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Prologue
The ghost of Merle Haggard kept Sophia trapped in her house for two weeks. Every time she went to the door she’d see him standing on her lawn, clutching his guitar and wagging a disapproving finger at her. She knew her medication would probably make him go away, just like she knew the real Merle Haggard was alive and well in California, but she hated how the pills made her feel. Stuffy, slow, like scratchy wool was wrapped around her brain.
Merle left one morning, and another apparition took his place. This one came inside her house, ignoring all her wards and charms and trinkets, and stood in the corner of her kitchen. This one wore a crisp vintage suit and a featureless smudge of black smoke where its face should have been.
Sophia hid in her closet until hunger got the better of her. She skittered into the kitchen with her head down and arms crossed over her fluffy pink bathrobe, making a beeline for the pantry. The smoke-faced man waved its arms frantically.
“Hie!” it cried in a buzzing voice, like a thousand flies fluttering their wings in unison. “You! On our wavelength! Carry our message! It’s heavy, made of rocks!”
“You aren’t real,” Sophia repeated like a mantra, shaking her head violently as she rummaged through the cluttered pantry. “You’re a hallucination, not real, no, nothing to see here.”
“Apocalypso dancing! Sunday Sunday Sunday! You’ll want to cut your wrists with the whole knife, but you’ll only need the edge!”
She found a box of saltines and grabbed it hard enough to buckle the cardboard before fleeing the kitchen.
Another smoke-faced man floated from her bedroom, this one dressed in an old-time professor’s smock and cap. It advanced slowly up the shadowed hallway, feet dangling an inch above the faded shag carpet.
“We know you can see us,” it buzzed.
“Go away!” she shouted over her shoulder, running for the living room.
“You must warn the Faust,” it called out. “You must carry our message—”
The doorbell chimed. Sophia scrambled to undo the deadbolts and yanked open the door, desperate for company. The woman on her porch could have been an Avon lady, dressed in a prim gray pantsuit with her hair done up in a neat bun, but Sophia’s gaze shot to the jagged scar carved along the side of her face. The scar stopped just short of one cold eye.
Sophia took a halting step over the threshold, out into the sunlight. She blinked back tears and asked in a small voice, “Are…are you real? I’m having problems today.”
Meadow Brand curled her lips into an unpleasant smile.
“I’m very real,” Meadow said. Then she showed Sophia the tiny pistol in her hand and shoved her back inside the house.



One
I jumped out of the passenger seat of Jennifer’s Prius and hit the ground like a tourist at the running of the bulls, charging across a scraggly yellow lawn. The front door of Sophia’s ramshackle tract house hung open, swaying in an errant desert breeze that didn’t begin to cut the heat. Blood spattered the white shag carpet. It sprayed out in loops and puddles like a mad Jackson Pollock painting.
We’d gotten the call twenty minutes earlier. Sophia’s “visions” tended to be ninety percent hallucination, ten percent psychic, but when she started rambling incoherently about the smoke-faced men in her house, we dropped everything and hit the highway. Three weeks ago those same smoke-faced men had damn near set off the apocalypse.
I froze in the wreckage of her living room. Static blared from the blood-streaked screen of her boxy television set, and a fallen lamp cast angled shadows over Sophia’s mutilated corpse. Her murderer wasn’t human. It was a faceless wooden mannequin with jointed limbs, like a life-sized version of an artist’s posing doll. One of its hands ended in a wooden nub, the other in a jagged, rusty knife. The mannequin hunched over her body and plunged the blade into Sophia’s stomach over and over again, a murder machine that didn’t understand its victim was dead.
Meadow Brand stood on the far side of the bloodbath. Her smug smile twisted the scar I’d given her. We’d faced off for the first time in a room a lot like this one, but it was a different friend of mine lying dead on the floor. Now I owed her for two.
The scene was too much to take in, too fast, and I forgot the hard lesson I’d learned from going up against Meadow and her mannequins: there was never only one of them. The second puppet lurched from its hiding spot behind the door. It crashed into me and grabbed me in a bear hug, its stiff wooden arms squeezing the breath from my lungs.
I thrashed my head backward. The move would have broken a human’s nose, but all it gave me was a sharp shock of pain as the back of my skull slammed against smooth wood. With my breath gone and black spots blooming in my eyes, I leaned forward and twisted my shoulder, using the mannequin’s own weight to hoist it up and over. It smashed against the floor and flailed like a flipped-over cockroach.
Jennifer was a few steps behind me. She appeared in the doorway, eyes shrouded behind blue Lennon glasses, gripping a gun the size of Texas. The hand cannon barked twice, blasts that pounded my eardrums and left streaks of light hovering in my vision. The fallen mannequin’s head exploded in a spray of wooden shards. The second one caught the slug square in the chest, and what was left of the creature fell to the carpet in a twitching ruin.
“Brand,” I gasped, catching my breath. I didn’t need to explain. Jennifer had been there with me, facing Meadow’s creations in a derelict hotel littered with deathtraps.
“Where?”
I looked across the room at an empty doorway. The back door slammed. My stomach clenched like a fist.
We ran outside in time to see Meadow pulling out of the neighboring driveway in a black Mercedes. She paused just long enough to look in the rearview mirror and give me a wink.
“Not this time,” I said, jumping into Jennifer’s car. She tossed me her pistol and gunned the engine. “She’s not getting away. Not this time.”
Jennifer gripped the wheel and stared dead ahead like a falcon zeroing in on its dinner.
Meadow hit the on-ramp for Interstate 15 at fifty miles an hour, the heavy Mercedes bottoming out and scattering sparks across the asphalt. We followed, close on her tail, weaving through the morning traffic. Meadow hit the gas, and Jennifer’s little car shook as it struggled to keep up the pace.
“Plan?” Jennifer’s voice was as strained as the engine. She blamed herself for letting Meadow slip away the last time, and now another innocent victim was dead because of it. I knew how she felt, because I felt the same way.
I clutched the pistol, feeling its weight, and rolled down my window.
“You pull up alongside her, I shoot her in the goddamn face.”
“Good plan.”
We almost made it, zooming up on the left while she got stuck behind a slow semi in the middle lane, but she slipped right and stomped the accelerator again. I watched, gritting my teeth, as the black Mercedes inched farther and farther away.
“She must have bushwhacked Sophia,” I said. “Made her call us, then killed her.”
“And laid a trap with her little puppet critters,” Jennifer drawled, her voice smooth as Kentucky syrup. “Doesn’t make sense, though. We took on dozens of those things at the Silverlode. Why’d she think she could beat us with just two?”
Up ahead, the Mercedes held its speed steady, lazily gliding between lanes. It slowed down, just a little, then sped up again.
She’s playing with us, I thought, and my heart sped up as I figured out her game.
“Jen, don’t follow her! Get off the highway!”
“What? Why?”
“That wasn’t the trap!” I shouted. “This is the trap!”
Red and blue lights blazed in the rearview mirror as two Nevada highway patrol cruisers flew up the on-ramp and slid in behind us. Moments later, a third chase car, an unmarked SUV with its flashers mounted behind the front grill, joined the fun. I looked down at the gun in my hands.
“Can we outrun them?” I asked, feeling stupid as the words left my lips.
“It’s a Prius,” Jennifer said through gritted teeth.
It was a setup, and we had walked right into it like a cow guided down the killing chute. We weren’t going to get away. All we could do now was minimize the damage. Jennifer moved into the slow lane, making as if to pull over, while I grabbed the tail of my shirt and wiped the gun down as best I could. I tossed the piece out the window. No chance they didn’t see it drop, but at least with my hands empty I wouldn’t be committing suicide by cop.
We drove another quarter mile and pulled over. Jennifer killed the engine. The squad cars boxed us in. Next thing I knew, there was a uniform and an unholstered pistol in every direction, and a loudspeaker bellowed for us to stick our hands out the windows.
They hauled me out of the car and slammed me against the hood, pinning my hands behind my back. As the cuffs clicked around my wrists, I looked over my shoulder and smiled politely.
“What seems to be the problem, officer?”
The cop stared at me from behind mirrored shades as he patted me down.
“Let’s see,” he said, “reckless driving, endangerment, speeding thirty miles an hour over the limit, and a lady called in and said you were chasing her and threatening her with a firearm.”
“Must be a mistake, officer. We’re both unarmed.”
A young cop ran up, breathless, wagging his thumb over his shoulder. “Found the weapon, Sergeant. Retrieved it about a quarter mile back.”
“Ooooh,” I said, snapping my fingers. “That firearm. Sorry, I forgot.”
State cops, for the record, have no senses of humor.
They shoved me in the back of one cruiser, Jennifer in another, and called a tow truck from the impound yard for the Prius. The command station was nice, as command stations go, and they wasted no time getting me fingerprinted and photographed. I knew the routine.
What happened next, though, I didn’t expect. They uncuffed me and sat me down in an interview room, a dank little cinder-block chamber with a one-way mirror and an overhead light covered in wire mesh. Then they left me there. The minutes stretched into a long, slow hour.
I had a record. All misdemeanors, though, nothing that would raise a red flag or lead to inquiries across state lines. Oh, don’t get me wrong, I’d committed plenty of felonies. I’d just never gotten caught. By all accounts, I should have been booked and tossed in a holding cell. Instead, I sat and waited, listening to the faint hum and pop of the overhead fluorescents.
None of this made sense. If the idea was to frame us for Sophia’s murder, forget about it. Sophia was stabbed, not shot, and I guarantee Meadow would have gone back to pull her mannequins out of the wreckage before the cops showed up. The most anyone could do was place Jennifer and me at the scene. We’d walk on that.
As far as the charges went, what could they get us on? Reckless driving? Brandishing a firearm? Worst-case scenario, I’d do maybe two months in a county jail. Not a vacation at Club Med, but not the end of the world either. As far as I could tell, Meadow Brand had murdered someone and set up an elaborate snare for the sake of a mean little prank. While I wouldn’t have put that past her, that nagging itch at the back of my brain told me I wasn’t seeing the full picture.
The full picture walked through the interrogation room door about twenty minutes later, in the form of a short, full-figured blond in a tailored suit. She wore wire-rimmed glasses and a man’s paisley necktie. Two men followed her in, a hulking, lantern-faced guy with hair like straw, and a thin, goateed man toting a stack of manila folders under his arm. The one with the goatee shot me a murderous look and slapped the folders down on the desk.
The winds of magic whirled around the room. Motes of violent green light hovered at the corners of my vision, brushing across my mind, seeping through the cinder-block walls like radiation from a leaking reactor. An acidic taste filled my mouth. I knew two things, instantly. One of my visitors was a cambion, the bastard spawn of a human and a demon. One of the others was a trained sorcerer, and a good one. Almost as good as me. With all the sudden energy in the room, I couldn’t get a fix on who was who.
The blond woman flashed her badge.
“Special Agent Harmony Black,” she said, the faint trace of a New England accent lingering at the edges of her clipped words. “FBI. I’ve been looking forward to this meeting for quite some time, Mr. Faust.”
That was when things got complicated.



Two
There’s no council of wizened wizards overseeing the world of magic, no hidden academies where bright-eyed and precocious youths learn the secrets of the unknown. What we do have is a collective desire, as a community, to keep anyone from fucking up our action. One of the first things any fledgling sorcerer is taught? Keep your mouth shut about magic, or someone will shut it for you, probably with a bullet or a corrective curb-stomping. Now that we live in the age of cell phone cameras and worldwide Internet, keeping the hidden world hidden is more important than ever.
It’s no surprise that most working sorcerers are criminals of one stripe or another. The occult underworld and the criminal underworld overlap and mingle in the shadows, far away from the daylight realm of the taxpayers and solid citizens. We do our thing, and they do theirs.
The idea of a sorcerer on the FBI payroll turned my bladder to ice.
Things didn’t get any better from there.
“This is Detective Gary Kemper of the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police,” Agent Black said with a gesture to the goateed man. “And this very large gentleman to my left is Agent Lars Jakobsen of the DEA.”
I leaned back in my chair and whistled, trying to keep my nerves from showing.
“You all came down here just for me? It’s not even my birthday.”
Gary Kemper slammed his palms down on the metal table between us, leaning so close I could smell his cheap aftershave.
“Carl Holt was a friend of mine, you son of a bitch,” he snarled.
I didn’t murder Carl Holt, but to be fair, I had been planning on it. My girlfriend got to him first. She snapped his neck and left him dead on his partner’s kitchen floor. I just burned the house down when she was finished. Nobody should have been able to connect me to that mess, though. Nobody.
“Carl Holt,” I mused, fighting to keep the surprise from my voice. “Oh, I remember him from the news. Wasn’t he that corrupt cop who was killed with his buddy, the Satan-worshipping porno director?”
Gary lunged across the table. I leaned back fast, the front legs of my chair lifting off the floor, and he grabbed the air where my throat used to be.
“Detective!” Harmony snapped. Gary came to his senses and dropped his hands with a mumbled apology. To her, not to me.
I shook my head. “I think you’ve got the wrong room, folks. I’m here for the reckless driving charges. And I wasn’t even driving. How unfair is that?”
“Also threatening a woman with an unlicensed firearm,” Lars said in a rumbling Norwegian-tinged basso, looking amused. “The public relations officer of Carmichael-Sterling Nevada. They’ve had a bad month, with the arson attack on the Silverlode Hotel.”
Telling me he knew I was in on that, too. Except he was also telling me something even more important: they didn’t have any evidence. If they could pin the Holt/Kaufman murders on me or put me on the scene at the Silverlode, I’d already be arraigned.
“It’s okay,” I told him, “they’ve still got another that hasn’t burned down yet.”
Harmony slid the folders across the table, one by one, laying them out but keeping their covers closed.
“You keep interesting company, Mr. Faust,” she said. “Your traveling companion is a highly successful narcotics dealer.”
I held up a finger. “Point of order. She was arrested for marijuana possession twice, growing it once, and all three times the charges were dropped. She’s never seen the inside of a courtroom.”
Harmony’s lips curled into a pert half-smile. “And that, Mr. Faust, is why I call her ‘successful.’”
If Harmony really was the other sorcerer in the room—I still couldn’t sort out the signals, too busy focusing on keeping myself out of prison—she probably knew as well as I did how Jennifer always managed to slip the law. She wasn’t just a purveyor of quality weed; she backed up her operations with some weapons-grade witchcraft.
“She won’t be so lucky this time,” Lars rumbled. “She was driving the vehicle, the unlicensed firearm is hers—”
“The gun is mine,” I said reflexively, not even thinking. She would have done the same for me. If we ended up going down on these bullshit charges, she could do the car time and I could do the gun time. That felt fair.
“Yeah.” Gary nodded. “She said that too, that it was your gun. Said this whole thing was your idea.”
My eyes narrowed to slits. Rookie technique. Make me think Jennifer was in the other room, rolling on me, so I’d do the same to her. One problem: Jennifer was my sister. Not by blood, people like us don’t mark our family lines by blood, but she was my sister. She’d put a noose around her own neck before she’d put one around mine.
I looked at Harmony. Harmony looked at Gary. She knew he’d overreached and blown it. So did Lars. Only Gary himself was too dumb to figure it out. I cleared my throat.
“Agent Black? Maybe you could send this kid back to his mommy and daddy, so we could have an adult conversation?”
“Sure. Let’s have a conversation,” she said, sliding into a chair across from me. “Let’s talk about Nicky Agnelli.”
There it was. The real reason for the whole dog and pony show. I wondered if Nicky had forgotten to pay somebody off, or maybe his lucky streak had just run out. You don’t become the biggest racket boss in Las Vegas without making your fair share of enemies. I should know. Technically I was one of those enemies, though Nicky and I had come to an uneasy ceasefire a few weeks back.
“Nicky?” I said, nonchalant. “He’s an old poker buddy. We don’t see much of each other these days.”
“But you do have a history together,” Harmony said, opening the folders one by one. Crime scene photos. Police reports. Some were my handiwork, some weren’t, but the hits outnumbered the misses. I studied them, shaking my head.
“I’m not sure what these are supposed to mean. Some of these things aren’t even crimes. I mean, this guy here, it says he died of a brain embolism. You can’t think I had anything to do with that.”
“Can’t I?” Harmony asked.
“The only way I could imagine that being so,” I said slowly, holding her gaze, “is if I used, I don’t know…black magic? And we all know magic doesn’t exist.”
“Do we?” she said in the same even tone, her face an expressionless mask.
I offered her my wrists. “Well, if it does, then maybe you’d better arrest me for sorcery in the first degree. Oh, wait. That’s not really a crime, is it?”
My smugness lasted until she opened the final folder.
“Oops,” Harmony said, showing me a candid long-lens shot of me and Caitlin eating at an outdoor cafe. “How did this one get in here?”
I’d made a lot of mistakes in my life, left a lot of wreckage behind me, but Caitlin was the rose in the ruins. We’d walked through fire together. Literally.
“You want to leave her out of this,” I said, my throat tightening up.
“Let me be blunt, Mr. Faust. This is a joint multi-jurisdictional task force investigating the Agnelli crime syndicate. That means we’re researching everyone connected to the syndicate’s operations. Everyone.”
“Your pal Nicky’s going down,” Gary said. “And this time he’s not gonna walk. His days are numbered, get it?”
Lars held up a finger, looking down at me. “But there is still time to join the side of the angels.”
Curious wording. I wondered if the bulky Norwegian was the cambion in the room.
“You want me to rat him out,” I said.
“We want your cooperation.” Harmony’s fingertips drifted over the photograph of Caitlin and me. “Arrangements for your protection can be made, and needless to say, with the help of your testimony, the bureau would have no need to dig into the lives of your…acquaintances.”
Carrot. Stick. At least they weren’t being coy about it. Truth was, I didn’t owe Nicky a damn thing. Less than a month ago, he’d sold Caitlin into slavery and tried to have me killed, collateral damage in a political power play. His scheme went down in flames, but he still came out smelling like roses. Seeing Nicky in an orange jumpsuit would suit me just fine.
Nothing was that simple, though. Half the people I knew worked for Nicky on one level or another, and a lot of them would go down with him. Good people, people I owed loyalty to. Then there was the blowback to think about. I knew the kind of powers he could bring to a fight, because I used to be one of those powers. With Nicky out for payback, I wouldn’t be safe in this world or the next.
“I’ll think about it,” I said, though my mind was already made up.
“Don’t think too long,” Harmony said, putting her hands on her hips. “It’s a limited-time offer. You’re either on our ship or on his. One of those ships is sinking.”
She offered me her business card. No title, no FBI seal, just her name and a phone number in crisp black on cream. I slipped it into my pocket.
My little interview with Nicky’s would-be executioners didn’t make the other charges disappear. That would have been too easy. A uniform marched me to a holding cell, where I spent an hour shooting the breeze with a couple of tatted-up gangbangers who were there on a breaking and entering rap. Surprisingly mellow guys. Nobody had offered me a phone call, or lunch for that matter, and I was weighing my options when the uniform came back to escort me out.
Bentley waited for me in the lobby with his old gray fedora tucked under one arm, looking like a frustrated grandfather who’d been called to get his kid from the principal’s office. The analogy wasn’t all that wrong. Bentley and his partner Corman—they’d been together since the seventies and still acted like newlyweds when they thought nobody was watching—took me in when I was a scared, desperate kid on the run. They were the closest thing I’d ever had to a real father. The monster who raised me didn’t qualify for the name.
I gave the old man a hug and he patted my back, gesturing to the glass doors. “I bailed you both out,” he said. “They processed Jennifer first. She’s outside. Having a bit of a conniption fit.”
“I’ll pay you back.”
“You can pay me back by explaining what happened this morning. Sophia is—” he caught himself, lowering his reedy voice as we walked through the crowded lobby. “Sophia is dead, Daniel.”
“Meadow Brand happened,” I said, holding open the door for him. We walked out into the Las Vegas heat. Jennifer paced back and forth in the parking lot, attacking an unfiltered cigarette and muttering to herself. The sunlight caught the metallic sheen of her tattooed arm, glinting off a rose-petal-wreathed image of Elvis as the Gautama Buddha. She saw us coming, snubbed her cigarette out under her bootheel, and stalked toward us like an angry lioness.
“Sugar, what the fuck just happened back there?” she snapped at me. “I don’t pay Nicky Agnelli three grand a month to butter my biscuits. He’s supposed to make sure I don’t get hauled into interrogation rooms. He sure as hell doesn’t do anything else to make my life easier. ‘Protection,’ my sweet ass.”
“Perhaps,” Bentley offered, “instead of discussing this in a public parking lot, we could all get into my car now. I’ve no great love of police stations, and I’m sure you share my sentiments on the matter.”
We piled into Bentley’s old silver Caddy and cranked the air conditioning. I was just happy to breathe free air again. I wondered how much longer I had to enjoy it.



