 
 
    Boris woofed and padded off around the building. 
 
    "Just how smart are hellhounds, anyway?" he asked Wrath. 
 
    "Some of 'em can talk. Hell, wouldn't surprise me if Boris can, but he just doesn't feel like it. Supposedly they're souls who got sent to hell for punishment, and now that they've finished their 'term', they can do what they want, and some just elect to stay as hellhounds rather than be reincarnated." 
 
    Dan sighed. "I think you just destroyed about half of my religious beliefs and personal views on the afterlife in that statement." 
 
    Wrath smiled at him. "Must be the curse." 
 
    Dan just bit his lip and rolled his eyes. "Follow me." 
 
    Dan led the way through the stacks of sacks. Or in this case, those weird tubs they kept tomatoes in. Everyone knew when the tomatoes came in; you'd find them all over the roads, as the trucks hauling them weren't covered. He went all the way to the far end where the door was, then looked around, and frowned.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I don't recall it being this far."  
 
    He listened at the door, then opened it a crack and looked out into the front office, which was empty. Opening the door wider, he stepped in and looked around until he found the closet he'd seen the case in. 
 
    Wrath looked at the closet and back at the door. "Okay, that's a little weird. There's no way you could have seen that closet from the back of the place." 
 
    Dan sighed. "I must have been wandering around; I don't really remember, because the curse triggering just scared the hell outta me.  
 
    "How much of this place do you remember, Wrath?" 
 
    "I remember going out through the door," she said, pointing towards the door leading to the back, "and following you out the window. You were moving pretty quickly, so I didn't really have any choice but to follow." 
 
    Dan nodded. "Well, let's go take a look."  
 
    Walking into the room, he made a beeline for the closet and opened it. Looking around the closet, he saw a number of office supplies, cleaning supplies, and some other junk. 
 
    "It's not here," he said with a frown. 
 
    "What's not here?" 
 
    "The briefcase. It's missing." 
 
    "Well look around, you had to pick the paper up to read it. Let's see if it's on the floor somewhere." 
 
    Dan dropped down to his knees and started searching. 
 
    "It's too clean; somebody's swept the whole place up," he said, looking around. 
 
    "Dammit!" Wrath said; dropping to her knees, she looked around as well.  
 
    "You're right, someone cleaned up. I guess we need to go through the trash," she said, making a face. 
 
    "That's assuming it's in the trash and not still in the briefcase," Dan pointed out. 
 
    "Yeah, well, if it's not in the trash, we're shit outta luck, because we have no idea where the briefcase is." 
 
    Dan paused a moment, looking thoughtful. "Maybe, maybe not. Go check the trash; I'm gonna look for something." 
 
    "The trash is out back, which is a bit further away than eighteen feet!" Wrath grumbled. 
 
    "Don't forget the ten inches!" Dan teased with a grin. 
 
    "Oh, I never forget about ten inches!" Wrath teased back. "So what's your idea?" 
 
    "The place has been cleaned, right?" 
 
    "Yeah, so?" 
 
    "Let's go through the desks until we find who does the accounts and bills, and get the address for the cleaning service." 
 
    "You think they grabbed it?" 
 
    "It was lying on the floor, and I guess they came in here Saturday and cleaned. So yeah, not unlikely that it was grabbed." 
 
    "Sounds like a plan." 
 
    "And after that, we'll check the garbage." 
 
    Wrath growled at that and immediately proceeded to break the locks on desks by pulling on the drawers until they gave way. Dan just shook his head and laughed, then went through desks as well, using the sheath knife he was carrying to spring the locks. 
 
    "I think I found something," Wrath said after Dan had started on his second desk. Getting up, he walked over to her, and she showed him a ledger opened to 'Accounts Payable'. 
 
    "Great, let's see…" Dan said and ran his finger down the list. "Ah, here we are, Ajax Cleaning. See if you can find a phone book or something that they're listed in." 
 
    "Got it." 
 
    "Great," Dan said, and looked over as she copied the address and phone number. "Now we can check the trash." 
 
    "Aureate gave you a camera, didn't she?" Wrath growled. 
 
    Dan smiled. "Yup! She did. But you know what?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "In the crash, it just fell out of my pocket. Must have been the curse." 
 
    Wrath smiled back at him. "Yup, must have been the curse. Let's go." 
 
    Slipping out the back, they found the dumpster and two large garbage bags full of what Dan would best describe as office debris. Pulling them out, he motioned to Boris. 
 
    "Rip those open and spread 'em around a little, please." 
 
    Boris looked at him, a strange expression on his face. 
 
    "What? You're a dog! Dogs are supposed to love ripping shit up!" 
 
    "He's not a dog, he's a hellhound," Wrath reminded him, and Boris nodded his head. 
 
    "Hounds are still dogs! Come on, just give it a try. There has to be some doggy aspect in you, and dogs just love shit like that." 
 
    They both watched as Boris gave a heavy sigh, went over to one of the bags and sniffed at it, then picked it up and started shaking it side to side. 
 
    He stopped, then growled, and suddenly started shaking the bag side to side a lot more violently, then putting a paw on it, he ripped it open, and suddenly the bag exploded and there was trash everywhere as Boris went crashing into it, thrashing it, and sending stuff flying everywhere. 
 
    The second bag didn't last much longer. 
 
    "Guess you were right," Wrath said, laughing as Boris went to town on the bags of garbage, apparently enjoying the destruction quite a bit. 
 
    When Boris finished, he trotted over, woofed, and sat down, tail wagging. 
 
    "See? I told you. Maybe tomorrow we can play fetch or something, and see if you like that as well." He turned to Wrath. "Let's start looking." 
 
      
 
    "I haven't found anything, and I haven't felt anything," Wrath said with a sigh two hours later. 
 
    Dan nodded, "Me, either. Well, let's go pay our Mr. Leota a visit at Ajax and see what we can find out." 
 
    Wrath nodded and looked at the mess. "Yes, let's." 
 
    "Come on, Boris, let's see if we can find a taxi." 
 
    "It's almost eleven," Wrath pointed out. 
 
    "Yeah, but there're a lot of clubs on the next street over." 
 
    "So why don't we just roll a drunk and borrow their car?" 
 
    Dan sighed and looked at her. 
 
    "Oh, come on! We'll be protecting the city from another drunk driver, and we'll be doing the poor guy or gal a favor." 
 
    "Fine," Dan said, rolling his eyes. "Lead the way." 
 
    Wrath smiled and strutted down the street, obviously happy to have gotten her way, while Dan followed her and enjoyed the show. Around the corner and down to the next block, there were several clubs, and at eleven on a Monday night, Dan was surprised to see there were more than a few drunks.  
 
    Wrath zeroed right in on a gal who was staggering down the steps, and putting an arm around her, she chatted her up. 
 
    Three minutes later, they were in a nice Lexus. The woman was in the back with Boris, whom she seemed quite comfortable with. Obviously she liked dogs, but was too drunk to realize why she was in the back seat of her car with one while someone else was driving. 
 
    Dan programmed the address into the GPS while Wrath drove them there.  
 
    "Ah, good, it's in a residential district," Dan said. 
 
    "And that matters why?" 
 
    "Because I didn't feel like waiting until he came in to work again." 
 
    "Good point," Wrath conceded, then glanced up in the mirror, smirked a moment, and then went back to driving. Dan shook his head and decided he didn't want to know. 
 
    When they got to the house, they cruised down the street slowly. 
 
    "Looks like someone may still be up," Wrath said. 
 
    "Most cleaning services work after the offices have closed for the day, so he probably just got home." 
 
    Wrath parked the car. "Okay, let's go talk to him. Boris, keep your new friend there occupied. We shouldn't be gone long." 
 
    Dan snorted and, getting out of the car, followed Wrath as she walked up to the house and around to the side door, which was closest to the van in the driveway. 
 
    "How do we do this?" Dan asked.  
 
    "We knock on the door, then if he doesn't cooperate, we knock on his head," Wrath said with an evil grin. 
 
    "What about his family?" 
 
    "What about them?" 
 
    "We're not killing anybody, Wrath. Got that?" 
 
    Wrath pouted. "Spoilsport." 
 
    "Wrath," Dan growled, "I will do nasty shit to you if kill or maim these people!" 
 
    "Fine, fine, we'll do it your way," she replied, and then lightly knocked on the door. 
 
    "Step out of sight," she told him. 
 
    They both heard footsteps coming over to the door. 
 
    "What!" a large man said, pulling the door open. 
 
    "Hi! What did you do with the briefcase you found at Mill's Produce Storage?"  Wrath asked with a nice big smile. 
 
    "I have no idea what you're talking about. Go! Leave! Or I'll call the police!" 
 
    Dan watched as Wrath reached out, quick as a snake, and grabbed his wrist. Then she pulled him out the door while pivoting her body, and threw him twenty feet, until he bodily smacked into the side of his van, back first, denting it. 
 
    Groaning, he slowly slid down the side to the ground, where he collapsed. 
 
    Wrath almost skipped over to the man lying on the ground and gasping for breath. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sorry, did I hurt you?" Wrath grinned down at him. "I'm a temoni. You know what temoni are, don't you?" 
 
    Dan watched in surprise as the man shook his head up and down vigorously.  
 
    "Great, now tell me about what happened when you cleaned Mill's Produce Storage on Saturday." 
 
    "It wasn't me!" he gasped. "It was Jared. He's one of my employees! Lazy haole bastard! He was supposed to clean it Friday night, but said he had family issues!" 
 
    "Ah, good. Now where does this Jared live?" 
 
    Mr. Leota rattled off an address almost immediately. 
 
    "Good, now give me your phone." 
 
    Groaning, Mr. Leota reached into his pocket and handed it over to her. 
 
    "Now you're not going to warn this Jared person that I'm coming to talk to him. In fact, you're not going to tell anyone about any of this at all. 
 
    "Otherwise, I'll be back, and I'll be very unhappy. Am I clear, Mr. Leota?" 
 
    "I'm going to fire that haole bastard," Mr. Leota groaned. 
 
    Wrath nodded. "Probably wise. I'm sorry about your van. Have a good evening." 
 
    Wrath waved to him and headed back to the Lexus. Dan went around the other side of the parked van so Mr. Leota wouldn't see him, then joined Wrath in the car again. 
 
    "Is she singing?" he grumbled as he punched the new address into the GPS. 
 
    "I think she's in love!" Wrath snickered. 
 
    Dan shook his head as they drove off. Jared didn't live all that far away, though he did live in an apartment instead of a house. Still, it wasn't anything fancy or with any kind of security. They parked on the street, and Dan got out with Wrath, leaving Boris and his new drunk 'girlfriend' in the backseat. 
 
    "I want to know where the hell she got the brush she's using on his coat." Dan sighed as they started up towards the apartment door. 
 
    "Maybe she's a dog groomer or something," Wrath said with a shrug. "I don't think I've ever seen a hellhound so happy. Ah, here we are: 1A. Ground floor! Great!" 
 
    "It's after twelve, do we knock?" 
 
    "It's that or kick the door in," Wrath said. 
 
    "What about prying it open? I don't want to draw any attention." 
 
    "My sword isn't exactly a pry bar, you know," Wrath said as he felt around the top of the door's molding. 
 
    "What are you doing?" 
 
    "Looking for a key. Check that lame ass flowerpot over there."  
 
    "Do you really think this guy is stupid enough to… Huh, I guess he is!" Wrath said, standing up with a key in her hand. 
 
    "Great, now let's have a little talk with our new friend." 
 
    Wrath smiled, used the key to unlock the door, and they both slipped in, locking the door behind them. 
 
    "What the hell are those?" Wrath asked, pointing to the hundreds of small grey metal canisters that littered the floor all over. 
 
    "Whip-its," Dan said. 
 
    "What's a whip-it?" 
 
    "They're used to make whip cream." 
 
    "How could anybody eat that much whip cream? There's gotta be a thousand of 'em in here!" 
 
    "They contain nitrous oxide, which gets you high. But there's only one breath in each one. So if you want a constant buzz, you gotta do a lot of 'em." 
 
    "And you know this how?" 
 
    "Back in Granite Bay, I had a friend who liked them. But he wasn't this bad. Not even close." Dan shook his head. "Oh, that reminds me, what the hell is a 'temoni'?" 
 
    "Oh, it's Samoan for 'demon'. Samoans know all about demons. They also know not to piss one off. That's how I know he'll keep his mouth shut." 
 
    "Ah, okay." 
 
    It didn't take long to find Jared; he was in bed—or rather, passed out on top of his bed, still in his work shirt and blue jeans. 
 
    Turning the light on, Wrath slapped him on the ass.  
 
    "Rise and shine, Jared! We got questions to ask!" 
 
    "Huh? What? I cleaned the bathrooms! Both of them!" 
 
    Sighing, Dan grabbed his foot and dragged him out of bed. 
 
    "Hey!" Jared said as he suddenly woke up. "That's not cool, man!" 
 
    "Yeah, neither is stealing stuff that don't belong to you," Wrath said. 
 
    "I didn't take no suitcase!" he said, looking up at the two of them as he sat up on the floor, rubbing his nose. "I think you broke my nose!" 
 
    "Well, that was easy!" Wrath laughed. 
 
    "Okay, Jared. Where's the suitcase?" 
 
    "I already told you, I don't have it!" 
 
    "But you took it!" Dan growled, and putting his foot on Jared's chest, he forced him back flat onto the floor. 
 
    "I didn't take anything!" 
 
    "Oh, bullshit. We didn't even have to ask you before you started with the lies. You know why we're here, now talk!" 
 
    "I don't gotta tell you shit! I know my rights! I didn't steal anything!" 
 
    "He thinks we're cops," Wrath said, looking at Dan. 
 
    "Asshole is still on something, I bet." 
 
    "That or he's just a really good liar," Wrath said. "Whatever the case, it's not here, or he wouldn't be telling us he doesn't have it." 
 
    "Yeah! That's right! It's not here!" Jared said and tried to sit up. 
 
    Dan forced him down to the floor again. "Then where is it?" 
 
    "Screw you! I don't gotta tell you anything!" 
 
    Grabbing his knife, Dan dropped to his knees, and because he was still standing over Jared, he landed square on both of Jared's arms, slamming them to the floor. He then drove the tip of the blade through Jared's left hand with all the force he could muster, pinning his hand to the floor below.  
 
    Jared opened his mouth to scream, but suddenly found himself with a mouthful of glowing blue sword. 
 
    "Okay, asshole," Dan growled. "I've had just about enough of your shit. My girlfriend is going to pull that blade out, and you're going to tell her where the suitcase is, or she's going to shove it all the way through your head, and if you're lucky, you'll die. If you're not lucky, you're gonna be paralyzed from the neck down, and you won't even be able to jerk off, much less play Nintendo or smoke crack!" 
 
    "Stew's Pawn Shop over on 48th and L! I pawned it at Stew's! There wasn't anything in it. Just some paper and pens and junk. I sold it all to him this morning!" 
 
    Dan smiled. "See, wasn't that easy?" Reaching over, he yanked the knife up out of the floor and out of Jared's hand. 
 
    "My hand! You fucked up my hand!" 
 
    "I think we better gag him and tie him up," Wrath said. 
 
    Dan nodded. "Yeah, I think so, too." 
 
      
 
    "So now what?" Dan asked as they pulled away, and he did his best to ignore the noises from the back. "And hasn't she passed out yet?" 
 
    "I think she might be sobering up." Wrath laughed. "We should probably just take her home and leave the car there." 
 
    "Sounds good to me. Let's see where she lives," he said and hit the button for 'home' on the GPS. 
 
    "Okay, so after we drop the car off, then what? Do we break into the place, or wait until he opens?" 
 
    "Might as well wait. If I remember right, most pawnshops have alarms." 
 
    Dan shrugged. "Never been in one, so I wouldn't know. Damn, looks like it's a bit of a walk from Boris's girlfriend's house." 
 
    "Don't worry. I got that taken care of," Wrath said, looking over at him and giving him a wink before turning her attention back to driving. 
 
    "And now I'm worrying." 
 
    Ten minutes later they pulled into a driveway in a nicer part of town and parked the car.  
 
    "Go open the front door, I'll help our passenger out of the car," Dan said. 
 
    Wrath handed him the keys. "I think you better let me help her out." 
 
    Dan shrugged and got the door. A moment later Wrath went by with a very disheveled, drunk, but happy looking woman, with Boris trotting along behind her. 
 
    "Dude, I'm not even going to ask." Dan sighed. "Make sure she doesn't like, drown in her vomit or something. If I need you, I'll call. Stay as long as you want." 
 
    Boris went inside then and Wrath came out closing the door behind her. 
 
    "Looks like Boris found a new home." She chuckled. 
 
    "She likes him, he likes her, and this definitely beats following us around to hotels and hideouts," Dan said with a shrug. "If we need him, we know where to look. Besides, I'm sure she'll remember to feed him." 
 
    Wrath laughed. "Yeah, we have been kind of neglecting him, haven't we?" 
 
    "Now, what's your plan to get us there quickly?" 
 
    "I thought we'd fly," Wrath said and as he watched, she unfurled her wings to their full size. 
 
    "Damn, woman, I had no idea," Dan said in awe. "And you can carry me? It's not like I'm a lightweight." 
 
    "It's not far. Honestly, I haven't flown in ages, and this lets me get around the whole distance limit." 
 
    Dan nodded. "What do I do?" 
 
    "Come here, wrap your arms around me, and hold on." 
 
    Dan smiled, wrapped his arms around her, and kissed her. "For luck," he said. 
 
    "Oh! That would be kinky!" She giggled, letting him know that she'd seen Star Wars as well. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him, and bending her knees slightly, she made a small jump as her wings came down, then beat after beat, they climbed up into the air. He realized at that point that she was really holding him tight. Wrath was obviously a lot stronger than he'd realized. After the way she'd thrown that big Samoan guy, he should have realized that. Why hadn't he until now? 
 
    Turning his head, he looked over his shoulder. They were probably only a few hundred feet over the ground, but still, it was an impressive sight. He'd never even been in an airplane, and now here he was, being carried through the air. He wondered why they hadn't done this sooner if she'd wanted to do it so badly. 
 
    "No one can see us at night," she said, panting slightly. 
 
    Dan gave a small nod and went back to looking over her shoulder at the stars as those big, bat-like wings of hers slowly beat the air, moving them along. He wondered what it would be like to be able to fly like this. It'd probably be pretty cool; you could go wherever you wanted to, whenever you wanted to. 
 
    For the first time since they'd met, he suddenly realized that Wrath really had lost a lot when she'd found herself tied to him. He resolved then and there to make it up to her, one way or another. It was only right, after all. 
 
    "I like it when you think about being nice to me," she whispered in his ear. "It makes up for everything." 
 
    Dan hugged her tighter. "I'm starting to think you're the best thing that ever happened to me, demon or not," Dan confessed. 
 
    "Awww," she said and nuzzled him as she backwinged and lowered them back to solid ground. 
 
    "Where are we?" he asked looking around after she'd released him. 
 
    "On the roof. I figure we can climb down into the alley in the morning. But for now, how about a little nap? It's almost one, and it has been a long day." 
 
    Dan looked around the roof. It didn't look all that comfy, but he was tired, Wrath was here with him, and right now there really wasn't any place else he'd rather be. 
 
    "A nap sounds good," he said as they walked over to the AC unit. Sitting down, they leaned their backs against it and cuddled up against each other, taking a nap. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 What You Are 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan smiled at the little bell that rang when he opened the door to the pawnshop. They'd napped until after sunrise, then snuggled for a while until they'd gotten down, walked to a nearby Jack's, had breakfast, and then come back here.  
 
    The place was packed with display cases, and there was an assortment of well-used tools, cheap electronics, and who knew what else. There was a counter over by the far wall, and they headed that way. Once they stopped, an older man came out, and Dan blinked. 
 
    Hidden behind the image of a stooped-shouldered older man with stringy blond hair was a—well, the best he could describe it was a 'devil'. His skin was red, he had two red horns that curved up from his forehead, and had black hair and a black goatee. He also had the same squarish, horizontal pupils that goats had, only his eyes were black, and the pupils were red. In short, it was a demon that looked like every devil he'd ever seen in a comic or drawing.  
 
    "Yes?" he asked, looking Wrath over after sparring Dan a quick glance. 
 
    "The suitcase Jared sold you yesterday. We want to look at it." Wrath said. 
 
    "Oh, and I'm going to show it to you just like that?" 
 
    Wrath smiled. "Yes, 'Stew', or should I say Tobias? You are going to show it to us and let us examine it, and then maybe we'll do a little bit of business. Or maybe not." 
 
    "What's with him?" Tobias asked, nodding over towards Dan. 
 
    "She's my step-mom; hot isn't she?" Dan said with a maniacal grin. He almost laughed as Tobias did a double take. 
 
    "Wait, what?" 
 
    "Yeah, my dad met her in Greece last month, and here we are. Seems a little something went missing from one of our warehouses night before last, and we just thought you might be nice enough to show it to us.  
 
    "So we can be sure that Jared kid wasn't lying to us. I mean, not like he'll ever lie to us again, right Mom?" 
 
    "What the hell is going on here?" Tobias said, looking back and forth between the two of them nervously. 
 
    Wrath smiled. "This is one of those times 'are you sure you really want to know' comes into play, Tobias." 
 
    "Do I?" 
 
    Wrath grinned evilly. "If I told you, I'd have to kill you." 
 
    He looked back and forth between the two of them again. Dan was still grinning like a maniac. 
 
    "Yeah, hold on a minute. I'll go get the briefcase." 
 
    They watched as he walked into the back, then Dan looked at Wrath, who looked back and mouthed the word, "Mom?" 
 
    "Hot Mom," he mouthed back. 
 
    "Okay, is this it?" Tobias asked, coming in and setting a briefcase down on the counter. Dan walked over to it, popped the latches, and opened it up. Yup, this was it, all right. And there in the corner was even a little slip of paper. 
 
    "This is the one I bought him for his birthday, Mom. Give the nice man a reward, and let's see if we can surprise Dad." 
 
    "Oh, we'll surprise him alright," Wrath said with a chuckle. "What'd you give the kid for it?" 
 
    "Fifty bucks. But I had no idea it was stolen." 
 
    Wrath tilted her head down a hair and gave him a look. "Really, Tobias? Here's seventy-five, and just be glad we're not calling the cops." 
 
    Dan grabbed the piece of paper and stuck it in his pocket while Tobias was talking to Wrath, then closed the briefcase and pulled it off the counter. 
 
    "Seventy-five! I was going to sell that for a hundred and fifty!" 
 
    "You mean you'd make money off the stolen present a boy bought for his rich and powerful mage dad who just married the demon he sacrificed his wife to because he was tired of the uptight bitch?" Dan said, looking at Tobias with his best wide-eyed innocent look. 
 
    "Here, maybe you should keep it and I'll tell my daddy where it is and how it got here!" Resuming his maniacal grin, he offered the briefcase back to Tobias, who got a very shocked expression on his face and took a step back.  
 
    "Is this kid for real?" 
 
    "Of course not! His father didn't actually sacrifice his mother to me, it was just an unfortunate accident, wasn't it, Son?" 
 
    "Oh! Right! Very much so! Sorry, Mom!" 
 
    "Just, just take it and go. I don't know what you're up to, Wrath, but after you've been gone so long, I think I'd rather not find out." 
 
    Smiling, Dan motioned to Wrath, and they quickly left the pawnshop. 
 
    "Where in the world did that come from?" Wrath asked, laughing. 
 
    Dan shrugged. "I just didn't feel like beating up, stabbing, or killing him. Plus he was a devil. Aren't devils always supposed to believe the worst in people?" 
 
    Wrath snorted. "You got that right, and Tobias there is among the worst of them. Right now he's probably worrying if he needs to close shop and take a little vacation. Why'd you palm the piece of paper?" 
 
    "Ah, you noticed that, did you?" 
 
    "Now that it's this close, I can actually feel it." 
 
    Dan nodded. "It's the only thing that's really important, and I didn't want to lose it. Plus, who knows? He might have taken it back." 
 
    "Well, let's find a phone and call Aureate, and see if she can send someone up here to give us a ride back." 
 
    "Why not use that phone you took?" 
 
    "'Cause I don't want anybody tracing the call. In fact, I guess I should get rid of it, seeing as we didn't need it." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later, they were sitting in Aureate's office again, and Wrath had passed over the piece of paper. 
 
    "It's weird holding that," Wrath said. "Even if all the magic is gone, there's still just a little something about it that I can feel. Even when I'm not holding it. Just being near it makes my hackles want to rise." 
 
    Aureate nodded. 
 
    "So how do we use that to find the others?" Dan asked. 
 
    "I'm going to have a seeker made," Aureate said. "Where's your hellhound?"  
 
    "We found him a good home," Dan said, while Wrath snickered. "Or maybe he found it himself." 
 
    "Well, they are fickle beasts." 
 
    "How long before you can get this seeker made?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "I think it should be done tomorrow. It's not a terribly difficult thing, now that we have this piece of paper," she said, tapping the piece of paper on her desk. 
 
    "What's the range on something like that?" Dan asked. 
 
    "A couple hundred yards? Perhaps a thousand at best?" 
 
    "We're going to be driving all over Sacramento, aren't we?" Dan complained. 
 
    "Unless we can figure out the connection between Weson and the warehouse he'd hidden Wrath in, yes, you will be," Aureate acknowledged. 
 
    "Does he own it?" 
 
    "Not that we've been able to determine. Weson's fiscal resources are not as great as I had thought. Apparently his continuing struggle to take over sole responsibility of Sacramento has been an expensive one." 
 
    Dan had a dark thought then. "What happens if the paper ends up in a landfill, or worse yet, somebody burns it?" 
 
    "If someone burns it, the effect is the same as if someone read it. As for a landfill? Eventually the materials will degrade, the spell and curse will unravel, and the one trapped inside will be free. 
 
    "However I would not worry about that possibility having come to pass." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because until you opened it, the briefcase was not visible to the mundane. A spell was cast on it, and any mundane, as well as a goodly number of the magical, could not see it." 
 
    "Then why could I see it?" Dan asked, confused. "I'm as mundane as they get." 
 
    "Because you are under the effects of a curse that was cast by the same person who cast the spell on it. The spell cast relies on a person's willful ignorance of the things they consider bad or frightful. That, combined with your ability to see it, made it a beacon to you under the terms of the curse." 
 
    "Then why could Jared, the idiot who stole it, see it?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "The spell was broken once you were released. I can see what it was," Aureate said with a gesture, "but it is no longer working. Chances are, no one has noticed whatever vessel they have been placed in at each of their hiding places." 
 
    "What business is Weson in?" Dan asked. "Mundane business, that is." 
 
    "He's an accountant, though not a very successful one, it would seem." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because he spends most of his time embroiled in his attempts to take over the city. But it would seem that the few clients he has are important ones and pay well." 
 
    "That's probably how he got the briefcase in there," Wrath said. "An accountant with a briefcase isn't something anyone would notice. Maybe the building is owned by one of his clients?" 
 
    Aureate considered the idea a moment and then nodded. "I'll look into who his clients are and see what I can discover." 
 
    Dan snorted. "Can I borrow that phone?" he asked and pointed. 
 
    Aureate looked at him. "Why?" 
 
    "I'll call a couple of my father's former business associates and ask. What is this Weson guy's full name?" 
 
    "Weson Accounting, Steve Weson, owner. You may use the phone." 
 
    "Thanks!"  
 
    Turning the phone to face him, he picked up the handset, punched the button for an open line, hit '9', heard the dial tone, and dialed numbers from memory. 
 
    "Hello? Yes, this is Dan Westridge, can I speak to Bill please? Yes, I'll hold…Bill! Hi! Dan here, look I'm trying to wrap up my father's affairs, and see what if anything of the family business can be rescued. What? Oh, yes, I'm very much interested in trying to settle up accounts once I get things sorted out. Can't re-start a business with all that hanging over my head, now can I? Ah, yes, I see. Thanks, I'll keep that in mind. Look, I got a question for you, has to do with trying to track down some business, but unfortunately I've only got a partial set of records. What? Oh, yeah, IRS grabbed everything—it's a stone cold bitch, gotta tell ya. Anyway, the only thing I know was that the accountants were from Weson Accounting, got a partial invoice right here, but the business name is missing. Any idea who uses them? Oh, you do? Great!" 
 
    Dan motioned to Aureate, who handed him a paper and pen. 
 
    "Yeah, I got my pen, shoot. Uh-huh, right, is that with a 'T'? Uh-huh, got it, got it! Okay, thanks Bill, I appreciate it! Oh, and yes, it was a terrible thing, what happened. Turns out my father had a stroke, and it screwed up his head, that's why he got run over by that cart, he didn't realize it could hit him. What? Oh yeah, scary, I know. Take care!" 
 
    Dan hung up the phone and dialed a second number. 
 
    "Hi, Patricia! It's Dan, Dan Westridge. What? Oh, thanks, I appreciate the sentiment. Turns out father had a stroke and it affected his brain, but not enough that anyone realized it. Was why he got so 'odd' there at the end. Look, is Harold in? He's not? Well, maybe you can help me. I'm trying to unravel an accounting nightmare, but I don't have a full set of bills, the IRS grabbed all of those, all I got here is an accounting company name on a partial, and I'm trying to figure out which of our clients it came from. Name? Oh, Weson Accounting. I think a guy by the name of Steve Weson runs it. Oh, you can? Thanks, Patricia! You're a lifesaver. Yeah, I got a pen, shoot." 
 
    Dan wrote down some more names on the list, said goodbye, hung up, then called two more places and went through the same story each time, adding more names to the list during each call. When he'd finally finished, he looked over the list, crossed off all the duplicates, turned the list of seven company names around, and slid it over to Aureate. 
 
    "Where'd you learn to do that?" Wrath asked, impressed. 
 
    Dan gave a small laugh. "I was working the phones for my father before my brother died. After that, I was working business calls with his associates as he trained me on the family business. Just 'cause I don't know fighting, magic, or demons doesn't mean I'm useless," he said with a grin. 
 
    "Oh, you're anything but useless," Wrath said, smiling back at him. 
 
    "Which reminds me, I need to read that book." 
 
    Wrath pouted. "I was hoping for something a bit more fun when we got back to our room." 
 
    Dan leaned over and took her head in his hands, then gave her a nice, long kiss.  
 
    "Okay, we have some fun first, but then I gotta read that book." 
 
    "What book are you speaking of?" Aureate asked. 
 
    "Skarvat primer," Wrath told her. "One of the magical ones." 
 
    "Oh. Well in that case, I'll tell them not to rush on the seeker." 
 
    "Probably a safe bet." Wrath nodded. "Now, let's go have a little fun!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 School Daze 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan groaned, closed the book with a solid slap, and dropped it on the floor. 
 
    "My head hurts," he said in Skarvat. 
 
    "Yeah, well, I'm horny as hell," Wrath replied in the same language, grinning at him. 
 
    "Trying to kill me, woman?" 
 
    Wrath snorted and switched to English. "Can't, remember? Or you'd be on your way to the ICU in an hour." 
 
    Dan blinked. "So it worked?" 
 
    "Yes, it worked very well, and you didn't die in the process," Wrath said and came over to give him a very affectionate hug. 
 
    "I can see how people die from that," Dan confessed. "I think I passed out twice because it wouldn't let me sleep." He looked around the room; there were a lot of fast-food wrappers in the trash. "What day is today?" 
 
    "Friday, late Friday." 
 
    Dan shook his head, trying to clear out the cobwebs. He'd started reading Tuesday afternoon, after an enjoyable and energetic workout with Wrath on the bed. He remembered eating more than once. It seemed he was allowed to take short breaks to eat and other such things, but he couldn't let go of the book with both hands, ever, just one. 
 
    "Is the spell book just as bad?" 
 
    Wrath shook her head. "No, it's different. Once you start reading a specific spell, you can't put it down until you've read the entire spell, but they're short, so it only takes a minute or two." 
 
    "Then why bother?" 
 
    "Because reading a spell puts it into you. Read it once, read it well, and you'll never forget it. But stop reading halfway through?" He felt her shudder. "Bad things happen. Sometimes they're minor, but sometimes you leave a crater. Once you start, it's too dangerous to stop, so all the lower and entry level tomes have that feature to protect the users." 
 
    Dan yawned. "Great. I'd ask to take a nap, but right now I'm starving. Is there a place nearby we can go?" 
 
    "There's a Carl's around the corner." 
 
    "Great! Let's go!" 
 
    "Sure, but don't you think you should put some cloths on first?" Wrath asked, smirking at him. 
 
    Dan looked down at himself. "Why am I naked?" 
 
    "Because after the bitch of getting your clothes off with that damn book stuck to you, I decided not to redress you. Besides, you really need a shower." 
 
    Dan blushed. "Umm, yeah. Shower. Then food." 
 
    Going into the bathroom, he turned the water on, and once it was warm enough, stepped into the shower and scrubbed himself off. He definitely needed a shave, and washing his hair actually felt good after so many days.  
 
    He was just about to step out when Wrath stepped in, pushed him up against the wall, and laid the kind of kiss on him that left no doubt at all what he was going to be doing next. Grabbing her ass with both hands, he carefully turned in place, thanking whoever had thought to put textured grip strips on the floor, and pinning Wrath to the wall under the shower head. He pulled her up until her entrance was in line with his now stiff shaft, and plunged in hard, running his length hilt deep on the first stroke as she wrapped herself around him, holding him tight. 
 
    "Damn, I needed that!" she said, purring loudly. 
 
    Grunting, Dan pulled out and pushed back in immediately. From the way she was soaking wet inside, apparently she had. But he realized he needed it very much as well. He needed to have her, and damned if he wasn't going to have her hard and fast, as the water ran down his back. 
 
    Picking up speed quickly, he shagged her hard, slapping her ass against the tile-covered wall as she grunted, groaned, purred, and called out his name loudly, again and again.  
 
    When she started crying out things in Demonic, or Skarvat actually, he felt something stir inside him, and lowering his head to her neck, he bit her, hard. He was surprised that he drew blood, but what surprised him even more was how hard she went off then, experiencing one hell of an orgasm, tipping him right over the top and causing him to join her. 
 
    He felt a pinch on his own shoulder, and it took him a moment to realize she'd sunk her fangs into him, but oddly enough, it hardly hurt at all. In fact, he kind of liked it. Holding her as tight as he could, he enjoyed the moment, the heat of her body, and the closeness. He couldn't wait to save her friends, to prove to her that she'd never find a better man, a better mate, ever. 
 
    It wasn't until after they'd wound down from their brief, but torrid and very satisfying encounter and started to separate that his thought replayed itself in his head. Mate? Where the hell did that come from? But…it felt right. She was his, after all… 
 
    Dan shook his head. It must be the oath they had taken. But…but…he pulled Wrath close and kissed her. But he didn't care. He wanted her, and she sure seemed to want him, and he was going to hold onto her for as long as there was life in his body. 
 
    "If it's any consolation, I feel the same way," Wrath whispered in his ear, making him jolt. Once again he'd forgotten she could read his mind. "I don't know why, but I don't care. Now, how about some food?" 
 
    Dan smiled. "Food would be good." 
 
    "Great, let's get the bleeding stopped, then go eat." 
 
    "Bleeding?" Dan looked at her neck where he'd bitten her; it looked fine.  
 
    "Not me, dork." 
 
    Dan said, "Oh!" and looked at his own shoulder, which had four holes in it. None of which seemed to be bleeding all that much. 
 
    "You taste good," he remarked, remembering the taste of her blood in his mouth. 
 
    "You, too." She grinned back at him. "At least the bleeding's stopped. Now, let's clean up and go." 
 
    Cleaning up and dressing only took a minute, then they headed out of the room and down to the local Carl's, snuggled up against each other. 
 
    "How come you can read my mind?" he asked, curious. "Is that something you can naturally do?" 
 
    "Not easily. Normally I can only do it while I'm screwing. A lot of demons can do it during sex. I think it's the curse—my curse, not yours. 'Cause in a fight, it makes it really easy for me to win if I know what my opponent is thinking." 
 
    "Huh, I guess this Weson guy thought of everything." 
 
    "Yeah, so don't think he's going to be a pushover when all this is done." 
 
    "You think I'm gonna go after him, don't you?" Dan laughed. 
 
    Wrath stopped, causing him to stop, then looked him in the eyes. She didn't say a word, she just looked at him, and suddenly he realized he wanted to kill the bastard very, very much. 
 
    "Is that you?" he asked. 
 
    "Yes, and no. You want him dead because of what he did to you and your family. I want him dead because of what he did to me. But you also want him dead for what he did to me, I can feel it." 
 
    Dan smiled and laughed a little nervously. "Well, maybe that means you'll stick around after he's dead." 
 
    Wrath smiled warmly. "I sure hope so." 
 
    Dan started walking again, pulling her along. He was changing, that was obvious. But after everything he'd seen and done in the last six months, he'd be more concerned if he wasn't.  
 
    Carl's wasn't empty, but it was late enough there were only a handful of other folks there. They both ordered a lot, then found a spot out of the way to sit and eat. They were about halfway through their meal when two men in ski masks rushed in, both with shotguns, and charged the counter. 
 
    "Give us all your money! Put it in a bag! Now! Move!" 
 
    Dan watched as the cashier quickly did what they were told and put the bag on the counter.  
 
    "What are you lookin' at!" one of the men yelled at Dan. 
 
    "Didn't see a thing," Dan said and took another bite out of his burger. 
 