Three
“They’re fishing,” I told Jennifer for the fifth time. Bentley’s car cruised through traffic, sleek and anonymous.
“They know more than they oughta,” she snapped. “And did you catch the smell on ’em?”
“Yeah. One magician, a good one, and one cambion. I’m pretty sure Agent Black’s one of our breed. She hinted around the edges at it. If she’s not a sorcerer, she’s more clued-in than she has any right to be. Which one did you take as the cambion?”
“The Norwegian,” she said. “He had that lumpy look, like his bones didn’t grow quite right.”
Bentley drove in silence. He gripped the wheel hard enough to turn his already pale hands fish-belly white. I suddenly understood why, and I felt like a grade-A bastard. In all the confusion and fear and mess of the morning, I’d lost sight of the real tragedy.
“We…didn’t know her that well,” I said, not sure if I should even bring Sophia up. I wanted to console him. I didn’t know how.
He didn’t answer for a couple minutes.
“She was different,” he finally said. “Twenty years ago. Sophia wasn’t always…sick. I know you’d only seen her at the Garden once or twice, but back in the nineties, she could close the place down. The three of us: me, Corman, and Sophia. Last of the old school. Then her mind began to falter. The hallucinations started, the delusions. We tried to get her help, but she’d never stay on the pills for long.”
“Bentley—” Jennifer started to say, but he silenced her with a shake of his head.
“I could only watch her fall apart for so long. Only spoke to her a handful of times in the past couple of years. Sent her some cash envelopes, anonymously. I failed her as a friend. I admit that. But Sophia was my friend.”
A thin tear trickled down his weathered cheek. I put my hand on his shoulder.
“Why did Brand kill her?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Sophia never did anything to hurt anyone. She couldn’t. She was helpless and alone. Why did she have to kill her?”
He’d answered his own question. Because she was helpless and alone. Because Meadow Brand was a psychopath, every bit as crazy as Sophia but with the meanness of a rattlesnake and a mind for murder. Because she could. Those were the only reasons we were going to get, and none of them were good enough.
“The whole thing was a setup,” I said. “From the arrest to the task force showing up. Orchestrated from the start. Don’t forget: when we took down Lauren Carmichael’s operation at the Silverlode, Nicky backed us up. He worked for Lauren, and then he turned on her. I don’t think she’s the kind of person to forgive that, and Meadow Brand is Lauren’s bulldog.”
“You really think she’s got that kind of pull?” Jennifer said.
“I know Carmichael-Sterling’s investing a couple hundred million into their Vegas projects. That’s got to buy you a senator or two. Someone with the juice to get the ball rolling on a real investigation, the kind Nicky can’t buy off or scare away. I don’t think Agent Black knows who’s pulling her strings. She came across like a straight shooter. Crusader for justice and all that.”
“Better for us if she was corrupt.” Jennifer slouched sullenly in the backseat. “I can deal with corrupt. All right, so how much trouble do you think we’re in?”
“They can’t prove a thing,” I said. “If they could, they’d have charged us and then offered a life preserver. If Nicky goes down, though, and he rolls on everybody to get a better deal for himself, which you know he will…”
“Maybe it’s time,” Jennifer said slowly, choosing each word with caution, “we did something about our Nicky problem.”
The three of us rode in silence. Bentley tried to pretend he hadn’t just heard Jennifer call for the head of the most powerful man in Las Vegas. I tried to figure out a way to talk her down from that ledge.
“We don’t have a Nicky problem,” I said. “We have a Carmichael-Sterling problem. Lauren Carmichael and Meadow Brand are all that’s left of their little cult. It’s why they’re playing games like this, sending the law after us, instead of risking a head-on fight. We need to shut them down. Permanently.”
“I would like to be involved in that,” Bentley said softly, staring at the road.
“I hate to raise the issue,” I said, “but Sophia’s house—”
Bentley nodded. “Corman and I will arrange it.”
A death in our community means making sure nothing remains to betray our secrets. No grimoires or journals, no cursed relics or magic wands, everything has to vanish. It’s the equivalent of erasing the porn on a dead friend’s computer before his mom sees it, but the stakes are a little higher. Unofficially, it’s a chance for friends to come together, reminisce, and swap stories about the old times while stealing off with the lingering secret remnants of your life.
We call it a locust job.
• • •
Bentley dropped me off at the Taipei Tower’s valet driveway. I stood in the glittering skyscraper’s shadow, checking my watch and taking a deep breath. I was beyond late. Past the automatic glass doors polished to a glossy sheen, I strode across a carpet decorated with crimson chrysanthemums on my way to the elevators.
Kensho Bistro is on the third floor. Kensho means “an enlightening experience,” and the food arguably qualifies. The restaurant is a span of warm pale browns and sienna, lit by round chandeliers sheathed in white paneling. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw Caitlin at a window-table, along with another couple. It looked like they’d barely started eating. Good sign.
She rose as I scurried over, her scarlet hair in a twist at one pale shoulder, wearing a silk jersey dress that could have come straight from a Paris runway.
“I am so sorry—” I started to say, but she took my hand and shook her head, moving close.
“Jennifer called me while she was waiting for them to release you,” she murmured, her voice tinged with a Scottish burr. “We’ll discuss that later. Company now.”
The woman on the other side of the table looked like a Hollywood actress trying to play the role of a suburban soccer mom. Just a little too perfect, too precise and controlled, to be real. She also glowed like a black diamond in my mind’s eye, the same way Caitlin did. When she took my hand to shake it, her skin was smooth as glass.
“Emma Loomis,” she said with a smile. “So. The mysterious Daniel Faust. Everyone’s been talking about you at the office.”
“Hopefully nothing too terrible,” I said.
“Oh, I don’t know, you look like you could be a dangerous distraction.”
She held my hand a little too long, until Caitlin discreetly cleared her throat. The man next to her looked as awkward as I felt. He was a stocky guy, maybe in his early forties, with a goatee going silver at the edges.
“Ben,” he said, offering his hand. If Caitlin and Emma’s auras drenched the room in power like a pair of magical hurricanes, Ben was mild humidity. Still, he had a friendly smile and a firm grip that had me liking him already.
“Oh,” Caitlin said, “and you also haven’t met Melanie, Emma and Ben’s daughter.”
I didn’t need a codebook to unravel that message. I had most definitely crossed paths with the blue-haired teenage punk seated across from me. When a pack of feral cambion kidnapped me a few weeks back, she was the voice of reason in the gang and kept me alive long enough for Caitlin to come to the rescue. I gathered that Caitlin had given her a pass, and Melanie’s folks didn’t know about her little walk on the wild side. We gave each other a nod in mutual silent understanding.
There was a modern family for you. Demon mom, human dad, cambion kid. Just like Caitlin and me, minus the kid and the wedding rings. Wasn’t sure how I felt about that.
“So, you work with Caitlin?” I asked Emma, after taking a quick glance around to make sure there weren’t any other diners seated within earshot.
“She’s the muscle, I’m the money,” Emma said, drawing a sniff of derision from Caitlin. Emma slid a possessive arm around Ben’s shoulder. “With the help of the world’s greatest accountant, of course.”
Ben chuckled and sipped from his glass of water. “You keep making it, I’ll keep counting it. How about you, Dan? What do you do for a living?”
Well, Ben, until recently I was a hired wand for the biggest gang boss in Las Vegas, but we had a falling-out, so mostly I just run short cons and sometimes busk on Fremont Street doing sleight-of-hand tricks for spare change. I guess you could say I’m sort of a criminal bum.
“I’m between jobs right now,” I told him. “The economy being what it is.”
“I hear you, I hear you. Hey, you don’t have any financial background, do you?”
“I robbed a bank once,” I said, and Caitlin kicked my shin under the table. To their credit, Emma and Ben favored me with polite chuckles. Melanie smirked. I liked the kid.
“Daniel is too modest,” Caitlin said. “He’s helping me with a side project. Hound business.”
The courts of hell had been at each other’s throats for centuries, a bottomless nest of backstabbing and intrigue that made the Cold War look like a playground slap fight. Our particular chunk of Earth was claimed by a chess-playing hard case named Prince Sitri. According to Caitlin, he’d been on the throne since Hannibal discovered elephants, and he was so slippery he would orchestrate assassination plots against himself when he got bored, just to keep his wits sharp.
Caitlin was his hound. In other words, enforcer, sheriff, diplomat, and executioner when she had to be. Thankless job, if you ask me, but she was scary-good at it.
“Ooh, sounds secret,” Emma teased.
“Need-to-know basis,” Caitlin said.
A waiter glided over and set a tray down in front of me. Freshly cooked prawns glistened on a bed of greens and tickled my nose with a rich, spicy swirl of aromas.
“You were late,” Caitlin said, “so I ordered for you. Tiger prawns in wasabi aioli sauce. Careful, it’s hot.”
“I hate it when you do that,” I said, though I couldn’t point out a single time when her habit of ordering for me in restaurants had resulted in a bad meal.
“She did it to us, too,” Melanie muttered.
Ben studied a forkful of steaming rice. “But it’s really good.”
“I know what people like,” Caitlin said. “It’s a gift. So, Emma. Where are we on the ranch project?”
“We’re signing tomorrow. Things couldn’t be running any more smoothly.”
“Ranch project?” I asked.
Emma beamed at me. “It’s a coup.”
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“What kind of coup, exactly?” I asked, though part of me thought I might be happier not knowing. Damn my curiosity.
“The metaphorical kind,” Caitlin said, “but brilliant nonetheless.”
“Thank you, dear heart,” Emma turned back to me. “I’m sure you know that our prince has a more liberal policy on the cambion than some of our closest neighbors. Well, things have escalated. The Court of Night-Blooming Flowers issued an…order.”
She cast a hesitant glance at Melanie. The teenager sighed.
“I know what a pogrom is, Mom. You can say it. They’re killing everybody who’s a halfblood. Like me.”
Emma’s smile faded. I wondered how many miles away marked the line where her daughter would be murdered on sight. I wondered what I’d do, if I were in her shoes and saw that line creeping closer by the day.
“Prince Sitri,” Caitlin said, “in his eternal benevolence, has opened his arms. Any cambion who can reach our declared borders under their own power has a promise of haven. We won’t help them escape the Flowers’ territory—that would be an act of war—but we won’t turn anyone away.”
“We received fifteen new arrivals last week,” Emma said. “Half of them hadn’t eaten or slept in days. I expect another fifteen or twenty before this is all over. We needed a solution, especially for the…borderline ferals. Someplace they could work, be rehabilitated, and serve the court’s interests in peace.”
She tapped her iPhone and showed me the screen. An aerial photograph looked down over a sprawling, dusty desert ranch. I half expected to see a tumbleweed rolling down the main thoroughfare, or maybe a couple of cowboys out for a high noon showdown.
“The Silk Ranch. Four hundred miles into the desert. No neighbors until you hit Carson City.”
I squinted at the photograph. “Wait, isn’t that a brothel?”
Emma nodded. “An extremely profitable one. The current owner’s absolutely desperate to sell, though, and he’s giving it to us for a song.”
“Oh?” I said. “How’d you manage that?”
She favored me with a sly, indulgent smile, like a cat who’d stumbled upon a saucer of cream. “We of the Choir of Envy are consummate negotiators, Daniel. When we see something we want, we take it.”
Her hand tightened on Ben’s shoulder.
“We’ll find work for suitable candidates on the grounds,” she said. “It’s not all sex work, of course. Any business of that size needs support and grounds staff—”
“Gee, Mom.” Melanie’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Can I get a summer job there? I’ll be the best jizz-mopper ever!”
“Melanie!” Emma snapped. I quickly shoved a forkful of prawn in my mouth, trying to keep myself from laughing, but I couldn’t hold a straight face. Melanie grinned at me, sensing a kindred spirit at the table.
“Language,” Caitlin told Melanie, then looked sidelong at me and muttered, “Don’t encourage her.”
“The end result,” Emma said, still glaring at her daughter, “will be a sleek, efficient machine: dependable cash flow for our regional operations, a safe haven for our new refugees, and extra space on the grounds for special projects. The current staff will be replaced or made use of, depending on their potential.”
“Made use of?” I asked.
“Made use of,” she said.
• • •
We ate and we lingered until the small talk ran out, and Ben said he had to get back to the office. I noted, as Emma ushered her family out the door, that she left us to pay the entire check.
“Happens every time,” Caitlin said. “Can you come upstairs for a bit? Do you have to leave?”
There was something in her eyes, a tiredness that made me worry. I took her hand and we walked though the hotel together, on our way to the elevators.
“Out of curiosity,” I said, “was she hitting on me?”
“Of course she was. You’re mine. Choir of Envy, Daniel. The only thing she likes more than having new things is taking them away from other people.”
“Ben must be a very patient man.”
She gave me a faint smile as she pushed the call button.
“Ben’s a devoted father. It doesn’t matter what Emma does. He stays for Melanie. Thanks for not mentioning her little adventure, by the way. I think she already learned her lesson.”
“Eh, she’s a good kid,” I said with a shrug. We got onto the elevator, and as soon as the doors closed, leaving us alone in the cage, she slumped against the mahogany walls and closed her eyes.
“Hey.” I touched her arm. “You okay?”
“I’m just tired, Daniel. That lunch is the first real meal I’ve had since our dinner two nights ago. I’ve been working around the clock. As it turns out, Emma’s wonderful plan is neither as smooth nor as carefree as she’d like to spin it. Of course, she doesn’t have to do the hard work either. The refugees are…a problem.”
“What, are they ferals, like the ones that jumped me?”
The elevator chimed and the doors rumbled open on the fifty-sixth floor.
“Worse,” she said, leading me to her door. “Potentially, they’re zealots.”
Caitlin’s penthouse could have been featured in a music video from the eighties. In fact, I think it might have been. In her living room, an original Nagel painting looked out over an expanse of polished hardwood, black leather, and chrome, all cast in the glow of track lights. I sat Caitlin down on the plush sofa and stepped into the kitchen, picking out a light chardonnay from a stainless steel wine rack. I came back with a pair of glasses, pausing by the stereo to put on her favorite Howard Jones album.
“You’re not working now,” I told her, pouring out a glass of the pale white wine and handing it to her. “You need to relax, and I’m not leaving until you do.”
She gave me a half smile, clinking her glass against mine and taking a sip. “What’d I do to deserve you, hmm?”
“Something terrible, probably. Here, turn around.”
“Why?”
I motioned for her to turn and knelt up on the sofa. She closed her eyes and exhaled slowly as I kneaded her shoulders. Her muscles felt like steel cables under my fingers, gradually yielding to the massage.
“I shouldn’t let you distract me like this,” she murmured. “I’ve got too much work to do.”
“Consider it a briefing. Tell me about these zealots.”
“The pogrom in the Midwest wasn’t a random act of cruelty. There’s a subculture among the cambion, a cancer calling itself the Redemption Choir. Even their name is a calculated mockery of our traditions. Instead of seeing themselves as halfway to perfection, they believe themselves to be humans with a horrible curse. They actually want to be freed of their demonic heritage. Self-loathing and miserable, the lot of them.”
I let the “perfection” comment slide. I slid my hands down to her upper back, kneading in slow, circular motions. She leaned forward and groaned with pleasure.
“You’re good at that,” she said.
“So they want to be human. Is that even possible?”
“No. So they take out their frustration on any ‘spawn of evil’ they can find. And they like explosions.”
“Cambion terrorists,” I said.
“Cambion terrorists who tried setting up their headquarters in Saint Louis, square in the heart of the Court of Night-Blooming Flowers’ territory. Hence the purge. Only a tiny minority of cambion belong to the Redemption Choir, but slaughtering them all is an easy way to root out the problem. Now we’ve got a steady stream of refugees making their way west, and there will be Choir members hidden in their ranks.”
“So why doesn’t Sitri close the borders? Say ‘thanks but no thanks’?”
“My prince has his plans. He always does.”
I wasn’t so sure. Just a couple of weeks ago, Sitri had gotten caught with his pants down and would have been taken out in a coup—not to mention triggering the end of the world—if Caitlin, me, and my friends hadn’t been there to stop it. Now he was sponsoring an amnesty program guaranteed to bring bomb-throwing trouble into his own backyard. For a player who was always supposed to be ten moves ahead, he didn’t seem to be on top of his game lately.
I didn’t say any of this out loud, though. Caitlin would get twitchy when people badmouthed the guy.
“Every one of the refugees has to be vetted, investigated, and documented,” she said. “Tracked and monitored. Every one of them. Worse, there’s a spoiler in the mix. The Flowers have a favored agent, a spy and saboteur of legendary skill. All we know is the agent’s pseudonym: Pinfeather. Could be a man or a woman, or both with the right magic. According to our mole inside the Flowers, he, or she, is here.”
“Let me guess. He’s backing the Redemption Choir. Force them to move into enemy territory, then slip them the support they need to give Sitri a big black eye. Slick move.”
“Exactly. That’s my theory, anyway. So I’m hunting a spy notorious for being un-huntable. Now tell me about this morning. Jennifer gave me the broad sketches over the phone. How much trouble are you in?”
“If they actually go through with the charges from our little car chase, not much. Worst-case scenario, I do maybe a month or two in county—”
“Absolutely not,” she said, her shoulders tensing under my hands. “I forbid it.”
“It’s soft time, sweetheart. Least of our problems right now. The FBI stepping in, that’s a different story, and it’s got Lauren Carmichael’s fingerprints all over it. She’s feeding the feds information, probably got the whole ball rolling. I think she’s running scared. She doesn’t dare come after us head-on, not now.”
“We did,” Caitlin said with a faint murmur of pleasure, “slaughter most of her associates.”
“This feels like a delaying tactic. Keep us off-balance and dealing with the law while she regroups. We’ve got to take care of her and that psycho Brand before she does. Which is why, if these charges go forward, I’m not asking for a plea bargain.”
Caitlin jerked away, turning on the sofa to face me directly. Her brow furrowed.
“What? Why not? You were caught red-handed, Daniel. If it goes to court, you’ll be found guilty. You and Jennifer chased that woman up and down the interstate and waved a gun at her, for mercy’s sake. There were witnesses.”
I picked up my wine glass and clinked it against hers.
“Because I have the legal right to face my accuser. If Meadow Brand thinks she can stall us by getting me tossed in jail, she has to come to court and testify.”
Caitlin slowly smiled, looking impish as she realized where I was going with this.
“And we’ll have someone waiting for her at every door and window,” she said.
“That’s a bingo. I’ll happily spend a few weeks behind bars, if it means paving the way for a shot at Brand.”
“Not bad, not bad, but I have a better idea. How about we kill her before your trial date, and I find you and Jennifer a very good lawyer?”
“You know any?”
She arched one eyebrow, incredulous, and tilted her head.
“Daniel? Did you forget who I work for?”
In retrospect, it was a dumb question on my part.
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I got another glass of chardonnay into Caitlin, eased her onto her stomach so I could keep rubbing her back, and slipped out the door when she started snoring. Mission accomplished. Considering Caitlin only needed a couple hours’ rest a night—she’d said it was more like meditation than how a human sleeps—I couldn’t imagine how hard she must have been pushing herself.
She’d probably be pissed when she woke up and realized I’d tricked her into taking a nap, but I’d face the consequences later. Right now, with the sun slowly setting over the red mountains in the distance and Las Vegas waking up from its hot slumber, I had moves to make.
Vegas loves a winner and hates a loser. As long as you’re flush with cash, this town will treat you like a king while it milks you for every last cent. Once your pockets are empty, though, the ride jerks to a stop like the yank of a hangman’s noose. Tonight I wasn’t headed for the neon triumph of the Strip or the raw chaos of Fremont Street, but a run-down road about four blocks from the action. Close enough to see the glitz, the electric glow cast against the darkening sky, but too far to touch.
St. Jude’s had a neon sign of its own, a crimson cross dangling from a rusted sconce over the beaten front doors. The place was a dance hall back in the sixties. Now the parquet floor was lined with cafeteria tables and volunteers serving up food from secondhand pots and plastic trays. I walked into the cavernous room, my eyes adjusting to the dim electric light, and made my way through a crowd of the lost and the destitute.
I was always surprised by how few of the regulars looked like shaggy bums. Most of them could have been me, could have been anybody. Just ordinary folks, some of them wrestling with demons, some of them fresh off a twelve-hour workday, coming to St. Jude’s for a hot meal because they still couldn’t scrape enough up enough cash to buy groceries and keep a roof over their heads. I stepped to the end of the serving line, but I didn’t pick up a tray.
Pixie was up ahead, scooping up ladles of instant mashed potatoes from a bottomless pot. She was twentysomething, thin as a razor, and her feathered hair was dyed scarlet with streaks of icy white—I think that was how she got her nickname. That or the fairy wings tattooed across her shoulder blades. When she saw me, one eyebrow twitched behind her clunky black-framed hipster glasses.
“Faust,” she said, looking like she’d just found something stuck to her shoe.
“Bad time?” I asked. She sighed and shook her head, waving over one of the other volunteers and handing him the ladle. I followed her around to the far end of the serving line, and we grabbed a seat at the edge of an open table.
“You’ve been drinking,” she said. “I smell wine on your breath.”
“Good nose. But only one glass, and it was for a good cause. What, should I have brought you a bottle?”
Pixie held up the back of her hand, showing me an X drawn in black sharpie.
“Faust, do you even know what ‘straight edge’ means?”
“Deeply unsatisfied?”
She got up to leave.
“Hey, c’mon,” I said. “I’m sorry. Please, sit down. Tell me what you’ve dug up.”
She dropped back onto the bench with a heavy sigh. “Nothing. Less than nothing. I’d divide nothing by zero, but that could cause the universe to crash. Carmichael-Sterling Nevada doesn’t have a firewall; it has a godwall. Their network is protected by key fobs using forty-bit rolling codes, their ports have password encryption that makes the NSA look like AOL—”
“Pix?” I said. “Pretend for a second that I’m not a hacker.”
“I’m a jobber in a tag-team cage match against John Cena and The Rock. My partner just got laid out cold with a folding chair, and the referee is looking the other way.”
“Still losing me, but closer to my wheelhouse. You’re saying it can’t be done?”
“It can’t be done with this equipment. My laptop’s a beast. I built it myself, but there’s a limit to what I can brute-force. We have to get in there. Boots on the ground.”
That was the answer I was afraid of. Pixie was a friend-of-a-friend from years back, through a heister I knew when I worked for Nicky Agnelli. When she wasn’t feeding the hungry and protesting for social justice, she was one of the best mercenary hackers in the business. She already had a beef with Lauren Carmichael, since the Enclave—Lauren’s grand ambition, a resort that would make the rest of the Vegas Strip look like a beggar’s slum in Calcutta—was going to wreak environmental horror on our already-strained ecosystem.
What I knew that Pixie didn’t, and my own reason for wanting to take the Enclave down, was that it wasn’t really a resort. I didn’t know what it was, exactly, but I’d seen blueprints with deliberate dead ends, stairways to nowhere, and zigzagging hallways that looked like the outlines of magical glyphs.
Whatever Lauren was planning, it was an occult operation on a massive scale. Her architect, a man named Tony Vance, had told me that Lauren and her cabal were the good guys. That they were going to save the world.
I kicked Tony off the edge of a building the night he drowned his own daughter in a bathtub. Whatever Lauren’s master plan was, it was no definition of “good” I was familiar with.
Killing Tony hadn’t slowed the construction down any. Now I was exploring other options. I couldn’t worm my way into Lauren’s little fiefdom, but I had a would-be Robin Hood who shared my agenda.
“By ‘in there,’ you mean…” I dreaded the answer.
“Inside the Carmichael-Sterling offices. All I need to do is get to a router closet and put a tap on their lines. Crack them open from the inside out. Easy-peasy.”
“Not happening.”
“I’m not new at this game,” Pixie said, frowning. “This better not be some protect-the-poor-innocent-girl shit, Faust. I’ve social-engineered my way into way scarier places than a real-estate development company.”
I shook my head. “They’re bigger than you think. What are our other options? There’s got to be another way.”
“Not if you want access. I can’t do this from the outside. And if I can’t, you won’t find anybody in the business who can.”
My phone rang. Cait, the screen read. Probably calling to read me the riot act for letting her sleep. I fished out a couple of rumpled fifties from my pocket and pressed them into Pixie’s hand.
“Here. For your work today. Give me tonight to think it over, and we’ll decide tomorrow.”
“Your donation is appreciated,” she said, getting up and walking back to the soup line.
I cupped my hand over my other ear to drown out the din of the crowded hall as I answered the phone. “Hey hon,” I started to say, “sorry about the—”
“You need to get down here,” she said. “Now. Ten minutes ago. And wear something nice.”
“Wait, what? What’s up?”
Ronald Reagan once said the nine scariest words in the English language were, “I’m from the government and I’m here to help.” In one fell swoop, Caitlin beat that with six of her own.
“Prince Sitri wants to meet you.”
• • •
It wasn’t every day that I was summoned to an audience with a creature older than Rome, who could probably burn me to ashes just by thinking about it. I wore my nice jacket and a deep purple tie.
Winter didn’t look much like a nightclub from the outside. It was nestled between tourist traps on the north end of the Strip with only a small brass sign and a slim blue neon arrow to point the way down a short flight of steps to the door. There was a line out front every night of the week, though, snaking down the block and around the corner. I’d never been there. I wasn’t much for nightclubs, and besides, I knew who owned this one.
Caitlin met me at the sidewalk, dressed to kill in a black dress with one flared lace shoulder. She pulled me into an embrace that nearly lifted me off my feet.
“Aren’t you excited?” she said, beaming.
More like scared shitless, but I put on my best smile for her.
“I’d feel better if I knew what this was about,” I said as she took my arm and led me past the line, up to a pair of bouncers in wraparound shades.
“Isn’t it obvious? That whole business with the Etruscan Box. You stopped Lauren from opening it, you saved the day, and more importantly, you saved my prince. He wants to commend you. Perhaps even reward you.”
I could do without getting any presents from a demon prince. There was no such thing as “no strings attached” in Sitri’s world. Still, I stayed close to Caitlin as the bouncers lifted the velvet rope for us without a word. Beyond the black doors, a whirlwind of light and teeth-rattling bass washed over us. Ice white and sapphire blue were the colors of the night, while fractals in emerald and gold exploded over wall-mounted LCD displays. Even without the crowd, churning and writhing under the hot lights, it would have been pure sensory overload.
We walked down a broad, curving staircase. Below, a bar coated in onyx tiles curved around the packed dance floor. Caitlin said something I couldn’t hear, and I leaned closer.
“—DJ just got back from a tour in Japan!” she shouted. “We poached him from the Regal!”
I bobbed my head, my feet moving to the beat despite my curmudgeonly efforts to resist. Caitlin led me down a side corridor lit in cool blue, the colors gradually growing thicker, darker, as we turned one corner and then another. As the throbbing beat grew fainter, the chaos slipping away, a cold and sterile order took hold. The back of my neck tensed.
Bathed in blue light, a man in a full-face gas mask and black leather overalls stood by a steel door at the end of the hall. I couldn’t make out his eyes behind the tinted lenses. He held as still as a statue. The wash of color mirrored the light show sparking in my psychic senses. The entire club was steeped in magical radiation, thick and dark.
“He’s my guest,” Caitlin told the man, nodding at me.
He turned toward a keypad discreetly set into the wall. That was when I noticed the machete dangling from his belt, flecked with what I hoped was dry rust. Caitlin reached out, her arm fast as a biting snake, and grabbed him by the chin of his mask. She forced his head toward me.
“Mark his face,” she told him. “He has the liberty of this place, should he ever come without me. If you forget, I shall be irritated.”
She let him go. The man let out a raspy groan behind the mask, murmuring words I couldn’t make out, and bowed his head as he keyed in a six-digit combination. The metal door rattled, then slid open. Caitlin smiled merrily and took my hand. Together we descended into the depths of Winter.
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The club under the club swam in a sea of black—black velvet and black leather—lit here and there by golden sprays of neon. The builders had designed it for maximum shadow, and the music—now just a faint echo from above, nothing but the steady thump-thump-thump of the nightclub’s heartbeat—made me feel like I could have been a million miles underground. I thought of a beehive. Not one large room but chamber after chamber, hiving off from the gallery hall, stretching who knew how far into the darkness.
The crack of a whip and a shrill, sharp cry set my teeth on edge. My gaze darted left and right, the acoustics impossible to track in these honeycombed rooms, and Caitlin rested her hand on the small of my back.
“Be at ease, my knight in tarnished armor,” she said. “No one is being hurt here. Not anyone who doesn’t desire it, at any rate. Just a playground, nothing more.”
“Well now, this is a pleasant surprise.” Emma emerged from the darkness. Backlit in gold, she wore a laced leather corset that ended in a flowing silk skirt. Golden bangles matching the color of the neon light adorned one arm. Something told me, given how pleased with herself she looked, that she was anything but surprised.
“We’ve been summoned to the Conduit,” Caitlin said, curling her arm around my waist. “We.”
“Oh,” Emma said. “Well, I’m sure it’s nothing too terrible. Come find me when you’re done? I’m doing a corset-piercing demonstration, and I’d love volunteers.”
Caitlin tapped her bottom lip with her fingernail. “Why don’t you use April? Oh, right, she was on Isaac’s leash, last time I saw her.”
Emma’s hands clenched at her sides.
“She what?”
“Oh, mm-hmm,” Caitlin said, nodding innocently. “I just saw the two of them around here somewhere. She was wearing his collar. Looked deliriously happy.”
“I—” Emma started to say, then shook her head. “I will kill him. I will kill him.”
Caitlin gave a little wave as Emma stomped off into the honeycomb maze. “Ta, dear. Do say hello for me.”
I blurted out a laugh and pulled her close. A spark stung my lips as we kissed. I tasted the faint flavor of strawberries.
“She hates it when people play with her toys,” Caitlin murmured into my ear, stroking the back of my neck with her fingernails.
“You are so—” I paused. I was going to say “evil.” I meant it as a dry compliment, but the word brought me flying a little close to the reality I tried not to spend too much time thinking about.
When dating an agent of hell, moral issues got a little fuzzy around the edges. Caitlin was the love of my life. She was smart, charming, kind when she wanted to be…and if her people got their way, humanity as we knew it would be doomed. So we joked around it. We left the heavy stuff in the corner and met in the middle, in that shadowy gray ground we both knew so well.
I was no angel myself, after all, but sometimes I wondered just how far this relationship could go. I thought I was hoping she would change. I thought she was hoping I would. We were stubborn that way.
“What were you going to say?” she said, pulling back to look in my eyes.
“Beautiful,” I told her, and we kissed one more time.
The door at the end of the gallery didn’t have a guard. Just another keypad, its numbers glowing a serene blue. I watched as she tapped in the code.
“Six-six-six?” I tilted my head at her as the door slid wide, revealing another stairwell. “Seriously?”
“It’s a joke,” she said, mock-pouting at me. “Anyone who goes downstairs and doesn’t belong there won’t ever be coming back up again, so we’re not exactly worried about intruders.”
That thought did little to reassure me as we descended the stairs. The air down here was humid, musty, carrying the faint, strange scent of spiced and dried oranges. Four pillars of stone held up the ceiling, and a single candlestick made of serpent-scaled brass, about four feet tall, stood in the heart of the chamber. Someone had already come down before us to light the pillar candle, but it barely shed enough light to see the outer walls of the room or much of anything beyond the thick, shivering shadows.
At the foot of the stairs, Caitlin took my hand. Her fingers curled around mine, warm and firm, as she looked in my eyes.
“You’re nervous,” she said. “That’s understandable. Whatever happens here, Daniel, I will keep you safe.”
There was something else. I could tell when she was holding back.
“What is it?” I said.
“I want you,” she said, frowning, like a foreigner who had reached the limits of her English and couldn’t quite find the right words. “Do you understand? I…I want you.”
I reached out and touched her cheek.
“I love you too,” I said for the first time.
She pulled me into her arms, and we both pretended it was too dark to see the wetness in each other’s eyes.
Chains rattled in the darkness. Caitlin pulled away, letting go. “It’s coming,” she whispered.
First came the stench. It smelled like day-old roadkill on a summer highway, a maggot-pregnant corpse rotting in the heat. My stomach clenched in sudden revolt. Then, one slow limping footstep at a time, the Conduit shambled out of the shadows.
Whatever—whoever—it had once been, the hands of hell had twisted the man into something that turned my bladder to ice. The Conduit’s face was a mass of old burns, its eyes buried under scar tissue and his features obliterated save for its untouched mouth. Skeletally thin, it wore long robes of emerald silk that trailed behind it, finely tailored but caked with dried excrement. Chains trailed behind it as well, thick trails of solid gold that dragged on the flagstone floor.
They hadn’t shackled it. They’d cut out the middleman and simply pierced the bones of its frail wrists and ankles with the chains’ final links.
“Fear me,” the Conduit rasped in a reedy voice. “For I only speak the truth.”
“Why should we fear the truth?” I asked.
“Spoken,” it said, his sightless head swiveling my way, “like someone who doesn’t hear it very often.”
“We would hear the prince’s words,” Caitlin said. She held her hands out before her, palms up and fingers curled oddly, then lowered them again. A ritual gesture in an unfamiliar faith.
“And he would have you hear them. Daniel Faust, you are known to our prince.”
Caitlin took my hand. I nodded.
“He names you,” the Conduit said, “his enemy.”
Her fingers clenched.
“Excuse me?” I said. Not the most eloquent response, but I’d just been delivered a punch in the gut when I was expecting a box of chocolates.
The Conduit paused, its head tilted, listening to a voice we couldn’t hear.
“You have worked against us in the past,” the Conduit rasped. “Performed exorcisms for coin. Banished the prince’s lesser minions in the service of your personal greed.”
I shook my head. “Maybe you aren’t up on current events, pal, but I just saved your boss’s ass and the throne that ass sits in—”
“Daniel,” Caitlin said, a warning edge in her voice.
The Conduit let out a slithering, hissing cough. It took me a second to realize the creature was chuckling.
“Your service is noted, Daniel Faust, but it does not outweigh your insults, intended or not. You are not an appropriate companion for the prince’s hound. It would lead to speculations. Questions. Loose speech and whispers of disloyalty.”
“No.” Caitlin squeezed my hand hard enough to make my eyes water. Her voice was raw, straining with a fury barely under control. “No. My loyalty is unquestionable. My loyalty has been proven time and time again, as has my service. I have earned the right to choose my own consort. I have earned it with blood, and with tears, and with—”
The Conduit held up one hand, its chains rattling.
“And your prince recognizes your hard work, and he will happily reward you with your choice of gifts. But not this one. You are henceforth forbidden to associate with this man. Unless…unless the Faust were to perform a service for us. A proof of faithfulness, to show his good intentions.”
I’d been down this road before. Cops, gangsters, or the lords of hell, it’s always the same song and dance. “Do my dirty work, or I’ll take away everything you care about.” I was getting pretty goddamned sick of this game, but with Caitlin in the balance there was only one way to play it.
“Name it,” I snapped.
“There is a local priest,” the Conduit said, “named Maximilian Alvarez. A recent transplant to his new parish, he is already beloved by his congregation and by all accounts a good and noble man. The prince would like you to murder him.”
“What’s he done?”
The Conduit smiled. “Nothing. Nothing at all. He is the model of an innocent soul. Nonetheless, for reasons of his own, Prince Sitri would like this man dead. And he would like you to do it. Don’t ask why. Just kill the priest.”
“I’m nobody’s hit man,” I said. “And I’ve never pulled the trigger on anybody without a damn good reason.”
The Conduit’s mutilated face turned from me to Caitlin and back again.
“Kill this man,” it said, “and the two of you can be together. Is that not a good enough reason?”
I didn’t have anything to say to that.
Caitlin let go of my hand. It fell and hung there, limp and useless at my side. I didn’t have the strength to curl it into a fist.
“I only speak the truth,” the Conduit said and stepped back into the darkness. The shadows swallowed it whole, leaving nothing but the fading stench of roadkill and the distant rattling of golden chains.
I knew someday Caitlin and I might hit a breaking point, something that was an inch too far for one of us to take. I just didn’t think it’d be tonight. I wasn’t one of the good guys. I’d stolen, lied, swindled, and yeah, I’d left a few cold bodies in my wake, but there were things I’d do and things I wouldn’t. It wasn’t a code of honor, nothing so romantic, just some basic rules that kept what was left of my tattered conscience from eating me alive. I’d never killed anyone who didn’t have it coming, and I wasn’t starting tonight.
She knew it, too. Caitlin stared into the candle’s flickering flame, looking lost. We grappled for words, but she was the first to finally speak.
“He’s making a point,” she said.
“He’s full of shit, is what he is.” She glared at me, but I didn’t care. I was too angry to play nice. “He’s fucking with us, Cait. Making us dance like puppets just because he can. Now me? I expect that shit, but you deserve better. You work your fingers to the fucking bone for that asshole, and you deserve better.”
“Daniel,” she said softly, “if my prince gave me the order, to slay that priest, do you know what I would say?”
I shook my head.
“I would ask how painful the death should be, and how the corpse should be displayed. I don’t care that he’s innocent. When it’s a matter of serving my prince, my court, my people, I simply. Do. Not. Care. That’s who I am. You do care. You’re a crusader at heart, much as you try to bury it in bitterness, and your wrath is reserved for the deserving. You could push yourself to do this thing, for our sake, but you’d hate yourself afterward and always. That’s who you are. He’s making a point.”
She turned and walked up the staircase, leaving the lonely candle behind.



Seven
I followed her, fumbling for words. “Let me sleep on it,” I told her. It was the best I could do, the best thing I could come up with that wasn’t a bald-faced lie.
She walked through the black labyrinth like a mourner. Cries of pleasure and pain echoed from the honeycombed chambers, chased by faint laughter.
“Will tomorrow make a difference, Daniel? And if you do gather the nerve to do this thing, what then? How long before you resent me for it? How long before you hate me?”
“Caitlin!” I snapped, my voice like a gunshot in the dark. She stopped in her tracks, whirling to face me.
“Give me three days,” I told her. “Please. Before you toss flowers on our casket. Three days.”
She shook her head but didn’t turn away.
“Are you thinking you’re going to find an angle? Outsmart my prince somehow? You’re a born trickster, Daniel, but he was pulling strings centuries before you were born. He plans for everything. Whatever game you intend to play, he’s already won.”
“Funny,” I said. “Right before he died, Tony Vance told me the exact same thing about Lauren Carmichael. And as I recall, we kicked her ass. Together.”
Caitlin gave me the ghost of a smile.
“Three days,” she said, pointing up the corridor. “Now go. The exit’s that way. Call me when you’ve done…whatever it is you think you’re going to do.”
“You’re not coming? I can give you a ride home.”
She shook her head. “I need to hurt someone tonight. I’d rather it not be you.”
I didn’t leave right away. Honestly, I didn’t have anywhere to go. I found an empty alcove with a padded leather bench and sat down, resting my head against the wall, bathed in the golden neon light.
I’d bought three days, but what was I going to do with them? This wasn’t a multiple-choice quiz. I could either kill the priest and keep my relationship intact, or keep my integrity and lose Caitlin. Heads you win, tails I lose, I thought, closing my eyes.
Why a priest? Of all the random people to put on a hit list, why would Prince Sitri think I cared if the target wore a white collar? He’d have to know I wasn’t exactly on speaking terms with any religion’s god. There was no added layer of taboo for me. Sitri could have picked somebody a lot harder for me to knock off if he really wanted a test of my determination. A volunteer at a pet shelter, maybe. Hell, if he wanted to make the “test” really impossible, he could have ordered me to kill a friend of mine.
The answer was easy: the target wasn’t random at all.
Sitri liked games. This Father Alvarez wasn’t some arbitrary chump picked from the phone book. He’d singled him out for a reason, dropped him in my gunsights even though he knew I wouldn’t pull the trigger. Figuring out why, that was my angle of attack. It was the only angle I had.
“All right, asshole,” I murmured. “I’ll play. Game on.”
I was almost out the door when Emma found me. Her silken skirt fluttered behind her as she stormed over and jabbed her finger in my face.
“What the hell happened down there?” she snapped.
“Nice to see you too.”
“I just saw Caitlin,” she said. “She is miserable. What did you do to her?”
I gave her the Cliff’s Notes version, and fast. I knew from past experience that having a pissed-off demoness close to your face is never a good position to be in.
“Khlegota,” Emma hissed in gutter flensetongue. The infernal word pricked my eardrums like a droplet of acid. Demonic language is toxic to mortal air. “He’s throwing his weight around, is what he’s doing. Typical.”
“You don’t sound like a fan.”
“I’m a loyal servant. That doesn’t mean I have to pretend to like what he’s doing, or be happy that Caitlin’s torn up over it.”
I tilted my head. “I…have to confess, this isn’t the reaction I expected from you. I kinda thought you’d be happy.”
Emma put her hands on her hips.
“You don’t get it. Caitlin and I spar. We compete. We cut each other, tiny cuts, because that’s fun for us. It’s only play. Right now? She’s really sad, and an unhappy hound means life is going to be misery for the rest of us. She does have a license to kill, you know. And torture. And maim. So come on, we’ll take my car and pay a visit to this priest.”
“I’m not going to—”
“Of course you aren’t,” she said. “I am. We’ll drive over there, I’ll force-feed him his own intestines, and I’ll tell everyone you did it. Easy. Efficient. Done.”
“You’d lie to the prince for me?”
Emma narrowed her eyes.
“No. I’d do it for her.”
I shook my head. “Much as I appreciate the offer, I can’t let you do that. Sitri wouldn’t buy it, and that’d just get all three of us in hot water. Caitlin’s giving me three days to take care of business. I’ve got some ideas.”
She looked dubious but handed me a business card. “Southern Tropics Import/Export, Emma Loomis, Director of Finance.” Caitlin had a card just like it. In the twenty-first century, even hell had field offices.
“If you need a hand,” she said, “call me. I want what’s best for Caitlin. Right now, that’s you, so don’t be shy about asking for help.”
“Thanks,” I said and meant it. Emma was more complex than I’d given her credit for at first glance. Sometimes I didn’t mind being wrong about people.
“Besides,” she added with a calculatedly carefree smile, her emotional mask firmly back in place, “if you two break up, how can I steal you from her? That’s hardly fun for me, now is it?”
• • •
I couldn’t sleep that night. It felt like an exercise in futility and besides, my clock was counting down. Around three in the morning, I booted up my laptop and shot an email over to Pixie, outlining my idea for handling our Carmichael-Sterling problem. I had an answer by 3:15. She couldn’t sleep either.
“Tricky,” she wrote, “but a friend of mine might be able to hook us up. Meet me @ St. Jude’s at 6 A.M.”
I found a ragged line outside the soup kitchen’s closed doors, the castoffs of Las Vegas queuing up an hour before the place even opened, but I didn’t see Pixie. Just tired, hungry people clinging to the last shreds of their dignity. The sun rose over the sleeping casinos a few blocks away, painting their mirrored faces in shades of scarlet and gold.
A tinny horn bleeped behind me. Pixie sat behind the wheel of an old Ford Econoline cargo van. Patches of rust speckled the eggshell-white paint, and the engine sounded like it needed a cough drop.
I walked up on the passenger side and looked in the open window. “What is this, the serial-killer special? All it needs is a sign that says ‘free candy’ on the side.”
“It’s called the Wardriver. Get in.”
I clambered into the van, looked back over my shoulder, and let out a long, slow whistle. It might have been a hunk of junk on the outside, but the back cabin had more gizmos than an FBI surveillance van. Amber lights glowed on a floor-to-ceiling server rack, next to a console festooned with audio jacks and small black-and-white monitors broadcasting a live stream from hidden cameras showing every outside angle. A bumper sticker slapped on the console read “This Machine Kills Fascists.”
“We’ve got the van until noon,” Pixie said. “And my friend threw in the rest of the gear you wanted for your stupid plan. Which is stupid. Have I mentioned that?”
“I’m not sending you into the Carmichael-Sterling building, Pix. That’s non-negotiable.”
She believed Lauren Carmichael was a criminal CEO with hired guns on the payroll, not a world-class sorceress with a magic ring that enslaved demons. Sending her unprepared into that environment would be like dropping her into a meat grinder. I only knew one person qualified to walk into that building and come out in one piece.
“You know they’re gonna kill you, right?” she said, pulling the van away from the curb. “They know you, Faust. They know your face, and they’re looking to put a bullet in your head.”
“Which is exactly why their office is the last place they’ll expect me to show up. And remember, it’s only the inner circle we’re worried about. The rank and file over there have no idea who they’re working for.”
“They know they’re building that bloated cancer at the end of the Strip. They know how much electricity and water it’s going to waste every single year, not to mention the pollution—”
“Let me rephrase,” I said. “The rank and file over there isn’t packing heat and looking to murder anyone who gets in their way.”
“And adding one more giant pile of waste and greed to this town isn’t just as bad or worse? That’s your problem, Faust. Short-term thinking. You don’t see the big picture.”
I shrugged, watching the city roll by. “I’ve been accused of that.”
On our way over, I gave Bentley a call. He was an early bird. He had his own reservations about the plan, and then Corman jumped on the line and shared his feelings on the subject. You could describe his language as “peppery.”
“Pixie already told me the plan was stupid,” I said.
“I didn’t say the plan was stupid,” Corman growled. He was the Oscar to Bentley’s Felix, built like a linebacker past his prime, and not one to mince words.
“Look, she can walk me through this step-by-step. Like somebody landing an airplane with instructions from the control tower.”
“You think Carmichael’s gonna leave the goddamn gates to her palace wide open and unguarded, when she knows we’re gunning for her? What about the Silverlode? That place was a nest of magical razor wire.”
“It was also obvious from a mile away,” I said. “I don’t think Carmichael’s crew is any good at playing subtle. I’ll check for wards before I go in—”
“Wards?” Pixie jerked the wheel. I waved a hand in an “I’ll explain later” gesture. I wasn’t going to, but it bought me time.
“That’s another thing,” Corman grumbled in my ear, “you’re bringing an outsider into this? Does she have any idea how dangerous this is?”
“Pix is no taxpayer. She’s just from a different side of our street. She can handle it.”
“Sitting right here,” Pixie muttered. “The person you’re talking about. In the van.”
“Sorry,” I said to her, cupping my hand over the phone.
On the other end of the line, Corman sighed. It sounded like gravel tumbling down a metal chute. “All right, kiddo. We’ll meet you halfway. We’ll come by and scope the place out, then we’ll decide. That’s all I’m promising.”
“That’s good enough. Thanks, Corman.”
I hung up. Pixie pulled the van off the road, parking curbside on a street littered with boarded-over windows and foreclosure signs, and killed the engine.
“This isn’t the place,” I said.
She folded her arms and glared at me. “The van doesn’t move…until I get some honest answers.”
“Pix—”
“No. You’ve done this to me too many times, Faust. You swoop into my life, you shake everything up, and then you pull a disappearing act. I’ve been very accommodating of your bullshit over the years, mainly because you always pay cash and don’t try to screw me, but I don’t believe for a second that you and me are going after Carmichael-Sterling for the same reasons. You’re no activist, and you’re no altruist.”
“I’m a thief,” I said flatly. “Maybe it’s a heist.”
“And maybe you’re full of crap. Mysterious phone calls? Wards? Refusing to let me make a simple Dumpster-dive when you know the kinds of scary-ass places I’ve walked out of? You can tell me what’s going on, or you can get out of the van. Your call.”
I sighed. “I don’t suppose doubling your fee would work?”
She kept her arms crossed, in stony silence, and waited for me to talk.
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“You know this is a weird town,” I told her. It was the best opening I could come up with.
“Yeah. I’ve kinda noticed that.”
“Pix, this is a waste of time. You aren’t going to believe any of this.”
“Try me,” she said.
I shrugged. Might as well lay it on the line. She’d throw me out of the van and I’d have to go find another hacker, but at least the air would be clear.
“A few weeks ago, Lauren Carmichael nearly destroyed the world with an occult ritual that went down twisted. She was being played by a couple of con artists from another dimension, but that’s neither here nor there. Bottom line is, she’s a sorceress with grand ambitions, and we’ve got to take her down before she tries again.”
“A sorceress.” Her voice was flat.
I nodded.
“And you know this how?”
“Because I’m a sorcerer. That was my job, when I worked for Nicky Agnelli. He called me his ‘hired wand.’ I’d pull off heists with a little black magic, keep his crews invisible from the cops, all kinds of dirty deeds. Not done dirt cheap, either. I’m good at what I do, and I charge a lot of money for it. Well, I used to.”
She didn’t say anything for a long moment, just stared at me, like she couldn’t decide if I was pulling her leg. I knew where this conversation was headed, so I casually rested my hand against the passenger-side door. I stretched out my senses, breathing deeply, feeling the pulse of the sleeping machine. My index finger traced a sigil against the hot, grainy plastic.
“There’s always been stories,” she said, “about Nicky Agnelli. About how he’d know things he couldn’t know, get at people no matter where they tried to hide.”
“Not all of those stories are true,” I told her, my attention focused on my work. A flow of energy seeped into the gas and oil. Tendrils of power reached for spark plugs and gaskets.
“Which ones are?”
“Just the really scary ones.”
“All right.” She leaned back in her seat. “Prove it.”
“If I do, it won’t make you any happier. You won’t sleep any better at night. Pix…when you step into my world, you don’t step out again. Nothing’s ever gonna be the same. You sure you want this?”
“Prove it,” she repeated.
I exhaled sharply and ignited my spell. The van’s console blazed to life, every dashboard light flashing while the hazards blinked and the radio blasted an AC/DC song loud enough to fry the speakers. Fluid sprayed across the grimy windshield as the wipers slapped back and forth in time with the screaming guitar. Pixie grabbed the key, grinding the ignition as she twisted it forward and back, finally killing the power.
She sat back, pale.
“That was a trick,” she said. “I’ve seen you do sleight of hand. You probably…” Her voice trailed off.
“What? Slipped a gizmo under the hood to compromise a van I’ve never seen before today? While you were watching me the entire time?”
She didn’t have anything to say to that. I watched the wheels of her mind turn in silence.
“This isn’t about some gun-toting corporate thugs. If it was, I’d stand aside and let you do your thing. Lauren’s likely to have dangers in there that you just aren’t equipped to handle. Surveillance hexes. Curses. Maybe worse.”
“Worse things?”
I felt like a grade-A bastard doing this to her. This was another reason we didn’t go around cluing outsiders into the reality of our world. It wasn’t kind. It wasn’t fair. She’d come this far, though, and she deserved a real warning before she got too curious and went poking around on her own.
“Demons,” I said.
Pixie’s eyes widened, but not in fear. She smiled.
“So if demons are real,” she said, working the math, “then…it’s all real. God. Heaven. All of it. There’s hope.”
Fuck, I hated this. I tried to play it off, hoping I could keep her just a little in the dark, just enough so she could be happy. Even as the words left my lips, I knew she’d see right through me.
“Yeah,” I said. “That’s right.”
The smile slid from her face as she looked into my eyes. I saw something new in her expression. Dawning horror.
“Jesus,” she said. “You’re lying.”
“Pix, don’t go down that road—”
“The truth, Daniel. I want the truth.”
“All right. You really want to know? The only angel I’ve ever seen was a primordial monster who would have incinerated every man, woman, and child on Earth if she’d gotten loose. As far as any God goes, the best-case scenario is he wound up the world like a clock and walked away a long, long time ago. Worst-case is, he’s insane or he’s dead. If there are any good guys out there, fighting the cosmic fight, I’ve never seen them.”
“It doesn’t make sense,” she said, her voice on the edge of breaking. “If the world is full of monsters, someone has to be keeping us safe. Someone has to be fighting for us out there.”
“Tell me something.” I stared out the window, at a vacant lot littered with windblown trash. “How many hours a week do you spend volunteering at St. Jude’s?”
She shook her head, frowning. “I…most nights when I’m not on a job, but what does that have to do with—”
I looked her in the eye.
“It’s you, Pix. You and everybody like you. Everybody who reaches out a hand when they don’t have to. Everybody who helps somebody get up on their feet, or gets in the way of a fist so somebody weaker doesn’t have to take the pain. Everybody who stands up in the face of evil and says ‘no more.’ Everybody who does what they can to make this shithole of a planet a little less miserable for everybody else. You are who’s fighting for us.
“I don’t know all the mysteries of the universe. I’m a small-time grifter with a knack for black magic, that’s all. Maybe there is some cosmic force of good out there, so subtle it can’t be seen. Believe in that if it makes you feel better, but this is what I know: what we have is us.”
She nodded, very slowly. Taking it all in.
“I wasn’t lying about the hope,” I said.
• • •
The Wardriver pulled into the Carmichael-Sterling Nevada parking lot. Pixie found an open spot and parked the van, quiet and anonymous. She was quiet, too. Hadn’t had a lot to say since our conversation. The office building was a three-story wedge of granite and glass on the outskirts of the city, gleaming bright in the morning sun.
Bentley and Corman weren’t far behind. The silver Caddy rolled in and prowled the lot in slow circles like a shark in shallow water. We were early enough that employees were still arriving, a few more every couple of minutes, giving me my pick of targets.
While Pixie set up her equipment in the back, I relaxed and focused on the building. Its reflection in the rearview mirror didn’t glow, didn’t shimmer with mystic traps or dangerous swells of occult power. It just sat there like a perfectly normal office complex.
That worried me.
My phone vibrated in my pocket. Corman.
“I don’t like it,” he said, and I knew exactly what he meant.
“They’re not expecting an attack here,” I said, “but they didn’t put up any wards. They practically laid out a welcome mat for us. It doesn’t make sense.”
“What about mechanical traps, like the ones at the Silverlode? You almost got a razor-wire haircut.”
I shook my head. “No way. Meadow Brand loves those, but they’re not gonna rig a building full of clueless citizens with deathtraps. They’d kill their own employees. Same goes for Brand’s mannequins. Can’t have those things running around in public.”
I thought about it for a minute and snapped my fingers.
“Because,” I said, “they’re not here. We know they don’t want a head-on fight, not until Lauren gets her strength back and brings in some new followers. She’s the CEO. She can work from home if she damn well wants to. Same with Brand. Hell, they can work from Bermuda. Wherever they’re holed up, it’s someplace remote, defensible, and with no civilians around to complicate things.”
“They could be using a VPN,” Pixie said from the back of the van. Her fingers flew over the keyboard attached to the console, two monitors lighting up at once.
“A VP what?”
“Virtual private network. Pretty common for telecommuters. Basically, they log in remotely. Their network traffic still runs through the building here, so they can access the company servers. Long story short, we’d still be able to see their email and activity just as if they were sitting in their offices.”
“You think that’s likely?” I asked.
“Given how tight their network security is? I can’t imagine they’d invest that kind of money and then swap their dirty secrets over an unencrypted home network and a Gmail account. Yeah, I’d bet five bucks they’re on a VPN.”
“All right,” I said. “Did you hear that, Corman?”
“VPN, VCR, whatever. Bentley’s the computer whiz in our house. Bottom-line it for me, kiddo.”
“I’m going in. Wait for my sign. We’ll pull a Mr. Magoo with a bump-’n’-catch.”
“A what?” Pixie said.
“You have your lingo,” I told her, “we have ours.”
It didn’t take long to find a mark. The one who pulled into the lot in a VW hatchback with a Federation Starfleet sticker on the back bumper suited me just fine. He was a younger guy, maybe in his mid twenties, with a rumpled dress shirt and his employee ID clipped to his belt with a bright blue plastic lanyard. I got out of the van and gave the sign. Bentley caught it and swung the Cadillac around for another pass.
I strolled around the lot, taking the long way, to come up from behind.
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Bentley pulled up between the mark and the sidewalk leading to the building, cutting him off. Corman rolled down the passenger-side window, and as I approached, I watched the young man lean close to talk to him.
“—my damn glasses at home,” Corman was telling him, showing the kid some scribbles on a sheet of yellow notebook paper. “Are we anywhere near the right street?”
I walked up from behind and kept my footsteps light on the asphalt. I came in on an angle, making sure Bentley could see me. The kid squinted to read Corman’s chicken scratch.
“You know, I think we might—” Bentley started to say, turning in his seat. The car suddenly lurched, just a jolt, as he pretended to let his foot slip from the brake pedal. The kid jumped, startled, and I plucked the clip-on lanyard from his belt like I was snatching a fly with chopsticks. People can only keep track of so many sensory inputs at once, half that if they’re caught off-balance. In the split second of confusion, focused on the car, he didn’t notice a thing.
I speed-walked right on by, turning back toward the van. Pixie waited for me at the window. I tossed her the card. She caught it and disappeared into the back. Just when I was starting to get anxious, she passed it back to me. Across the lot, the kid pointed east, giving Bentley and Corman directions to the other side of town. They hit the road, their part complete. I broke into a jog and caught the kid near the front door.
“Hey! Excuse me, is this yours?” I called out. He turned, and I showed him the card and lanyard. “I found this in the parking lot. Did you drop it?”
He patted his belt and his eyes went wide.
“Thanks, man! It must have fallen off when I got out of my car. You just saved me a trip to HR. You know they dock your pay, like, fifty bucks if you lose one of these things.”
“Happened to me last month,” I told him. Ahead of us, the automatic door whirred open. I stopped in my tracks, snapping my fingers. “Speaking of forgetting, I left my presentation in my trunk.”
Pixie had worked her magic in the back of the van, spinning the Wardriver’s electronics like a mad DJ at an all-night rave.
“Easysauce,” she said. “These cards are just encoded magnetic strips, no RFID or anything. About as hard to clone as a Holiday Inn room key.”
The console whirred and spit out a blank white card. She turned and held up her iPhone, tethered to the electronics with a slender white cable.
“Say cheese.”
She snapped my picture and fiddled in a Photoshop window on one of the flickering monitors. A few minutes later, a color copy of the kid’s ID—with my face in place of his—slid from the printer. Pixie handed me a pair of scissors and a pot of Elmer’s paste.
“Here. Arts and crafts time. Cut that out, slap it on the new card, and you’re good to go. Your name’s Marvin Staniszewski, and you work in accounting.”
Just stealing Marvin’s ID and going inside would have been a lot faster and easier, but the second the kid noticed it was missing he would have squawked to management—who would cancel the card and issue him a new one, leaving me with a useless chunk of plastic. This way, Marvin would go about his day, blissfully unaware that his doppelgänger was opening doors all over the building. If security reviewed the access logs they’d know something was up, but if I played my cards right they’d never have a reason to.
I finished pasting the ID together and gave it a hard look. It would never pass close scrutiny. Then again, nobody in an office building ever looked twice at these things. As long as I looked busy and kept walking, I should be in and out like a ghost. I clipped the tag onto my belt.
“Here.” Pixie passed me a briefcase I’d picked up at the local thrift shop. “I stocked your goodie bag. Everything you’ll need to rig the tap. When you get in there, you’re going to want to find the IT department. The server room shouldn’t be too far away. Watch out for the IT guys. If they see a stranger fiddling with their tech, they will want to know what you’re doing there.”
“Wish me luck,” I said. I stepped out of the van and into the belly of the beast.
The lobby was just like I remembered it. Spacious, marble-floored and lined with overstuffed powder-blue armchairs. The security camera was where I remembered it, too, and I made sure to keep my face tilted away as I strolled under its sweeping eye. I worked to keep my movements slow, natural, relaxed. Nothing to see here, just another anonymous face in the corporate crowd.
Where would they put the company’s electronic nerve center? Server rooms meant heavy equipment and heavier connections to the utility grid. The closer to the ground, the better. I slipped past the receptionist’s desk and started my search on the first floor. Smooth sailing until I passed a couple of guys loitering in the hall and caught a chunk of their conversation.
“—understand why they’re worried, after what happened to the Silverlode. They’re saying it was some kinda ecoterrorist thing.”
“Yeah, but dogs? I mean, that’s gotta be some kind of violation of our rights, right?”
“It’s an at-will state, dude, we don’t have any rights. Besides, you’re just afraid they’re gonna sniff out that joint in your pocket—”
Of all the security measures Lauren Carmichael could have taken, this was the weirdest, which made it the most troubling. Why dogs? Did she actually think I was going to slip a bomb into the building? She didn’t care about civilian casualties, but that wasn’t my style at all. I puzzled it over as I took a shortcut through the data-entry department. Rows of fabric-walled cubicles filled the long and open gallery. Typists, hard at work around me, didn’t even look up as I passed through the room like a ghost.
I froze in my tracks as the answer to the riddle walked in the far side of the room. The security guard, a stubble-haired bull in a black uniform, didn’t worry me. The Doberman with him, though, padding ahead on a leather lead, made my heart skip a beat.
When I first met Emma, I immediately knew what made her different from Caitlin. Caitlin was what we called an incarnate: her “body” was literally made out of raw accumulated energy, condensed and congealed, a trick only powerful and talented demons could pull off. Emma, on the other hand, was a hijacker. She found a vulnerable body and possessed it, imprisoning the original owner in some dark corner of her own mind while Emma wore her flesh like a tailored suit.
I had a lot of experience with hijackers.
The faint scent of sulfur and swamp water, something I caught in my gut more than my nose, told me exactly what Lauren had done. The Doberman wasn’t just a Doberman. He had a hijacker of his own, and the demon under his fur was sniffing for magic.
Dogs, the guy in the hall had said. Plural.
On the bright side, most demons weren’t in Caitlin or Emma’s class, either in terms of power or smarts. One that allowed itself to be bound into the body of a dog was probably close to the bottom of the infernal food chain. On the other hand, my chances in a fight against an eighty-pound Doberman? Not so good. My chances against that same dog juiced up on dark magic, plus his handler, and the revolver riding on his handler’s hip? Nonexistent.
I turned on my heel and strolled back the way I’d come, trying to look casual. The only flaw in my plan was the second guard coming up the corridor from the other direction. I clamped down on a swell of panic. Only a clear head was going to get me through this. I tried to keep the cubicles between the first guard and me as I crossed the department, looking for a way out.
One of the data-entry guys was surfing the web on his PC, looking up last night’s scores with a half-eaten McMuffin sandwich at his elbow. I cleared my throat. He jumped, and the web browser became a spreadsheet in the blink of an eye.
“Sorry,” I said as he swiveled his chair around. “Need to update your antivirus. It’ll take about ten minutes.”
“Again?” he said. I kept a casual hand over my employee badge. I was from another department, an invading tribe. As long as I didn’t say or show anything to make him question it, he’d accept that I was another tech monkey here to make his day difficult.
“Sorry. Just ten minutes, I promise.”
“Okay, okay.” He pushed himself up from his chair and ambled toward the door. I ducked down behind the fabric half-walls and rummaged through his desk drawer. In my mind I was already sinking, falling into a waking trance, as my body moved on autopilot. My hands closed around a pad of yellow sticky notes and a marker. Gray would have been best, but black ink was fine.
The problem with doing magic under pressure is that the pressure drowns out the flow, the rhythm. It’s like trying to play jazz with a gun to your head. I focused on my breathing. The handler and his hellhound made a slow sweep of the room, passing the cubicles one by one, letting the dog get a good sniff. My pen flowed over the sticky notes, drawing sigils of the moon, of silver and silence, flooding them with energy.
I slapped the notes up on the cubicle walls around me, building a cocoon of spiritual darkness. I was silent, shadowed and gone, invisible. My refuge only had three walls, though. I rummaged in the paper sack next to the previous occupant’s breakfast and found a tiny paper packet of salt. Perfect. Crouching low, I drew a hair-thin line of salt across the blue carpet from one side of the cubicle’s opening to the other.
The energy fired down the line like a circuit closing, a loop of power that shrouded the cube in anonymity. Now I just had to hope it was good enough. I sat down and typed gibberish into the open spreadsheet, trying to look like another cog in the machine.
The handler and his dog rounded the corner, working this last row. I fought my instinct to turn and look, distracting myself with a stream of numbers, trusting the impromptu spell to hold. The muscles in my neck tightened as footsteps approached from behind, then paused.
I held my breath.
The footsteps kept walking.
When I finally had to exhale, I dared to peek. The guard was leaving the department the way I came in, leaving me with a clear run at the other door. I tore down the sticky notes and shoved them in my pocket, scuffing the salt with the toe of my shoe on my way out.
The server room wasn’t far. Like Pixie had predicted, it was right next door to the IT department’s lair. I waved my cloned passkey over the magnetic lock, listened to the satisfying click, and let myself in.
I wasn’t expecting the two guys I’d passed in the hallway to be in there, hunched over the exposed guts of a computer along with three of their friends.
“Help you?” one of the IT guys said, glaring. They were clearly having a bad day.
“Oh, uh, hi,” I said. “I’m having a…problem. With my computer. Upstairs.”
“Submit a ticket, and we’ll get to it when we get to it. Don’t expect anything before tomorrow afternoon.”
“So you guys are gonna be in here all day, then?”
One of them shot me a withering look. Departmental tribalism, again, and this time I was the barbarian trespassing on sacred land.
“Until we get this box working again,” he said as if explaining something to a five-year-old, “which might take a little while, as you can probably see.”
I apologized and let myself out. I needed a different strategy.