    "That's right, Dan, and you're not going to see anything else either!" the man said and leveled the shotgun at him. 
 
    Dan threw himself to the side, grabbing Wrath and pulling her down with him as the shotgun went off. He winced as he caught a couple of pellets in his left arm. He pushed Wrath ahead of him as he heard the guy chamber another round. 
 
    "What are you doing?" the other robber screamed at him as he grabbed the bag and ran for the exit, and Dan looked for something to use as a shield. All the tables and chairs here were set in the concrete, so he wouldn't be able to use any of them. 
 
    A second shot went off, and he was glad he was looking the other way as the pellets hit the floor and then ricocheted up to pepper his side and back.  
 
    "Come on out, Dan. Let's make this quick! You know you want it! You can't get away!" 
 
    Dan scrambled forward, and noticed Wrath was on her feet and on the guy with the shotgun in an instant. There was another shot, this one not at him, and he jumped to his feet, full of concern for Wrath, who grabbed the shotgun as the gunman racked a fourth round, pushing it up under his chin, and then helped him pull the trigger. 
 
    The top of the man's head suddenly decorated the ceiling, his body collapsing as Wrath went back, got the rest of their food, then took his hand and dragged him out of there. 
 
    It was only then that he became aware of the screaming. 
 
    "Are you okay?" he asked her. 
 
    "I should be asking you that question," she growled. "Who was that guy?" 
 
    Dan shook his head. "I have no idea. How'd he know my name? And why aren't you bleeding? Didn't he shoot you?" 
 
    Wrath snorted. "All he did was ruin my blouse. Lead and copper pellets don't affect us much. What about you?" 
 
    "I think he hit me a dozen times, but it bounced off the floor first." 
 
    "You're bleeding. I can smell it. Let's get back to the room. I'll call Aureate and have someone bring a first aid kit over. Now, you're sure you don't know who that was?" 
 
    "He was wearing a mask. But how would he have even known I was there? And why didn't the other guy shoot as well?" 
 
    Wrath shook her head. "I don't know. But I didn't like the way he said your name. Something's going on here. Something that's not right." 
 
    Dan snorted. "Now you tell me." 
 
    "Oh, hush you!" Wrath said with a snort. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, he was lying face down on the bed while Wrath picked out birdshot with a claw. Four of them were deep enough that it hurt when she did it, but he clenched his teeth while inhaling and bore it. The other thirteen that had hit him mostly left welts, but six needed to be pried out. Those just stung a little. 
 
    There was a knock on the door when she finished, and when she opened it, Dan noticed it was Cera and she had a first aid kit in her hand. 
 
    "How bad is he?" 
 
    "Not that bad. I got the pellets out." 
 
    Cera nodded and opened the kit to treat his wounds. 
 
    "How did this happen?" she asked. 
 
    "Carl's around the corner got robbed while we were eating. One of the two thugs apparently recognized Dan and decided to kill him." 
 
    Cera frowned. "That doesn't seem right." 
 
    "I just realized something," Dan spoke up. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "He was speaking in Skarvat!" 
 
    "Huh! You're right! He was! But he wasn't a demon or a mage," Wrath said, looking very surprised. 
 
    "I'll tell Aureate when I get back," Cera said. "For now, I'd suggest you stay here, and keep the door locked." 
 
    Dan gave a small nod from the bed as Wrath agreed. After Cera had finished cleaning and patching his wounds, Wrath locked the door behind her, then joined him on the bed. Whatever had happened, it didn't look like Stockton was going to be safe anymore. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Steve Weson entered his conference room last, as he always did, wearing the robes that proclaimed him a wizard. He left the hood up as he walked over to his seat at the head of the table, slowly and calmly. It wouldn't do to show any weakness in front of this staff, not because he was afraid of them, but because killing one of them off meant he'd have waste his time searching for a replacement. 
 
    Last night had definitely tired him out. He'd had to use some extremely complicated spells as well as drain several of his more potent devices, and it would take days or weeks for them to recharge. 
 
    Sitting down, he relaxed back into the chair, smoothed his features, and pushed his hood back, looking around the table. Craig's spot was still empty, but he'd only died a couple of days ago. He was sure the jockeying to move up to Craig's position had already started. Once he saw which lower seat ended up vacant, he'd see about a new recruit. 
 
    "First order of business," he said, looking around the room. "Has anyone recovered Craig's ring?" 
 
    Dave Schroeder spoke up. "Not yet, sir, but I have talked with his widow. I've planted the suggestion for her to 'sell' it to me. Of course, once I have it, I'll make her forget about the whole affair." 
 
    Weson nodded. "Just make sure you recover it. There are only six, and I need it back before I invite another to join my executive staff." 
 
    "Do we know how he died?" Richard Woller asked. 
 
    "He died at Shannon Westridge's home. The police are being vague on details, claiming it was an animal attack." 
 
    "What was he doing there?" 
 
    "Recovering something of importance that Westridge had stolen!" Weson said angrily. "Apparently his bastard son was hiding out there and surprised him. I'm guessing now that he used some sort of magical attack on Craig, killing him." 
 
    "He's not dead yet?" Yvette Sisson exclaimed. "How? Even his father couldn't stand up to your curse!" 
 
    Weson steepled his hands on the table before him, briefly wondering if Yvette was as shocked as she seemed, or merely kissing up to him. 
 
    "Apparently he's getting help." 
 
    He enjoyed the shocked looks on everyone's face around the table. There were really only two people who would stoop to helping the brat: Dale Harriford, or Godfrey Wiles.  
 
    "Do you think it was Harriford?" Dave was the first to ask. 
 
    Weson shook his head. "Dale is barely competent enough to hold his own now. Taking on Shannon's little bastard son would be beyond him. Plus, he's not smart enough to even begin to figure out how to use him." 
 
    Everyone around the table nodded. They knew all about Dale, who was one of the two men Weson was now fighting to complete his hold over Sacramento, though they didn't hold the same low opinion. Dale had managed to kill one of Weson's staff members last year, after all. 
 
    "Godfrey then?" Dave continued. 
 
    Weson paused a moment, then shook his head. "Godfrey is good enough, but I have reasons not to believe that he's involved, yet." 
 
    "And those reasons are?" Richard asked. 
 
    "Last night, after learning the means of Craig's death, I did a trace spell on that little brat bastard, trying to find him via my link to the curse. I discovered two things: The first was that someone or something has meddled with the curse in ways I have not yet been able to decipher." 
 
    "They haven't broken it, have they?" Yvette asked. 
 
    "No. It's as strong as ever, except for one thing." They all looked at him expectantly. "He was in Stockton." 
 
    "Isn't that Aureate's territory?" Mika Bykov asked from the bottom seat. 
 
    Weson snarled. "Yes, it's that snake-skinned bitch's home. So last night I decided to take matters into my own hands. Dave?" 
 
    Dave shook his head. "From everything I've been able to see, Juan was not successful." 
 
    Weson frowned. He'd felt it when Juan had died. He really hadn't cared that much; after dominating Juan, he was useless to him. Dominating a minion always broke their minds, but that's why they were minions, to be used when necessary, and thrown away after they'd served their purpose. It was pure luck Juan had been there visiting his mother. 
 
    Still, the distances involved had been tiresome. A possession spell combined with a trace spell was never easy. When he'd discovered the brat was out in public, he'd seized Juan's mind, had him grab his brother, and tried to kill the kid under the cover of a robbery. 
 
    As plans made up on the spur of the moment, he'd thought it had been a good one. But apparently Juan just hadn't been up to the task. 
 
    "I decided to call Aureate after I discovered Juan hadn't been successful," Dave continued. "I warned her that young Westridge was our enemy and harboring him or helping him would draw your displeasure." 
 
    Weson smiled and nodded. He'd been dead asleep, exhausted from the spells. He appreciated Dave following up and pressing the matter, as well as not mentioning Weson's exhaustion. 
 
    "And what did that snake-skin bitch have to say?" 
 
    "That she had no idea who we were talking about, and she wasn't harboring any such person. Just because people may or may not have come to Stockton didn't mean she was involved." 
 
    Weson snorted. "I'll run that trace spell again tonight when the brat's settled in for the night. If I find he's still in Stockton, I'll send Carlos to burn her place down as well as wherever that bastard is sleeping." 
 
    "I'll make sure Carlos is standing by for whatever your decision is," Richard said with a nod. 
 
    Weson nodded. "Thank you, Richard, I appreciate it. And thank you, Dave, for picking up the slack now that we find ourselves short-handed. Now, let's move on to more important matters. Yvette, I saw your note, you believe you've discovered another of Godfrey's allies?" 
 
      
 
    The meeting continued on for several hours as Weson got status reports from each of them, then gave them whatever orders or guidance he felt they needed. Back when he'd started his campaign against Umber, the former Sacramento wizard, Craig and Dave had been the only staff he'd needed. To deal with all he'd taken since then, however, he'd needed more. A lot of people hadn't lasted, but he felt Craig and Dave would be with him to the end. 
 
    Losing Craig to that little bastard upset him. All the more reason he should focus on deleting the brat.  
 
    Standing up as the last of his orders had been issued, he left the meeting room. He'd go to his office and prepare the spell. It was late out, almost ten.  
 
    After he left, Mika turned to Miles Brown, who held the seat just above his. "Who is this kid he was talking about? And what did he steal?" 
 
    Miles shook his head. "Before you were recruited to replace Douglas, Weson tried to recruit another, one of the most successful businessmen in town. Things were going well until something happened that led Shannon Westridge, the recruit, to believe Weson had killed his eldest son." 
 
    Miles pointed to the ring on Mika's hand. All of them wore the same ring, a binding token to Weson, their leader. "There used to be seven of those rings. Instead of putting it on, Shannon took his and left." 
 
    "Weson was pissed, to put it mildly," Yvette said, chiming in. "So he put this big ass curse on Shannon, and it killed him and his wife, and now the kid's got it. Honestly it was a thing of beauty, it makes you suffer until it kills you." 
 
    Mika nodded. "So the kid's cursed, but he's not dead yet; what's the big deal?" 
 
    "The big deal is, our boss doesn't like it when things don't go his way," Dave said, "and if that kid is somehow responsible for Craig's death, the sooner we get rid of the kid, the happier our boss will be." 
 
    "And trust me, we all profit when Weson is happy," Richard said. 
 
    The other four nodded in agreement. 
 
    Mika nodded in agreement. So killing the kid would make Weson happy. That meant it would also make Weson happy with him, Mika, if he should be the one to carry that action out.  
 
    That was something very much on everyone's mind as they got up and left the room. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "I think you should go after your friends now," Aureate said and pushed a small case that looked like it was made to hold a pen set across the desk at Wrath, reminding Dan of the two in his pocket. Why had he forgotten about those? "I would not even wait for the sun to set. I would set out immediately." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because Daniel is not safe here. Apparently someone knows he is in this area and is hunting for him. That is the only explanation for what happened last night." 
 
    "What did happen last night?" Dan asked. "How did that guy know me? Why was he speaking Skarvat?" 
 
    "I believe he was possessed. That is the only logical conclusion. I am still having problems getting information out of the coroner's office about him, as he had no identification. Not uncommon, but his fingerprints aren't in the system, either, it would seem. I have people looking for his accomplice, so that I may question them. But if you are going to free Wrath's friends, you need to do it quickly.  
 
    "Only then will it be safe to break the curse." 
 
    "We figured that out already," Dan said. "This way we can break all the curses at once without them trying to kill me in the process." 
 
    Wrath grabbed the case and pocketed it. "I guess we might as well get going." 
 
    "Oh, before I forget," Dan said and pulled the two small jewelry cases out of his pocket. "What are these? I keep forgetting I have them for some damn reason." 
 
    "Most likely they are beneficial for you, and the curse is preventing it," Aureate said, passing her hand over each of them. 
 
    "They're magical, but not very powerful. I can investigate them for you if you wish?" 
 
    Dan nodded. "Please." 
 
    "I will contact you when I'm done." She turned to Wrath. "I will provide you with a car this time, but no driver." 
 
    "Why not?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Because if Wrath is driving, she could be the cause of an accident, but as part of the curse, she cannot, as it might kill you." Aureate shook her head, "I can only berate myself for not figuring it out sooner. But then, I am not terribly experienced in the way of curses." 
 
    Wrath nodded and stood, motioning to him, so he got up as well. 
 
    "We'll get our stuff from the hotel and then be out of your hair. Thanks for the use of the car. Hopefully nothing will happen to it." 
 
    "I'm sorry I could not continue to shelter you," Aureate said with a heavy sigh and a very guilty look. It occurred to him suddenly that she had just lost a lot of face. Aureate was a very proud woman, and she'd been forced to admit she couldn't protect them, even in her own domain. "I will try to provide whatever help I can." 
 
    "Not a problem, Aurey! You've still done a lot!" Wrath said, and leaning over the desk, she gave Aureate a hug before they left. 
 
    Dan followed Wrath as she left the office, and then out the back door of the building, where a man was waiting with a set of keys standing by an older Honda Civic. Wrath took the keys, thanked him, and they got into the car. 
 
    "Was it just me, or is she scared?" Dan asked as they pulled out and headed back to the hotel. 
 
    "No, she's scared. What happened last night was completely unexpected. I have a suspicion as to what happened, but I don't like it, and I don't think you will, either." 
 
    "Lay it on me, Wrath." 
 
    "Okay, for the most part, things have been going well for you. Too well. You have a safe place to stay, you're getting laid, and you just learned a new and powerful language." 
 
    Dan nodded; he'd actually been thinking that the last week had been one of the best in a long time, if not ever. 
 
    "So what's the worse thing that could happen?" 
 
    Dan understood immediately. "Weson knows." 
 
    Wrath nodded. "He knows. He knows something's happened to change your fortune, and he knows someone is helping you. He doesn't know about me because that attacker thought I was human. Weson has to know about Aureate. She's been there for a hundred years. She owns Stockton." 
 
    "So you think he's going to go after her?" 
 
    "If we stay here, he might. I don't know how powerful he is, but he can definitely mess up her plans and her operation. That's why she wants us to go after the others as soon as possible. She's hoping that'll draw off any heat." 
 
    "It'll only draw off the heat if he finds out what we're up to," he said, worried suddenly that Aureate might sell them out. 
 
    "She won't sell us out. Once we're back in Sacramento, if he takes the time to do an augury, he'll know where you are. Not exactly, not like GPS, but he'll know you're back in town." 
 
    "And he'll start looking for us." 
 
    Wrath nodded. "Possibly. But that'll put you where the curse is strongest, so he may just ignore you and let it deal with you. Hopefully Weson thinks you're just some kid who knows a bit more about his father's business associates than he realized and asked one for help. He sees you back in Sac, he'll just figure Aurey threw you to the wolves to save her own skin." 
 
    "Well, I hope you're right. But it still doesn't explain how he found us." 
 
    "If I had to guess, Weson pulled out some powerful magic last night and tried to influence your curse." 
 
    "He can do that?" 
 
    "He can strengthen it when it's weak, but that's about it. However, that would give him a better idea where it was. Which is another reason to go back to Sacramento. The curse is strongest there, so he can't try to push any power into it, so he can't get that link." 
 
    "And that guy who tried to shoot me?" 
 
    "Either Weson has had influence with him in the past, or perhaps some other mage did a number on his mind. That was Weson speaking; he was making the guy think it was his idea to kill you. That's why it was in Demonic, he was using magic to influence him. 
 
    "But there's a positive side to this." 
 
    "And that is?" 
 
    "Weson will be tapped out magically for a while. Hours, maybe even a day or two. He won't be in a hurry to do that again." 
 
    "How do you know so much about curses?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Curses are something the felish specialize in; we're one of the races that's good at them." 
 
    "And?" he prompted. 
 
    Wrath sighed. "When I went to live with my father, he taught me about them. He understands them better than most of the felish do." 
 
    Dan nodded. He had the impression there was more to that story, but this obviously wasn't the time to press it. 
 
    "So what's our next step after we get our things from the hotel room?" 
 
    "We drive around town looking for a response to our seeker." 
 
    Dan nodded. "I know where some of the buildings and businesses are for the places I listed. We can try those first." 
 
    "Sounds like a plan." 
 
    "This is going to suck, isn't it?" 
 
    "Yup, and I won't even be able to enjoy it," she said with a sigh. 
 
    He thought about that and smiled. The fact that she wouldn't enjoy his suffering anymore actually gave him a nice, warm feeling. 
 
    "Dork." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Just Cruzin' 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Where to first?" Wrath asked as they passed the first sign for Highway 50. 
 
    "Natomas, North Natomas, by Fry's. I still can't believe they turned all those rice fields into housing." 
 
    Wrath laughed. "Yeah, I made a fortune off that when I 'convinced' a couple of city officials to change it from a flood plain." 
 
    "That was you?" Dan asked, shooting her a glance. 
 
    "Well, Lofn helped, but yeah, I think I got a million out of that." 
 
    "All those people went to jail when the feds came through a few years back and reclassified it as a flood plain. A lot of people got screwed." 
 
    Wrath shrugged. "If you're too stupid to do a little research and find out that your property has been under twenty feet of water half a dozen times in the last fifty years, I got no sympathy." Wrath paused for a moment. "I think I just felt a faint twitch from the case in my pocket." 
 
    "We just passed over Garden Highway. Want to check it out? Or continue on to Fry's?" 
 
    "Let's check over by Fry's first," Wrath said. "We know where one of them is now; we can come back later." 
 
    Dan nodded and looked at the traffic around them as they hit the exit for Interstate 80. 
 
    "So where is this place?" she asked him. 
 
    "Big ass warehouse across from Fry's." 
 
    "Got it," she said, turning off onto Northgate. 
 
    "Oh yeah, I can feel the seeker pulling in my pocket." 
 
    "I'll resist the obvious dirty comment," Dan joked as she turned left into the parking lot for the warehouses. 
 
    "Okay, that's weird." 
 
    "What's weird?" 
 
    "It's weakening." 
 
    "Well, pull over and let's see where it's pointing." 
 
    Wrath pulled into a vacant spot and then dug the case out of her pocket. Opening it, they saw what looked like a pen with a string tied around it's middle. 
 
    "Is that a pen?" he asked as she grabbed the string and lifted it out of the case. 
 
    "Yup. Making magical items look like mundane things is pretty common. This way, if a mundane finds them, it won't stand out. 
 
    "Damn," 
 
    Dan looked where it was pointing. 
 
    "Guess we're going to Fry's." 
 
    "Looks like." 
 
    Putting the seeker away, Wrath backed out of the spot, drove down to the exit, cut across the street, and drove onto the road that led into Fry's. 
 
    "Damn, why is the parking lot so empty?" 
 
    "Eh, they've been going out of business for a while now." 
 
    "Really? How'd that happen? This place used to be jumping. Fawn used to come here all the time and drop some serious change on gear." 
 
    "Fawn?" 
 