Ten
I wandered the back hallways, as far as I dared with those hellhounds on patrol, and found the closest emergency exit. I called Pixie.
“You see how the parking lot makes an L-shape? Move the van around the corner, but keep to the far side of the lot. Server room’s occupied.”
“What are you going to do?”
I looked both ways, making sure the hall was clear. Then I pulled the fire alarm.
“That,” I said as sirens squalled.
The IT crew grumbled as they marched out of the server room. I slipped inside behind their backs and let the door swing shut behind me, leaving me alone in the windowless, cold clutter. Entombed behind the heavy server-room door, the fire alarm outside was muted to a dull squawk. Lights glowed green, amber, and red from the brushed-metal faces of a dozen server racks.
“Talk me through it,” I told Pixie, “and fast. In about five minutes there’s going to be nobody left in the building but me and security, and getting caught would be a really, really bad thing right now.”
“Look at the servers. Are they labeled? I’m looking for a serial number.”
I craned my neck, looking on both sides of the closest rack. Each pizza-box-sized machine had a hand-lettered label on the side with a string of numbers.
“Got it. Which one?”
“It’s…one second, have to check my notes—”
“Pix? Time. Not on our side.”
“Here we go,” she said. “398215X.”
I could hear employees shuffling around in the narrow hallway outside the door, dutifully leaving the building. If any of the guards poked their head in to check the server room, I was done for. I pushed the thought out of my mind and focused on checking labels.
“Found it!” I opened my briefcase.
“Unscrew the faceplate.”
I was glad she’d packed a Phillips-head screwdriver for me. The metal plate quickly gave way, exposing a snakes’ nest of electronic guts.
“You’re looking for a ribbon cable,” she said, “with a gray box on one end. You’re going to need to hook up the dongle I gave you.”
I was no engineer, but she walked me through it step by step. With the job done and the faceplate back in place, there was nothing left to do but make my escape. I held my breath and stepped out of the server room, not sure what I’d find on the other side.
What I found was an empty hall and a propped-open fire exit. Crowds of employees milled around in the parking lot, cradling coffee cups and chatting, with another pair of dogs making slow, lazy passes around them. A siren heralded the arrival of a pair of fire trucks, and the crowd parted like the Red Sea to make room.
That was my chance. I blended in with the crowd, easing my way through the knot of people and out the other side, staying clear of the dogs. The Wardriver was a short jog away. I hopped in the front seat, and Pixie tossed me the keys.
“You drive,” she said. “I’m working.”
I put Carmichael-Sterling Nevada in the rearview mirror and brought the rickety old van up to a slow cruising speed. I waited an entire thirty seconds before asking if she was done yet. I thought that showed restraint on my part.
“So far, so…good!” She pumped her fist in the air. “Perfect. I’m in. I can’t get any old data, but any email that passes through their network from this point on is going to make a tiny detour to my computer first.”
“You’re a genius, Pix.”
“You’re biased. So what now?”
“Now you watch for anything that has Lauren Carmichael or Meadow Brand’s name on it. Me, I’ve got to go work on my other big problem.”
“Problem?” she said, walking up from the back of the van and slipping into the passenger seat.
“Somebody wants me to do something I don’t want to do, and they’re holding a gun to my head. Same old song and dance.”
Pixie shrugged. “Can’t you, you know, do some magic?”
“Wish it was that easy. Their magic’s bigger than mine.”
We rode in silence for a while. She shifted in her seat. Thoughtful, and not liking her thoughts.
“I’m sorry,” I told her. “I’m sorry I brought you into all this. I’m sorry I told you the truth.”
“What you told me,” she said, “is that things are bad all over, and we’ve all got to work together to survive in this world. That we’ve got to take care of each other. I knew that when I woke up this morning. All you did was raise the stakes.”
We stopped in the parking lot outside my apartment. I passed her the keys and the steering wheel, and she left me standing alone in the afternoon sun. I didn’t want to go home. No answers there. While I was sorting out my options, my phone rang.
“Hey, it’s Ben, Emma’s husband? Emma gave me your number, I hope it’s okay that I called.”
“Sure,” I said. “But if it’s an accounting problem, I can’t help you.”
He laughed. “No, nothing like that, it’s just…well, I heard about what’s going on. The task the prince gave you. I’m sorry, man, that’s rough. I mean, I don’t know what I’d do in your shoes.”
I paced the lot as I talked, kicking up loose gravel.
“Sitri’s writing wolf tickets,” I said, “and that’s his business, but I’m not buying any. Back down for one bully, you’ll back down for all of them. I’ve known that since I was a kid.”
“What are you going to do, though?”
“I’m thinking about paying the good father a little visit. Sniff around a little, see if anything seems off.”
“Good luck, Dan. If I think of anything that could help, I’ll let you know.”
I hung up the phone. I knew Ben’s hands couldn’t be all that clean. He’d married Emma, after all. Still, I couldn’t help but like the guy. He reminded me a little of Pixie, weirdly enough. A decent person knee-deep in the weird, just doing the best he could.
That was exactly why I’d decided to keep them both at arm’s length. I had a bad feeling about Sitri’s game, a lingering feeling of doom in the pit of my stomach, and I didn’t need any more decent people getting hurt on my account.
Time to go to church, I thought with a bitter smile. Hope I don’t spontaneously combust when I walk in the door.
• • •
Our Lady of Consolation stood on a lonely corner with a vacant lot on one side and a half-dead strip mall on the other. The parking lot sat empty, but just a few blocks away the skyline of the Vegas Strip lit up in preparation for another roaring night on the town. The church couldn’t compete with that kind of action.
I parked my car and went inside. Poor as the parish was, at least they could still afford air-conditioning. Off to one side of the altar, candles and a wreath surrounded the portrait of a smiling, plump-faced priest. I walked up the aisle, past pew after weathered, splintering, and empty pew, to look for a placard or note about who the dead man was. Please don’t tell me Sitri got someone else to do the job…
“Did you know Father Fernando?”
I looked over. Another priest stood near the altar, maybe in his early forties, with salt-and-pepper hair and a neatly trimmed beard. His voice carried the faintest hint of a Spanish accent, like it was something he’d worked hard at unlearning.
“Afraid I didn’t have the pleasure,” I said.
He walked over, standing close and giving the portrait a long stare.
“Good friend of mine. We went to seminary school together.” He looked at me. “Killed by a car, just last week. A hit-and-run, if you can imagine that. Every night I pray that the driver finds it in his heart to turn himself in and seek absolution. Murder is a terrible burden to carry.”
I suspected I knew more on that subject than the good father, but I shook my head and said, “My condolences. Are you Father Alvarez?”
“I am.” He offered me his hand. His grip was firm and warm. “I’m sorry, I don’t think I’ve seen you before. You’re not from our congregation, are you?”
On my way over, I’d thought hard about how to play it. The best lie, as usual, would cut pretty close to the truth.
“I’m a private investigator,” I said. “Your name came up in relation to a case I’m working on. Is there somewhere we could talk? I won’t take up too much of your time, I promise.”
He nodded and gestured toward a side door. “Of course. In my office. If this is about Father Fernando’s estate or the insurance claim, though, you’ll really need to talk to the diocese. I’m just the man who writes the boring sermons and occasionally manages to dispense a little good advice.”
White flowers bloomed in a cheap glass vase on the priest’s desk. Groaning bookshelves lined the walls, piled high with everything from church histories to manuals on child rearing and grief counseling. A window overlooked the empty parking lot. Alvarez took a seat behind his desk, leaning in to sniff the flowers.
“Casablanca lilies,” he said, gesturing toward the chair on the other side. “I grow them in the garden out back. Heavenly scent. So what’s this all about, Mr.…?”
“Faust.”
He smiled, lightly teasing. “Have you read Goethe, Mr. Faust? I do hope you’re coming by your knowledge the honest way.”
I held up my hands. “Don’t worry, no pacts with Mephistopheles. Let me get right to the point. I don’t want to worry you unnecessarily, but do you know anyone who might want to harm you? Have you had trouble with anyone lately?”
His smile faded. “Harm me? Well, no, of course not! I’m just a parish priest, not John Dillinger! I’m a homebody, really. When I’m not attending to my duties here, my hobby is translating obscure liturgical material. That’s about as wild as my life gets. Why do you think—”
“What about your friend? That hit-and-run, any chance it wasn’t an accident?”
The priest shook his head, looking bewildered.
“I’d barely had a chance to catch up with him,” he said. “I’m a recent transfer, you see. I was looking to make a change, he knew of an opening, and he invited me to join him here at Our Lady. A few days later, he was taken from us. If he feared for his life, he said nothing to me about it. Mr. Faust, I’m going to have to insist on an explanation. Who do you work for? And why on earth would you think someone wants to hurt me?”
The glimmer of movement out the window caught my eye. A pair of BMWs, lean and low and black as midnight, rolled into the lot with military precision. I nodded toward the glass. It was too hot for jackets, so our new arrivals didn’t bother concealing their shoulder holsters. I counted six guns, gleaming chrome in the dying sunlight.
“We could ask them,” I said. “But they don’t look like they’re here to chat.”
A couple of the men had the look I’d come to associate with near-feral cambion, that vaguely lumpy, didn’t-spend-enough-time-in-the-oven look. The others just looked mean as rattlesnakes and angling to raise some hell.
If my guess was right, Sitri wasn’t the only player in the occult underworld who wanted Father Alvarez’s head. The Redemption Choir was here.



Eleven
“What do they want?” the priest said, his eyes wide.
I got to my feet. “You. And I’m guessing they’re not here to give confession. This place have a back door?”
“This way.” We slipped out the back just as the church doors slammed open, the old wood splintering under a kick from a steel-toed boot.
“Alvarez!” a voice roared at our backs. “Faust!”
My blood froze. How did they know my name? Why did they know my name? I focused on keeping Alvarez moving, ushering the panicked priest through the gardens and around the building. I held up a hand behind me, waving for him to hold up as I poked my head around the corner. The way looked clear. They’d all gone inside and left the parking lot undefended.
“On three,” I whispered, “we run for my car, and we get out of here. You stop for nothing, understand?”
“Who are those men? Why are they calling for—”
“You stop for nothing,” I hissed.
I counted down and we ran, keeping our heads low and our feet light. I dove into my car, fumbling with my keys in the ignition, and he jumped into the passenger seat.
“Stay down!” I snapped and gunned the engine. I heard a shout as someone poked his head out, and suddenly gunmen boiled out of the church like fire ants from a kicked nest. I whipped the wheel around, tires squealing and then thudding as I jumped the curb. A single gunshot crackled, going wide, punching through a stop sign on the corner as we blew past.
Alvarez fumbled with an old flip phone, his fingers shaking too badly to dial. I slapped it out of his hands.
“No cops.”
“They shot at us!” he said. “We have to call the police!”
“No cops. They can’t help. These guys are…they’re connected.”
The priest stared at me, horrified. “The Mafia?”
“Something like that. Listen, Father, I know I’m asking a lot of you right now, but if you want to get out of this alive, you have to trust me. Believe me when I say that right now, I’m the only friend you’ve got.”
He chewed that over while I drove. We’d left them in the dust two miles back, but I threw in a few false turns and stuck to the back streets just to be safe.
“What now?” he said, his voice softer.
Good question. I needed to stash him someplace safe while I went hunting for answers. The Tiger’s Garden was the safest place I knew, but you couldn’t get in unless you were a magician. Besides, he was already having a bad day, and it was only going to get worse from here. I didn’t want to break his brain any more than I absolutely had to.
“We’re going to my place,” I said.
“They knew you! They knew your name!”
“Yeah,” I said, “but they don’t know where I live. I rent under a fake name, and I pay in cash.”
He stared at me. “You’re not really a private investigator, are you?”
“I’m a problem solver. You’re apparently a problem for a lot of people, and I aim to find out why.”
I lived in a second floor walk-up just off Bermuda Road. It was a motel in the sixties. Then somebody got the bright idea to convert it into apartment space. Most of my furniture was still vintage Holiday Inn. I pulled in and parked next to a painted concrete cactus.
“Mi casa es su casa, Padre,” I said, clicking on the cheap ceramic desk lamp next to the curtained window and waving him inside. “Make yourself comfortable. The television only gets four channels, but they’re good ones, and there’s some leftover pizza in the mini-fridge.”
“It’s, ah, charming,” he said, taking a dubious look around. “But you can’t expect me to just sit here—”
“That’s exactly what I expect. I’m going to go talk to some people who might lend us a hand. I’m not sure who we can trust right now, though, so you need to stay off the street and out of sight while I sort things out. Keep the curtains closed and don’t answer the door for anybody. No matter what, got it?”
He nodded, uncertain but willing to go along with it for now. “Why are you helping me? Not that I’m ungrateful, but why?”
“Because,” I said, turning to leave, “somebody’s playing us both like puppets. I don’t like it. I take exception to it. Besides, it’s bad for my reputation. Sit tight. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”
• • •
Vegas was a mecca for high-class strip clubs. The Gentlemen’s Bet wasn’t one of them. It was a dive in a stretch of town where the tourists didn’t go, with a red carpet made of spray-painted AstroTurf and a scarlet neon sign of a naked woman perched on a pair of rolling dice. The place was jumping tonight. I found a spot in the parking lot between a couple of semi-tractors and went inside.
The smell of stale beer and the blare of nineties metal washed over me as I pushed through the swinging doors. A bouncer gave me the nod. He knew my face. A gang of twentysomethings were raising a storm around the mirrored stage and hollering their appreciation for a girl who could have been their little sister. I pegged them for a bachelor party, looking for fun on the wrong side of the tracks.
I’d barely gotten five steps through the door when a slender arm snaked around mine, clinging tight. Another arm mirrored it, leaving me pinned between a pair of blond knockouts in little black cocktail dresses. Any other man would have been thrilled by his luck. I knew better.
“Danny!” Justine cooed. “If we knew you were coming, we would have baked a cake.”
“Baking,” Juliette said, “is another thing we’re really, really good at. You can’t bake at all, can you Danny?”
Justine shook her head. “He doesn’t have a kitchen. He lives in a hovel, you know. It’s really quite sad. I bet he can cook, though…”
The twins—not coincidentally named after a pair of books by the Marquis de Sade—were Nicky Agnelli’s bodyguards and personal murder squad. The three of them were a happy twisted little family. They’d be a bundle of trouble even if they weren’t half demon-blooded.
I rolled my eyes. “Evening, ladies. Murder anybody interesting lately?”
Juliette sniffed. “If they were interesting, we wouldn’t murder them, now would we? That’s just silly.”
“I’m here to see Nicky.”
“Aww,” Justine pouted. “Come have a drink with us first. We don’t bite.”
“Yes we dooooo,” Juliette sang in my ear.
“Nicky,” I said. “Now.”
Eventually I convinced them to take me in back, past the bar and down a stubby little hallway with a cigarette-burned carpet. Nicky’s office was a hole-in-the-wall, a clutter of remaindered furniture under harsh fluorescents. You’d never guess that half the dirty deals in Vegas were hatched in that room.
Nicky sat behind his desk, nursing a glass of scotch and flipping through an accounting ledger. He looked up and grinned when the twins walked me through the door, his wolfish eyes sharp behind the titanium rims of his Porsche Design glasses.
“Danny Faust. To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Business,” I said, sliding into a chair in front of the desk.
“If this is about the feds, you’re a few hours late to the party. Jennifer already chewed my ear off about it. Don’t worry, I got this. You got nothin’ to worry about.”
“Don’t handle me, Nicky. I’m not here to get a pat on the back and a comforting word.”
Behind me, Justine crossed her arms. “We could give you so much more than that, if you weren’t such a party pooper.”
Nicky sighed. “Ladies, please.”
He finally got them out the door, leaving the two of us alone.
“Swear to Christ, Dan,” he said, rubbing his temples as if warding off a migraine. “If you’d just date the twins for one night, just take ’em out somewhere nice, somewhere far away from here, I’d owe you big-time.”
“Trouble in paradise?”
“Hey, I love ’em, but they never stop. It’s like being on a coke bender you never crash from. I just want eight hours of sleep is all.”
“Yeah, well, I’m kinda seeing somebody right now.”
Nicky let out a little chuckle and raised his glass.
“That Caitlin,” he said. “She’s something, huh? Thing is, I hear you two got some problems of your own. The prince ain’t too happy with you right now.”
“What, does everybody know?” I cocked my head. “You guys have your own mailing list or something?”
He laughed and shook his head. “Information is my business. I get paid to know everything about everybody. Thing is, pal, are you sure he’s wrong? You and Cait are all gaga over each other right now, but what happens when something really pushes your limits? Whackin’ a priest isn’t exactly heavy lifting in that crowd. Hell, I was gonna offer to do it for you myself, just as a favor for a friend, but I knew you’d turn me down.”
“My rules are my rules,” I said. “I draw the line where I have to, so I can still look at myself in the mirror every morning. I don’t pull the trigger on anybody who doesn’t have it coming. It’s that simple.”
He sipped his scotch.
“Do you know,” he said, “why they call Caitlin the Wingtaker?”
I shook my head.
“Funny story. See, there’s this place where all worlds connect, the Big Empty. Just an endless desert plain where nothing grows and the skies are always on the edge of a storm that never comes.”
“Limbo,” I said.
“Call it what you want. It’s the Big Empty. Now, nobody’d seen an angel in at least a thousand years. Not here, not there, not anywhere. The way I heard it, one day, out on those empty plains…they spot one. A real, genuine angel. Supposedly, it was confused, lost, like a robot with its wiring all messed up. Still, y’know, an authentic handmade warrior of God. Nothing to fuck with.”
I didn’t like where the story was going, but I had to hear it out. “What happened?”
“Well, everybody lost their shit is what happened. Running around like chickens with their heads cut off, screaming about the sky falling, scared out of their damn minds. So Caitlin—remember, this is just what I was told, this was all way before my time—she says, ‘I’ll handle this,’ picks up a spear, and goes hunting the thing! Not only does she fight it, all by herself, she ruined it.”
“Caitlin,” I said flatly, “killed an angel.”
Nicky snorted. He rolled the scotch in his glass, letting it catch the light. Then he waved his other hand.
“I didn’t say she killed it, Danny. I said she ruined it. It’s still alive.”



Twelve
A chill prickled the back of my neck, and I knew it wasn’t the air-conditioning.
“The things she did to that poor bastard,” Nicky said. “I don’t even wanna think about it. When she was finally done, she sliced its wings off as a souvenir. Word is? It begged her to do it. Then she put it on a leash and gave it to Prince Sitri as a pet. And that, buddy, is the story of how Caitlin became the apple of Sitri’s eye. Think about that the next time you two are cuddling and making kissy-face, if there is a next time.”
I wanted to tell myself it was just a story, some typical Nicky Agnelli line of bullshit, but I try not to lie to myself too often. Yeah, I thought, picturing Caitlin’s face in my mind, I believe it.
“Why are you telling me this?”
Nicky shrugged. “Because, even if you don’t feel too keen about me these days, you’re still a friend of mine, and I don’t see you and her going anywhere good together. Maybe it’s better to cut your losses and walk away before you really get hurt, huh?”
“Thanks for the friendly advice,” I told him, “but Caitlin is worth fighting for. And don’t tell me I can’t fight the prince. You tried.”
He’d almost succeeded, too, plotting with Lauren Carmichael to spark an infernal coup. He’d lucked out, had the right information at the right time, and he walked away from the whole mess with transactional immunity. Charges never stuck to Nicky, not here, or in any other world for that matter.
“Yeah, but when it comes to dealing with hell’s politics, I’m on the friends and family plan,” he said.
“You’ve also got a reason to help me out. I think our troubles are all connected.”
“How do you figure?”
“Meadow Brand set us up,” I said, “killing Sophia and leading Jennifer and me into a police snare. All of a sudden the feds show up, armed with information they could only have gotten from Lauren Carmichael. One of the leaders of that little legal dream team is a cambion. Obviously not from around here, or they wouldn’t dare step against you on your own turf. They’d know better. So I’m thinking a recent transplant. A recent transplant who has a personal motive to fuck you over.”
“Redemption Choir,” Nicky said. “You think this is linked to the purge back east.”
“This priest who Sitri wants dead? I went to talk to him. Then a bunch of cambion with guns showed up, and they knew my name. Somebody sent them to waste both of us. Or to kill me and take the priest. I’m not sure. If Sitri wants this guy silenced, it makes sense that the Choir would want a word with him too, if only to find out what he knows.”
Nicky leaned his head back and sighed. “Lauren’s gotta be working with the Redemption Choir. She feeds ’em info about us, they do her dirty work.”
“It fits. Caitlin told me there’s some agent from a foreign court out here, calls himself Pinfeather. She thinks his entire job is to whip up trouble and give Sitri a black eye. If he made contact with Lauren, he could be working as a go-between.”
Nicky took a long, slow sip of scotch, thinking it through.
“Seems to me,” he said, “our first step should be figuring out who the halfblood in the henhouse is. Find the source of those loose lips and snip ’em off permanently. Lemme make a few calls. Meanwhile, you need to find out what’s so special about this priest. You sure he doesn’t know what’s up?”
“If he knows anything, he doesn’t know he knows it. Maybe he heard or saw something he shouldn’t have, but it’s something only our crowd would recognize the significance of.”
“Well, grill him. And if asking your way doesn’t do the job, bring him down here and I’ll let the twins go to work on him. Two hours of that and we’ll know everything he’s ever heard, seen, or done.”
“One,” I said, holding up a finger, “I don’t work for you anymore. Two, nobody is torturing the guy. He didn’t do anything wrong, besides pick up a lousy run of luck.”
Nicky smiled, but his eyes stayed hard. “Hey, play it how you want, pal. I’m just looking out for both our asses here. All three, if you count your girlfriend. Remember, Lauren’s still got the ring. As long as she’s still above ground and breathing air, she’s a grade-A problem.”
That was a secret shared by only a few people on Earth, and we aimed to keep it that way. Solomon’s ring came straight out of the Arabian Nights. It was a relic that let Lauren bend demons to her will as easily as wishing for it. Caitlin had already fallen victim to the ring’s power once before. It was pretty much the ultimate weapon against the infernal underworld, and that was exactly the problem.
If word got out that the ring wasn’t just a myth, every hex-slinger and criminal occultist from here to Miami would show up on Vegas’s doorstep, looking to take a crack at the prize. They’d be killing each other in the streets. Then Earth’s demonic population would get involved, since they were a little touchy about being enslaved, and start cracking heads. The slaughter would be incalculable. That wasn’t even counting what the ring could be used for if it fell into the wrong hands.
Nicky would sell his own mother for spare change. The fact that he was willing to keep the secret, and not even the twins knew about the ring, was telling. Of course, being half-human and half-demon himself, maybe he was afraid he’d be the ring’s victim instead of its master.
“Imagine what the Redemption Choir would do with that thing,” I mused. “You think they know?”
“Some possibilities don’t bear too much reflection. Ain’t healthy for your peace of mind. I say we get that ring, charter a boat to Japan, and drop it into the bottom of the Mariana Trench.”
I nodded. “That’s one thing we’re in perfect agreement on.”
• • •
I got back to the apartment a little after midnight. I thought maybe Father Alvarez would have gotten some shut-eye, but that wasn’t in the cards. If I were in his shoes, I would have been the same way I found him: sitting ramrod-straight in a chair, one eye on the door and one hand on the TV remote, trying to distract himself with the Home Shopping Network.
“Yesterday they had a really good deal on those—what do you call ’em, those shoes with the individual toes?” I said as I locked the door behind me.
He almost bounced out of his chair. “What happened? Did you find someone to help us?”
“I think so, yeah. But nothing’s moving until morning and I’m bushed, so if it’s all the same to you I’m going to take a shower and get some sleep. You should try to do the same. I know it’s hard, but adrenaline can only carry you so far, and we’ve got a lot to do tomorrow.”
I was just starting to enjoy myself, luxuriating under the hot shower spray and letting the water pulse against my aching muscles, when Alvarez pounded on the bathroom door. I killed the water and grabbed a towel.
“Someone’s here!” he whispered, on the edge of panic. “Listen!”
Then I heard it. The voice boomed up from the parking lot, rough as sandpaper.
“Faust! We know you’re in there!”
I cursed under my breath and grabbed my clothes. I killed the lights and got low, pulling back the curtains to take a peek outside.
Bulky sedans sat lengthwise across the entrances to the apartment parking lot, blocking the way in or out. Another car sat parallel to the building. One of the gunmen from the church stood on the roof of his car, all the better to be heard. Others stood scattered across the lot, eyes on my front door, ready for a siege.
“Send him out to us! We only want the priest. Send him down here, and you can walk away.”
“I thought nobody could find this place!” Alvarez cried.
I tried to rein in my thoughts as they raced down a broken track. This apartment was my sanctuary. I was more than careful about keeping it hidden. The entire lot was magically warded, sealed against scrying and occult espionage. We should have been impossible to find by any means.
I pulled on my shirt and buttoned it. Alvarez fought with his flip phone, shaking his head. “No bars. Why don’t I get any bars here?”
I took a look at mine. No reception. Somehow they’d jammed our cell phones, and I was pretty sure none of the other tenants would be able to call for help either. Nice trick. I’d have to figure out how they did it, once we got out of this mess.
I eased over to the door and opened it a crack, keeping the latch-chain in place.
“I don’t have him,” I shouted. “I dropped him off at the police station.”
There wasn’t even the slightest pause before the gunman on the car hood shouted back, “We know he’s in there. Send him down or you die tonight, Faust! We’re willing to forgive your crimes, but only if you cooperate.”
“Crimes?” the priest said. I shrugged. I didn’t know what they meant either. I decided against asking them to be more specific.
“He’s under my protection,” I called back, tugging my pants on. “So if you want him, you’re gonna have to get your hands dirty. You sure you want that? You know who I am.”
“You have one minute,” he shouted. I shut the door and relocked it.
“I’ll go,” Alvarez said.
“What? No, you won’t.”
He shook his head. “Yes, I will. There’s at least six of them. If we fight, you’ll die, and other innocent people in this building might get hurt as well. If I surrender, you’ll all live. I’m a priest, Mr. Faust. My duty is very clear.”
“I say we wait them out. Look, jammed phones or not, the cops do patrol this neighborhood. Sooner or later a squad car’s going to come by, see the blockade out there, and check it out. All we have to do is sit tight until then. That way nobody gets hurt, including you. All right?”
Alvarez sagged, nodding weakly. “All right. We’ll wait.”
That was when our minute ran out, and they lobbed a Molotov cocktail through my window.



Thirteen
I jumped backward. Broken glass sprayed across the carpet, and the heavy, dusty drapes billowed into orange flame. There was an extinguisher behind glass, outside on the second-floor landing, but there was no way I’d get there and back without the Choir’s guns cutting me down. Glasses of water from the sink wouldn’t be fast enough to stop the spreading fire.
My home was burning. The only question was how to save ourselves from burning with it.
I swallowed my anger and ran to my closet, dialing in the code for the combination lock.
“What are you doing?” Alvarez followed me, flailing his arms. “We have to go. We have to go now!”
Behind the door, stacked high on three shelves, were the tools of my trade. Grimoires, journals, lithographs on obscure branches of occult philosophy. All useless now, and they’d just weigh me down. The box on the top shelf, my jumbled odds and ends, that was what I needed.
Most of my magic was long-form. It could take hours to put together even a basic ritual, though the end result was usually worth it. Every now and then, though, I would prepare something for a rainy day and stash it away, tools for an emergency that might not ever happen. Call it my own version of doomsday prepping.
This situation counted as doomsday, in my book. Besides, everything I didn’t take was kindling for the fire. Use it or lose it.
“Father,” I said, “things are about to get really weird around here. I’m going to need you to trust me, okay?”
“What do you mean, weird?”
“You remember where the car is parked? I’m going to distract them. Run as fast you can, get in, and start the engine.”
I tossed him the keys and shook out a folded square of emerald silk, about the size of a tablecloth and edged with runes sewn in golden thread. My throat tightened. This was extreme sorcery, something I’d spent months working on and ultimately abandoned because the risks of it going wrong were too high. Tonight, the risks of not using it were even higher. I pocketed a handful of mottled clay balls and clipped a pair of brass hoops to my belt with a quick-release carabiner.
“Chinese linking rings?” Alvarez said. “That’s…of all the things to save, you’re grabbing magic tricks?”
“My tricks are special. Wanna see something cool?”
He stared at me like I was a madman. He wasn’t too far off, given what I was about to do.
“Watch,” I said and threw the cloth up in the air between us.
When it drifted to the floor, fabric runes burnt black like a fried circuit board, I wasn’t there anymore.
Reality shrieked at the violation as my spell rewrote the world in a heartbeat. Before my eyes shut, I was in the burning apartment. When they closed, I was nowhere. When they opened, I was down in the parking lot. Displaced air buffeted me and popped my eardrums. My stomach lurched, bile surging up my throat, but I didn’t have time for weakness. Two of the attackers stood a few feet in front of me, their backs turned. Cambion for sure. There was no mistaking the strain of corruption that clung to their souls like a twist of barbed wire.
One turned, aware enough to figure out something was wrong. Not fast enough to stop me from grabbing his revolver with one hand and throwing a punch with the other, driving my knuckles into his throat. He dropped, sputtering. The other one turned just in time to see me open fire. I put three bullets in his chest and another three in his fallen buddy’s skull. The hammer clicked down on an empty chamber, and I tossed the gun aside.
The next closest stood about ten feet away. He raised a shout, dropping a bead on me. I yanked the carabiner on my belt and grabbed the brass hoops, gripping one in each hand. I hurled the first hoop through the air, ducking behind the closest car as a bullet smashed into the windshield. The hoop zeroed in on the shooter’s neck like a guillotine blade, opening wide to leash his throat and then constrict. I grabbed my own hoop in both hands and yanked downward and to the left. The hoop around his neck mirrored the move, jerking him down, slamming his head against a car hood and knocking him out cold.
On the other side of the lot, my car roared to life. I saw Alvarez behind the driver’s seat, hunkered down low. More shots whined through the air, one smashing a side-view mirror a couple feet away from me. Time to leave. I pulled the clay balls from my pocket, flooding them with energy fueled by my adrenaline. Then I pulled my arm back and let them fly. Wherever they landed and burst, gouts of sickly green smoke blasted forth like water from a fire hydrant. The smoke washed over the lot, cloaking me in shadow as shots crackled through the air. I dove into the backseat of my car and pointed.
“Drive!”
“That’s—but,” Alvarez stammered. “They have cars in front of each exit, and the curb between was at least half a foot high.”
“We can jump it. Go. Now!”
Whispering a prayer, he hit the gas and clung to the wheel like a drowning man with a life preserver. I barely had time to sit up before we slammed into the curb, the car lurching up and over, leaving a trail of sparks as the rough concrete scraped against the car’s chassis. For a moment, I was sure we’d blown a tire, that we’d end up pinned on the roadside like fish in a barrel, but the old sedan held tough and soon we were clear of the billowing cloud. We shot off down the street with our pursuers left in the smoke.
I crowed, slamming my fist against the seat. The adrenaline and the fear and the waves of rogue magic playing havoc with my nerves spun together in one nauseating and giddy witches’ brew.
“That!” I shouted. “Is how it’s done!”
Alvarez was a wreck. He looked at me in the rearview mirror, stammering, not sure where to start. He probably had a hundred questions, but the first thing out of his mouth was an accusation.
“You…you killed those men.”
“Only two of them. And they were sure as hell going to kill me if I didn’t. Considering the other four are all getting off with bumps and bruises, I’d say that’s pretty damn charitable of me.”
“Don’t you care? Don’t you feel anything?”
I thought about that and nodded.
“Alive,” I said. “Best feeling in the world. I told you I’d protect you, Father. I meant it.”
“And I said I’d surrender!” he snapped. “You killed them in my name. Don’t you understand that? I share in that guilt. Who are you to decide their lives are worth less than mine?”
“Hmm. Let’s see. A couple of gun thugs who throw Molotovs into crowded apartment buildings, versus a guy who never hurt anybody and basically does charity work for a living. Yeah, y’know, I’m gonna call that a no-brainer.”
He fell into a sullen silence. That suited me fine. The roller coaster running through my nervous system coasted over its last peak and hit a broken piece of track, crashing hard. The frenzied excitement melted into a muddled morass of slow reflexes, stomach cramps, and a pounding headache.
The car wobbled, then rattled, then groaned as one of the tortured wheels finally gave. Alvarez pulled over to the side of the road. I got out and shook my head at the tangled mess of broken rubber clinging to a bent rim. Even if I had a spare, I wasn’t sure I could get the tire off. I looked around to get the lay of the land.
“Strip’s two blocks from here,” I said. “We walk the rest of the way.”
“Where are we going?”
“Someplace with lights, noise, and crowds, while I plan our next move. Those guys won’t try snatching you in public. I want lots and lots of eyes on us.”
We walked about half a block in silence. I knew I had to say something.
“I’m sorry,” I told him. “I didn’t think you’d take it this hard. But Father, you’ve gotta understand, it’s not just about you. They want you for something, some purpose, and whatever it is can’t be good. Shooting those guys may have saved lives, in the long run.”
“I just don’t understand why anyone would want to kidnap me. I don’t have money. I don’t have any family.” He paused. “How did you do it, by the way?”
“Hmm?”
“You were there one moment, then you weren’t. I assume it’s a trapdoor? Some kind of emergency tunnel leading to the sewers? You must have dropped through and then come up in the parking lot.”
I could have pointed out that we were on the second floor, making a tunnel a tricky setup, or that I’d crossed about fifty feet of real estate in less than a breath’s time, but I just nodded instead. He needed what he’d seen to be a trick. He needed it to be a trapdoor to keep his world from spiraling any further out of control tonight. So it was a trapdoor.
The Strip was a wonderland of light, a safe harbor stretching out its neon arms to embrace us. Traffic along the boulevard moved at a crawl, and men stood at every corner, clicking their little clickers and handing out laminated escort ads to anyone who stood still long enough to take one. We passed a Metro cop, who gave us both a casual once-over before turning his attention to a pack of drunken college kids farther down the sidewalk.
“Lose the dog collar, Padre,” I said. “You’re standing out in the crowd.”
Alvarez blinked and unfastened the white tab on his shirt. No good, he still looked like a priest even without the gear. Some people just have that air about them.
I led him into the Monaco, past a pair of towering Ionic columns. The casino swallowed us in cool blue lights and the electronic catcalls of a hundred slot machines all peacocking for the crowds. Right past the entrance to the casino’s theater was a bar with no name, a simple island of liquor in the middle of the concourse near the poker tables.
“Whiskey, neat,” I told the bartender, then nodded at Alvarez. “Same for him.”
I noted, wistfully, that I was acting like Caitlin in more ways than one tonight.
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Alvarez didn’t argue. His trembling hands needed a drink as badly as his overtaxed brain. I patted his shoulder and gestured to the doors.
“I need to make a quick phone call. Sit tight, drink up. I’ll be back in two minutes.”
I didn’t go too far, just enough to hear my own thoughts over the casino bustle. Then I called Nicky.
“Danny!” he said. “Where you been? I’ve been trying to—”
“In deep shit. They hit my place, Nicky. They burned it. I got out, got the priest out with me. We’re on the run.”
“How the hell did they find out where you live?”
“No idea.”
“They burned it? I mean, burned it for real?”
I thought about my place. It was cramped, stuffy, not much better than a transient hotel, but it was mine. I’d worked hard to make it a home. Worked harder to put together the rainy-day cash I’d sewn into a pocket under the mattress. Banks and people like me didn’t get along very well. That was all gone now. So were my books. Some of them first edition, some you couldn’t buy at any mortal price. All of my magical gear, my journals and notes.
I’d started out as a small-time grifter with twenty bucks and a deck of cards in my hip pocket. Now I was right back there again. Square zero.
At least I still had my cards.
“Yeah,” I said to Nicky. “Burned it. Listen, this priest’s a hot potato. I’ve got to get him off the street. We’re hiding in plain sight at the Monaco, but even the crowds here thin out eventually. Can you…?”
“Say no more. I’m sending a limo. Go outside in about twenty minutes, it’ll be there. I’ve got a safe house. It’s not far, but it’s off the grid. You can both crash there as long as you need to.”
Nicky sounded pleased that I was going to him for help. Maybe he thought I was sliding back under his thumb, right where he liked me. Truth was, the reason I didn’t call Bentley and Corman for shelter, or the rest of my family, was simple: if our hunters found me, they could find my family too. Nicky’s safety, I didn’t mind risking.
I met up with Alvarez at the bar. He was halfway down his first glass of whiskey. I thought it was his first glass, anyway. I took a swig of my own, letting it burn down my throat, cutting the tension like a hot knife.
“Cavalry’s coming,” I said. “We’re getting a ride out of here and a place to hole up.”
“Safer than the last one?” he asked. I didn’t blame him for sounding dubious. I changed the subject.
“I’ve been thinking. You said your hobby’s…translations, right?”
He nodded. “I don’t want to boast, but I’m fluent in several languages. My work’s been published in liturgical digests, here and there.”
“Do you ever, and forgive me for the phrasing, buy your source materials from anybody shady? Like, somebody who might have criminal connections? Smugglers, grave robbers, anybody like that?”
His eyes went wide. “Absolutely not! I mean, I don’t dig into the life stories of the people I buy from, but I’ve never heard anything disreputable about them.”
One more dead end for the pile.
“These translations, it’s all church history? Like, Pastor Zebediah’s Sunday sermon from a thousand years ago?”
“About that dry.” He chuckled, weakly. “Every now and then, though, I find something really entertaining, like the piece I’m working on now. It’s a Coptic Christian manuscript from around AD 1000, not long before a major schism in the church. The author was a bit touched in the head, but it makes for a great read. I’m still trying to find a journal who might want to publish it once I’m done, maybe as an April Fools’ article.”
I cradled my drink. “Yeah? What’s it about?”
“A road map to hell, if you can believe that.”
My fingers clenched around the glass.
“Road map?” I said, trying to sound casual.
“The author claimed there was a literal road to perdition, not far from Alexandria, and that he’d navigated it and returned to tell the tale. It’s not quite a ‘road,’ as such—it’s a list of landmarks and ritual steps to perform at each one, and the exact way to travel from point to point—but the end result, he claimed, would allow a soul to come and go from the underworld as they pleased.”
“The manuscript. Where is it right now?”
He caught the edge in my tone. His brow furrowed.
“It’s all nonsense, you understand. The poor man had spent too much time meditating out in the desert—”
“People murder each other over nonsense every single day. Where is the manuscript?”
“It’s in my office back at Our Lady,” he said, shaking his head. “But I don’t understand. Why would anyone go to these extremes for a little thing like that? All they had to do was ask, and I’d have happily shared it with them.”
“Sometimes it isn’t just about the having. Sometimes it’s about the keeping-it-away-from-somebody-else.”
I downed my drink and left a crumpled five on the bar for a tip. Maybe it was all a coincidence, maybe I was grasping at straws, but I had a hunch Father Alvarez’s innocent hobby had made him a marked man from here to the edge of hell.
Out in the valet drive, a sleek white limousine with livery plates waited near the end of the sidewalk. A buff guy in a gray jacket stood by the door, holding a hastily stenciled sign reading FAUST.
“That’s our ride,” I told Alvarez. “Don’t worry. You’re going to be safe now.”
The driver held open the door for us. I clambered in and stretched out my legs, happy for a little luxury.
I was less happy about the two men sitting across from us. One of them had a nasty little pistol aimed right at my face. The other was a demon.
He looked like a genteel, thin-faced man in his fifties, but he glowed like black diamonds, vibrant and seething in my second sight, a font of raw malice. His tailored suit was pure Savile Row, and he cradled a walking stick of polished mahogany in his slender hands.
“The answer to your first two questions,” he said in cultured, dulcet tones, “is yes.”
Alvarez noticed the gun as the passenger door slammed behind him, sealing us inside. The locks clicked shut in grim unison.
“What questions?” The priest looked at me.
I slumped back on the leather seat. “Question one: Is that an incarnate? Question two: Are we fucked?”
“An incarnate what?” Alvarez asked. The limo started to roll. The demon chuckled.
“You’ve kept the good father in the dark. Not surprising. Allow me to be the bringer of light. And the answer to your third question, Mr. Faust, is no. Nicky Agnelli did not betray you. He just has a leak in his fortress walls.”
“Someone, please,” Alvarez said, squirming in his seat, his head whipping from me to the gun and back again, “tell me what’s going on here.”
The demon twirled his walking stick in his hand. The silver tip resembled the head of a roaring lion.
“My name is Suulivarishisian, but I invite you to call me Sullivan, as my mortal friends do. I do hope we become good friends, Father. I am the leader of an organization called the Redemption Choir, and I am here to save your life.”
The Choir’s leader is a demon, I thought. A demon at least as old and powerful as Caitlin. That kind of information was worth its weight in gold.
That was how I knew they’d never let me out of there alive.
“He,” Alvarez said, pointing at me, “is trying to save my life. You people were shooting at us!”
“We were shooting at him,” growled the cambion with the gun.
“I’m sorry,” Sullivan said. “My friends’ behavior was a bit…exuberant, shall we say? That’s why I’ve come to handle this business personally. Just in time, too. I hate to disappoint you, Father, but Mr. Faust here was sent to kill you.”
He looked at me, shocked. I shrugged.
“If I was going to kill you, I’d have done it by now,” I said.
“But you don’t deny,” Sullivan said, wrinkling his nose like he smelled something foul, “that you were sent to kill him.”
“I don’t work for Sitri.”
“Oh, if only that were true. Caitlleanabruaudi has her hooks in you, little man. I know her well. I have known her well.”
“I still don’t understand,” Alvarez pleaded.
The lighting in the limousine faded under layers of invisible spider silk. The air chilled and webs of frost condensed on the tinted windows as Sullivan removed his mask. His skin bubbled like a sheet of paper-thin leather laid over a boiling pot of water. Horns like bloody tusks pushed out of his temples, flesh melting to scabbed-over gristle. His nails lengthened in the dark, turning yellow, dripping with a viscous fluid that smelled like raw stomach bile.
“Be not afraid,” Sullivan said.
I would have gone for a gun, if I had one. Alvarez went for a rosary. He clutched the tiny wooden beads between his trembling fingers, stumbling over the first words of the Lord’s Prayer.
“Please, Father.” Sullivan looked tired. “Would you taunt a legless man with tales of running a marathon? Would you taunt me with images of divine love and grace? Have I done anything so cruel to you?”
Alvarez fell silent, still clinging to the rosary.
Sullivan waved his clawed hand. “Theological question for you. If an angel can fall from heaven’s grace, can a demon hope to climb? Can one born in perdition, created in a state of inherent sin, even aspire to rise above his nature? Or is the love of God a forlorn hope?”
The priest had to think about that.
“I don’t know.” Alvarez spoke slow, thoughtful, still terrified but in his element now. “And it would be wrong of me to claim knowledge I don’t possess. But the Lord loves everyone, even those who have turned away from him. No hope is forlorn, if it springs from honesty and love. Hope is what keeps the world alive.”
“And what of a man,” Sullivan said, pointedly staring at me, “who has every advantage, every opportunity to seek grace, and throws it away at every turn? What of a man who only thrives in the darkness, who consorts with thieves and whores and killers, who lies, cheats, steals, and shares his heart and his bed with the powers of evil?”
Alvarez rubbed his chin.
“Then I would pray for him,” the priest said, “because he, too, can be forgiven.”
Sullivan frowned. He leaned back, clutching the walking stick between his knees.
“I’m starting to think,” I said, “that you people don’t like me very much.”
“Demonfucker,” spat the cambion with the gun.
I sighed, turning to Alvarez. “It’s like the old joke says. You build a hundred bridges, nobody calls you Daniel the Bridge Builder, but you sleep with just one demon—”
“There’s nothing amusing about what you do,” Sullivan said. “My friends, my flock, they carry a taint in their blood that they never wanted and never asked for. All they want is to be pure, to be human. You flaunt your perversion in their faces.”
I tilted my head toward him. “So what’s your story, Big and Ugly? If you want to be human, you’d better go buy a house in the suburbs, play golf, and cheat on your taxes, because that’s the closest you’re ever gonna get.”
“Let me shoot him,” the cambion hissed. I didn’t like how the gun wavered in his hand. His fingers were too tight, and the trigger was too easy.
Sullivan shook his head and rested a calming hand on the halfblood’s shoulder. “No. He has a purpose yet.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. In my experience, when your enemies get the drop on you and don’t kill you, that’s when they’ve got something much, much nastier waiting in the wings.
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A desert nightscape slid by outside the tinted glass. Nothing but sand and red rock mountains as far as the eye could see. Wherever we were going, we’d put the bright lights of Vegas far behind us.
“It took me a while,” I said, “but I figured it out. You’re working with Lauren Carmichael, and Pinfeather’s your inside man.”
Sullivan raised an eyebrow.
I held up a finger. “You knew about this limo, because the FBI task force is tapping Nicky’s phones. Your inside guy, the cambion on the force—that’s Pinfeather. He heard about the limo, realized it was for us, and called you. Except he’s also in Lauren’s pocket, because she pulled the strings to get the task force up and rolling in the first place. That tells me that you and Lauren are getting cozy, and I’m willing to bet that the good father’s road map to hell is the reason why.”
“So close to the truth,” the demon said, “and yet so tragically far. Your life story, if I’m not mistaken. No, Mr. Faust, I have no intention of regaling you with the intricacies of my master plan. You will be confined until you are useful, and then you will die.”
“Yeah? Then why not put a bullet in me right now?”
“That, I will tell you,” Sullivan said with a smile. “I have unfinished business with your ‘Caitlin.’ You’re going to help me destroy her. The one noble act of your misspent life. It might even be enough to earn your salvation, though I honestly doubt it.”
As the limo turned towards faint lights in the distance, I looked for a way out. So far, I wasn’t finding one.
A Spanish mission waited at the end of the line. Its crumbling adobe walls stood against time and the barren desert. A bell rang out as we pulled through the wrought-iron front gates, chiming from a tower high in the old central villa. A ragged handful of men and women came out to greet us. They closed and locked the gate behind the limo. Most of them carried guns.
Rough hands hauled me out of the car and slammed me against the hood. They kept my arms pinned behind my back as they rifled my pockets, taking my wallet, my phone, and my deck of cards. Alvarez got the kid-glove treatment. One of the cambion patted him down gently, just to be safe, but he did it with an apology on his lips.
“You don’t actually think,” I said, “that I’m going to help you hurt Caitlin.”
Sullivan tapped the tip of his walking stick against the dusty asphalt. “I don’t plan on giving you a choice in the matter. This is a kindness, really. Eventually, she’d betray you, just as she betrayed me. That’s what whores do.”
The limo driver had my arms pinned, but that didn’t stop me from lifting my shoe and smashing it down on the arch of his foot. He yelped, his grip slipping, and that was all I needed to get loose and charge at Sullivan, cocking a fist.
Stupid move. I didn’t even see it coming. He stepped to one side, graceful as a falling leaf, and the mahogany stick lashed out with the speed of a bullwhip. It hit me across the stomach, and the air gusted from my lungs. I stumbled. He whipped the stick around and into the back of my knees, sending me tumbling into the dust.
He wasn’t done with me yet. Every whistling slash of the stick was a precision blow, eye-watering agony and scarlet welts blossoming in their wake. He said something, but I couldn’t hear it, couldn’t do much of anything but writhe on the ground, cover my head with my arms, and try to escape the relentless beating.
It finally stopped. Alvarez had Sullivan by the wrist. Sullivan could have torn him limb from limb, but he lowered his hand, gentle as a lamb.
“Please,” Alvarez said. “Don’t.”
Sullivan nodded. “Apologies, Father. I…have a bit of a temper. You were right to rebuke me. Gentlemen, please escort that to a holding cell.”
I spat blood into the dust. It tasted like tarnished pennies. A couple of Sullivan’s goons hauled me to my feet, and I didn’t have the strength to argue.
“Father,” I wheezed. “Don’t tell these bastards anything. They are not your friends—”
Sullivan rolled his eyes. “Please, Mr. Faust. Have the dignity to know when you’ve been defeated. Now come along, Father. I’d like to give you a tour. Our facilities are humble, but I think you’ll be impressed…”
• • •
I wasn’t sure who I was angrier at, Sullivan or myself. Losing my temper and giving him the bum-rush was a stupid, stupid move. I knew what Caitlin was capable of in a fight. I should have known Sullivan would be just as dangerous.
Sullivan’s goons tossed me in a dusty storage room with a thick oak door and a high barred window too small for a toddler to squeeze through. I lay on the cold flagstone floor, listening to the squeal of rats in the dark and drowning in a dull, throbbing ache. Sullivan had intended on inflicting pain, not damage. Nothing was broken. I’d just be feeling the aftermath of the beating for days, wearing the red stripes he’d painted across my skin. That, and seeing his gloating face in my mind’s eye.
I’m not sure how I slept, but I did. I woke from fitful dreams to a world of fresh pain and groaned as I forced myself to sit up. With the light of dawn streaming through the barred window, at least I could see where they’d left me to rot. An antique standing mirror with an oblong brass frame gathered dust in one corner, across from a jumble of wooden packing crates probably forgotten about back when this place was still a mission. A quick peek confirmed my suspicions and the stench of mildew wrinkled my nose. The crates were packed with brown monks’ robes, the burlap-like fabric long since disintegrated to uselessness.
Not much to go on. I thought about an impromptu ritual, but seeing as my captors hadn’t bound and gagged me—a basic precaution, when you’ve got a sorcerer on your hands—I had to figure Sullivan would be sniffing for stray magical energy on his home turf. They’d be on me before I even came close to getting a spell off, not that I had any of the gear I needed to really brew up something potent.
The dark arts weren’t going to get me out of this mess, but there was more than one kind of magic. I’d tried doing things the dumb way. Now I needed to play it smart.
I started to sweat as the sun crested over the mountains. The cramped stone room was a broiler in the desert heat, and nothing but the glare of the sun came in through that miserly little window. Maybe an hour later, the door rattled. I braced myself.
The kid who came in had a plastic tray in one hand and a gun in the other. He looked eighteen, maybe nineteen, wearing a Warped Tour T-shirt and khaki shorts with flip-flops. I sat on the floor and held up my open hands, trying to look harmless.
“Hey,” I said, “any chance I could get a fan in here or something? In case you haven’t noticed, this is Nevada.”
He set down the tray, careful, keeping his eyes on me and the gun level the entire time. Smart kid. Well trained. On the tray were two plastic bottles of Aquafina and an apple.
“I’m not supposed to talk to you,” he said. He looked at me like I was a curiosity in a circus exhibit.
“Most cults, you know the first thing they do when they get their hooks into you? Tell you who you can and can’t talk to. That’s how they make sure you don’t hear anything they don’t want you to hear. Trust me, I used to be in one.”
“This isn’t a cult,” he said. “It’s a family. Sullivan takes care of us.”
“Sounds like something I would have said, back in the day. What about blood? Your folks know where you are?”
He shook his head. The skin of his cheek rippled, just a little, as his demonic side tried to assert itself. “Never knew my dad. Mom died having me. I’ve been on the street since pretty much forever. That’s where he found me, where he finds most of us.”
“And tells you how evil you are, and how you need to be purified. You know your boss is a demon, right?”
“He’s transcended. He’s not a demon anymore, not really. He’s going to show us all how to be like him.”
I cracked open the first bottle of water. I’d never been so thirsty in my life, but I held back. I didn’t want to give him a chance to wriggle off the hook.
“Why do you need to be like him?” I asked. “What’s so bad about being who you are?”
In a heartbeat, his eyes had gone the color and consistency of rotten egg yolk, his face and hands blemished with scabs and acne.
“Look at me!” he shouted. “This is the real me! I’m filthy on the outside because I’m filthy on the inside. I was born in sin. I’m stained. Ruined.”
“I know a few cambion who lead happy, healthy lives, just like anybody else. I could introduce you, if you wanted. Heck, one’s a girl around your age, and she’s pretty cute. You never know what could happen.”
He took a step backward, shaking his head, back in his human mask.
“I shouldn’t be talking to you,” he said. “Sullivan warned me you’d try to get in my head, try to confuse me.”
I sighed. “What’s your name?”
“Tyler.”
“Tyler,” I said, “you seem like a good kid. Normally I wouldn’t do this, but I’m going to offer you a deal. Walk away. Get in your car, drive out of here, and never come back. Do it right now. Go find a life for yourself, a real life, far away from this nuthouse.”
“What if I don’t?”
I looked him square in the eyes.
“You’re standing between me and that door. Which means I’m going to have to kill you. I’ll feel bad about it, believe me, I will, but that won’t stop me from putting you in the ground. Leave now, or die. Those are your only options.”
He gave a nervous laugh.
“I’ve got the gun.”
I just shrugged. He backed out of the room. The bolts on the door slammed shut while I chugged the entire bottle of lukewarm water and started on the second one.
I had thirsty work ahead of me.