    "Yeah, she's the one who set up that hidey-hole in Folsom. She's heavily into electronics, quite the nerd." 
 
    Dan had trouble picturing that. "Why would a demon be into electronics?" 
 
    "So she could break into places without triggering the alarms. She was a bit of a klepto. She loved stealing stuff." 
 
    Dan shrugged as Wrath parked the car. Getting out, they headed towards the entrance and went inside. 
 
    "Damn, you weren't kidding!" Wrath said as they looked around. Most of the shelves were empty, as far as the eye could see, and in a place this big, that was quite a long way. 
 
    "Let's find a quiet spot and see what we can find," she told him and headed towards the back. 
 
    "I'd think it's probably upstairs in one of the offices," Dan told her. 
 
    "Let's just hope it's not in the damn cage where they keep everything locked up." 
 
    Dan nodded, and they stopped by the home theater section, and she pulled out the seeker, which immediately pointed towards a back corner of the store. 
 
    "Well, at least it's not upstairs or in the cage," Dan said as they walked further down to where the monitors and laptops were sold.  
 
    "Okay, let's check it again," she said, taking it out. 
 
    This time it immediately pointed into the back. 
 
    "It's in the warehouse," she said, looking around. 
 
    "Makes sense, what's another box, right?" 
 
    "Especially if you can't really 'see' it," she said, agreeing with him. "You know there really aren't a lot of people here, or a lot of salesmen." 
 
    "But there are cameras everywhere," he pointed out. 
 
    Wrath snorted. "Do you really think they're bothering to use them anymore? That costs money. Money this place doesn't have, I'm sure. Let's go see what's back there." 
 
    "Just walk in?" Dan asked nervously. 
 
    "Sure, why not?" 
 
    "Because I'm cursed, remember?" 
 
    "Oh! Right, how could I have forgotten?" Wrath said with a grin. "And I can't be more than eighteen feet away from you now that we're back in Sacramento." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    "We can always come back tonight after they're closed. But let's see what happens." 
 
    Dan nodded and followed her into the back. She had the seeker in her hand, and it was clearly leading her to a spot in the back of the warehouse. 
 
    "Excuse me, sir! You can't go back there!" a young lady said, coming up to him. 
 
    "Yeah, I know. I told my wife, but she's just got it in her head that you have one of those Vizio monitors that she likes so much, and she thinks she knows where it is, and even though the salesman told her otherwise, she just has to prove him wrong," Dan said, babbling and waving his hands all over, hoping the salesgirl would at the very least not say anything while he was filibustering. He stopped when they got to the last shelf and Wrath climbed up onto the shelf and make her way to the back of it.  
 
    Wrath had decided today to wear a short skirt. A very short skirt.  
 
    And she wasn't wearing any underwear.  
 
    "Umm…" he said, taken off guard. 
 
    "Sir, you're going to have to leave and take your wife with you! I don't care what she thinks! This is a warehouse, and customers are not allowed back here!" 
 
    "What's the problem, Indra?" a salesman asked, coming over. 
 
    "Her!" Indra pointed, and the guy looked over at Wrath, who was backing out now. 
 
    "Wow!" he said, staring. 
 
    "Parsanth!" the girl said and shoved him. 
 
    "Oh right, yeah, umm."  
 
    Wrath climbed down, and she had a small, square box in her hands, which was covered in a lot of dust. 
 
    "See! I told you they had one left!" she said, obviously having heard the line of bull he'd been feeding the salesgirl. 
 
    "Come, I'll ring that up myself," the sales guy said, herding Wrath out of the stockroom. Wrath obviously wasn't enjoying the attention, and Dan was getting annoyed as well. 
 
    "Hey, buddy, that's my wife you're hitting on," he growled at the guy. 
 
    "Shut up, or I'll call store security and have you thrown out for being in the warehouse!" the man growled at them. 
 
    "Diversion time," Wrath whispered. 
 
    "Huh?" the guy said, looking around 
 
    "HELP! HELP! HE TOUCHED ME! SOMEBODY!" Wrath screamed and then backed off, pointing at the salesman. 
 
    Dan didn't even think about what he was doing, he punched the guy in the face, dropping him like a ton of bricks.  
 
    And that's when he noticed that every single eye in the store had turned and was looking at him. 
 
    Every. Single. One. 
 
    They must have thought Wrath meant him and not the sales guy. 
 
    Indra screamed then and yelled in Hindi 
 
    "Oh, shit," Dan swore, and sure as night follows day, they all walked towards him. 
 
    He didn't hesitate, he ran. 
 
    Everyone immediately gave chase. He was suddenly very thankful for all the good meals he'd had the last few days, as he dodged around one guy, straight armed another one back into a now empty display, and ran for the far end of the building. There was a fire door there, and he thought about hitting it, but decided to make a lap of the building first to draw more attention. He turned to run around the front when suddenly his whole body lit up in pain, and he collapsed to the floor, sliding.  
 
    Some little old lady had shot him with a taser! 
 
    Thankfully the electrodes hadn't both stuck in him, or he'd still be twitching. Swearing loudly, he got to his feet and stumbled off, trying to catch his breath and regain his balance, changing course every chance he got, dodging around the empty display cases.  
 
    He got clocked a few times by folks who figured out which way he was trying to go, and that definitely hurt. The next guy that tried to hit him, he stopped and decked with a punch. Then spying another fire door, he ran straight for it, crashing into it and setting off the alarm as he ended up outside. 
 
    Turning to the left, he ran around the building as fast as he could. A shadow passed over him, and he noticed Wrath had flown over him, so he made a beeline for the car. The angry crowd following him caught up just as he slammed the door closed and locked it. Wrath fired up the engine and, flooring it, sped out of the parking lot, laughing the entire time. 
 
    Surprisingly several people tried to chase after the car, but they lost them as soon as they turned onto Northgate. 
 
    "That was funny!" Wrath said, still laughing. 
 
    "I hate this curse!" Dan fumed. 
 
    "You didn't have to knock him out, you know." 
 
    "What was I supposed to do! You yelled that he was touching you!" 
 
    Wrath gave him a look. "That was supposed to be the distraction! I would have punched him myself if he'd done that!" 
 
    Dan grunted and shook his head. The moment she'd yelled that, he'd lost all sense for a moment. What the hell was wrong with him?" 
 
    "I'm sorry." he sighed. 
 
    Wrath put her hand on his leg. "Actually, I kinda liked it," she purred. 
 
    Dan suddenly felt a lot better about himself. 
 
    "So it's in the box?" 
 
    "Yup. Once we put a little distance between us and them, we'll pull it out, and you can read it, and we'll see who we got." 
 
    Dan nodded and leaned back, then winced. "Dammit!" 
 
    "What's wrong?" 
 
    "One of the leads from that damn taser is still stuck in me." 
 
    Wrath snickered again. "That was pretty funny. That old gal really let you have it, didn't she?" 
 
    "Who the hell gives old ladies tasers?" he grumbled. 
 
    "Let's find a good place to pull over and I'll take care of it, okay?" 
 
    Dan nodded. "Okay." 
 
      
 
    They didn't find a good place to pull over until they followed the levy road down to Baseline and headed towards Roseville. Neither of them wanted to stop inside Sacramento county limits, just in case someone had gotten their license plate and called the local cops. 
 
    "Okay, let me pull this out," Wrath said and carefully removed the barbed electrode from his back, looking at all the bangdages still on him from getting hit with the shotgun pellets. 
 
    He grunted, but at least it was over fast. 
 
    "Okay, now let's go through the box," she said and handed it to him. 
 
    "Why me?" 
 
    "Because you're the one who's cursed already, remember?" 
 
    He nodded; she had a point. Taking his boot knife, he cut through the packing tape, then resheathed it, opened the box, and looked inside. There were a couple of bricks wrapped in packing tape to give it some weight, and there in the bottom was a slip of paper. Opening the door, he grabbed the slip of paper, and tossed the box onto the ground. 
 
    "Here we go," he said, then he read the words aloud. It was a lot easier this time, because now he knew the language. He watched as the words came up off the paper, circling around him as the sounds echoed. Only this time he didn't run, he just stood there and waited. 
 
    The second the sounds stopped, a figure suddenly popped into view. 
 
    "I'm gonna kill that…" he heard softly growled. "Damn lights!"  
 
    A woman was standing in front of him. Nude, same as Wrath had been, and her body was impressive. She had a catlike face, not unlike Wrath's, but the similarities ended there. First, her fur was black, as black as night. Her long hair was equally black, and she looked to be stronger than Wrath, but that didn't take away from her looks. She was equally hot, having a kick-ass figure, and a nice chest.  
 
    Surprisingly, her feet were normal—if you considered only having four toes and what looked like retractable claws normal. She had a tail, but she also had two formidable 'tentacles' coming out of her back at about shoulder height, and both ended in a flat 'pad' of sorts. 
 
    She was wearing manacles, same as Wrath, a torc around her neck, and a belt from which hung a axe that he could tell was obviously magical, and not just because it was blacker than anything he'd ever seen before. 
 
    "Ah, so you're the one I have to kill," she said, looking over at Dan as her hand reached down to grab her axe. Just as she touched it, she froze and looked at him again. 
 
    "What the hell?" 
 
    "Yes, I'm already cursed, you can't kill me, and my name is Dan. You are?" 
 
    "Aella," she told him, pronouncing it as 'Eye-Luh', "and what do you mean you're already cursed? What's going on here?" 
 
    "Weson put a curse on my family; I'm the last one." 
 
    "So what does that have to do with me?" she growled. 
 
    Dan pointed over at Wrath. 
 
    "Wrath! What the hell are you doing here?" And this time she did draw her axe. 
 
    Dan ran over and stood in front of her. "Put the axe away!" he yelled. 
 
    "Outta my way, boy! She's going to pay for what she did!" Aella said, pushing him aside. 
 
    Dan grabbed her tail and yanked while kicking her in the ass. 
 
    "I said stop! And you will listen to me, or I will mess your ass up!" 
 
    Aella stopped and turned to look at him. "You'll mess up my ass?" She said looking him over. 
 
    "Don't argue with him, Aella. There's more to him than meets the eye, plus he did just save your ass." 
 
    "Saved it, nothing! I'm still trapped in a curse!" 
 
    "So are Fawn, Olivia, and Lofn," Dan told her. "And until I free all your sorry butts, you're going to be nice and behave! But first I have to get them out of these," he said, holding up the strip of now blank paper. 
 
    Aella looked at him, then looked over at Wrath. 
 
    "Okay, Wrath, what gives?" 
 
    "Weson used me, lied to me, then trapped me in a piece of paper. He told me Olivia had sent him, and I was fool enough to believe him." 
 
    "Son-of-a…he told me you sent him!" 
 
    Wrath snorted. "I told him about Fawn. I never told him about you." 
 
    "Dammit! So what's the story with the kid here?" 
 
    Dan yanked on her tail, which he was still holding. "It's Dan." 
 
    "Okay, Dan. Can I have my tail back, please?" 
 
    "Hell no, I'm still admiring your ass," he said with a wink. 
 
    Aella growled and yanked it out of his hand. 
 
    "You were saying?" Aella asked, looking back at Wrath. 
 
    "Dan's family was cursed by Weson. It's a wasting curse. Dan accidentally tripped my curse, and we came to an agreement," Wrath said with a smirk. "He's agreed to help free all of us, then we'll break his curse and go after Weson." 
 
    Aella smiled. "You know, that's the best thing I've heard all day. Who're we getting next?" 
 
    "It's not that easy," Dan said. 
 
    "Why isn't it?"  
 
    "Because my curse is a lot nastier than yours is, that's why." 
 
    "Get in the car, Aella," Wrath said. "I'll explain it while we drive. We need to get a bit farther out of Sacramento." 
 
    "And what if I refuse?" 
 
    "Then we'll drag you. I know you're not big on curses, but this one has a leash on it. You can't get too far away from Dan now, or it'll drag you." 
 
    "Really?" she asked, scowling. 
 
    "Watch," Dan said and walked away from her. As soon as he hit the limit, she stumbled as she was yanked forward, following him. Wrath was of course following him as well. 
 
    "See?" Dan said as he turned and walked back to the car. "Look, I know this is all kinda fast and stuff, especially after you've been stuck in that trap for years. Now, let's get back in the car, go for a drive to someplace a little safer, and we'll answer your questions." 
 
    "Fine." She sighed. "Not like I have a choice, is it?" 
 
    Dan smiled at her. "Nope. But then, neither did we," he said, motioning between Wrath and himself. 
 
    Aella climbed into the back, Dan got in the passenger seat as Wrath got in, and they drove off. 
 
    "I need some clothing." Aella sighed. 
 
    "Oh, I don't know, I think you look fine," Wrath teased. 
 
    "I'm still mad at you." 
 
    "Why?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Because this has to be her fault," Aella growled softly. 
 
    "No, it's Weson's fault. He tricked you, right?" he asked, turning around to look at her. He caught the embarrassed look on her face.  
 
    "Yes, he tricked me." 
 
    "Well, he tricked Wrath as well, and I'm sure he tricked the others. I suspect he doesn't like demons much." 
 
    "No," Aella growled, "no he doesn't." 
 
    "Well, I do," Dan said and smiled at her. "And have I mentioned I think you're cute?" 
 
    "Is he for real?" Aella asked, looking a little surprised. 
 
    "Read his mind. It's part of the trap." 
 
    Dan was surprised as Aella suddenly blushed. Why in the world she'd think he wouldn't find her attractive was beyond him. She was just as hot as Wrath was. 
 
    "Umm, yeah…" Aella said. "So umm, now what?" 
 
    "Now we find a good place for you to swear a blood oath with Dan there so he can't turn on you, and you can't turn on him." 
 
    "Why?"  
 
    "Because his curse will eventually start to mess with yours if we don't." 
 
    "What if I don't want to?" 
 
    "Aella?" Dan said. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "You're way too pretty to be such a bitch. Once my curse is gone, the oath is gone. Trust me, I went through all this with her," he yanked a thumb over at Wrath, "and neither of us has regretted it a minute." 
 
    "Oh, definitely, no regrets at all," Wrath said with a leer as she drove. 
 
    "You're not…" Aella started and then blushed again. 
 
    "So where are we going to do the oath?" Dan asked Wrath as she drove. 
 
    "I want to see if that spot in Roseville is still there. It's a different county and a different city, so I'm hoping it'll be like Stockton, and your curse will be muted." 
 
    "Why's that?" Aella asked. 
 
    "Because I distinctly dislike it when I'm relaxing with my boyfriend and we suddenly get interrupted," Wrath growled.  
 
    "So what kind of demon are you?" Dan asked, changing the subject. "You kinda look like a displacer beast out of D&D." 
 
    Aella growled suddenly. "Gods, how I hate that damn game! One of us accidentally exposes themselves to some damn nerd in the Midwest, and now suddenly we're beasts!" 
 
    "Sorry I touched on a sore spot," Dan quickly apologized. Obviously he'd hit a nerve with that one! Besides, she only had two arms, not four. 
 
    "Our males have four arms, but they don't have these," she said waving one of her fur covered tentacles." 
 
    Dan nodded and decided not to bitch about her reading his mind; obviously it hadn't turned out to be a great day for her, either. 
 
    "So is the bit about displacing true?" 
 
    Suddenly she was sitting in the other seat in the back of the car. 
 
    "Yeah, we can do it," she said, the voice coming from the new image. "It's great in a fight, but only at first. The damage still comes from the real me, so anyone paying attention figures it out pretty quick." 
 
    "Also, if you look closely, you can probably see a shadow of her," Wrath added. 
 
    Aella nodded and the image went back to where it belonged. "That, too." 
 
    Dan nodded and relaxed back into his seat. He was curious about the pads on the ends of those tentacles, but he really didn't want to be rude, and to be honest, all those pellet wounds and the taser barb were aching. He just hoped they'd get some food soon; he had definitely worked up an appetite. 
 
    Ten minutes later they hit a drive-thru, and Wrath ordered a lot of food before continuing on. 
 
    "Umm, could I have some of that, please?" Aella said from the back seat. 
 
    "Sure." Dan grabbed a few burgers and passed the rest of the sack back to her, a bit surprised by her suddenly demure behavior. Wrath caught his eye then and winked, mouthing the word 'horny', and suddenly Aella coughed on her food, and Dan found himself turning beet red as well. 
 
    All of which caused Wrath to laugh loudly. 
 
    "Save a few for me," she said as they came into Roseville. Driving under the railroad tracks, they quickly found themselves in the middle of Old Town. She drove over a street, checked for 'no parking' signs, and then pulled over. 
 
    "Wait here," she said. Getting out, she went around back, opened the trunk, grabbed their stuff, came around to the side by Aella, and opened the door. 
 
    "Here's a long skirt and a top. I don't have any shoes, obviously. We can get you something better tomorrow." 
 
    Aella nodded and put the top on while in the car, then she got out and put the skirt on while standing there. Dan got out, they locked it up, and Wrath headed back to town on foot, with Aella following. Dan grabbed the bag and brought up the rear, shamelessly enjoying the view. 
 
    "You know I'm trusting you on this," Aella said to Wrath in Skarvat and then sighed. "He speaks demonic?" 
 
    Wrath laughed. "His father was a mage. I think it's safe to say he's going to be one, too." 
 
    Dan followed as they came to the back of the old movie theater. Once again, there was a well hidden key, and they slipped inside, then into a storage room. Aella helped Wrath move a couple of things, and there was a panel there not unlike the one in the closet in Folsom.  
 
    As he watched, she drew the numerals 'one' and 'two' in the upper corners, and the panel slid aside. But this one revealed a small circular staircase. Aella went first, Dan followed, and Wrath brought up the rear, closing the panel behind them.  
 
    At the top of the stairs was a six by twelve room, from what he could guess. There was another panel up here that closed, hiding the staircase. 
 
    "Is there another exit?" he asked, looking around. "Other than the window?" 
 
    "There used to be, but it was sealed off when they put the A/C in. However, that roof drain over there runs through here, so it's possible they may cut an access in here again someday. Well, that or break the window," Wrath said. "But the nice thing about having that drain is," she pointed down to the bowl attached to it, "we effectively have a toilet. Just remember to cycle the valve and close it when you're done." 
 
    "Ah." Dan nodded. 
 
    "Now, let's all get comfortable while I tell Aella what we know and what's happened." 
 
    "What about the oath?" 
 
    "She deserves to know a little bit more about the situation before we drop that on her. Last thing I want to see is you two being pissy to each other." 
 
    Dan nodded and sat down on the floor, leaving the bed for the girls to sit on while they talked. Aella told her story about Weson, which was surprisingly similar to Wrath's; only the location was different.  
 
    Wrath then filled her in on the basics. She also mentioned the help Aureate had given them, as well as Dan's immediate pledge to help free the others. Aella looked at him then, and he got the distinct impression he'd scored some points there, though he really wasn't sure why. Wrath was helping him, so it was only fair he helped her, and how could he possibly expect to keep her if he didn't?  
 