Sixteen
First, I listened.
Tyler patrolled the hallway outside my makeshift cell once every twenty minutes, on the nose. I recognized the sound of his flip-flops slapping the flagstone floors. Once I pinned his movements down and figured out when it was safe to make a little noise, I went to work. I hauled one of the shipping crates across the room, putting it directly across from the door. Then I laid the antique mirror on its back, held my breath, and stomped down hard in the middle of the glass. It cracked under my heel, shattering into a constellation of glittering shards.
I wasn’t superstitious about these things. Bad luck was something I gave to other people.
I fished out a fist-sized chunk of the broken mirror and started looking for an angle. The merciless sun was my best friend now, and I squinted as I caught its glare in the glass like Prometheus stealing the secret of fire. Timing was everything, and the clock wasn’t on my side. With my heart thudding against my chest, I turned the mirror and angled the ray into the open crate.
After five minutes I was sure my plan was a bust, but I kept at it, holding the hot mirror as steady as I could. Slowly, a wisp of black smoke rose up from the heap of mildewed monks’ robes. The wisp became a plume and then blossomed into orange flame.
Almost time for the next patrol. I watched the flames spread, hoping this wasn’t time for Tyler to knock off and get some lunch. With the crate itself starting to ignite, fire chewing into the old and splintery wood, the growing cloud of black smoke could kill me as easily as Sullivan himself.
I heard footsteps. My muscles tensed, going into fight-or-flight mode. I grabbed a robe from the other crate and flapped it toward the door, guiding some of the smoke so it’d drift under the frame and into the corridor outside.
“Fire!” I shouted, dropping the robe and getting ready. “Help! Fire!”
The doorknob rattled. Tyler burst in, gun ready, his eyes instinctively drawn toward the burning crate. It was a momentary distraction, the heartbeat of confusion and fear that I needed. That was when I ran up, blindsided him, and drove a jagged seven-inch shard of broken mirror through his throat.
His eyes bulged. He fell, clutching his throat with one hand while dark blood guttered down the front of his concert T-shirt. He tried to shoot me, but his gun arm flopped like a fish. I plucked the pistol from his grip, easy as taking a rattle from an infant. Tyler’s legs kicked spasmodically as he stared up at me. He was just lucid enough to understand he was dying. Maybe he hoped I’d change my mind. Maybe I’d grab some of those robes, bandage up his neck, stabilize him, and call for help. Maybe he’d survive this.
I shook my head.
“Sorry, kid,” I told him. There wasn’t anything else worth saying. I left him to die.
I forced my feelings into a little box in the back of my mind. Guilt was a luxury for later. Right now, I couldn’t afford to think about anything but survival.
The corridor outside the cell rounded a bend in either direction. Coin toss. I remembered the way they’d brought me in, but that would take me out into the courtyard. I’d be a sitting duck out there. Besides, I needed wheels to get back to Vegas. If I ran out into that desert on foot, I’d be vulture food by sunset. I jogged the opposite direction from the courtyard, hoping I’d spot something useful.
I ducked into an alcove and pressed my back to the hot adobe wall when I heard voices coming my way. The gun was an equalizer, but only when it came to the cambion. Sullivan would just swallow the bullets and spit them back out at me.
“—think he’ll really help us?” one of Sullivan’s followers said, lugging grocery bags down the hallway. Her companion nodded.
“The father’s a good man. He’s been in the chapel with Sullivan all night, talking. They’re in there right now.”
Damn it. There went my hopes of a rescue operation. The demon was keeping Alvarez close to his side, which meant I didn’t have a hope of stealing him back. I might have felt better if I knew exactly what Sullivan’s scheme was.
Then again, maybe not.
The translation had to be the key. If I could reach the church before any of Sullivan’s minions and get my hands on that text, at least I’d have some kind of bargaining chip. I hoped Alvarez had kept his mouth shut.
Once the coast was clear, I cut through an empty sitting room, keeping to the shadows and under an overhanging balcony. It could have been the common room in a college dorm, right down to the scattered books and magazines and a video game console hooked up to a big-screen television. Most colleges, though, didn’t have assault-rifle cleaning manuals or guides to the proper care of plastic explosives on the syllabus.
Sullivan had a hell of a racket going on here. Find vulnerable cambion who didn’t have families to turn to, teach them to hate themselves down to the very core, and then put guns in their hands. They’d do anything he told them to, as long as he kept dangling the promise of salvation over their heads. I’d seen this song and dance before.
Now I had two good reasons to keep this escape from turning into a gunfight. I couldn’t take Sullivan down by myself, and I wasn’t looking for a fight with his followers. They’d sure as hell kill me, though. I found a back door adjacent to a parking lot, just a cluster of cars in ragged rows near the edge of the mission’s outer wall. I kept my head down and ran for it. One of the locals drove a pickup truck, an old F-350 with some muscle under the hood. I broke out the driver’s-side window with the butt of the pistol, let myself in, and popped the plastic panel under the steering wheel. About three minutes later, after a few false starts as I struggled to remember how to hot-wire one of these models, the ignition throbbed and the radio turned on.
I sat up and looked at the dashboard. Half a tank of gas. That should get me back to Vegas.
I pulled out of the lot nice and slow, not wanting to attract attention from the villa. I thought I was free and clear until the tower bell rang out, a shrill and endless peal that set my teeth on edge. They must have found Tyler’s body. I cursed under my breath and stomped on the gas, gunning it up the dirt road toward the iron gate.
One of the cambion ran out of the guardhouse next to the gate. He clutched a hunting rifle like he’d just picked it up for the first time in his life. I hit the brakes and leaned out the window, dropping a bead on him with my stolen pistol before he could line up a shot.
“Drop it!” I barked. The rifle fell to the dust.
I nodded to the heavy latch on the gate. “Open it.”
“I—I can’t let you go,” he stammered. “I’ve got orders—”
I shot a round into the dirt at his feet. He jumped back.
“Now!”
He unlatched the gate. I gave him just enough time to jump clear before I launched the pickup truck into full gear, crashing through with a screech of twisted metal and flying sparks. Hitting the highway with the speedometer kissing eighty and the engine dancing on the redline, I left the mission in the dust.
I aimed the pickup southbound, flying past a sign that read “Las Vegas–80 Miles.” Once I’d gone a good distance and figured nobody was following me, I eased off the gas. Getting pulled over for speeding in a stolen car, with a recently fired pistol on the passenger seat, was the last thing I needed.
I reached for my phone, then remembered I didn’t have it anymore. They’d taken it from me at the mission along with everything else in my pockets. I’d have to track down Caitlin and Emma the hard way. As for Nicky, I wouldn’t call him if I could. By now he’d know that Father Alvarez and I had never showed up at the safe house last night. I hoped he could put two and two together and realize he had a snitch inside his gang. In any case, next time I talked to him, it’d be face-to-face in a room swept for bugs.
My next stop was Our Lady of Consolation. If my hunch was right, Sullivan needed two things: the “road map to hell” and Father Alvarez to finish translating it. Alvarez was optional, but people who can read ancient Coptic weren’t exactly a dime a dozen. I was reasonably sure he wouldn’t hurt the priest, at least until his usefulness was at an end. Keeping the manuscript out of Sullivan’s hands would pile a lot of sand into that particular hourglass.
Dusk clung to the city like a wool blanket by the time I got there. The desert night would come soon, bringing some respite from the heat, but for now the streets were a tangle of sweltering shadows. I rolled toward the edge of the church’s lot and backed into a parking spot behind a line of overgrown bushes, keeping the stolen truck as far out of sight as I could. Then I slipped my gun under my shirt and went inside.
The front doors still hung open from yesterday’s invasion, the lock broken under a cambion boot. All the lights in the chapel were dead, though. Fingers of dying light pushed through the tall stained-glass windows, painting the church in shades of ochre and swamp green.
Something rattled in the back office. I pulled my gun.
I inched my way closer, moving between the pews as fast as I dared. My ears perked at the sounds of rustling paper and books thumping to the carpeted floor in Alvarez’s office. I hadn’t gotten here first after all.
A shadow loomed in the office doorway. I ducked behind a pew and took aim, balancing my forearms against the rough wooden seat back.
“Drop the book,” I called out, “and you can walk away.”
The shadow spun, dropped to one knee, and opened fire. I hit the floor as two bullets chewed into the pew to my left, sending splinters flying. I took a deep breath, held it, and jumped up. I ran to my right, squeezing off one, two, three shots that boomed like cannon fire, trying to pin the thief down. He answered with a fusillade of bullets, forcing me to dive for cover. When I dared to poke my head up again, he was long gone, and the back door of the church slowly swung shut in his wake.
Following was suicide. If he was out there, watching the door, he could gun me down in a heartbeat. Instead I ran out the way I’d come in, shoving through the church’s front doors just in time to see a lime-colored Mustang launch down the street with its tires screaming.
I slammed my fist against the door. I’d lost the priest, and now I’d lost the manuscript too. Game, set, and match.



Seventeen
I dumped the pickup and the gun a few blocks away after wiping them both for prints. The pickup I left parked on a side street, where it would be towed by morning. The pistol I stripped to pieces and tossed the bits into three separate Dumpsters. I liked the idea of having a gun, under the circumstances, but I had no idea where that piece had been or what kinds of evil business a forensics expert could tie it to.
I caught looks from the twentysomething hipsters lined up outside Winter, snug behind ropes of black velvet. I wasn’t sure why until I took a good look at myself in the tinted window of a parked car. My hair was a mess, my pants were caked with dirt, my shirt had rips from Sullivan’s cane, and I looked like I hadn’t slept in a week. Not my best moment.
The bouncer gave me the stink eye. I fished Caitlin’s business card out of my wallet and flashed it. He nodded like he’d just met the president and pulled the ropes aside for me. It helped to know people in this town. Inside the door, a vortex of strobing blue neon and eardrum-blasting dubstep swallowed me whole. The icy bar looked inviting. I needed alcohol right now like a man in the Sahara needs water, but my business was down below.
The locked door to the club’s underbelly was right where I remembered it, as was the man in the gas mask and the black leather overalls. I wondered if it was a uniform the guards wore in shifts, or if just this one guy stood here, ominous and ready, night after night. He remembered me, like Caitlin had told him to, and he let out a rattling wheeze as he punched in the door’s combination.
I wasn’t alone down in the catacombs, surrounded by black leather and gold. Candles burned along the corridor, casting flickering shadows into rooms where revelers laughed, whispered, and cried out. I passed a nook where a naked man dangled from a harness of leather straps and buckles. His lover took him from behind, biting his neck as they coupled with quiet, primal urgency. A small semicircle of observers stood around them, cradling wine glasses and commenting in low whispers like patrons at an art gallery.
Deeper into the maze, I found Emma. She was dressed for business, not play, sitting on a bench with her cell phone out and a portfolio on her lap. I guessed she’d come here to escape the musical onslaught in the club upstairs.
“No,” she said, irritated. “If he wants a salary increase, I get to extend his contract. If he gets something, I get something. That’s how this works. You know better—”
She looked up, saw me, and hung up the phone.
“Daniel,” she said, standing. “What happened? You look like a truck hit you.”
“Yeah, and the truck’s got a name. Where’s Caitlin? I need to talk to both—”
Emma got in my way and pressed her hand over my heart.
“No. You don’t. Caitlin is…indisposed.”
“This is important.”
“Daniel,” she said, trying to be delicate, “Caitlin is in a very, very foul mood tonight. I gave her one of my toys to play with. She’s busy, at the moment, breaking him. Please trust that you do not want to walk in on her right now. Come here. Sit down and tell me what’s going on. If it’s that bad, we’ll go interrupt her together.”
I let her sit me down. I wasn’t sure where to begin, so I started with a name.
“Sullivan.”
Emma’s eyes narrowed to slits. Black pupils sank under swirling splotches of dark copper.
“Suulivarishisian? What do you know about him?”
I lifted my shirt and showed off his handiwork, the angry welts that crisscrossed my chest and back.
“He said something about Caitlin I didn’t like,” I said with a shrug, dropping the shirt. “So I felt obliged to defend her honor. Didn’t work out too good.”
“You’re lucky he didn’t kill you. No, you absolutely cannot see Caitlin tonight. She can’t see those marks. That’s a calculated insult on his part, telling her she’s not strong enough to defend her own property. She’d go into a rage.”
I held up a finger. “Pretty sure I’m not anybody’s property.”
Emma shook her head, near frantic, looking like she was trying to follow three trains of thought at the same time. “I forget you’re not one of us. Too ignorant to know when you’re being honored. Not the point. Where did you see him? Where is he right now?”
“This ‘Redemption Choir’ outfit you guys are so worried about? He’s their leader. And I saw him in a fortified compound about a hundred miles north, but I’d bet they’ve long scattered by now.”
I gave her a rundown of the fun and games, from meeting up with Alvarez to my little shootout at Our Lady of Consolation.
“That’s ridiculous,” she said, frowning. “A route allowing someone to bodily travel from Earth to hell and back? That’s like you, physically, stepping into an electrical outlet and riding a power line until you feel like hopping out again. One realm is solid matter, one’s spirit. They don’t interact that way.”
I shrugged. “Well, Sullivan believes it, or at least his followers do. Maybe it’s just a new angle on his scam?”
“It’s not a scam. Well, not like you’re thinking. Sullivan believes every word he says, Daniel. He’s mad as a hatter. He was exiled from our court for being an insufferable rabble-rouser. The Court of Night-Blooming Flowers gave him sanctuary, and eventually they kicked him to the curb too. That must have been when he started the cult. Operating without sanction here on Earth, building a following of cambion right under everyone’s noses.”
“Wait. So he actually thinks he’s helping these people? He’s fucking with their heads, Emma. He’s teaching them to hate themselves just because they were born different from everybody else.”
“And he hates himself even more deeply,” she said. “He’s merely sharing his disease. I’m embarrassed to say he’s a member of my choir, though a degenerate one. When I want something that someone else has, I take it. If I cannot take it, I strive for it. Work toward it. My envy makes me strong. Understand?”
I nodded, looking more certain than I felt.
“Sullivan envies things that cannot be taken. He covets the colors in flowers, the notes in songs. Other people’s experiences, their lives, not anything tangible. He developed this fixation on humanity about a century ago. It’s only gotten worse with time. A single, driving, all-consuming obsession. And of course, since humanity is the pinnacle of perfection in his eyes, this absolute ideal he’s built it up to be in his fevered mind—”
“Then what he is, or any part of it, has to be the exact opposite,” I said. “Filthy and impure.”
“Exactly. He poisoned his own heart, long before he started infecting the cambion with his self-loathing madness.”
“How does he know Caitlin?”
Emma sat back, taciturn. She folded her hands in her lap.
“Come on,” I said. “You know I’ll find out, one way or another. You’re her friend. I’d like to hear it from you.”
She sighed. “A long time ago—and I mean a long time—Caitlin and Sullivan were an item. Their relationship was…problematic. You do understand that Caitlin is atypical of her choir, yes? The sons and daughters of Lust aren’t renowned for having a lot going on between their ears. Most of them end up as arm candy or playthings for more powerful demons, and they’re happy for their lot.”
I frowned, trying to remember something Caitlin had told me. “Isn’t Sitri from the Choir of Lust?”
“He’s the rare exception that proves the rule, as is Caitlin herself. When she was young, though, Sullivan was enraptured by her looks, and he claimed her for his own. He didn’t expect she had a mind and a backbone to go with her beauty. He didn’t like that very much. He enforced his will with the back of his hand. She was young, she hadn’t yet come into her full power, and she lacked the strength to free herself from him.”
Just when I was starting to pity Sullivan, I found myself hating him again. “What happened?”
“She refused to be his victim. And she grew strong. She worked quietly, bettering herself, learning the potential of her bloodline, while making social connections in Sitri’s court. Sullivan served under the prince, you see, as a minor cabinet minister. One day, when she was finally ready, she sprung her trap.
“She confronted Sullivan before the prince’s throne and the entire gathered peerage, with documented proof of his failures and lapses in duty. She petitioned that he be stripped of his rank—and that it be granted to her instead, as her proper spoils for uncovering the truth. Sullivan went berserk and physically attacked her on the debate floor.”
I leaned closer. “Did she win?”
Emma grinned. “I imagine it could have gone either way, if they’d had a proper fight, but the prince intervened to stop him. Then Sullivan screamed for a vote, only to learn that he had no friends left in that hall. Not one. Caitlin had spent years secretly forging pacts and negotiating trades of support with more than half of Sitri’s inner cabinet. They wanted her in Sullivan’s chair, since she’d proven she’d be far easier to work with.
“The prince decreed that her elevation had already taken place, at the moment she demanded it. Therefore, this was a case of a commoner daring to lay hands upon one of Sitri’s personal elect. A most serious crime. Sullivan lost more than his job. His lands, his thralls, his wealth…they literally tore the clothes from his body before casting him out into the street. As is custom, the prince took half of everything Sullivan had, and Caitlin was granted the other half. Thus began her rise to power. She became Sitri’s hound not too much later.”
I thought the story over. All the parts of the plan that could have gone wrong, all the variables. Only one possibility stood out in my mind, and I couldn’t help but smile.
“It was a setup, wasn’t it?” I said. “I mean, besides winning over the cabinet members in secret. She knew Sullivan would attack her, given his temper. The only way she could have known Sitri would back her play is if she set it up with the prince ahead of time. He went in for the fifty-fifty split.”
Emma cocked her head. “Nobody can say for sure, but the prince does love his little games, and he enjoys the company of people who know how to play. So. Sullivan’s back, and he wants vengeance. This isn’t good. I’ll fill Caitlin in, and we’ll decide how to proceed from there. You need to stay well clear. You don’t stand a chance against Sullivan, as I’m sure you’ve learned.”
“Don’t count me out yet. I’ve got—”
I was going to say something pithy about cards up my sleeve, but the words died on my tongue. What did I have, really? My apartment and everything in it was in ashes. My car was dead on some back street with a shredded tire and a bent rim, and even if I could afford repairs, it was probably already sitting in an impound lot. Sullivan’s goons had taken everything else I owned—my wallet, my cards, my keys. I had nothing left but the dirty clothes on my back.
I thought back to Pixie’s soup kitchen, how I thought a lot of the hungry people in line looked just like me. Now I understood why. Losing it all was so much easier than you’d think.
“Just don’t count me out,” I said. “I’m not done fighting yet.”



Eighteen
It was two in the morning by the time I got to the Scrivener’s Nook, with my feet aching and my bones tired. A door next to the bookstore opened onto a narrow stairway. I trudged up the steps, shoes heavy on the shabby carpet, and knocked on the door to the second-floor apartment.
Bentley opened the door. He wore a striped nightshirt and a stocking cap, like a character out of a Dickens novel. He took one look at me and waved me inside. He didn’t need to ask any questions.
Bentley and Corman’s kitchenette was as cluttered as their shop downstairs, festooned with antiques and curiosities and bric-a-brac. Spotlessly clean, but a tiny tornado of chaos. I followed Bentley into the kitchen and sat down at their folding card table while he put on a pot of hot cocoa.
“I was having one of my insomnia fits,” he said. “I suppose there was a good reason for it after all. I was just going to make some cocoa and indulge in a bit of Jane Austen.”
Corman poked his head around the corner, rubbing his eyes. He’d pulled a terrycloth robe over his boxers, letting it hang unbelted as he stumbled across the apartment.
“Thought I heard the door,” he grumbled. “Oh, hey kiddo. You look like shit.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve had better nights. I’m sorry, I didn’t want to wake anybody up. I just didn’t know where else to go.”
Bentley shook his head as Corman dropped into a folding chair next to me.
“Never apologize for needing help,” Bentley said. “You’d open the door for either of us. Now then. Would you like to talk about your troubles? Or would you like to get some sleep? It’s your choice.”
The couch looked inviting, but so did the aroma drifting from the kettle on the stove.
“Is that the Ghirardelli stuff?” I said.
“It certainly is. Also, there are tiny marshmallows in a bag in the pantry. If you’re staying up, that is.”
If I’d really wanted to clam up and bed down for the night, they wouldn’t have pressed me. That said, Bentley knew how to bribe a man.
“Splash a shot of Kahlúa in there and you’ve got a deal.”
“Go grab it yourself,” Corman said, nodding toward the refrigerator. “This is your house too.”
That was when the tears finally hit me, and I had to clench my fists at my sides and breathe deep to keep from breaking down. I got the story out, bit by halting bit. The hot chocolate helped. So did having Bentley and Corman at the table, patient, listening. Everything is a little easier when you’ve got family around you, whether they’re family of blood or family of choice.
Bentley didn’t even say, “I told you so,” considering how he’d been portending doom since the day Caitlin walked into my life. The two of them had since established an uneasy détente, but he made no secret about how he felt when it came to me rubbing shoulders with “her crowd.”
Instead, he rapped his knuckles on the table and got down to business. “Right. First thing in the morning, we’re going shopping for the essentials. Clothes, toiletries, everything you need to get back on your feet. You can stay here until you find a new place.”
I shook my head. “You know I can’t take your money. The bookstore’s struggling as it is.”
“Call it a loan,” Bentley said, though I knew they’d never expect to be repaid. “I think you need to ask yourself something, though, and I hope you give it due thought. It seems to me like you and Caitlin are finished. She gave you three days, and tomorrow the clock runs out. Whatever this rogue demon’s up to, it’s all hell’s business. Not something people like us need to get mixed up in. Nothing good can ever come of it.”
“You’re forgetting Lauren,” I said.
Bentley shook his head. “All you have is a wild guess, Daniel. You can’t prove Lauren has anything to do with the Redemption Choir. And even if she does, what of it? We’ll settle up with her, in our own way and on our own terms.”
I didn’t have an answer to that. I sacked out on the couch not long after, groping for a few hours’ peaceful sleep in the dying night. I found the sleep, but I didn’t find the peace.
• • •
I woke to the smell of eggs, bacon, and strong black coffee. Sunlight touched the fabric window shades, turning them a warm golden orange.
“Grab some plates,” Corman told me, flipping a fried egg on his spatula. “OJ’s in the fridge.”
“Funny how things look better in the morning light.”
“Yeah?” he said. “You make up your mind?”
I nodded. “Caitlin gave me three days to find a solution to this mess. I’ve got one left. I don’t walk from the table until the game’s over.”
Corman looked back over his shoulder. Up the hall, I could hear the shower running and the faint sounds of NPR on a tinny radio.
“Can’t say this in front of Bentley,” he said, “but I think you’re making the right call. You’ve gotta go with your heart. Only true compass we’ve got in this life. If you think the girl is worth the risk, if you really believe that, then the girl is worth the risk. We’ve got your back. No matter what.”
I took down some mismatched glasses from a cluttered cupboard.
“Thanks,” I said. “That means a lot.”
“Yeah, yeah, just don’t fuck up and get killed. We didn’t spend all that time teaching you sorcery just so you could pick a fight and lose. What do I always tell you about good, clean, fair fights?”
I grinned. “No such thing. Fair fights are for suckers. Always fight dirty.”
Corman slapped me on the back. “Damn right, kiddo. Damn right.”
After breakfast, Corman went downstairs to open the store while Bentley bundled me into his car, and we set off to get my life back in order. Or at least fake it. With a new pair of slacks and a mint-colored dress shirt, I could look at myself in the mirror and see what looked like a reasonably put-together guy. I picked up a cheap prepaid Nokia and made quick calls to everyone whose numbers I knew by heart, letting them know not to call the old number. Caitlin’s phone went straight to voicemail. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I wanted to talk to her, but not until I had some good news to share.
Bentley needed groceries, so I rode with him to the Vons on East Tropicana. I wandered off as he roved the supermarket’s aisles with an envelope of coupons. On a whim, I dialed my old phone number.
“Hello,” Sullivan purred.
“I want my phone back, asshole.”
“Daniel,” he said. “May I call you Daniel? I think we should be on a first-name basis, given how much we have in common. You know, when I was your age, the world was a very different place. A man might live his entire life never traveling more than thirty, forty miles from where he was born. The people around him were his community. They depended on one another to survive. Nowadays, who even knows their next-door neighbors’ names? All this technology hasn’t made the world smaller, it’s made it bigger. More faceless.”
“Doesn’t change the fact,” I said, “that I paid four hundred dollars for that phone.”
“You aren’t calling about the phone. You’re calling to goad me into revealing details about my plans or where we’ve relocated our operations. I’ve been warned about your little tricks.”
“And yet you just admitted you relocated,” I said.
“As if we’d stay at the mission, now that you’ve told Sitri’s minions where to find us. That clue was free. Here’s another one: walk away. This has nothing to do with you.”
“You made it about me, last night.”
“You were a lucky bonus,” Sullivan said. “Would I love to punish Caitlin? Unquestionably. Would I like to orchestrate your violent and painful death, for the morale of my followers? If time permits. But none of this is about you, or her. My goals won’t affect you in the slightest. So I’ll offer you a truce: don’t pursue us, and we won’t pursue you. It’s a big desert.”
I strolled down the baking aisle. A harried-looking mother pushing a cart with twin babies rolled past me, and I kept my voice low until she was out of earshot.
“Here’s my counteroffer,” I said. “Leave Nevada. Go back east, out of Caitlin’s jurisdiction.”
“East? You’ve heard of the Flowers’ pogrom, haven’t you? My flock will be slaughtered there.”
“Not them. Just you. Your followers can stay. Without you poisoning their minds, maybe they can have something resembling a normal life.”
Sullivan sighed, heavy and deep-throated.
“My flock goes where I go, Daniel. They need me. They love me. Besides, since when do you have the authority to negotiate on behalf of Prince Sitri? You really are working for him, aren’t you?”
“No. Not his rules. Mine. If you stay here, I’ll be coming for you.”
“Oh please,” he said. “Did you forget last night? Did the stripes I gave you fade so soon? Do they no longer sting? Because I can give you more. Or…is that it? Did we make a connection, Daniel? Do you want more? Maybe you’d rather submit to my hand than to hers. Is that it? Did you dream of me last night? Of feeling my firm hand, guiding you under my will?”
I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood. Then I took a deep breath. You know the game he’s playing. Flip it on him.
“You know,” I whispered seductively, “I did. I really did. Because when I see a guy who lost his title, his lands, and his cash all in one day, a guy who’s such a loser he got thrown out of two infernal courts and then had to hide out on Earth just so people would stop kicking his ass…I gotta tell ya, that gets me hot.”
The line went quiet for so long I almost thought he’d hung up.
“You don’t,” he said, his voice quavering, “know anything. You don’t know what really happened.”
“I know the whole story. You’re the talk of the town, Sullivan. Nobody can figure out how you manage to keep running while you’re wearing those clown shoes.”
“You’re going to die,” he hissed in a voice like simmering syrup. “You, and Caitlin, and everyone you know, and everyone you love. Dead.”
“Wait a second,” I said. “Does that mean you’re not giving my phone back?”
He hung up on me.
Well, that was a wash, I thought. Not unsatisfying, though. Time to check on Pixie. I called up St. Jude’s and asked if she was volunteering today. A few minutes later, she picked up on the other end.
“Faust! Where have you been?” she said. “I’ve been calling you since last night!”
“Shit. You haven’t been leaving messages, have you?”
“What? No. The NSA listens to those. Listen, we got a hit.”
“On the email tap?”
“Uh-huh,” Pixie said. “That mole you’ve been looking for? I know his name.”
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She read the email to me over the phone. The second she named the sender, I had all the pieces I needed.
Gary Kemper. Hi there, Detective.
I’d gambled that Lauren had a mole on the task force, and I was right. Special Agent Black’s local man from Metro was a double agent.
No, scratch that. A triple agent. Maybe quadruple.
“Lauren,” he wrote, “got the manuscript. Somebody took a shot at me, not sure who, but I don’t think they saw my face. This shit’s getting deep and I NEED you to get me out. If AB finds out I’m working for you, I’m a dead man. If the RC finds out, I’m WORSE than dead, and that’s nothing compared to what’ll happen if S gets his hands on me. I didn’t mind feeding you intel, but this is going too far. I don’t even want the money anymore. Get me out of here!”
“Has she responded yet?”
“No,” Pixie said. “Doesn’t look like it’s been read on her end.”
“Can you pull that email, so she doesn’t ever get it?”
I listened to the rattle of laptop keys.
“Done. What’s the RC?”
I dropped the hemming and hawing. She’d shown she could take her answers straight.
“Redemption Choir. Half-demons who want to be human,” I said.
“So they’re the good guys.”
“No,” I said. “They’re nuts, and they just kidnapped a priest. They’re the bad guys.”
“Who’s AB?”
“Special Agent Harmony Black. FBI agent, trying to bust Nicky Agnelli. Honest cop, as far as I know. Straight shooter.”
“So she’s a good guy.”
“No, because she also wants to bust everyone who Nicky’s ever done business with, including me, and Lauren Carmichael’s pulling her strings. So she’s also a bad guy.”
“Who’s S?” Pixie asked.
“Sitri. Demon prince.”
“Definitely a bad guy.”
I sighed. “No. My girlfriend works for him, and she just helped save the world.”
“So let me get this straight,” Pixie said. “Some of the bad guys are bad guys, some of the bad guys are the good guys, and there aren’t any good good guys.”
“That’s right.”
“Hey, Faust?”
“Yeah, Pix?”
“You ever think,” she said, “your moral compass might be just a little bit fucked up?”
“Every damn day.”
My heart pounded. Strikeout after strikeout, and we’d just been handed something better than information, better than a clue. If I played this right, Gary Kemper would be a weapon. He’d damned himself with that email, but it wasn’t the kind of rock-solid proof I needed. After all, anyone could send an email. No, I’d need to lure him in, bait him closer to my hook.
“Two things,” I said. “Can you send him an email so it looks like it came from Lauren?”
“Have you met me? Come on, that’s kid stuff. What else?”
Bentley stood at the end of the aisle, head tilted my way, waiting to leave. I mouthed a silent apology.
“Can you rig things so that anything he emails to Lauren won’t reach her box, and vice versa? I want to cut that cord. Everything either of them sends to each other should come straight to us instead.”
“Give me five minutes and it’ll be a done deal.”
“With no chance of getting caught?” I asked.
“Good luck,” she snorted. “I’m behind seven proxies.”
“Get on it. I need to make some phone calls.”
“What’s the plan?”
I smiled. “You want to bring down Carmichael-Sterling? Well, Detective Kemper’s going to help, whether he likes it or not. We just need to seal the deal.”
• • •
The Wardriver rode again, as soon as Pixie got her mysterious friend to give her the keys. She swung by Vons to get me, and then we took a suburban detour, heading out to Silverado Ranch to pick up Jennifer.
“Nice ink,” Pixie said, eying Jennifer’s sleeve as she opened the back doors of the van for her.
“Thanks! You got any?”
Pixie was wearing a camisole top. She turned, showing off the fairy wings tattooed across her shoulder blades. Jennifer whistled.
“We oughta compare notes. I’m thinking of getting some more work done, and my old artist moved out to Berkeley.” She peered in the van. “And what do we have here?”
Pixie rapped her knuckles on the electronic console. “It pretty much does everything. FBI, eat your heart out. It’s not mine, but I built in a lot of the extras.”
“Sweet sunshine, Daniel, where’ve you been hiding this girl?”
I saw where her thoughts were going. Behind Pixie’s back, I gestured so Jennifer made sure to notice the Sharpie-inked X across the back of Pixie’s hand.
No, Jenny, she’s not going to go work for a drug dealer. Put your eyes back in your head.
“Let’s go,” I said. “We’ve got a fish to catch.”
I’d already slung my hook. Once we sorted out the details, Pixie sent Gary an email “from Lauren,” dictated by me.
“Understood. I’ll keep you safe. Too dangerous to meet in person. Take the manuscript to one of my operatives. She’ll meet you at the Mormon Fort. —Lauren”
The original fort went up in the 1850s, care of, as the name implied, a band of Mormon settlers looking for insurance against Indian attacks. They abandoned the place just two years later, returning to Utah when the Mormons and the feds got into a running gunfight back home. After that, the fort turned into a military garrison, then a private ranch, and finally a state park. The blocky adobe buildings and towering walls weren’t all original—there’d been a lot of reconstruction over the years—but it was still a neat little slice of history. Also, not a bad place for a clandestine meeting.
We parked by a fence made from rough-hewn logs, and Pixie angled the Wardriver’s hidden cameras. Jennifer sat next to her, watching her moves, learning how the system worked. Jennifer was the biggest tech junkie I knew. Nothing on Pixie’s level, but we only had one shot at getting this footage, and I wanted somebody I could trust in the director’s chair. Pixie didn’t count, since her job was outside the van.
Gary knew my face, and Jennifer’s too. There was a good chance, if the task force was really digging into our backgrounds, that he’d be familiar with everybody else in our crew. Pixie, though? An outsider. The perfect actress to play Lauren’s secret agent.
“See? You can sweep the whole area with this knob now that we’ve got the camera lined up,” Pixie was telling Jennifer. “You’re good for sound up to about a hundred feet. Ambient isn’t too bad, but closer’s obviously better.”
“Stay in the parking lot and don’t let him take you into the fort,” I told Pixie. “We need his face, not just his voice.”
“And I’ll keep him facing the camera, yeah. I do know how to do this, Faust. Not my first time.”
A green Mustang rolled into the lot. Same one that had escaped me at Our Lady of Consolation.
“Showtime,” I said, pointing it out on the bank of monitors. Then Gary got out. Pixie leaned close, squinting.
“Fuck,” she hissed. “I know that guy.”
“What? From where?”
“You remember the big EcoFirst protest outside the Enclave construction site last month? Where I got busted?” She pointed at the monitor. “He’s the asshole who busted me. Nearly twisted my arm out of its socket, too.”
Pixie and Jennifer both looked to me for an answer. I didn’t have one. A month was a long time, and Kemper probably didn’t have a photographic memory for everybody he’d tossed in a wagon, but there was always a chance.
I shook my head. “Pack it in. Too risky. We’ll figure out something else.”
“He probably won’t recognize me,” Pixie said.
“‘Probably’ isn’t good enough. You aren’t a part of this—”
She glared. “Bullshit I’m not a part of this. I’m not your paid errand girl, Faust. I want to see Carmichael-Sterling go down as bad as you do. I just have different reasons. And my reasons are probably better than yours.”
“If she gets in over her head,” Jennifer said, “we can always turn this from a blackmailin’ into a kidnappin’. Or just ventilate the son of a bitch. He can’t help Lauren with a bullet in his skull.”
I looked to the monitor. Gary took a slow walk around the parking lot, head swiveling, looking antsy. I needed to make a decision before he got spooked and left.
“Go,” I said. “Do your best. And if things get hairy, we’ll be on top of it before he knows what hit him.”
Pixie gave us a thumbs up and jumped out of the van. I sat down next to Jennifer at the console.
“I almost feel bad for him,” Jennifer said. “Poor critter’s trapped between a rock and a hard place, and now he’s about to fall into the hands of some real professional troublemakers.”
I shrugged. “On the plus side, if he does what he’s told, he might actually live through this.”
A quiver of feedback squealed through the speakers. Jennifer went to work, fiddling with the audio dials until faint, echoed voices filled the van.
“—Kemper?” Pixie asked.
“Jesus, a little louder, tell the whole neighborhood my name!” Gary snapped. “Did she send you?”
“No. I’m psychic and I read your mind, that’s how I know who you are. Duh. Calm down.”
On the screen, Gary’s shoulders slumped.
“I’m sorry. Sorry. It’s been…hard. I’m juggling too many faces, too many names. Hard to remember what lie I told to who.”
“Relax,” Pixie said. “She sent me to get the manuscript. You brought it, right?”
“There was, um, a complication. I don’t have it anymore.”
“Where the hell is it, then?” I muttered at the screen. A heartbeat later Pixie echoed my exact words.
“Sullivan called me into an emergency meeting late last night. I couldn’t put him off. He saw the pages, and he took them away from me. He thought I was bringing them to him. I know, I know, this screws up everything, but there was nothing I could do! If he thinks for one second that I’m Lauren’s inside man, he’ll skin me alive. And I’m not even exaggerating about that.”
I looked over at Jennifer. “We’re definitely recording, right?”
“Oh yeah,” she purred, bringing the camera into tighter focus.
Pixie was a natural. She put her hands on her hips and stared the taller man down.
“Lauren’s not going to be happy. What about the task force? Anything to report?”
“Yeah. Black’s breathing down my neck. She’s not just a fed. She’s got…shit, I don’t know, magic powers. Swear to God, she’s some kind of witch. She suspects something, I know it. I just know it.”
That answered the question of who the magician on his team was. Good to know.
“Meanwhile,” Gary said, “after I stuck my neck out, leaked Agnelli’s phone call, and pretty much held Sullivan’s hand while he planned the entire kidnapping, fucking Daniel fucking Faust escaped somehow. So that’s one more person who’s going to shoot me if they find out who set them up.”
“No one’s going to find out. Keep on as if nothing is wrong,” Pixie said. “I’ll report back for you, and you’ll get further instructions from Lauren.”
“No, hey, I need help now! I can’t keep doing this! I don’t care about the deal, I don’t care about the cash. I cannot keep doing this!”
He paused, suddenly frowning as he stared into Pixie’s face. The back of my neck bristled. I knew a cop look when I saw one.
“Wait a second. Don’t I know you from somewhere?” he said. “I’ve seen you before, I’m sure I have.”
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“Maybe at the office,” Pixie said, keeping her composure.
“No. No, I’ve never set foot in that office.” Gary shook his head. “Something is seriously hinky about this whole situation. Maybe you and me should go see Lauren together.”
I tensed. Jennifer shot me a look.
“Against her orders? And endangering both of you? Yeah, great idea you’ve got there,” Pixie told him. “You’re stressed out, and it’s making you jump at shadows. Go home. Go home, call everybody, and tell them you’ve got food poisoning and have to stay in bed. Get some sleep and wait for our email.”
He held his stare for two more heartbeats, then deflated.
“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, you’re right. Okay, fine, I’ll sit tight.”
She turned to leave, and that was when things went wrong. I could have kicked myself for not seeing it coming.
Her tattoo.
Gary saw the ornate wings on her back, reached out, and grabbed her shoulder in a vice grip.
“Now I remember. You don’t work for Lauren. You’re some goddamn hippie chick! What’s this all about, huh? You’d better tell me everything I want to know, now!”
I jumped to my feet. Jennifer shook her head.
“Not yet. Give her a chance,” she said.
“But she’s in trouble—”
“Trust her.”
Of all the reactions Pixie could have had, backhanding Gary across the face wasn’t one I saw coming.
“You stupid bastard,” she hissed. “What, you remember me from the protest? Lauren sent me there. It’s called undercover work. I was trying to chat up the real protesters to find out if they were planning to vandalize the construction site, and you hauled me out and nearly put my arm in a sling!”
He blinked, stunned.
Pixie leaned closer. “You think you’re the only informant on her payroll? You think you’re the only person pulling strings for her in this town? You’re small-fry, Kemper. Small. Fry. You’d better remember that, or your next job is gonna be serving fries.”
I sat back down in front of the screen and looked over at Jennifer, while Gary muttered a muffled apology.
“She’s good,” I said.
“Told ya.” Jennifer tapped the side of her nose. “I got a nose for these things.”
We both high-fived Pixie when she got back in the van. On the monitors, Gary drove away, off to lay low for a while.
“We got it,” Pixie said, checking the console. “Should be a crisp, clean recording. What’s next?”
“Next,” I said, “I sit down with our friend Gary and teach him the facts of life.”
• • •
Finding Gary’s home address wasn’t hard for Pixie, and thanks to her quick thinking, we knew he’d be there faking a bout of food poisoning.
“Sure you don’t want me to go in with you?” Jennifer asked.
“Guy’s a Metro detective with a lot of juice, not even counting his FBI and DEA pals. If this goes south, nobody but me is taking a fall for it. Besides, you’re the insurance.”
I asked Pixie to double-check her research when we got near the address. The detective lived a little north of the airport, in a neighborhood even I wouldn’t walk through at night on my own. We zeroed in on a three-story apartment building with salmon-pink stucco walls and a couple of overflowing Dumpsters that hadn’t been emptied in a good month or two.
“Positive,” Pixie said. “This is his address on record. Second floor, apartment 26.”
“Maybe he’s frugal?” Jennifer said, squinting at the second-floor windows. Tacked-up sheets passed for curtains here and there. Other windows bristled with cheap AC units.
I picked up a freshly burned DVD in a plastic jewel case and wedged it in my hip pocket. “That or a crackhead. I’m going to have a chat. You two get the other copies squirreled away. Don’t think it’ll be necessary, but just in case.”
They left me at the curb. I circled around the apartment building. The side door sported a cracked window covered in bent and rusted wire mesh. The doorknob jiggled in my hand, barely hanging on by a couple of half-stripped screws, and I let myself in. A rank odor clung to the back stairway, a mingling of cooked onions, liver, and rotting trash.
The problem with paying someone like Gary Kemper a surprise visit was that you never knew how he was going to react. If I knocked on the door and said hello, maybe he’d stand still long enough to listen to reason. Or maybe, since he already believed I was gunning for his head, he’d pull his service piece and blast me on the spot. Too risky to chance it. I listened at his door, catching the faint echoes of what sounded like a basketball game on a tinny television.
I knocked on the door, then stood off to the left, out of the peephole’s line of sight. Footsteps shuffled up on the other side. I heard him there, standing still, deciding.
The sound of a pistol sliding out of a leather shoulder holster makes a distinctive rustle. Once you’ve heard it, you always recognize it. Metal rattled on the other side as he undid the security chain. I waited until the clicking of the deadbolt, and the slow turn of the knob, to pivot on my heel and give the door a vicious kick.
The door swung in, hard, smacking into Gary and sending him stumbling a step backward. He needed a second to recover, and I didn’t let him have it. I barreled into his apartment, sweeping my arm out to knock his gun hand to one side and driving a balled-up fist into his gut. He threw his weight forward, hooking his free arm around my neck and pulling me to the floor with him. We wrestled for the gun on the rough hardwood floor, rolling, kicking at each other. He rabbit-punched me, hard, and I curled an arm in front of me to ward him off. Then I drove my knee up between his legs. He yelped, the pain enough to loosen his grip on the gun.
I grabbed the piece, a blue chrome snub-nosed nine millimeter, and rolled to one side. He was about to launch himself at me when I stuck the barrel in his face. He made like a statue.
“Calm,” I panted. “Down.”
He stared at me wide eyed as we both caught our breath, sitting a few feet apart on his living room floor. The apartment wasn’t as bad inside as it looked on the outside. Shabby-cozy, a one-bedroom nest with a Denver Broncos pennant on the wall over a half-empty liquor cabinet. Given the two empty bottles of Grand Marnier on his kitchen counter and the dirty shot glass sitting on the end table next to his threadbare couch, I had a hunch where a lot of his disposable income went.
Photos over the television caught my eye. Gary at a park with a younger woman and a cherub-faced toddler. A wedding shot, minus the kid. Gary pushing the little girl on a swing. I nodded toward the pictures.
“Gary, I’m going to need an honest answer from you. Is somebody going to walk in on us while we’re talking? Because that’s going to complicate things.”
If looks could kill, the revulsion in his eyes would have stopped my heart cold.
“What, you’re gonna kill my family, too? Bet you’d like that, wouldn’t you?”
“I’m not here to kill you.”
“Then what are you here for?” Gary sneered. “Because you just assaulted a goddamn Metro cop, in his own home. You know what that means? Do you even understand what you’ve done?”
He was so eager to pin a crime on me, I decided to let him have one.
“Your pal Carl Holt was a homicide cop, too, right up until I arranged a closed-casket funeral for him.” I fixed him with a glare. “Your badge means shit to me. Now answer the question.”
He slumped, putting his back against the wall. “No. Mona and Lindsey aren’t here. They aren’t…in my life anymore.”
“Good. Progress. Now we’re communicating. Let me get right to the point.” I tugged the DVD from my pocket and slid it across the floor. “That’s a copy, for you to watch at your leisure. It’s a video of your little meeting at the Mormon Fort today.”
I could hear the breath catch in his throat.
“How did you—”
“You were talking to one of my people, not Lauren’s. We got the whole thing on video. Crystal-clear audio, unmistakably your face, and all those lovely little incriminating statements. You’re bent, Gary. You’re as bent as your buddy Holt was, but at least he only whored his badge out to one customer. You’re taking cash from Sullivan while working for Lauren Carmichael, and using Agent Black’s task force to do it.”
“It’s not—it’s not like that,” he said, his voice small.
“No? Then tell me what it’s like.”
“Lauren didn’t send me to join the Redemption Choir. I was already a member. I was a beat cop, back in Denver, when I met Sullivan. It was right after my wife walked out on me. See, she didn’t know what I was. Not until she walked in and saw my real face in the bathroom mirror. Five years of marriage, total self-control, never let on, but I slip once…that’s what it’s like for us, Faust. You don’t understand. You can’t. The evil’s always bubbling just under the skin, wanting to come out.
“That was the last time I saw my wife or my daughter. I got my divorce papers by mail. Didn’t contest it. Sullivan trusts me, I think, because the same thing happened to him.”
“Hold it, he’s married?” I said. This was news to me.
Gary shook his head. “Was. Human wife. He was trying to go native, see. He figured she was ready to learn the truth. She wasn’t. She freaked, came at him with a kitchen knife, and he hit her a little too hard trying to defend himself. Snapped her neck.”
Given what I knew about the way Sullivan treated women, I had my doubts that Gary had the whole story. I believed he believed it, though.
“He wanted somebody closer to the West Coast,” Gary said, “to keep an eye on things for the Choir and lay groundwork for expanding our operations. I was originally supposed to land in Los Angeles, but this was the only place I could get a transfer to.”
“You aren’t Pinfeather,” I mused. I had thought he might be, but the timing was all wrong. According to Caitlin, the Night-Blooming Flowers’ super-agent was a recent arrival. Gary had been working in Vegas for years.
“Who’s that?”
I shook my head. “Never mind. So let me guess: you were out here spinning your wheels, and Carl Holt introduced you to Lauren Carmichael.”
“It’s a complicated story.”
“That’s all right,” I said, holding the gun on him. “I’ve got time.”
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Gary seemed to be thinking about how he wanted to phrase it, and I didn’t blame him. In his shoes, I’d be nervous too.
“While Carl was, um—”
“Covering up murders for Lauren and her crew.”
He nodded. “He tried to get me on board. I didn’t want anything to do with it. Lauren said she didn’t need me for anything hard-core, just to keep tabs on the local cambion, which I was already doing, and report back to her.”
“Why?”
“I didn’t understand either,” Gary said. “Not at first. Then Sullivan rolled into town with twenty of his best friends and told me I was officially reactivated. Suddenly I had two bosses, and there’s no way I could tell Sullivan I’d been informing on the local cambion. I’d be a traitor. I’ve seen what he does to traitors.”
“Three bosses, once Agent Black came into the picture,” I said.
“Yeah. That was Lauren’s doing. She pulled strings with some senator to get a joint task force rolling after Nicky Agnelli’s gang, and pulled even more strings to put me on it. That’s what she does, Faust. I never wanted any of this, but she just pulled me deeper and deeper…”
I felt for him, I really did. Another time, another place, we could have had a drink together. Right now, though, I didn’t have room for empathy. I needed him scared.
“Save the sob story,” I snapped, lifting the gun a little to remind him it was there. “You made your own bed. Do what I tell you and you might live long enough to climb out of it. Why did Lauren send you to steal Father Alvarez’s manuscript?”
“Change of plans. You’ve seen the Enclave, right?”
“Seen enough to know it’s wrong to the core,” I said. “What is it? Really?”
Gary shrugged. “You think she tells me? I just know it’s going to be something really big, and really bad. In private, she doesn’t call it the Enclave. She calls it the Engine. She needs a guy to help her finish building it. Problem is, he’s in hell.”
“What guy?”
Gary rubbed his temples, straining to remember.
“Gilles something, something French. De Rais, I think? All I know is, Lauren based part of the design on some of his old journals, but there are chunks missing, and even she isn’t a good enough sorceress to fill in the blanks. So she’s looking to snatch this guy out of hell and make him do it for her.”
Her effort to enslave Prince Sitri suddenly made sense in a whole new light. I had assumed she was just after raw power. What if she figured Sitri was a source of get-out-of-hell-free cards? After we burned down the Silverlode and ruined her plans, she’d be looking for a new angle to get what she wanted.
“So what’s Sullivan’s game?”
“Sullivan,” he said with a heavy sigh, “is convinced that Father Alvarez’s manuscript is legit. He’s also convinced that a cambion in this world who bodily enters hell would be just as powerful down there as an incarnate demon is up here. The purity of their human side granting them strength or something like that. He’s gonna hold the priest hostage until he finishes translating the manuscript, then put it to the test.”
“What? That doesn’t even make sense! None of it makes sense.”
“You think I don’t know that? When Sullivan obsesses over an idea, well, that’s it. No arguing. If he decided the moon was purple, you could take him outside at midnight, point to the sky, and he’d still say it was purple. It was never this bad before, but…Faust, I think he’s losing it. I mean, he was always a little nutty, but I think he’s really losing his goddamn mind.”
“What is he planning to do? Lead his followers down into hell and start flipping tables?”
Gary nodded, looking haunted.
“Pretty much that, yeah. He’s got some scores to settle.”
“Even if the manuscript is real, and I don’t imagine how it can be, the entire Redemption Choir would be slaughtered. Sullivan and everyone who stands with him.”
Gary looked up at the ceiling, lightly thumping the back of his head against the wall, and shut his eyes.
“You gotta understand, Faust. I lost everything because of what I am, because I was born this way. Sullivan found me when I was down and out, and he showed me a different path. I never went in for his quasi-religious revolutionary jive. But when I worked with him, I’d meet other people like me, people who had problems like me. And sometimes I could help them out. That made everything a little easier to take.”
I listened in silence, letting him get it off his chest.
“When he started talking about war and brimstone, I wanted out. But I made a lot of friends in the Choir, and they hung on every word he said. Leaving the Choir meant leaving them behind, and I couldn’t do that. So I stayed in, as close to the fringes as I could, just toeing the line and watching as it all got crazier and crazier. When he assigned me to come out here, I thought I was finally safe.”
“Instead, he came looking for you,” I said. “And he’s about to pull a Jim Jones.”
“He’s been scoping Lauren Carmichael from a distance. See, there’s this old fairy tale. You ever hear of the Ring of Solomon?”
I wore my best poker face, even as my stomach clenched.
“Rings a bell,” I said.
“Well, there’s a rumor going around that she’s got it. The real thing, no myth. I think that’s bullshit, but Sullivan isn’t so sure, and he’s thinking he wants that ring on his finger when he leads the charge into hell.”
The ring only worked for humans. I didn’t think even halfbloods could harness its magic, which was the only reason Nicky Agnelli didn’t move heaven and earth to get his hands on it. Good idea to keep that part of the story secret, I figured. Just in case.
“So what’s he going to do about it?” I asked.
“He’s thinking about a trade. He offers to dive down into hell and snatch this Gilles guy for Lauren, and she gives him the ring. Everybody’s happy. He’s still feeling her out, though, trying to find out if it’d be worth his time.”
I rested the gun butt on one bent knee, thinking things over.
“All right,” I said. “Here’s how this is going to go down. You’ve got a fourth boss now. Me. And I’m the only one who counts. Keep doing exactly what you’re doing, don’t draw suspicion, but if Lauren or Sullivan so much as sneeze funny, I want to know about it. That goes double for Agent Black, if you think the task force is gearing up to make arrests instead of just shaking trees.”
He glanced anxiously toward the DVD near his leg, like it might spring from its plastic case and bite him.
“Oh,” I added, “in case you’re thinking about bushwhacking me? Don’t. My friends made at least three copies. I vanish, I die, I develop a bad flu, copies go to Agent Black by overnight mail. My friends are under instructions not to tell me where they’re hiding them, so you can’t get the information out of me, no matter what.”
“You’re a real son of a bitch, Faust. I’m in a twenty-foot-deep hole and you’re shoveling dirt on my head.”
I pushed myself to my feet, still holding the gun on him.
“You’re the one with the shovel. I’m just trying to put things right. Do what I tell you, when I tell you, and there’s a chance—not a promise, but a chance—you’ll live long enough for this whole mess to fade into a bad memory.”
I ejected the magazine from his gun and pocketed it. Then I tossed him the empty piece. He caught it, still glowering at me.
“Don’t be a stranger,” I said and let myself out.
• • •
Bentley and Corman’s loan had left me with enough cash for cab fare. I booked it over to the Scrivener’s Nook, wanting to get some research done before the name slipped my mind.
“Gilles de Rais?” Bentley said, cleaning off their antique cash register with a feather duster. “The name’s familiar. Rode with Joan of Arc, if I recall. Fairly certain he was burned as a heretic.”
Corman ambled up one of the narrow aisles, straightening shelves as he went. It was a lost cause. The Nook was in a perpetual state of slightly organized chaos, like it had been hit by a tornado followed by a slightly mad librarian with bold new ideas about the Dewey decimal system.
“Deserved it, too,” Corman said. “He had an appetite for little boys. Killed them when he was finished.”
I blinked at him. “And I thought Lauren was scraping the bottom of the barrel when she hired Meadow Brand. What does she need from a psycho like that?”
Corman jabbed his thumb over his shoulder, toward the door to the stockroom. “Check the private shelves. Should be something in the Pandaemonium.”
The Nook’s stockroom was a maze of teetering, piled boxes and cobwebs. Secreted away in a back corner, in the shadow of an empty, rusting filing cabinet, was Bentley and Corman’s private reserve. These black varnished shelves held the books they didn’t put out for the general public, sold only by special request.
Not many people would request a book like Zeller’s Pandaemonium, and I wouldn’t want to meet anyone who considered it suitable bedtime reading. The meaty tome was an encyclopedia of atrocities, a compendium of some of the worst monsters of human history with their known and suspected links to the occult underworld laid bare. The author spent thirty years putting it all together, sent it to a small press for a limited run of a hundred copies, and then he took a bath with a plugged-in toaster.
De Rais had his own entry, all right. He’d started out well enough: commander in the Royal Army, fought in the Hundred Years War, even became Marshal of France. He ran out of battlefields, and that was when the trouble started. Spent years squandering cash on lavish pageants, even built a cathedral, and meanwhile he was murdering children and offering up their body parts in secret black masses.
“Zeller was nuts,” I said, emerging from the back an hour later with the book still in my hands.
Bentley shrugged. “Undoubtedly, but his academic work was solid.”
“No, I mean, five hundred victims? Did he add an extra zero by mistake?”
“It was the 1400s, Daniel, long before scientific criminology and DNA testing. You could get away with the most abhorrent things, especially with the privilege of a nobleman’s title.”
“There’s another problem,” I said, pointing to the page. “Zeller claims that de Rais sold his soul to a demon named Naavarasi. Every other source I looked at said the demon’s name was Barron, with two r’s.”
Bentley chuckled gently. “Middle English, Daniel. ‘Barron’ with two r’s eventually became ‘baron’ with one r, as in the title of nobility. Someone was having a laugh, I suspect. You’re looking for Baron Naavarasi.”
“Who doesn’t seem to exist. I checked the Goetia, Lightman’s Compendium Rouge, there’s no record of a demon by that name.”
“Use-names change, and anyone can claim a title. De Rais’s master could have been anyone. Could be anyone, today. Six hundred years is a long time.”
Another dead end. The sun slunk low in the sky, sketching a shadow across the dusty floorboards. Sunset on my final day. Bentley saw the look on my face.
“What are you going to do?” he said.
I shook my head.
“Talk to Caitlin. Tell her I did my best.”
Even as I walked away, I already knew my best wasn’t good enough.