    As his older brother had told him more than once, 'a partnership involves give and take, and if you aren't giving at least as much as you're taking, you're not a very good partner at all.' 
 
    "Okay, let's get this done," Wrath said after they'd talked about an hour. Dan shook himself; he'd been kind of snoozing. 
 
    "Sure," he said, standing up as Wrath and Aella did the same. Dan and Aella stood together, and Wrath drew a circle around them using her sword, then wrote down the oath. 
 
    "Wait, are you sure about using that version of 'partner'?" Aella said. 
 
    "It's what we used before, and Dan doesn't want to risk changing anything." 
 
    "Well, yeah, but how do you know that's not what's drawing him to you?" 
 
    Rolling his eyes, Dan put his hands on either side of her head until she was looking at him. 
 
    "What?" she growled. 
 
    Dan smiled, then pulled her close, and laid the kind of kiss on her that Wrath had laid on him that first time. Like it would take a spell for him to be attracted to her! She was hot and sexy, and he very much wanted to get to know her better. 
 
    He broke the kiss, and she was panting, staring at him. She tasted amazingly of cookies and cream to him. He liked it. 
 
    "Is he always like this?" 
 
    "Oh, no. He's getting worse!" Wrath laughed. "I've been corrupting him." 
 
    "Well, I'm not going to complain, it's been way too long since I got any. I hope you taught him some good tricks!" 
 
    Dan smiled and put an arm around her as he watched Wrath complete the oath. This time he knew enough Skarvat that he could figure out the words, and of course she did the English part next, then sealed it with a last magical word he now recognized as a closing statement that he suspected was used in all incantations. 
 
    Aella took his right hand and sliced his palm open, then did her own. After they'd bled a little, they pressed their palms together, and interlaced their fingers as they each put their free hand behind the other's back. 
 
    Then, just like last time, they read the oath. This time the words running around him didn't bother him, and when they finally snapped closed, they pulled each other close and started kissing. 
 
    Breaking the kiss, he found that Aella had pretty well wrapped herself around him. 
 
    "And here you were worried about having sex." He chuckled and walked her backwards towards the bed. 
 
    "No, I was worried about not having sex!" she growled. "It's been over eight years since I've gotten laid, and I was worried you might not want me because I was some kinda monster!" 
 
    Dan laughed and shook his head. "Oh, you're a monster alright, a hot, sexy monster who's going right to my bed!" 
 
    He pulled her skirt off as her fingers quickly undid his belt, her two tentacles grabbing the base of his shirt and pulling it up over his head. Reclaiming his arms, he ran them up under her top and massaged her breasts as he lowered his head to kiss her again. Someone pulled his pants all the way down, and he kicked them off, put an arm around her, climbed up onto the bed, and pulled her up until she was in the center. 
 
    Kissing his way down her body, he paused briefly to give each of her nipples a nip, but then went right back to working his way down her belly until he came to her sex. Putting her legs over his shoulders, he dove in enthusiastically, finding her to be already wet with her own excitement. Her tail curled around him as he went to work, her hands grabbed his hair, and she almost immediately began bucking up against his head, the wonderful taste of cookies and cream flowing over his tongue as he went down on her. 
 
    He teased her through two more orgasms, then she suddenly stopped grinding against him and her hands gave him a tug. Looking up at her while he licked his chops, she smiled at him, then pulled away just enough to roll over onto her hands and knees, her tail flagging up into the air as she lowered her head and slowly undulated her hips. 
 
    He didn't need to be told what to do next, he all but leapt up to cover her, grabbing her hips and pulling himself forward over her back as he drove himself to the hilt inside her in one thrust. Aella moaned and arched her back deeply as he pulled back and slammed into her again, her tail flicking in front of him until he grabbed it with his right hand and pulled on it to help drive himself even harder into her body. 
 
    She cried out and bucked back against him, and he noticed that both of her tentacles, which rose up from her back just behind and to the insides of her shoulders, were writhing in the air as well, and he had a sudden inspiration. Releasing her tail, which immediately curled halfway around his neck and her hip, he reached forward with both hands, grabbed her tentacles, and yanked back hard on them, using them like you'd use reins on a horse. 
 
    The effect was explosive and everything he could have hoped it would have been. Just as Wrath's horns drove her crazy when he dragged his nails along them, Aella's thick, fur-covered tentacles were apparently very sensitive during sex. She screamed out things in demonic, cursing him, begging him, challenging him, her insides clenching on him orgasmically as the wonderful scent of her musk filled the air. 
 
    Leaning back as he continued to take her, he pulled even harder, lifting her chest up from the bed, her head came up, her speech became incoherent, and her whole body went stiff, except her channel, which stroked and pulled on his shaft, which seemed to have grown impossibly stiff, buried deep inside her. He lost it then, and as he came inside her, he drove her down flat to the bed, slamming her body into it, and just like he'd done with Wrath, he grabbed her neck in his jaws and bit her, drawing blood. Letting go of her tentacles, he wrapped his arms around her tightly, and held onto her as they both shivered and moaned through their mutual release, and she tucked her head, seized his arm in her jaws, and drove her fangs into him. 
 
    He didn't know why it felt right, but it just did. When they finally got their breathing under control, he nibbled and licked her ear, causing her to purr. 
 
    "So, claiming another one?" Wrath teased from where she was sitting, naked, watching them. 
 
    Dan smiled back at her, feeling rather proud of himself. "I think I'm in love." 
 
    Aella made a growly-purring kind of noise. "I know I'm in love. Dear Maker, Wrath, what have you been teaching him?" 
 
    Dan blushed, but he could feel his ego swelling in pride. He had this incredibly beautiful woman under him, who wanted him, and damn if he wasn't going to make her his, too, just like he had with Wrath. 
 
    "I think somebody means business!" Wrath laughed. 
 
    "Oh, Maker, he's still hard!" Aella moaned. 
 
    "Time for round two," Dan said, and gave her ear another nip, enjoying the way it made her shiver. "Then it's your turn," he said, giving Wrath another glance and winking at her. 
 
    "Uh-huh," she replied. From the way he was going at it, she'd be surprised if he'd be able to walk when Aella got finished with him. 
 
      
 
    "What in the twenty-nine levels of the Maker's hell just happened?" Aella whispered to Wrath as they both lay, pleasantly spent, surrounding Dan, who was deep asleep, completely exhausted. "That wasn't human!" 
 
    "I don't know," Wrath said. "I really don't. Aurey told me there was something going on with him, and she had him examined, but I never thought to ask her what she'd discovered." 
 
    "Was he like this when you got him?" 
 
    "Nope," Wrath said with a small shake of her head. "Well, maybe a little bit. It seemed to start after we swore our oath. At first I thought maybe it was that, but Aurey dismissed that out of hand. Now? I'm not so sure." 
 
    "It's a binding oath, not a transformative oath. There's no way it could have done this." 
 
    "Maybe it's our curses? Maybe Weson made a mistake somewhere?" 
 
    "Or maybe he didn't." Aella gave a soft growl. "I'm sure you discovered, same as I, how much he hates demons when he imprisoned you." 
 
    Wrath gave a soft laugh. "I fail to see how giving our Daniel here powerful demonic lovers is a curse." 
 
    Aella sighed and let one of her tentacles stroke along his flank. "There was a time I would have thought being tied to a human was a curse." 
 
    "I'm not so sure he's human." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Well, not completely. We need to find Olivia; she knows a lot more about the intricacies of magic." 
 
    "Screw that, we need to fine Lofn, she's fucked damn near everything. She'll be able to tell by his aura." 
 
    Wrath frowned slightly, thinking about the problem. "You may be right." 
 
    "Do you think he'll still be as devoted to us as he seems to be getting once the curse is broken?" 
 
    "Haven't you noticed how he refers to his dad as his 'father' all the time?" 
 
    "What of it?" 
 
    "I don't think anyone's ever loved him in his entire life. He was born to be a spare and not much else, from the sounds of it. He's never even once spoken about his mother, other than to say that she killed herself. He liked his brother, who died. Liked his sister, who got shuffled off in an arranged marriage. 
 
    "He never once said how they felt about him." 
 
    "So he's the thirsty man from the desert who's discovered the sea." 
 
    Wrath nodded. "Looks like." 
 
    Aella got a mischievous grin on her face. "I say we drown him." 
 
    Wrath grinned back at her. "What do you think I've been trying to do?" 
 
    They both looked at Dan as he slept, dreaming about the two of them with him, doing nothing more than living life and being happy. 
 
    "This is going to be weird," Aella said, closing her eyes and yawning. It was late; she was tired. 
 
    "But I'm sure it'll be fun!" Wrath snickered softly and joined her and Dan in sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Warning Signs 
 
      
 
      
 
    Weson swore as he collapsed onto the seat by his worktable. Pulling out his phone, he opened the maps application, quickly scrolled through while the location was still fresh in his mind, then marked it and sent it off to Richard. 
 
    Almost immediately Richard called him. 
 
    "Is that the place, Boss?" 
 
    "Yes, have Carlos see to it immediately. Looks like that snake-skinned bitch wasn't lying after all. Tell Carlos to light it up and see who comes out. Give him a description of that Westridge brat. If he sees him, tell him to light the kid up as well." 
 
    "I'm on it, Boss." 
 
    "Don't disappoint me," Weson said and hung up, still catching his breath and thinking about what the trace spell had shown him. The curse felt different, all right, even more so today than it had last night. Again, it seemed larger somehow, as if someone had added to the curse.  
 
    Weson didn't know curses all that well; it wasn't his specialty. Miles had been the one who'd come up with it and then meticulously gone over it with Weson so he'd understand it when he inscribed it before triggering it on Shannon.  
 
    He wondered if the bastard had ever even known he was cursed? Seeing him fall into complete ruin so quickly had been a joy. But he didn't want to give that bastard any chance to break it, so he'd never told him the cause for his fall, he'd just cheered when Shannon had died. Then cheered again when his wife hung herself, though the curse had been written to skip over her.  
 
    A waste, that. 
 
    Maybe something had changed when it passed over to the brat?  
 
    He'd have to look into that. But for now, now he was going to catch his breath, have a drink, and go to bed. He'd find out about things in the morning. 
 
      
 
    Richard Woller was as good as his word and forwarded Weson's instructions, the location of the firebombing, as well as the kid's description. What he hadn't realized, because he never looked at it, was that Weson's finger, trembling with fatigue, had missed the movie theater and landed on the alleyway behind it, closer to the house than the theater.  
 
    So when Carlos got his orders, the house looked like the obvious target, not a closed movie house. Carlos was very diligent when setting off his firebombs. Only two people got out before the house was totally engulfed, an older couple who both collapsed on the lawn from smoke inhalation. He considered lighting them up just for fun, but Mr. Woller had told him the orders came from Mr. Weson. Mr. Weson didn't have a sense of humor, nor did he appreciate it when people did things he hadn't called for.  
 
    So he'd left before the fire department showed up, deciding he didn't want to be around if anyone started to ask questions. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Dan woke up to the smell of smoke. 
 
    "Wrath, Aella?" he called out groggily as he sat up. 
 
    "It's okay, Dan," Wrath called back from where she was perched up on the wall looking out the window. "It's not us." 
 
    "Then what is it?" 
 
    "The house behind the theater." 
 
    Dan flopped back on the bed and groaned. 
 
    "What're you worrying about, lover-boy? It's not us." 
 
    "Either it's my curse and it'll spread here, or Weson tried the spell he did last night again and he missed." 
 
    "I'm guessing the later," Wrath said. "I'm able to go as far as fifty-six feet, seven inches." 
 
    "That's," Dan thought a moment, "three times?" 
 
    "Yup. We're closer than we were in Stockton, so either that makes it harder for him to pinpoint us, or he's tired from the night before, or both." 
 
    "Why is Weson so hot on seeing you dead?" Aella asked. 
 
    Dan shook his head. "Wish I knew. I thought at first that someone had hired him to cast the curse..." 
 
    "Not likely." Aella snorted, interrupting him. "He's got way too much ego for that." 
 
    "Then I thought maybe my father did something that hurt or insulted him. But if that had been the case, why would be care about me? I was a Johnny-come-lately to the whole business scene; I had no idea what my father's plans were or what he was doing. He was still showing me the ropes when he died, and even then, only grudgingly." 
 
    "He didn't like you much, did he?" Aella asked bluntly. 
 
    Dan sighed and shook his head, looking at the floor. "No. No he didn't. I was never smart enough, quick enough, charismatic enough, talented enough…anything enough. I think I was an accident, a mistake. 
 
    Dan blinked as he suddenly found himself being hugged by Aella, arms and tentacles, then Wrath, who wrapped her arms around him, and her wings around all of them. 
 
    "You're not an accident, honey." Aella said. 
 
    "You're not a mistake," Wrath added. "You're our boyfriend." 
 
    "Screw that, you're our man!" Aella said and kissed him. "You definitely ain't no boy after last night!" 
 
    Dan blushed, put an arm around each of them, and hugged them back. "Thanks, both of you. But I think we better get dressed and get out of here." 
 
    Both of the girls nodded, and they sorted themselves out, quickly cleaned up, and got dressed. 
 
    "Still, there's a question there that I think might be to our advantage to figure out the answer to," Aella said. 
 
    "I agree." Wrath nodded. 
 
    "What question?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Why does Weson want you dead? Obviously this didn't end with your father, whatever it is." 
 
    Dan stopped a moment as something occurred to him. "I wonder if that's why Klark was searching my father's office?" 
 
    "That's a good question. Maybe we should find out who he was working for," Wrath said. "One of Weson's enemies, or Weson himself." 
 
    Dan thought about that as Wrath led them down the stairs and out of the storeroom. 
 
    Coming out the back, they circled around the side of the theater and took the long way back to the car.  
 
    "So, what's next?" Aella asked. 
 
    "Food, then head back to Sacramento," Dan said. "I think we might want to lay low and see if we can scout out the other traps." 
 
    "You just want a chance to recover," Aella teased. 
 
    "Guilty as charged!" Dan laughed and, reaching back, he rubbed her leg.  
 
    "We probably should get you some better clothes, as well," Wrath said, chewing on her lip. 
 
    "What's got you worried?" Dan asked. 
 
    "I'm wondering if Weson has figured out you're popping his traps and freeing us yet. Because if he hasn't, I suspect he will soon." 
 
    "Do you think he'll move them?" Aella asked. 
 
    "No idea. He may move them; he may just put traps around them. I honestly don't know." 
 
    "How could he know?" Dan asked. "It's not like I've attacked him, or you've attacked him. We've been keeping a fairly low profile." 
 
    "When you freed me, you altered the curse. Not a lot, but you put another condition on it. It happened again when you freed Aella. When he checked it last night, he probably found that change." 
 
    "I'd just like to know why he's taking an interest all of a sudden." 
 
    "Didn't you say something about a dead body?" Aella asked. 
 
    Dan nodded. "One of my father's former business associates broke into our old house and tripped a magical trap. A hellhound got him." 
 
    "Well, maybe he thinks it wasn't a trap he tripped. Maybe he thinks you did it, then he checks the curse and finds things have…changed." 
 
    "Makes sense," Wrath said. 
 
    Dan sighed and shook his head. "I'd complain about just how implausible that is, as well as what an obnoxious set of coincidences, but..." 
 
    "But the curse," Wrath said with a nod. 
 
    "Exactly, the curse. I…no, we have to assume the worst." 
 
      
 
    "I got something!" Aella said from the passenger seat while Wrath drove. Dan was sitting in the back, reading the 'Introduction to Magic' book. He had to admit, it was quite fascinating. Magic was very much a state of mind and a language combined. It was heavily based in logic, but intent in the mind of the caster was what made it happen.  
 
    In short, it was very much like contract law, or even the legal system in general. You described what you wanted to do, and then put your intent behind it. The problems all came when your intent wasn't in line with the words, which were very specific and often extremely literal. As with contract law, or any law really, there was a certain amount of wiggle room you could use to your advantage.  
 
    If you stayed within that wiggle room, you could pull a fast one, such as the way Weson had imprisoned Wrath and the others. As the person originating the spell, he got to set the intent. As long as Wrath's intent didn't conflict directly with his, the spell worked and joined them in their oath. This was why you really had to carefully word and examine any spell you were a party to with others. 
 
    The next section in the book had to do with the energy required to trigger the spell to take effect. That looked a bit more daunting, because the energy came from the person casting or writing the spell. Apparently there were tricks you could learn as you progressed, to lessen the energy required or pull it in from other sources, but those were advanced techniques. He decided to put off reading that part for now. 
 
    "Where are we?" he asked. 
 
    "We're going down J-Street," Wrath said. 
 
    "I bet it's Mercy General," Aella said, then as they started to pass it, she held up the seeker by its string, and the tip was tracking the hospital. 
 
    "Damn, if he's doing the books for them, that's a pretty sweet contract," Dan mumbled. 
 
    "It's not on the list of places you got?" Wrath asked, either overhearing him or reading his mind. 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "How goes the book?" Aella asked. 
 
    "What? You're not reading my mind?" he teased. 
 
    "Eh, magic stuff is boring. I'm more of the 'hit it over the head repeatedly until it's no longer a problem' school of demons." 
 
    Dan laughed. "Can't argue with what works!" 
 
    "Trust me, many have tried, but none have succeeded!" 
 
    "So far it goes well. I like that this book doesn't force me to read it, at least not until I get to the spells, though half of what I've gone over reads like a legal dissertation." 
 
    "Yeah, it's kinda dry," Wrath agreed. "Part of why I never really got into anything beyond curses." 
 
    "Well, your dad is big on curses," Aella pointed out. 
 
    "So, where to next? Do we track this down to a specific spot? Or go looking for the last one?" 
 
    "Where's the other one?" Aella asked. 
 
    "Near Garden Highway and I-5." 
 
    "Ugh." Aella made a face. "That's near Weson's. He has a big part of one of the buildings over there." 
 
    "You don't think he's keeping one of us in his office, do you?" 
 
    "That or nearby. Hell, it's either Lofn or Fawn. Probably in case he ever gets over his case of not sticking it in a demon and wants to get laid." 
 
    "Doesn't he realize they'd kill him?" Wrath said. "Lofn would screw him to death, and Fawn'd probably just dance for him until he passed out from lack of food and water!" 
 
    "How does that work?" Dan asked. 
 
    "What, being fucked to death?" Aella teased. 
 
    Dan snorted. "Please, the two of you are already working on that. No, I mean what you said about Fawn?" 
 
    "Fawn's a dancer," Wrath said. 
 
    "Yeah, you mentioned that." 
 
    "She's a demonic dancer. That means she can ensorcell mortal minds, as well as more than a few demons, with her dance. Weson may be a powerful mage, but he's still human, so without the right kinds of protection, she could distract him until he just passed out from lack of food." 
 
    "And then slit his throat," Aella added, snickering. 
 
    Wrath laughed. "Yeah, Fawn only looks cute and innocent!" 
 
    "The same can be said of the two of you," Dan teased, going back to his book.  
 
    He looked up when no reply was forthcoming and realized both of his girls were blushing. 
 
    "'Your girls' now, is it?" Wrath said after a moment. 
 
    "Did you know that magic is very much about using exact words and the intent of the person who words the spell?" 
 
    "Of course I do!" Wrath said. "What of it?" 
 
    Dan looked at her in the mirror as she glanced back at him and he grinned widely. 
 
    "Did you really use the wrong form of 'partner' by mistake?" 
 
    Aella lost it, laughing so hard she was having trouble breathing, while Wrath sighed and shrugged her shoulders, then squaring them, she looked up at him in the mirror again as she drove. 
 
    "Okay, so I was fucking horny. Nine years, Dan! I'd gone nine years without getting any, and you'd already proven you more than wanted to get some yourself! So yeah, I wanted you, and I definitely wanted to be sure you were in the mood and weren't going to balk because I wasn't human." She paused a moment and then leered at him. 
 
    "I haven't heard any complaints!" 
 
    "And you won't be hearing any," Dan said, still smiling as he went back to reading. "'Cause you're right. I wanted to tap that hot little body of yours, too." 
 
    "So, where to next?" Aella said between laughs. 
 
    "Just hold the seeker up out of your lap, and we'll see," Wrath grumbled. 
 
    "I like him, let's keep him!" Aella giggled. 
 
    Wrath sighed as Dan lost himself in the book again, trying to understand how he supplied power to the spells, and how to tell when he didn't have enough, and what to do about it. He did that until it got too dark to read in the back of the car anymore. 
 
    "Damn, what time is it? And can we get some food?" he asked. 
 
    "After seven." 
 
    "And we still haven't found the last one?" 
 
    "Nope, and I've gone as far north as Folsom; we're current heading back to Sacramento." 
 
    "What about West Sac?" he asked. 
 
    Wrath glanced back at him, then Aella. 
 
    "Might as well," Aella said. "But let's hit a drive-thru and get some food. 
 
    "Screw that, let's go inside. I need to use the bathroom, and we've been in this car all day," Wrath said. "I need a break." 
 
    "What about the curse?" Aella asked, nodding back towards Dan. 
 
    "I could use a little bit of ass-kicking, too," Wrath growled. 
 
    Aella grinned. "Yeah, that would go well with dinner." 
 
    "I don't care, just order me a lot," Dan said. "I'm famished back here." 
 
    "What have you got to be hungry about?" Aella asked. 
 
    "Last night?" Dan muttered and went back to trying to read his book by moving closer to the window and using what light he could get. 
 
    "He was pretty thin when I got him," Wrath said to Aella, looking back at Dan and giving him a wink. "Seriously, he was starving; there wasn't an ounce of fat on him anywhere." 
 
    "Still isn't," Aella said, turning around and looking him over with a leer. 
 
    "Food!" Dan growled and then pointed towards the front of the car. "Go! Get!" 
 
    Aella laughed again. "You sure he isn't a demon?" 
 
    Wrath laughed a little as well, but she started thinking about what that nearly emaciated young boy she'd confronted was becoming. Dan was changing. Not that she minded. In fact, she liked how he was filling out, and becoming more assertive as he did so. At some point she'd have to call Aurey and give her the third degree.  
 
    Or maybe see if she could arrange for that Mr. Wang of hers to examine Dan again. She really wanted to know what was going on; the last thing she wanted was to lose him. Well, not until after they'd freed her friends…but…she blushed as she realized that she really was looking forward to seeing what happened after the curse was gone. 
 
    She still suspected some of her feelings were because of the oath. She really wanted to know if they'd still be there once it was gone. 
 
    "That Denny's looks good," Aella said. 
 
    "Sounds like a plan. Let's check it out," Dan said from the back seat, giving up and putting the book away. 
 
    Nodding, Wrath pulled in and parked the car.  
 
    Dan passed her the book back, and then after a moment's thought, he undid the sheath knife and handed that to her as well. 
 
    "Just in case." He sighed. "I don't want someone freaking because I'm wearing a knife." 
 
    "What about the boot knife?" 
 
    "No one can see that one." He grinned. 
 
    "Good boy! You're learning." 
 
    Stashing the stuff with their meager possessions in the car, Wrath got out and led the way into the restaurant. 
 
    "Oh, here, put this on," Wrath said, handing him her hat. 
 
    "Why?" Dan asked as he put it on. 
 
    "Less chance of being recognized, that's all." 
 
    "By who? The only people I really know are up in Granite Bay. We're still in Rancho. I don't know anyone here." 
 
    "Yeah, but you did stab a guy in Folsom. So why take chances?" 
 
    Dan shrugged; he was already wearing it, so it wasn't that big a deal.  
 
    Getting seated didn't take long; it was a Wednesday, and a little bit past dinner time. As always, Wrath got a lot of looks, but then so did Aella. Taking a moment to 'unfocus' his brain, Dan got to see Aella as everyone else here saw her: She was dark-skinned, very dark. But her features were fine, and while she had a generous chest, her body was slim and athletic looking. If he had to place it, he'd say she was Jamaican. Especially with that long mane of chestnut brown hair hanging down her back. She wasn't wearing heels like Wrath, but then Wrath's footwear was part of her illusion to make up for her unguligrade stance. Aella was wearing the same fancy sandals, same as the clothes. Neither her tail nor her two tentacles were at all visible, of course.  
 
    Wrath sat next to him, and Aella sat across. He let Wrath do the ordering, because whenever he ordered, it always got messed up, and he was tired of dealing with all that. Mostly he kept scanning the crowd every few minutes to try to figure out just where trouble would be coming from.  
 
    The food came, and there was a lot of it, so he stopped worrying and shoveled it in as fast as he could. When he got to the point of feeling full, he noticed his plate was nearly empty, and nothing had happened. 
 
    "I'm worried," he said, looking around nervously. 
 
    "Why? No one's bothering us," Aella said. 
 
    "We've only had a meal in public once without being assaulted," Wrath said, giving Dan a careful look to make sure everything was okay with him. 
 
    "So maybe this is twice," Aella said in a soft voice. "Don't go looking for trouble where there is none." 
 
    "That's the problem," Dan grumbled. "There's always some these days…" 
 
      
 
    Mika didn't let his excitement show when Dan Westridge came in with two very lovely women and sat down to eat. He didn't go to Denny's normally, but his youngest wanted to go out, and Mika had decided to indulge him with his favorite restaurant. 
 
    And then Dan Westridge just walked in and sat down to eat. He was glad now that he'd taken the time to find out what the kid looked like, but what was he doing with those two little hotties? He'd been told all about the curse, but how do you end up with women like that if you're under some terrible curse that turns your luck to crap, and everything is always a setup for something even worse to happen to you? 
 
    He went back to talking with his kids and his wife, though he kept an eye on Westridge out of the corner of his eye. Something didn't look right, and it took him a while to figure it out. It was the way the kid was scarfing his food down like he might lose it any moment, then when he was done, he looked around nervously. 
 
    Meanwhile one of the gals was looking him over critically, and the other was ignoring him, paying attention to her food. 
 
    No, something wasn't right, and it took him a few minutes to figure it out. The girls weren't right. Something about them looked off. The more he thought about it, the more it became apparent. Then, just for a moment, a brief flicker when the lights blinked due to one of the many constant power issues, he saw it. 
 
    The girls were demons. Both of them. 
 
    He didn't recognize the type, but then all this magic stuff was new to him, and he was still learning how it worked. But it was obvious, the kid was food. From the way he was chowing down, apparently they were feeding off him somehow. The nervous looks around him… 
 
    Mika almost laughed out loud. Everyone sees Westridge with two gorgeous girls and figures he has it made, when they're obviously holding him in bondage and slowly killing him. He'd heard Weson go on more than once about demons and how they operated.  
 
    Still, the sooner Westridge was dead, the better for everybody involved. Sure, the demons would be angry, but he wasn't fool enough to be the one to kill him. He had people for that. Besides, he was out with the family. 
 
    Pulling out his phone, he looked at it. 
 
    "Now, Mika? During dinner?" his wife asked in Russian. 
 
    "Business never sleeps, Dorogaya," he told her and typed in a text for Alek to send a car over with a few men in it. He'd meet them in the parking lot and tell them what to do. 
 
    Putting his phone away, he looked at the others and went back to keeping an eye on Westridge until his own kids had finished eating.  
 
    "How does Baskin-Robbin's sound tonight?" 
 
    "Yes!" his kids chorused, while his wife sighed and smiled. 
 
    "Then let's go," he told them and let his wife lead them towards the door, following last. 
 
    "Daniel Westridge?" he said, stopping to look the young man in the face. As Dan looked up at him, he thought he saw a combination of shock, surprise, and was that fear as well he saw in the young man's eyes?" 
 
    "Do I know you?" Dan replied. 
 
    "Mika Bykov; I knew your father. Sorry to hear about your loss. He was a good man. Nice to see you've landed on your feet," he added with a smile and a wink. "Enjoy your meal." 
 
      
 
    Dan turned to watch as Mika followed his family out of the restaurant. 
 
    "While do I feel like a condemned man?" Dan asked in a soft voice. 
 
    "You don't know him?" Aella asked. 
 
    "Never saw the man in my life. Then again, my father had a lot of people he was doing business with. But still…I like to think I would have remembered him." 
 
    "Well, he sure remembered you," Wrath said. "Let's give him a ten-minute head start to leave, then I think we're out of here." 
 
    Picking up the check, Wrath put a bunch of cash on it, then went back to finishing up her dinner as Aella followed suit. 
 
    "Okay, let's get up and out of here, nice and quiet." 
 
    Wrath went out the door first and looked around, but nothing seemed out of place. Dan followed a moment later, with Aella right behind them. Making a beeline to the car, they got in and pulled out, and Wrath shook her head. 
 
    "False alarm." 
 
    "Well at least we know the hat doesn't work." Dan grumbled and put it on the back seat. "So where are we off to?" 
 
    "We'll head down to the harbor and West Sac," Wrath said. 
 
    "And where are we sleeping tonight?" Aella asked. 
 
    "I thought we'd check on the spot down in West Sac as well." 
 
    "Do we want to stay that close?" 
 
    Wrath nodded. "Yeah, we do. The closer we are, the less Weson can track him." 
 
    "Yeah, but I wanted to get laid tonight!" Aella complained. 
 
    Wrath laughed. "Oh, we'll make do, I'm sure." 
 
      
 
    "I don't think they spotted us," Anatoly said to Leo, who was sitting in the back, as they followed the car out of the parking lot. The guy they were supposed to kill hadn't been too hard to pick out, not with the two very lovely young women he'd been with.  
 
    "What do you say to a little party with the young ladies after we kill him?" Leo asked. 
 
    "The boss specifically told us not to mess with those two. Said we'd regret it if we did." 
 
    "Well, that young man sure doesn't seem to be regretting it!" Leo laughed. 
 
    "I don't want to piss Mika off. So let's just focus on killing the guy, and then if you want to play with the gals, that's up to you. Me, I got better things to do, so you can walk home when you're done." 
 
    "Eh, I got Uber, I'm sure I can get a ride. Oh look! They're getting off !" 
 
    "They're heading into the warehouses by the harbor!" Anatoly said with a grin. "This is perfect. Get ready. As soon as we find a quiet spot, I'll run 'em off the road. Then we pile out, shoot the guy, and leave." 
 
    Leo nodded and, putting in his earplugs, he got out the A5. He'd cut it down a lot to make it easy to handle, and with the special slugs he'd loaded in it, it'd go through a door like butter.  
 
    "They're slowing down! Get ready!" Anatoly said and, whipping his car around the other, he turned in hard, taking the side of the smaller car on the bumper of his and pushing them off the road. He smiled as the front wheel of the smaller car came off; they wouldn't be getting away. Slamming it into park, he and Leo bailed out, guns ready. 
 
      
 
    "I got a hit!" Aella said as they turned onto the main road going by the docks on the harbor.  
 
    "Where's it pointing?" 
 
    "Down the road a ways…Okay, we're getting close!" 
 
    Dan looked out the side window as they slowed. "Farmer's Rice Co-Op. Yeah, that was on the list." 
 
    "What the hell is that guy…Shit! Look out!" Wrath yelled as a large old model sedan came around and smashed into the front fender of their car, sending it off the road and almost into the line of trees there as the nose dropped and the steering wheel was yanked from her grip. 
 
    Aella had kicked her door open before the car had even stopped. Reaching over the back seat with her tentacles, she grabbed Dan by the collar of his shirt and the seat of his pants, bodily yanking him out of the car as she dove out of it, pulling him along with her. It was all Dan could do to not to hit his head and other parts of his body on the seat back or the doorframe as she dragged him out. 
 
    The second he hit the ground, the sounds of gunfire erupted in the night, along with bright flashes that accompanied each loud boom. Looking back at the car, he saw Wrath clawing her way out of the door after them, while a man was punching holes in the back of the car where Dan had been sitting. 
 
    Aella let go of him, scrambling to her feet as she turned and charged at the man firing the shotgun, pulling out her axe as she silently closed with him.  
 
    "Leo! I don't think he's in the car!" Anatoly yelled as he came around the front of the car and looked through the windshield, the light on his pump shotgun lighting up the insides of the car. 
 
    "Holy Fuck! Drop the axe, bitch! Drop it or…" Leo screamed, then pointing the shotgun at the dark Jamaican girl charging him, he shot her twice, right between the tits. Suddenly it wasn't a hot dark-skinned girl before him, but some sort of monster that was snarling at him. He watched in shock as the two holes closed immediately, and his arms were seized as he was slammed in the chest with the top of the axe, winding him. 
 
    Looking over at Leo, Anatoly saw him lifted into the air before the dark girl, his arms spread out wide as she wound up with an axe and cleaved his head in two! 
 
    "I just bought this blouse, asshole!" she screamed, and then one of Leo's arms was ripped from his body, which suddenly fell to the ground. 
 
    "Mother of god!" Anatoly said, immediately backing away from the car. 
 
    "She's not going to help you!" the white haired one said, coming towards him with a big ass glowing sword pointed at him. 
 
    "Back, back or I'll shoot!" 
 
    "Knock yourself out, asshole!" Wrath said, and leading point forward, she leapt, catching Anatoly in the chest. 
 
    The last thing that Anatoly saw was a red and yellow cat demon looking at him and smiling. "At least you didn't ruin my outfit!" 
 
      
 
    Dan had yelled when Aella was shot, gathering himself up to charge and save her, when she dispatched the man with the shotgun handily. Shortly after that, Wrath killed the other one. 
 
    He watched as they both looted their victims, then was jolted back to reality by the ringing in his ears.  
 
    Everyone had to have heard those shots. 
 
    "We need to leave!" he said. 
 
    "They trashed the car!" Wrath yelled back. 
 
    "Take theirs!" he yelled back, and ducking back into their car, he grabbed the bag that had their few possessions in it, then ran around to the other side of their attackers' car, the doors still open. 
 
    "Aella, you drive!" Wrath said and, running around to the other car, she popped the trunk and got the rest of their stuff while checking the inside again and grabbing the keys. 
 
    "Let's go!" Aella called, backing the car up as Dan pushed the door on the other side open, and Aella cleared the wreck. 
 
    Wrath dove inside as Aella floored it, and they took off. The moment they got down the street and around the bend, she slowed down and drove carefully. 
 
    "Won't they see the damaged fender?" Dan asked, looking out the back window for signs of pursuit. 
 
    "I don't know, I didn't see how bad it was. But this thing is a freaking tank." 
 
    "Yeah, it's pretty roomy back here," Wrath said, looking around. "Lot's of spare ammo, too. Toss that shotgun back here; there's bags for both of them, so they don't stand out." 
 
    Aella nodded and handed the sawed-off A5 back to Wrath, who took a moment to appreciate it. 
 
    "These weren't cheap thugs, obviously. Dan, take a look through this wallet while I case these. Keep the money and throw everything else out the window." 
 
    "Here, have the other guy's, too," Aella said and passed another one back to him while she drove. 
 
    Wrath had Dan get off the seat a moment when she realized it tilted up, then stuck the guns and ammo under it, and they both sat back down. 
 
    "So, who where they?" 
 
    "A couple of Russians, and from the amount of other junk in their wallets, I guess they're part of the Russian Mafia." 
 
    "What does the Russian Mafia want with you?" Aella asked. 
 
    "I bet that Mika guy knows!" Wrath said, and just as she spoke, a cellphone started to ring. "Oh, let's see who's calling!" Pulling it out, she looked at the caller ID.  
 
    "Yup, it's one Mika Bykov. Now the question is, should I answer it?" 
 
    "No," Dan said. 
 
    "Why not? I could have some fun with it!" Wrath laughed. 
 
    "Wrath, I said no." 
 
    "Oh? And who is in charge here?" she growled at him as the phone continued to ring. 
 
    "I am!" he growled back. "Now, leave it be, or I'll put you over my knee and spank you!" 
 
    Wrath stopped and blinked. She could feel it in his mind. He meant it. She then felt the immediate wave of surprise and shock going through his head. He'd threatened her, and he had no idea where that thought, that idea had come from! What in the hell was wrong with him? 
 
    Wrath looked at him and smiled as he looked at her with a shocked expression on his face. 
 
    "Actually, I kinda like the idea of you putting me over your knee and spanking me," she purred. "But you're gonna have to get a lot stronger before you can make that happen!" 
 
    "Um, I'm sorr…" he stammered. 
 
    "Sssh," she said putting a finger on his lips. "Never apologize to a demon for threats of violence and mayhem. It's who and what we are, Daniel. We like raw emotions, and I like the idea of a strong, dominating male trying to bend me to his will. Just understand one thing." 
 
    Dan blinked. "What?" 
 
    "That I'm a total bitch, and I will make you work for it. Constantly." 
 
    "Me, too!" Aella said from the front seat, laughing. "We're fighters as well as lovers, Dan, and sometimes we like it rough!" 
 
    Dan just shook his head, confused. He really had been about to drag Wrath over his knee and spank her, and then she told him she'd have been fine with it if he'd been able to get away with it. Which, considering how much stronger she was than him, he didn't think was ever going to happen. 
 
    But still, the idea of dominating her? He liked it, and so apparently did she. Something in him was changing; best he could guess was the curse was causing it.  
 
    But if it was the curse, why wasn't he bothered by it? 
 
    "How long till we get to our hidey-hole, Aella?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "We're here now." 
 
    Dan looked out the window. "Is that Ikea?" 
 
    "Yup, we set something up in the Walmart behind it when they were building it. It's amazing what a few well-placed bribes can do," Wrath said. 
 
    "Fawn's a genius," Aella agreed. "She's hands down the smartest of us." 
 
    "Can't wait to meet her," Dan mumbled. "Where do we park?" 
 
    "Anywhere. Just need to be out of range of the cameras. Cars sit here all the time, no one will notice." 
 
    "Hold on, let me get those guns, I'd rather not lose 'em," Wrath said as they got out and locked the doors. 
 
    Aella and Dan waited until she had them both, leaving Dan with one bag, and Aella with another. 
 
    Dan followed them and looked around when they suddenly stopped. Wrath bent over and pulled up the grate over a parking lot sewer drain. "There's an edge all around it six feet down, so you don't have to step in the water," she told him. 
 
    "I'll go first," Aella said and dropped down inside. "Okay, your turn, Dan!"  
 
    Dan started to climb down carefully, and was maybe halfway, when her tentacles grabbed him and lowered him the rest of the way. It was dark down here, but he could faintly make out a tunnel, and she led him into it. 
 
    "Take these," Wrath called out and passed down all the bags, which Aella took and stacked against the wall. 
 
    A moment later he heard the sound of the grate dropping back into place, and Wrath joined them. 
 
    "What is this? A sewer?" 
 
    "Yup, but it rarely fills up because they don't get much rain here. Now watch your head and hold onto my tentacle, and I'll lead you." 
 
    Dan nodded and took the proffered limb. Aella led the way, and Wrath followed. The going was actually rather smooth. When they got to the end, there was a metal ladder, and they climbed up that quite a distance until Aella opened a hatch and led them into a dark but nicely-appointed room. 
 
    "Let me get the lights," Aella said as Wrath closed the trap door. 
 
    A moment later, Dan was impressed. It was a thirty by twenty room with a large bed, a shower, toilet, sink, microwave, a small fridge, even a stereo and television set! 
 
    "What the hell?" he asked as he walked over to what was obviously a workbench. There were electronics strewn all over it, and a fair amount of dust, to be honest. 
 
    "This was Fawn's getaway and secret workshop," Wrath told him. "There's a secret way up onto the roof, and if you go through that door, a narrow passage lets you out into the women's bathroom." 
 
    "The woman's bathroom?" 
 
    "So she could go shopping whenever she wanted to." 
 
    "I doubt any of the food in the fridge is good," Aella said, "but the tap water's safe." 
 
    "Honestly, right now I think a shower would be the perfect end to a bad day," Dan said, eyeing it with obvious lust. 
 
    "You go do that." Wrath laughed. "I'll keep watch." 
 
    "Just don't leave any puddles of drool on the floor," Aella teased. "I'm gonna see about getting some food before they close." 
 
    As soon as the water came on, Wrath went over to Aella. "What should we do with those cellphones?" 
 
    "Turn 'em off and wait for Fawn, I guess." 
 
    "Yeah, but what if this Mika guy works for Weson? We've been out of touch for almost a decade." 
 
    Aella paused a moment and considered that. 
 
    "Yeah, give it to me, I'll dump them both in a garbage bin. Last thing we want is for them to be traced here." Aella paused a moment. "Oh, do you know any humans that can see in the absence of light?" 
 
    "You noticed that too?" 
 
    "I still want to see him put you over his knee, brat!" Aella giggled. 
 
    "I was so shocked, he could have gotten away with it!" Wrath said with a snicker. 
 
    "And then you would have all but raped him in the back seat of the car. Somethin' ain't right with that boy." 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "And I like it!" Aella said with a big ass grin. 
 
    "Yeah, why do you think I decided to swear an oath and not get him killed?" 
 
    Aella went over to the trap door and started down, then stopped. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Wrath asked, looking at her. 
 
    "What's eighteen feet ten inches times two?" she asked with a sour expression. 
 
    "Guess we'll just have to wait until morning then, won't we?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 We're All Sinners Down Here 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mika got the call from Anatoly's crying wife a couple of hours past midnight. 
 
    "Anna! What's wrong?" 
 
    "Toly's dead! The police found his body down by the port! He's dead, Mika! Somebody killed him!" 
 
    Mika sat up in bed, swinging his legs over to the side, and got up and left the room quickly. 
 
    "What else did the police tell you?" 
 
    "They said Leo was with him! They, they, cut off his head and ripped his arm off!" she bawled over the phone. "What kind of animals do such a thing, Mika! What kind! I've lost my husband and my brother! What do I do?" 
 
    "I'll take care of you, Anna, don't worry. Let me talk to some people. Are you okay? Is there anyone there with you?" 
 
    "Just little Dimitri," she said, still crying. 
 
    Mika swore. Anna was an emotional woman. The only reason Anatoly had put up with her was because she was so beautiful. Last thing he wanted was for her to do something stupid. 
 
    "Look, I'll be right there. I'll take care of everything." 
 
    "I don't know what to do, Mika." 
 
    "Just wait for me, okay? Just wait." 
 
    Going back into his room, he grabbed his clothes. 
 
    "What's going on?" his wife Nadia asked, a little groggy. 
 
    "There was a car accident; two of my men were injured. I need to deal with it." 
 
    "Okay," she said and fell back asleep. 
 
    Heading out to his car, he stopped and grabbed a pistol, as well as one of the magical wards he'd bought since going to work for Weson. On the way there, he called Slater, who was his fixer. 
 
    "Mika, what's wrong?" 
 
    "How do you know something's wrong, Slater?" Mika asked. 
 
    "Because it's two in the morning? Now, tell me your woes." 
 
    "Two of my men were killed down by the port, Anatoly and Leo. I'm heading over to comfort Toly's wife Anna before she does something stupid." 
 
    "Ah, so what do you need me to do?" 
 
    "Find out everything you can about how they died, and see if anyone knows who killed them. Get me a copy of the police report if you can." 
 
    "I'll have a copy as soon as it's filed. I'll email it to you. I'll have to wait until morning before I can check out the scene. The police down in West Sacramento are a little difficult to deal with these days." 
 
    "Whatever, just do it and let me know what you find." 
 
    "Of course I will, Mika. Do you need anything else?" 
 
    "Not right now," he said, hanging up the phone. It had to have been those two demons. He'd told the guys not to do anything to the girls. It'd be just his luck if they killed Westridge and then thought they'd have a little fun with his 'girlfriends'. Still, as long as they killed the kid, it'd be worth it.  
 
    It only took him five minutes to get to Anatoly's house. Anna threw herself into his arms as soon as she opened the door; she was crying and wouldn't let go of him.  
 
    When he finally got her somewhat calmed down, he took the time to look her over. She wasn't wearing much, just a thin nightgown and that was it. She was easily ten years younger than his wife, barely twenty, if his memory was right. 
 
    "What am I going to do, Mika?" she said, looking into his eyes. "Who will take care of me? Of Dimitri? We have so little. I…" 
 
    "Don't worry, Anna. I'll help. You're a lovely woman, you're young, you don't have to worry about anything." 
 
    "I have a child, Mika. How many men want another man's child around the house?" 
 
    "Anna, this is America." 
 
    "I want a strong man, Mika." 
 
    "Don't worry…come, let's get you back to bed, you need to be well rested for tomorrow." 
 
    Anna nodded, and he steered her to the bedroom, where she dropped the robe and turned to face him. Mika reevaluated his assessment. Anna was quite gorgeous. 
 
    "Stay with me? Please, Mika? I don't want to be alone tonight." 
 
    Mika didn't have to be asked a second time. Stripping off his own clothing, he took her in his arms and took her to bed.  
 
      
 
    When his phone buzzed several hours later, he untangled himself from Anna, picked it up off of the nightstand, and saw he had mail from Slater. Opening it, he found the full police report, complete with pictures of Anatoly and Leo. Anatoly's face had a surprised look on it. Leo's was more one of fear. 
 
    The car in the pictures was the one he'd seen the kid in, all right. However, nowhere in any of the report was there anything about a third corpse. He swore softly, causing Anna to mumble something in her sleep and roll over to latch onto him.  
 
    He looked at her and smiled. Sometime during the night, they'd made love, and she'd been everything Anatoly had bragged about. He told her he'd take care of her from now on, and she'd told him she wanted another child. So he had a mistress now, his first.  
 
    Yes, it was sad that Anatoly was dead, but it was sadder still that the young Mr. Westridge was still alive.  
 
    However, all things considered, he'd come out ahead in the exchange, he thought as he looked over Anna once more. Very much ahead. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Dan woke up with something pressing down onto his mouth, causing him to gasp for a moment as the wonderful musk of cinnamon and vanilla filled his nostrils. Grabbing her hips, he held Wrath steady as he went to work on her sex with his tongue.  
 
    It was only then that he realized his shaft was buried in something warm, tight, and very slick—something that wasn't Wrath's mouth. Moving his hand up to cup one of her full breasts, he discovered another hand already there, and for a moment he was very confused. 
 
    "We're using you, Daniel," he heard Aella's voice. "You're just our little ole' sex toy as we make love." 
 
    Moving his hand further up Wrath's body, he discovered the reason she wasn't talking was that she was using her own lips and tongue on Aella's chest, and from the way Aella was moaning, she was obviously enjoying it. 
 
    Wrath reached down and pinched him, reminding him to get back to work, which he did with gusto. After all, if they were just using him, it didn't count, right? So he suffered the abuse until he had two very pleased demons sprawled on the bed next to him. 
 
    "We should abuse him some more," Aella panted as she leered at him. 
 
    "He's enjoying it too much, I don't think it would count if we went for two," Wrath said with a laugh as Dan 'awwed.' 
 
    "So shower, food, then let's make some plans about who we're freeing next." 
 
    "Whoever's in the hospital," Dan said as he laid there catching his breath and enjoying the mellow feeling of being pleasantly spent. 
 
    "Why there?" 
 
    "We can't go down to the Rice Co-Op tonight; we just killed two people there last night. Too soon. And I don't want to get anywhere close to Weson until we've freed the other two." 
 
    Both girls nodded. "So what do you want to do until night falls?" 
 
    "Read," Dan said with a sigh. "Because this is too nice a place to risk destroying just to get laid." 
 
    "So after we grab whoever's trapped in the hospital, we run up to Placerville. That's about as far as Stockton, so that should give us a rest." 
 
    "You mean that should let us all get laid again," Aella purred. 
 
    "That too!" Wrath said and laughed. 
 
    "When are we going to visit Aureate again?" Dan asked. 
 
    "I'm not so sure that's wise," she warned. 
 
    "Yeah, maybe not," Dan said with a shrug. "But we've got questions, and I sure hope she's got answers. Call her and tell her we want to visit, and that we'll be out of her hair before the sun sets." 
 
    "I don't know…" 
 
    "If she wants favors from us when all is said and done, she needs to take some risks," Dan said, going back to his book. "Just call her and set it up." 
 
    Wrath looked up at Aella, who was looking back at her with a surprised expression, which quickly turned into a smile. Somewhere along the way, Dan had definitely started pushing for control.  
 
    "When do we hit the Rice Co-Op?" Aella asked.  
 
    "After we talk to Aureate." 
 
    "You know you're forgetting something," Wrath said as she got up and headed towards the shower. 
 
    Dan looked up from the magical primer, enjoying the view of Wrath's ass as he once again wondered what in the world he'd ever done to deserve a woman like that in his life.  
 
    Wrath gave him that 'dawwww' look again, and he smiled back at her, then looked at Aella and wondered how he'd gotten doubly lucky with her as well. He almost laughed as her tentacles and tail started to fidget. 
 
    "Your curse," Wrath said. "How are you going to break it?" 
 
    "That's another reason we need to see Aureate. I have a few ideas, but I want to see what she's learned and come up with before I try any of them.  
 
    "She's a lot more experienced at this than me." 
 
    "I'll call her in the morning… She paused and grinned evilly. "…when we're almost there." 
 
    Dan grinned at her and went back to reading the book. He was actually reading through it a second time; he'd stopped yesterday just before the spells, because of the warning in large print on the page just before that section. It simply read: 'If you read this before you're ready for it, you'll probably die. Horribly.' 
 
    Considering the way his luck had been going, he wasn't sure he wanted to tempt fate. So he'd gone back and was reading it all again, and he was honestly glad he had. A lot of little things were becoming apparent to him, things that might be obvious to others, but hadn't been to him. He'd learned that magic was either spoken or written, and there were key phrases that needed to be uttered or written at the start or end of each spell. 
 
    This was something you had to train for. Otherwise you were liable to start casting indiscriminately. Any of your words, spoken or written, 'magic' could suddenly decide was a spell, depending on your thoughts and intentions. Dan could see where that would lead to a lot of problems, accidents, and yes, deaths. So if you firmly believed in the start and end tags, they worked. And after the first time they worked, they always worked.  
 
    This made the casting of your first spell paramount, because once a written spell that was meant to be spoken as it was cast was learned, it was with you forever—you couldn't forget it.  
 
    Spells you wrote or spells you learned to cast by writing, however, were a completely different story. And there were a lot of spells that had to be written. Curses, for example, always had to be written. Speaking it aloud triggered the curse, and triggered it on the one speaking it. Curses could also be cast by putting them on an item and having that item worn by the person you wanted cursed.  
 
    When Weson had slapped that piece of paper on Wrath's forehead, it may have only stuck there for a moment, but a moment was all it took for it to trigger. 
 
    Dan had a sudden whimsy about a spell that would make your skin like Teflon for a brief moment. If nothing stuck, you couldn't be cursed. He laughed at that and continued reading. Oaths were one of the rule breakers, it seemed. Oaths could be written, or if you were powerful enough, spoken. But because they involved two or more people, it only remained locked in your mind for as long as it was in effect. One the oath ended or was broken, any recollection was based on your own memory, not magic. 
 
    Oaths were also a lot harder to break than curses, mainly because oaths were entered into willingly, and even if you survived the penalties for willingly breaking an oath, you could never swear one again.  
 
    But the part of the book he found most interesting was the effect that law, mundane non-magical law, had on magic. Not criminal law, but contract law. Laws that defined things, like some aspects of codified law, or private law.  
 
    But you couldn't argue with magic. If what you were doing was affected by existing law, it went with the law in the way the masses, the common lay person, understood it to exist. So it was advised to avoid spells that might be affected by the law because laws could, and did, change. 
 
    Because of that, few magical spells were cast to last any longer than they needed to. The ground you stood on might be solid today, but humans changed, and laws changed. So at some future point, your spell could fail, or just do something unexpected. 
 
    When it came to magic, unexpected was bad. 
 
    At some point he found himself bodily hoisted up, the book taken from his hands, and himself pushed into the shower. 
 
    "What?!" he said as the water came on and he got wet. 
 
    "We're hungry, we want food, and you stink," Aella said. "Now get clean, then we're gonna eat. After that, you can read your book some more." 
 
    Dan realized at that point he was starving as well, so he quickly scrubbed himself clean, then got dressed. He had clean underwear and a shirt. They'd been throwing out the old and buying new pretty regularly—it's hard to wash your clothes when you're on the run constantly.  
 
    "I think I need new pants here soon." 
 
    "Well, we're in a Walmart, so that shouldn't be a problem," Wrath said as they got all their stuff together." 
 
    "So how do we get out of here?" 
 
    "The woman's…Oh, right," Wrath said with a grin. 
 
    "Umm, if you two could make sure there's nobody in it, I could sneak out real quick." 
 
    Wrath looked at Aella, who shrugged. "That shouldn't be a problem." 
 
    "And we probably won't be able to come back here that way, either," Dan reminded them. "So we should grab what we need when we leave." 
 
    "Do you think the car is still there?" Aella asked Wrath. 
 
    "As long as it hasn't been reported stolen, I think we're fine." 
 
    "This is getting complicated." Aella sighed. 
 
    "Just imagine what it'll be like when we've got the other three," Wrath replied. 
 
    "Let's pack minimum clothes, leave the guns here, and we only need the one book I'm reading. Tonight we'll be in Placerville; tomorrow we drive to Stockton and back." 
 
    "And then?" 
 
    "We hit the Co-Op." 
 
    "But where do we stay?" 
 
    Dan shrugged. "Maybe Roseville? Maybe someplace farther away?" 
 
    "And our curses?" 
 
      
 
    'That's why I'm reading that book," Dan said, pointing at it, "and why I want to talk to Aureate again." 
 
    "Well, it's all packed. Let's go," Wrath said, grabbing the book and sticking it in the bag. Slinging it, she led the way to the exit and went down the ladder first, with Aella following, then Dan. The area at the bottom was only big enough for one, and Dan had to wait there for what seemed like ten minutes before Wrath went out through the exit.  
 
    "Come down," Aella said, and he climbed down to join her. Aella opened the panel again, and stepped out into the handicapped stall, dragging him along.  
 
    "Sit on the toilet and raise your feet so no one notices," Wrath whispered as Aella stepped out, Wrath locking the door behind her. 
 
    After a few minutes Aella tapped on the door.  
 
    "Now! Hurry!" 
 
    Dan quickly followed the girls out of the bathroom, and it seemed like several of the stall doors opened just as he started around the 'privacy bend' and moved out of sight. 
 
    "What are you doing in here?" a woman yelled. "This is the ladies' room! Not the men's! What kind of a pervert are you?" she continued in a very loud voice. 
 
    "Sorry, I wasn't paying attention…" Dan said, mumbling an apology. 
 
    "Like hell you weren't! I saw you following those two women! You're a pervert! A creep! Why, where's security! Security! This man is in the ladies' bathroom!" 
 
    Dan noticed that a security guard was quickly heading their way. 
 
    "He's with us," Aella said. 
 
    "Yeah, leave him alone," Wrath growled. 
 
    "I will not! I'll not stand for this! I want him arrested!" 
 
    Fuming Dan yelled back at her, "Yeah? Well maybe I just happen to identify as a woman, you bigoted, shaming witch!" 
 
    The woman's eyes went wide, and the security guard went from looking at Dan to looking at the woman. 
 
    "I'm sorry, ma'am, but I'm gonna have to ask you to leave the store." 
 
    "WHAT?" 
 
    The security guard shook her head. "You heard the lady, now you're going to have to leave." 
 
    Dan, Aella, and Wrath watched as the security guard deftly escorted the woman out of the store. 
 
    "I can't believe that worked!" Wrath said with a shocked expression on her face as Aella nodded dumbly. 
 
    "Umm, there've been a few changes while you've been gone," he told them, though he was just as honestly surprised. 
 
    "Maybe you are a woman after all?" Wrath teased him. 
 
    "Umm…" He stepped away from the woman's room. "I think I'm most definitely a guy." 
 
    The security guard came back then, took one look at him, and shook her head. "Sir, I'm going to have to ask you to leave as well." 
 
    "Umm, yeah, we're gone. Sorry to have caused such a ruckus." 
 
    "Okay, that was weird, why'd she change her mind so fast?" Aella asked. 
 
    "Must be the curse," Wrath said with a shrug. 
 
    Dan nodded. "Yeah, the curse, must be the curse." But he wasn't so sure about that. Something had just happened there. What exactly, he wasn't sure. 
 
    "Well, there's a bunch of food places outside; we'll go eat, then we'll see about the car." 
 
    Dan nodded and followed them outside and across the parking lot to get something to eat. 
 
    "Car's gone," Aella said as they walked across the lot. 
 
    "Damn, now what?" Wrath replied. 
 
    "Guess we're hoofing it," Aella said with a grin. 
 
    "Funny girl. I can fly, you know." 
 
    "Eighteen feet, remember?" 
 
    "Not if I carry him! Hope you're a fast runner!" Wrath teased back. 
 
    Dan listened to them rib each other. After this morning, it was obvious they were a little bit more than 'just friends'. Then again, the way Wrath had talked about it, maybe demons were the kings and queens of hook-up culture. He thought about the car issue for several minutes, and by the time they got to McDonald's, he had a solution. 
 
    "Boris." 
 
    "Boris?" Aella asked. 
 
    "Boris is a hellhound that's sorta attached to Dan." 
 
    "Then where is he?" Aella asked, waving her arms as she looked around. 
 
    "He found a new home!" Wrath snickered. 
 
    "I told him he could stay there. We really weren't treating him all that well," Dan said, shaking his head. "I've never had a dog before, and she liked him, and he seemed happy, so why not? Not like I can't still call him if I need him." 
 
    "What I want to know," Wrath said, still snickering, "is how Boris equates to a car?" 
 
    "We borrow that woman's. That's all." 
 
    "Oh? And she'll just lend it to you?" 
 
    "Well, I am Boris's 'owner'," he said, making air quotes. "I'll just tell her we need to borrow it." 
 
    "And you think she'll agree to it?" 
 
    "She will if she wants to keep him," Dan said with a shrug. "Look, it's not perfect, but it's all I got." 
 
    "Let's go find a bus stop." 
 
    "After we're done eating, I'm starving here. Order me a lot." 
 
      
 
    It was getting late when they walked up to the house they'd left Boris at; they hadn't been in a rush to get there, and had stopped for lunch, and even dinner. Thankfully the Lexus was in the driveway, so that meant she must be home. 
 
    "Did you ever get her name?" Dan asked Wrath, who just shook her head. 
 
    Shrugging, Dan went up and knocked on the door.  
 
    After a minute, he knocked again, and was about to knock a third time when the door opened. He immediately recognized the woman, and of course Boris was standing there wagging his tail and looking happy. 
 
    "Do I…" she paused and gave him a searching look, like she couldn't place him, but had seen him before, "…know you?" 
 
    "Yup, though I'm sorry we were never introduced. I'm Dan, that's Wrath, whom you've also met, and Aella, whom you haven't. And you are?" 
 
    "Marion," she said, looking him over. 
 
    "Marion, mind if we come inside?" Dan said as he carefully took her hands in his, removing them from the door and walking her backwards into the house before she could say no. 
 
    "What! What do you think you're doing! Boris! Stop them." 
 
    Dan sighed. "Boris is my hound. I'm the guy who brought you home when you were really drunk last Monday." 
 
    "But he's mine!" Marion said defensively, her face suddenly full of concern. 
 
    "More like you're his, if I'm any kind of judge," Wrath said with a snicker. 
 
    Dan noticed that, for some reason, Marion blushed heavily. 
 
    "Look, we just want to borrow your car for a few hours. We'll bring it back in the morning." 
 
    "My Lexus! You can't borrow that! It's my only car! And I'm still paying it off!" 
 
    "Too bad she's not drunk again, then she wouldn't even notice," Wrath grumbled. 
 
    Marion looked embarrassed again. "Boris won't let me drink that much anymore." 
 
    Dan looked at Boris. "Really?" 
 
    Boris woofed and nodded. 
 
    "He's such a smart and intelligent dog," Marion said with a sigh.  
 
    "Actually, he's a hound, but I guess dog is close enough," Dan said. "I don't want to be mean, but we really need to borrow your car, and Boris does answer to me. You want him to keep living here with you, you need to loan me the car." 
 
    "But, but, but…" 
 
    Dan could see Marion was torn, looking at Boris, then back at him. Boris leaned up against her and gave him a look that made him feel like a complete heel. 
 
    "Fine, what if we let you drive? Then you can take the car home after you drop us off." 
 
    "Well…"  
 
    Boris growled lightly and nudged her. 
 
    "…okay." 
 
    "Great! Thanks, Marion, and yes, thanks, Boris." 
 
    "So how long ago did he leave you?" asked Aella, who had been looking around the house. 
 
    "My husband?" Marion said. 
 
    Aella nodded. 
 
    "Last year. He was cheating on me with a cocktail waitress, and…" 
 
    They looked her up and down; Marion was one well put together lady, now that she wasn't falling down drunk. 
 
    "Your husband was cheating on you?" Aella said, shaking her head. 
 
    "Boris, if that loser comes back, waste his ass," Wrath growled. 
 
    "Yeah, that kind of asshole would deserve it," Dan said, shaking his head again. "Is it okay if we sit down for a while? We don't have to start out for a couple of hours." 
 
    "Umm, sure, follow me," Marion said and led them into the living room. She motioned to the plush chairs in the room, then sat on the couch herself, with Boris jumping up on it and putting his head in her lap. 
 
    Marion laughed. "I tried to keep him off the furniture. As you can see, that didn't work." 
 
    "Yeah, Boris has a mind of his own," Dan agreed. 
 
    "He's definitely a very smart dog. Where'd you buy him?" 
 
    "I guess you'd say he was a gift from Dan's father," Wrath said with a wink, causing Dan to snort. 
 
    "Oh? Why don't you want him, then?" 
 
    "I'm not very good with pets," he said, and then looking back at Wrath, he added, "Well, not the four-legged kind," causing her to smile back at him. 
 
    "However, he really liked you and wanted to stay here. If I ever need to borrow him, I know where he is. But he's happier with you than he was with me." 
 
    "So what do you need the car for?" 
 
    "We have a friend at Mercy General we need to pick up and take home," Aella said. "Our car was stolen last night, so we're really kind of stuck." 
 
    "Oh! I'm sorry to hear that!" 
 
    Dan motioned to Wrath, who handed him the bag, and sitting down, he got out the book and started reading again while the girls made small talk. He'd been reading it every chance he had today, and was making sure he'd gotten all the small points down. He knew the first spell was a simple one; the book even said so. But it was an important one, because once he cast it, it would set the format for the way he cast from then on.  
 
    You could change that if you really wanted to, but it was one of those things the book recommended against. More than once. Complete with examples. 
 
    Coming back to the warning page, Dan looked up at Wrath. 
 
    "I'm going to read the first one," he told her. 
 
    "You sure?" 
 
    Dan nodded. "It's simple, it's short, it's easy." Looking back down at the book, he started reading the spell. He felt the magic of the book grab him and hold him as he read each word of the spell and the explanation of what each step did.  
 
    It really was a simple spell; it read: 'Let there be an orb of soft light.'  
 
    That was it; the moment he finished it, he was released. Reading the notes after the spell, he saw that he could change 'orb' to anything he wanted it to be, size-wise. He could also change 'soft', as well as modify it with a color or other adjective.  
 
    Now he just needed to decide what word or phrase he would use to signal that he was going to start casting, and the same for ending the spell. It really only took him a moment to come up with a good starting line—sure it would sound stupid to anyone from his generation, but as he'd be saying it in Skarvat, no one who knew it would figure it out. It was the closing phrase that took him a moment, and again he thought of something a bit silly, but as nothing that should ever come up in a spell came to mind, he decided he'd use that as well.  
 
    Closing the book, he thought about it all for a moment. He'd need an advanced primer on Skarvat so he'd have a more in-depth knowledge of the language. He'd also need another magical instruction book with a more detailed explanation of how spells were built, and how you determined their power requirements, seeing as he'd be supplying that power. 
 
      
 
    "Time to go, Dan," Wrath said, tapping him in the arm. 
 
    Nodding, Dan put the book away, stood up, and stretched while Wrath grabbed the bag and followed Aella out to the car. He noticed Marion had changed and was wearing a light jacket now. 
 
    "Go on out, Boris, I just need to get my keys," Marion said. 
 
    Boris nodded, gave Dan a glance, and then trotted out, leaving the two of them alone for a moment. 
 
    "Can I ask you something?" she said, looking a little…concerned was the best description that came to his mind. 
 
    "Sure. What's bothering you?" 
 
    "He's not really a normal dog, is he?" 
 
    "Nope," Dan said, shaking his head. "But I don't think that matters to you, does it?" 
 
    She blushed again, making him wonder what he'd unintentionally said. "I noticed your two girls there; they also seem to be different, just like, well, just like I've started to realize he is." 
 
    Dan nodded. "Yeah, they're different all right, and so is Boris. Listen, if it ever becomes a problem, or you need to talk about things that don't seem to make sense, tell Boris to bring you to me, and I'll tell you all about it." 
 
    Marion stood there biting her lip a moment. 
 
    Dan smiled. "He likes you, Marion, he really does. I would never have left him here if he didn't. He won't hurt you, okay?" 
 
    Marion smiled slightly and nodded. She then went and got the keys as he headed to join the others out in the car. There was obviously something going on with Marion. He wondered if it was her constant exposure to Boris that was allowing her to see through the 'veil of disbelief', or whatever it was Wrath had called it.  
 
    Or maybe there was something more to her than met the eye? Maybe that's why Boris liked her.  
 
    Whatever it was, it could wait. He had more important things on his plate right now. 
 
    Going out to the car, he got in the back with Aella and Boris as Wrath sat up front. 
 
    "Hopefully this won't be as bad as Fry's," Dan said. 
 
    "Fry's?" Aella asked. 
 
    "That's where they were hiding you. I got tased," he said, frowning. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "What's this I hear about two of your men getting killed?" Weson asked Mika. 
 
    Mika blinked—he was a little tired, Anna had definitely worn him out, then when he'd gotten home, his own wife Nadia had wanted a romp, and then he'd had to run down to the morgue with Anna and Leo's brother. As he was Anatoly and Leo's boss at the shipping warehouse, no one had found it strange. Especially when they saw how emotional Anna was. 
 
    "Sorry, sir, it's been a long day. I had a grieving widow to comfort, and then a bunch of other crap down at the morgue. The police had a lot of questions, but I told them they were off the clock, so I had no idea what they were up to." 
 
    "So I've gathered. What were they up to?" 
 
    Mika briefly considered lying, but he didn't see the point. He was trying to do Steve a favor, and that hadn't worked out. 
 
    "I ran into the Westridge kid." 
 
    "What!" Weson said, shocked. "Why didn't you kill him?" 
 
    "I was in public, and I had my family with me. I didn't want to take the risk, and he wasn't alone." 
 
    "He wasn't? Who was he with?" 
 
    "Two demons. I really couldn't make them out very well; I'm still new at seeing through their disguises, and one was wearing a hat and the other wasn't facing me." 
 
    "Male or female?" 
 
    "Female." 
 
    "Where were you and what were they doing?" 
 
    "We were at the Denny's on Sunrise by 50. I was finishing up when they came in. He looked really nervous, and the way he was eating his food and looking around, I got the impression he was looking to bolt. I'm not so sure he was enjoying their company." 
 
    "Miles?" Weson asked, looking over at him. 
 
    Miles shrugged. "It's possible he fell afoul of a couple of demons; there are more than enough wandering around here, it is the capital, after all. If they were looking for someone to prey on and feed off of, the curse would definitely draw them in like flies." 
 
    "Flies on a pile of dog shit," Weson said with a chuckle. 
 
    "But that would explain the change in the curse. They may have done something to rope him in or control him until they're finished with him." 
 
    Weson frowned and tried to recall the details of the curse. He'd have to check his notes. 
 
    "Wouldn't that interfere with the curse? Aren't there primacy issues involved?" 
 
    "Not if they were killing him. I mean, sure, they might be screwing him to death, and at first he probably was enjoying it, but you heard Mika, he wanted to get away, but couldn't." 
 
    "Sounds like the flower is definitely off that bloom!" Yvette said and laughed. 
 
    "Still, that doesn't explain Stockton," Weson said. "So, Mika, what happened next, and why do you have two dead men?" 
 
    "I called in two of my better troubleshooters and set them on him when he left Denny's. Best I can figure it, they went down to the harbor, and my guys figured a nice, quiet place like that, after hours, was the place to hit them." 
 
    "Didn't you tell them about the demons?" Dave asked. 
 
    Mika snorted. "Like they would have believed me? None of my people know about demons. Well, not yet at least. So no, I didn't tell them. But I told them not to shoot the women or have anything to do with them. Just kill the kid and get the hell out of there." 
 
    Mika shrugged. "I figured if they got him fast, the demons wouldn't bother with them, and if they did…" Mika looked up at Weson. "If they did, as long as your enemy was dead—or should I say our enemy—it would have been a fair trade. I'm just trying to do my part to help you out, sir." 
 
    Weson nodded and leaned back in his chair. "I appreciate the initiative. But if the bastard's got two demons draining him, he may not be an issue for long. In any case, any of you see him again, call me. We'll put some of our people who know how to deal with demons on him." 
 
    "Yes, sir," they all said and nodded. 
 
    "Now, what else do you have for me?" 
 
      
 
    The rest of the meeting went smoothly, as normal. After Weson had left, Richard looked at him and smiled. "Well played, Mika. If you'd pulled that one off, I daresay you might have jumped a few seats at the table." 
 
    Yvette scowled at him. "You had your turn; you see him again, let one of us handle him." 
 
    "If I see him again," Mika said, "I'm calling the boss. I'm not dumb enough to ignore an order." 
 
    "How'd you know for sure it was the Westridge kid?" Dave asked. 
 
    "I introduced myself, told him I'd known his dad, and gave him my condolences." Mika shrugged. "It's not like his father wasn't a known businessman in town, and it was common knowledge that he died." 
 
    "Why'd you do that?" 
 
    "I wanted to be positive before I had him killed." 
 
    "Tried to have him killed," Yvette said with a smirk. 
 
    "Whatever," Mika said, ignoring the barb. 
 
    "Still," Miles said, "that took balls when you knew he had two demons with him." 
 
    "I didn't get to be where I am by being timid, same as the rest of you. Oh, do all demons look like cats? I'd never seen one before then." 
 
    Miles shook his head. "Naw, they're a pretty varied bunch." 
 
    "Well, I gotta run," Mika said. "Got a widow that needs more consoling!" he said with a grin. 
 
    The others chuckled as he got up and left. 
 
    "I like him," Richard said. 
 
    "I just don't want him taking what's mine," Yvette growled. 
 
    Dave leaned back in his chair and thought about Mika's last comment about the demons. That they looked feline. Something about that bothered him. 
 
    "Dave?" Richard said, breaking his train of thought. 
 
    "Huh? Oh, yeah, I like him, too. Honestly I think he's a hell of a lot better choice than Westridge was. Westridge only went bad after his son died. Mika there, he's one of us, he started out that way." 
 
    The others all grinned and started to get up. 
 
    "Oh, and Yvette?" he said. 
 
    "What?"  
 
    "No infighting. Competing is fine, but you two square off, and it won't just be Weson's boot up your ass." 
 
    Yvette nodded and sighed. "Fine, I wasn't going to do anything to him anyways."  
 
    Or at least not that you'll ever know, she thought to herself with a smile. 
 
    Dave just sat there and watched as they filed out of the room. The only thing keeping them from each other's throats was the rings they wore and their oaths to Weson. He'd have a word with Weson about Yvette. Now that he'd moved into the number one seat, managing Weson's little pack of killers and sociopaths was his job. They couldn't afford to lose anybody right now. Not with what Weson was planning for next week. 
 
      
 
    End Book 1 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
      
 
    Hello everyone and welcome to another story. First off I'd like to thank you for purchasing and reading my story. I do hope you enjoyed it. If you did, I would also like to ask that you review it on Amazon and hopefully give it a positive review, which is 4 or 5 stars. As an independent author, reviews are my lifeblood, and you're giving my a positive review helps dramatically with Amazon's promotional algorithms.  
 
    And yes, the bit about '50 reviews' is true, however no one knows exactly what that number is. 
 
    So please, if you enjoyed it, rate it and maybe even say a few words. Saying 'I liked it' is perfectly acceptable. I know I've used that myself more than once. 
 
      
 
    I realize that I haven't been very productive this year, however there were a lot of things that made for a difficult year, and I'm not even talking about the 'Pandemic'. I had a court case to wrap up and some issues with family members as well as a death in the family (no, not Covid). 
 
    But thankfully these things have been settled and my life is a lot less stressed than it has been for the last several years. I do hope you enjoy this new series, I'm not planning on making it a long one, I just really want this to be fun. Once this one has completed, I'll then see about the next project. Right now I'm just happy to be writing again without a lot of distractions and issues to deal with. 
 
      
 
    Now! As always, Some Recommendations:  
 
    Some other people I enjoy reading in this genre, and you might, as well:  
 
    William D. Arand (aka Randi Darren)– If you haven't already, please check him out, he's good. I've been a big fan of William's since I discovered his work. It was kind of a funny moment for me when I found out he was a fan of my stuff as well. I'm honestly beginning to suspect that he can't write a bad story, because every book he writes is just so much better than the one before. You should really buy his books. 
 
    Blaise Corvin – The Delvers books are really a lot of fun and very much worth it. When I first came across his Delvers LLC books, I almost felt kind of jealous, because I was like 'why didn't I think of that?' I do think if you like my stuff, you'll like his as well, so check it out! And definitely give the Nora Hazard book a try ('Mitigating Risk' is the first one). I really enjoyed that series. 
 
    Michael-Scott Earle – Yes! Michael-Scott IS back, he's just not on Amazon anymore. If you want to find him and read his works again, please go here: 
 
    https://www.michaelscottearle.com/books-1 
 
    Michael is a great guy and he's always been quick with advice when I've needed some.  
 
    Hondo Jinx - I'm a big fan of 'Power Mage'. Lots of action, lots of fun. I love that his main character is a former Bull Rider. Those guys are crazy! 
 
    Daniel Schinhofen - another great author you should consider checking out as well. 
 
      
 
    They're all good people and great writers. 
 
    If you're into 'Harem' type fiction, you may also want to check out this group on Facebook to see who else is writing it that you might like: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/ 
 
      
 
    Again, thank you for your support and for buying my books. 
 
    My Amazon Author's webpage: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Jan-Stryvant/e/B06ZY7L62L/ 
 
    Occasional announcements at: 
 
    https://stryvant.blogspot.com/ 
 
    Jan Stryvant website at:  
 
    http://www.vanstry.net/stryvant/ 
 
    (The stuff written under my real name - check it out, you might like it too!) 
 
    John Van Stry website at:  
 
    http://www.vanstry.net/ 
 
    Email: 
 
    stryvant@gmail.com 
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