Twenty-Two
Usually, the elevator ride up to Caitlin’s penthouse felt like the space between heartbeats. Tonight, it was a convict’s slow march to the electric chair. I’d promised I would figure out a way to deal with Sitri’s challenge, find some way to outfox the demon prince at his own game. I couldn’t have crashed and burned any more miserably. Now I had to pay the price.
In a curving hall of white paint and white light, I steeled myself and knocked on Caitlin’s door. She answered, her clothes rumpled, her eyes tired. She hadn’t been sleeping again, and I could guess why. She didn’t invite me in. She stood on the threshold, barring the way, looking in my eyes for some glimmer of hope.
“The priest is alive,” she said. It wasn’t a question. She didn’t need to ask.
“I’m making progress. Look, I know what Lauren and Sullivan are both after. There’s holes, questions I don’t have the answers to yet, but I’m making progress—”
She held up her hand.
“Don’t. Daniel, just…don’t. Don’t say three more days, because in three days you’ll come back and ask for three more. My prince had a point to make. He made it.”
My heart sank. The worst part, the worst part of this whole damn mess, was seeing the disappointment in her eyes. Knowing I put it there.
“So is this—”
She shook her head.
“Don’t say goodbye.” Caitlin’s voice almost broke. Almost. “No. I won’t say it either. I don’t want to say it. I won’t do it. But this isn’t working. I’ve been pacing the floors, trying to puzzle it out, but all I find is the same brick wall. I want to be with you. I just don’t know how. As it stands, my prince has forbidden it. I can’t rebel against him—”
I reached out, as if to touch her, then froze. My hand just hung there in the air between us, awkward and useless.
“And I’m not asking you to,” I said. “I wouldn’t. You know that. I’m just asking for a little faith. Don’t count me out, Cait. I’m always at my best when my back’s against the wall.”
She smiled. Her eyes were still sad, but she smiled.
“I know,” she said. “So I’m not saying goodbye. Only goodnight.”
She closed the door and left me standing in an empty hall.
• • •
When you’re flush and lucky, the Vegas Strip at night is one of the most beautiful places on Earth. When you’re down and out, though, all those beautiful lights are like bullets aimed at your heart. I moved like a ghost through the tourist crowds, anonymous and alone.
If I’d done what Sitri wanted and put Father Alvarez in the ground, none of this would have happened. I’d have Caitlin, my home, my car, my cash…and I’d hate myself forever. Instead, I kept my principles and lost everything else.
The demon prince must have known I’d refuse him, and he’d led me into a tangled maze. Sullivan was a lunatic chasing an impossible dream, building his plans around an ancient manuscript that couldn’t be real. Lauren aimed to snatch a dead serial killer from the jaws of hell. Trying to follow their schemes was like reading a map printed on a slice of Swiss cheese: I knew I could understand it, if only I had the whole picture instead of bits and pieces.
The end result? They’d burned me to the ground, and I was no closer to untangling this riddle than when I started. Worse than when I started, even, since I’d managed to get Alvarez—the only decent, innocent man in this whole sordid mess—kidnapped and held hostage by a pack of lunatics.
A fat tourist in a Hawaiian shirt shouldered past me, babbling into his cell phone.
“It’s called the Martingale system,” he said, ranting like he’d just discovered gold in the desert. “It’s the perfect system, you literally can’t lose!”
I rolled my eyes. The Martingale’s just as much a sucker bet today as it was three hundred years ago. The idea is, you double your bet every time you lose a hand, so that when you win you’re suddenly square again. Which works great, if you’ve got infinite amounts of cash to lose, or some guarantee you won’t hit a losing streak that breaks you. Half the tourists in Vegas think they’ve got all the answers, when they’re just making the same bad decisions over and over again, thinking something different will happen this time.
I stopped in my tracks.
“Sitri, you magnificent bastard,” I said. A guy handing out laminated cards on the corner, his orange shirt emblazoned with QUALITY ESCORTS TO YOUR ROOM, gave me a funny look.
It was my pride that did me in. Happened every time. I was so determined not to be anyone’s pawn, so aggressively opposed to the idea of doing Sitri’s bidding, that I did the exact opposite. I could have just ignored his command. Instead, I sought out Alvarez, tried to save him from the Redemption Choir, and kicked off this whole chain of disasters. Worse, I kept doubling down, stubbornly committed to my course like a fly bouncing off a window when there was an opening just two inches away.
Sitri played chess. I was playing checkers, a dope amateur whose every move showed from a mile away. Sullivan’s boys had thrown the Molotovs and the bullets, but it was Sitri walking me into their line of fire, punishing me for my stupid moves.
That was the key. I hadn’t fallen on my face because I disobeyed Sitri’s command. I fell on my face because I was playing the wrong game. And how many times had I been told that Sitri loved games? The solution was in my face the entire time.
You don’t want blind obedience, I thought. That wasn’t the point in the first place. You knew I wouldn’t kill Alvarez. It was never even on the table. No, you want a challenger. You want someone to surprise you for a change.
I waved down a taxi.
The crowds at Winter churned like one beast with three hundred minds, writhing under the icy strobes. I cut through them, a laser-guided knife aimed for the back corridor. At the end of the line, the leather-draped guard made no motion to open the door for me.
“The hound,” he hissed, his voice muffled and rattling behind his gas mask, “has rescinded your invitation.”
His beefy hand lingered near the machete dangling on his belt. I squared my stance and stared hard into the opaque lenses of his mask.
“I want you to listen very carefully,” I said, “and understand what I’m about to tell you. Over the past two nights I have been swung at, shot at, nearly burned to death, and whipped with a cane. I have lost everything I own, my relationship is falling to pieces, and I may have gotten an innocent priest killed. I am tired, I am aching, and I am well beyond the point of taking shit from anyone.”
The guard stood frozen, his breathing slow and labored behind the mask.
“You are standing,” I told him, “between me and my chance, my only chance, to get my life back. So I want you to ask yourself a question, and I want you to look me in the eyes when you do it. Do you know my name? Because I am Daniel fucking Faust, and you should know what happens to people who stand in my way.”
The guard hesitated for a moment. Then he unlocked the door and stood aside.
“Thank you,” I said and made my way downstairs.
I wound through the black and gold galleries, impervious to the howls of pain and pleasure from the galleries around me. I had one goal, one destination: the door to the Conduit’s lair. I hesitated only for a second with my fingers over the keypad, remembering Caitlin’s explanation of the joke. Anyone who goes downstairs and doesn’t belong there won’t ever be coming back up again, so we’re not worried about intruders.
This was the definition of laying all my chips on the table. I tapped in the code, 6-6-6. The stairwell beyond the door yawned down into darkness.
As I descended the steps, candles in stone niches and on mismatched pillars ignited in my wake. I stood in the heart of the chamber, breathing in the scent of spiced and dried oranges, and waited.
The Conduit emerged from the shadows, his chains and piercings rattling, wheezing as it dragged his filth-stained robes and desiccated limbs across the cold stone floor. Even without eyes, its head swiveled to mark where I stood.
“Fear me,” it rasped, “for I only speak the—”
“I want to talk to Sitri.”
It hesitated.
“Yes, I will carry his words to you.”
“No,” I said. “I want to talk to Sitri. No go-betweens, no playing telephone. Just the man himself.”
“You blaspheme,” hissed the Conduit, somehow looming larger. A few of the candles at my back flickered and died. I instinctively knew that being alone in the dark with the Conduit would a very, very bad thing.
“I’m a businessman. This is business.”
“You have no business with the prince of the Court of Jade Tears, human. You have no business in this holy chamber at all!”
More candles died, their flames sparking and sizzling out. The shadows grew longer, darker, colder. Hungrier.
I took a step closer. “I’ll give you two words to pass on to him. Two words that’ll prove you wrong, because once I speak them, he will want to talk to me.”
The Conduit bared yellowed, rotting teeth in a snarl. “What could you possibly say that would summon Prince Sitri’s attention? My master is a creature beyond time, beyond life and death! What two words would he wish to hear from an insignificant ant like you?”
My pride didn’t even sting when I said it.
“You win.”
The Conduit slumped like a puppet with its strings cut, its head bowed and back bent. Slowly it rose once more, spreading its withered hands and pierced wrists, but a new voice emerged from its lips. A voice that sounded like smoky kisses in the dark, like the smell of sex and broken promises.
“You are a rare pleasure, Daniel Faust. A rare pleasure, but mistaken. This game is far from over.”
I nodded. “That’s why I’m here. I’m ready to make my next move.”
“I smell a gambit in the air.” The prince’s voice dripped with delight. “Very well, sorcerer. The board is yours. Impress me.”
That was when I spoke the six most dangerous words you can say to a demon.
“I want to make a deal.”



Twenty-Three
Sitri and me, we talked.
Bentley and Corman were both asleep when I got back to their apartment above the Scrivener’s Nook. I was glad. I didn’t want to explain myself. My head was heavy with the talk I’d had with Sitri, with the deal I’d made and metaphorically signed in blood, what I’d given him and what he’d given me in return. I dragged my dread behind me like the Conduit’s golden chains, feeling the weight.
Still, as I lay back on the sofa and stared up at the peeling plaster, I felt an emotion I hadn’t known in days. Hope.
I let myself sleep until dawn, then I took a quick shower and darted out the door before Bentley or Corman woke up. I had a lot of work to do.
My first stop took me to the outskirts of the city, down in the shadow of an overpass where the air smelled like diesel fumes and mastiffs snarled behind a barbed-wire fence. The Sunset Garage hadn’t changed much since the 1950s. It even had the same neon-rimmed sign up on a soot-stained pillar, showing a gleaming green Studebaker in the sun, but the neon had burned out years ago and nobody had bothered to replace it.
I let myself in through the open service bay. One car sat up on the lifters, a rust-eaten Chevy Nova missing most of its guts, but otherwise the garage catered strictly to two-wheelers.
“In the back!” called out a weathered voice. I followed it to the source. Winslow bent over a workbench like a modern alchemist, studying a bowl of molten gold as he smelted it down. He was built like a lumberjack past his prime, with tangled gray hair and sun-blistered skin. He didn’t bother with a shirt, but he’d slung on a black leather vest, the back patched with the insignia of a skeletal eagle hovering over a roaring Harley. The eagle’s claws loomed, outstretched for the kill.
“Charley swore this was 24-karat,” he muttered. “He might know meth purity, but he doesn’t know shit about gold.”
“Bad time?” I asked. He looked up and waved me over.
“Oh, hey, Faust. No, c’mon in. Jenny with you?”
“Just me,” I said. Jennifer had introduced us a few months back when he needed my kind of help. They had business together, but I wasn’t sure if Winslow was one of her distributors or just an enthusiastic customer. Probably the former. There wasn’t much you couldn’t buy at the Sunset Garage, once the right people vouched for you. “Getting into making jewelry?”
He laughed and showed me the pewter pendant around his neck, a coiled and rearing cobra. “Son, I been into it longer than I been into anything else. Good hobby for a mechanic. Keeps your fingers limber. I ain’t winnin’ no contests, but then, I ain’t enterin’ any either. What brings you by?”
“Business, with a twist.”
“Yeah?” he said. “What kind of business?”
“I need wheels and a gun.”
He rubbed the back of his neck. “I thought you weren’t keen on guns?”
“I’m not, but I’ve got troubles with some folks who are keen on guns, and I don’t think I can fight back with strongly worded arguments.”
“Reckon not. All right, what’s the twist?”
“I’m a little short on cash. As in, I don’t have any.”
Winslow pointed toward the bay doors.
“There’s the exit,” he said. “Directions are free.”
“C’mon, Winslow. You know I’m good for it. I’ve got a line on a big score.”
That wasn’t entirely a lie. Given my cash situation, I would need to find a big score pretty damn quick once the current crisis was over and done with. Saying I’d already found one was technically just confidence talking.
“I don’t do credit, kid. Bad business. You start making handouts in my line of work, people think you’re soft. Then they start taking instead of asking.”
“And I can keep my mouth shut. Besides, I was hoping, given what I did for your sister…”
I let that hang in the air. He sighed. Then he narrowed his eyes. I could see his brain working, sniffing for an advantage.
“Jenny says you might be going inside for a little while.”
“Maybe. Soft time. Cops got me on a bullshit beef for threatening somebody in traffic. I’m out on bail, don’t even have a trial date yet. What about it?”
“I got a buddy inside right now. Friend of the MC. Needs a little help. Your kind of help.”
I had a sinking feeling. Outlaw biker gangs are a little outside my usual crowd, and I wasn’t sure what kind of occult “help” Winslow’s pal could possibly need behind bars.
“Maybe I’m going inside,” I said. “I might walk on the whole thing. Remains to be seen.”
“Well, here’s my proposition. I’ll bend the rules and get you what you need today, just this once. But you owe me double what I’d normally charge, and I damn well better get paid by month’s end, or you and me are gonna have harsh words. That’s if you don’t go inside. If you do, and if you can help my buddy? Then we’re square.”
I winced at “double.” Winslow’s services already weren’t cheap, and he wasn’t kidding about the implied threat. Not even being a friend of Jennifer’s was going to save my kneecaps if I didn’t pay him back to the last penny. Then again, I didn’t have a whole lot of choices right now.
I offered him my hand. He took it in a hard grip and shook it in a way that left no doubt the deal was sealed.
“First things first,” he said, sliding back a tarp on the floor and pulling on a knotted rope attached to a trap door. I followed him down into the cellar. Wire mesh lined the cinder-block walls, adorned with enough firepower to outfit an army platoon and then some. Under the light of a dangling bulb, I took in the sights. Winslow stocked pistols, shotguns, and rifles, and propped up in the corner of the cellar was, I was pretty sure, a vintage World War II flamethrower.
“What size bear are you hunting?” he asked.
“I need something with serious stopping power. If I have to pull this thing, it’ll mostly be for the intimidation factor, to buy me some time. Anyone who’s still dumb enough to run up on me needs to go down hard as a lesson to his friends. On the other hand, it’s got to be small enough to fit in a duffel bag or a briefcase. I can’t be toting an assault rifle around town.”
Winslow rubbed his chin. Then he nodded.
“I’ve got just the thing. You’re gonna like this.”
He searched the wire rack and took down a fat monster of a revolver, matte black with a scarlet backstrap along the grip.
“Here comes the Judge,” he said with a grin. “Taurus Judge Magnum. Six-and-a-half-inch barrel, six-round cylinder, chambered to fire .454 Casull cartridges and, here’s the fun part, .410 bore shotshells.”
I took it from him, feeling the weight, the coldness of the grip.
“Shotshells,” I said. “As in shotgun shells?”
“That’s right. You don’t want to get in any long-range shenanigans with this baby, but if someone gets up in your face? One pull and you’ll take their face off. Plus it’s one ugly, mean-lookin’ mama.”
One thing for certain, the gun had the intimidation part down pat. It still wouldn’t stop Sullivan, but if I shot him right between the eyes, the sting might slow him down long enough for me to do something useful.
“I’ll take it. Got something I can toss this into?”
He gave me a black Nike gym bag and stocked it with ammo, padding it with crumpled newspaper so it didn’t sound like an arsenal rattling around in there. Then we went upstairs to do the paperwork. Once he finished, I found myself the proud owner of a clean, legal firearm, courtesy of a nonexistent (but very friendly) South Texas gun-shop owner. I even had a cash receipt.
“This here’s your blue card,” Winslow told me. “Says your gun’s registered in Clark County. Of course it ain’t, so don’t let any legal beagle dig too deep into it. Anywhere else in the state, you’re golden as long as you’re carrying open. You should have your boy Paolo do you up a bogus concealed-carry permit if you wanna cover all your bases.”
“You’re the man, Winslow.”
“Just don’t blow your damn foot off. I’d feel bad. C’mon, let’s see what we’ve got out back. I’m assuming you’re gonna want a cage?”
“A…like a roll cage?”
He rolled his eyes. “Like a safe little four-wheeled box you sit in, instead of feeling the wind in your face like a real man. I don’t see you on a chopper, is what I’m saying.”
“I don’t even know how to ride one,” I said, following him out the back door and into the fenced-in lot. The rocky gulch behind the garage was a graveyard where the sun-bleached corpses of dead cars waited to have their last useful parts stripped.
“This here’s my surprised face.” Winslow’s expression didn’t change. “So how many heads are you huntin’, anyway?”
“Who said anything about hunting heads?”
“You come in needing wheels and firepower. You got no money, but neither one can wait. You want a piece that’ll hold off a small army while you get your business done, and you’ve got a certain look in your eye. I’ve seen that look on other men before. You know what it says?”
“What’s that?”
“That you’ve got some blood to spill. And there ain’t nobody on God’s green earth gonna stop you from spilling it.”
I nodded.
“Sounds about right,” I said.
“I’ve been doing a little restoration project,” Winslow said, leading me between the wrecks. “Now that it’s done, I been wanting to sell her, but…not to just anybody. A man’s ride is part of who he is. It should say something. Send a message before you even shake his hand.”
We stopped in front of a green oilcloth tarp shrouding a car’s low-slung angles. Winslow took hold of the tarp and yanked it free, letting it flutter to the oil-stained pavement.
The car beneath was sharp, hard, and blacker than a moonless summer night. Vintage Detroit steel, with a widemouthed grill and a long, sleek hood. It was the kind of car that hung out in back alleys looking for a knife fight.
“A Barracuda?” I said.
“Hemi ‘Cuda,” Winslow said. “Four hundred and twenty-five horsepower. Take you zero to sixty in six seconds, and she’ll pull a fourteen-second quarter-mile. The body and engine’s a 1970 original, rebuilt from a wreck. Transmission, brakes, tires are all new. You could drive this baby through the gates of hell and right back out again.”
“Funny,” I said, “that’s almost what I have in mind.”
He tossed me the keys.



Twenty-Four
The air changed around Richfield, and that was when I knew they were onto me.
I’d headed out of town on I-15 North with the Barracuda’s engine purring and the duffel bag on the passenger seat. The car felt like a caged panther, flexing its sleek muscles and aching to sprint. I crossed the border into Utah, driving through St. George and Cedar City, the desert slowly giving way to scrub pine and towering rocks. I kept my eyes on the road.
About three hours out of Vegas, I merged onto I-70 heading east toward Denver. I felt strange, long before I hit the border. At first I chalked it up to a shift in elevation or temperature, making my ears feel stuffy and my nerves off-kilter, but that wasn’t all of it. The air tasted different. I felt like an astronaut, taking off my helmet on a planet with an atmosphere almost, but not quite identical to the one I came from.
It was three in the afternoon by the time I rolled into Richfield. My stomach and the Barracuda’s tank both edged on empty. The town couldn’t have been any more middle-American, a sleepy burg in the middle of Utah surrounded by farms and factories, about a hundred miles from anywhere in particular. I fed the car first, rolling into a gas station that hadn’t changed its look since 1955. I asked the attendant to recommend something that would stick to my ribs. He pointed me toward Norma’s, a corner diner about two blocks away.
A little chime jingled over the door as I walked into the diner with the duffel bag slung over my shoulder. It was that twilight hour between lunch and dinner, so the place was far from crowded. Judging from the parking lot, I figured most of the patrons were long-haul truckers, grabbing a bite when and where they could. A girl with an acne-spotted face and a sunflower yellow dress, looking sixteen or seventeen, gave me a wave from the counter.
“Welcome to Norma’s! Sit wherever you like. I’ll be over in just a minute.”
I made myself comfortable in a booth by the window and sat the duffel bag next to me with the zipper in easy reach. A laminated menu lay on the Formica table. I flipped through it until the girl came over with a pot of black coffee.
“Just what I needed,” I said, sliding over my empty mug. “Guy at the filling station said this place is world-famous for its pancakes. That right?”
The girl smiled. “Don’t know if they’re talking about us in Paris, but the food’s good and we serve breakfast all day long.”
“Good enough for me. I’ll have a full stack with a side of sausage, please.”
I nursed my coffee and watched out the window, not sure how nervous I needed to be. The heart of Utah was a long way from anything I called home.
The pancakes came out piping hot and dripping with butter. I drizzled fresh maple syrup over the fluffy stack and dug in. Bliss. After hours on the road, a gourmet meal served by a team of celebrity chefs wouldn’t have tasted better. The sausage links were plump and juicy with a sheen of grease.
The door jingled. I looked up to see a couple of college-age kids in pressed white short-sleeve shirts, black ties, and crisp black slacks. Mormon missionaries out to save the world. I didn’t give them another thought, until they sat down across the table from me like they belonged there.
“Sorry fellas,” I said, “don’t need my soul saved, just here to eat.”
“I’m Mack,” said the bigger of the two, his tight shirt showing off a weightlifter’s build. He gestured toward his pal, a pale kid with razor-cut ginger hair. “This is Zeke. We’re here to show you the road to salvation.”
I paused, my fork halfway to my mouth. Most Mormons I’d met were nice folks who didn’t go heavy on the preaching once they knew you weren’t open to it. Apparently the locals here took a harder line.
“Sorry, like I said, not interested. I’m trying to enjoy my meal here, and I’m sure the owners of this place don’t want their customers getting pestered, so—”
I started to wave for the waitress.
“Call that girl over here,” Zeke said, “and I’ll gut her like a fish.”
I put my hand down.
“Something tells me you two aren’t the finest of the Latter-day Saints.”
“Call it protective camouflage,” Mack said.
I stretched out my senses, slowly, trying to get a fix on the situation. Both of the men were human, but there was something off-kilter, like a dark blotch on their auras square above their hearts.
“Did you really think we wouldn’t see you coming?” Zeke asked me.
“Depends entirely on who ‘we’ is.”
“It is our honor,” Zeke said, “to serve the court of the great Prince Malphas.”
“You’re both human.”
Zeke nodded, his chin high. “Our prince enjoys using human servants on Earth. We can go places that others can’t, unseen and unnoticed. Our work is part of our oath in service to our infernal master, Satan.”
I nearly dropped my fork. “Say that again?”
“Human servants, so we can go where—”
“No, not that, the second part. The stupid part. You guys are actually Satanists? Like real, no-kidding, play your heavy metal album backward and bark at the moon Satanists?”
Mack blinked. Zeke looked like he was fantasizing about killing me.
“It’s not stupid,” Mack said. “We have a place of high honor awaiting us—”
“Yeah, it is. It really is. So this is how Prince Malphas ropes you dopes in. Don’t suppose he’s told you that nobody’s even seen Lucifer in over a thousand years? He took a walkabout and never came back. Hell had a civil war when he left, geniuses. How do you think the whole feuding-courts thing came about?”
“That’s not true,” Mack said.
“You shouldn’t be here,” Zeke seethed, opting to change the subject. “We know who you are, Faust. You’re Sitri’s lapdog. This is Night-Blooming Flowers territory. You don’t belong here.”
I shook my head. “Technically, it’s not. This is the no-man’s-land between declared boundaries. Seeing as I’m driving right into the heart of Malphas’s turf, though, I’ll be nice and tell you that your information’s outdated. Sitri and me are quits.”
“That’s not what we heard,” Zeke said. “We heard you’re his hound’s fucktoy.”
I kept my face stony. I had a role to play and a lie to sell.
“We’re quits, too. I’m persona non grata in Vegas right now. I’m looking for more gainful employment. Fact is, with all the blood on my hands, I’m as damned as a soul can be. So before I shuffle off this mortal coil and fall to the Great Downstairs, I need a new patron watching my back.”
They gave each other uncertain glances.
“Go ahead,” I told them. “Go tell your boss. I’m sure he’s got ears out west. He can verify everything I just said.”
If they did check, they’d hear I’d been run out of town on a rail, lucky to escape with my life. Sitri would make sure of it. Only he, one other person, and I knew the truth of the plan we’d hatched last night. Everybody else would be clued in when the time was right.
“We should still bring him in,” Mack said to Zeke, pitching his voice low.
Zeke clutched a knife at his place setting. Just a butter knife, but he held it like someone who knew how to use it.
“We should just kill him right now and be done with it,” Zeke hissed at his partner. Mack was smart enough to be worried. Zeke was blood-hungry. I’d have to take him down first, if it came to it.
The duffel rested at my side, a comforting presence. I could have my revolver out and blow them both to hell in about five seconds flat, but that’d be a great way to get my face and my plates on every news broadcast and APB in the state. No, I needed to be smarter about this and keep things from escalating.
I scooped up a forkful of pancakes a little faster than I needed to, putting an extra flourish into the move. Their eyes darted to the fork, and my other hand quietly dropped under the table, resting on the duffel bag’s zipper.
“What you should do,” I told them, “is go report to your boss and stay out of my way. I’m not here to cause any trouble. I’m even bringing a gift.”
“What gift?” Mack said.
“That’s my business.”
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “They warned us you’d try to pull a fast one. You’re coming with us.”
“And if I don’t?”
Mack grinned. “Look under the table.”
I leaned over and took a peek. It was the chance I needed to unzip the duffel, slow and steady, and slip my hand inside. Sure enough, I saw the barrels of two snub-nosed .32s pointed my way. Pocket guns with a nasty kick.
I whistled. “Nice chrome. Now it’s your turn.”
Frowning, Mack peeked under the table. I showed him the Judge. His wide eyes, when he sat back up, told Zeke the score.
“You’re probably used to hearing this by now,” I said, “but mine’s bigger than yours.”
“Two against one,” Mack said. “You’ll only get one of us before the other one shoots. You can’t win.”
“Can’t I? This is a game of numbers, Mack. Not the number of guns. Calibers. At this range, a gut shot from a .32 probably won’t kill me. Oh, I won’t be loving life, but I’ll be alive and conscious enough to squeeze this trigger twice. Now, you take a blast from my piece? You’ll be lucky if your spine’s still intact.”
“He’s bluffing,” Zeke said, but it came out more like a question than a statement.
I shook my head. “Here’s how it’ll go down. You’ll shoot. I’ll shoot. When the dust clears, I’ll be a torn-up mess on my way to a prison hospital. And you’ll both be dead. I don’t want that any more than you do, so how about we talk this out instead?”
“I’m listening,” Mack said.
Zeke shook his head. “He’s bluffing.”
“Shut up, Zeke,” Mack said, then looked back to me. “We’re listening.”
“First thing we’re gonna do is take this outside, so we don’t bother these lovely people. Guns in your pockets. Hands out of your pockets. Walk ahead of me.”
I fished in my pocket with my free hand and tossed a crumpled twenty on the table. I slipped the Judge back in the duffel but kept my hand on the grip, clutching it through the open flap. Then I escorted my new friends outside and around back, to the Dumpsters behind the restaurant.
Zeke slowed his walk, trying to close the gap between us. I did the same and kept him at two arms’ length.
“Mack,” I said. “I know your buddy’s itching to jump me, and he’s not being subtle about it. Maybe you can talk some sense into him before this situation goes all Wild West?”
“Zeke,” he said, an edge of warning in his voice.
“He’s gonna kill us anyway,” Zeke hissed.
“Nope,” I said. “I need you both alive. It’s a show of good faith for your boss. Now, Mack, I’m guessing you’re the driver. How about you dip two fingers into your pocket, fish out your car keys, and toss them over here?”
I didn’t watch his hand. That would have been too much distraction, made it too tempting for Zeke to make a move. I watched his eyes instead. Mack tossed me the keys in an easy underhand throw, and I snatched them out of the air.
“Good job,” I said. “Now, while you’re waiting for a locksmith, do me a favor and call your boss. Tell him what I told you. I come in peace.”
“You’re gonna leave in pieces,” Zeke snarled.
“Now, see? That was good. That was actually clever. Kudos on the wordplay. But seriously, guys, if you come after me again, I’ll kill you both.”
Shooting Mack and Zeke would have been like killing a couple of staggeringly dumb puppies. I hoped the prince would yank their leashes and keep them from coming after me for round two. Besides, they’d given me a hell of a head start.
I drove for three blocks and tossed their keys into a drainage culvert. Then I got back on Interstate 70, bound for Colorado.



Twenty-Five
There comes a point in every road trip when you know it’s time to get out from behind the wheel. The highway is too dark, the strobing white lines too hypnotic, and every song on the radio fades into a slurry of forgotten notes. I hit that point about an hour before I rolled into Denver, but I kept pushing. I turned the air-conditioning on full blast and froze myself awake.
I pulled into an empty strip mall a little past one in the morning. Squeezed between a nail salon and a liquor store, a sign above a darkened storefront read “Blue Karma”. It was the kind of hole-in-the-wall Indian restaurant you’d find in a hundred strip malls just like this one, with a faded paper menu taped to the window and a dusty Closed sign suction-cupped to the door.
I scribbled “I’d like to meet” on a scrap of paper, folded it, and slipped it through the mail slot. Message delivered.
I found a cheap motel up the road. They gave me a room on the first floor with a painting of pine trees on the wall and a mattress so stiff it could have been plywood. I didn’t care. I was out as soon as my head hit the pillow, plunging into dreams where I drowned in a whirlpool while lightning tore the sky.
The morning found me sore and restless. I pushed myself out of the stiff bed, rubbing the crust from my eyes, and froze as my bare feet touched the carpet. A business card lay just inside my door, slipped under the frame. I padded over and picked it up, pushing back the heavy curtains to let some light stream in.
It was an ordinary business card, rumpled and worn at the edges, advertising the Blue Karma. I flipped it over. A message waited for me on the back, inked in a spidery, feminine hand.
“Come to me.”
A fat cockroach crawled over the lip of the card and climbed onto my thumb. I flicked my hand out, tossing the card and the roach to the carpet. The roach scurried between my feet, zigzagging and disappearing under the dresser.
“Cute,” I muttered with a shudder, feeling like I needed to slap away invisible bugs as I stumbled toward the bathroom.
• • •
The strip mall was alive and bustling when I came back around ten. Solid citizens were out doing their shopping and taking care of their families, blissfully unaware of the monster in their midst. I almost envied them. I parked the Barracuda and tossed my duffel bag in the trunk. Where I was going, the gun wouldn’t do me any good.
Cheap tables and chairs, like leftovers from a clearance depot, lined the Blue Karma’s tiny dining room. A glass case up front by the cash register offered tiny elephant statuettes and fifteen flavors of chewing gum. A short, mustachioed man approached me with a menu, then paused.
“Mister Faust, yes?” he asked, his accent thick as chutney. I nodded. He pointed toward a beaded curtain in the back. Double layered, so nothing beyond the strings of heavy wooden beads could be seen. “You go back. She is waiting.”
I thanked him and steeled myself, taking one last look over my shoulder. If I got this wrong, if I made one misstep, I’d never see the sunlight again.
The hall beyond the curtain was too big for the building. I’d driven a slow circle around the strip mall, getting the lay of the land, and I knew there was no room for a thirty-foot-long hallway lined with black candle sconces. I knew there was nowhere for the hot breeze that ruffled my hair to come from, or the slowly building aroma of roasted, spiced meat. Yet here it was, and here I was, making my way deeper into the shadows.
Another restaurant waited behind another beaded curtain. The real one. A restaurant where furtive figures crouched over tables made of ivory and cold brass, hiding their faces from the sparse candlelight. A restaurant where splashes of blood smeared the dark wood walls and roaches skittered across the stained carpet. As I passed, a reedy voice whimpered from a recessed booth.
“Help me?”
I shouldn’t have looked, but I did. The silhouette of a bloated man cowered in the dark, extending a fat, trembling hand with half its fingers gnawed to stumps.
“Please,” he wheezed. “I can’t stop eating, and they keep bringing me more—”
“Sorry,” I said, shaking my head and moving on.
In an alcove at the back of the restaurant, the table was set for a grand banquet. Piles of meat steamed on tarnished silver platters, flesh and gristle and glistening bone. Rich, hot spices hung in the humid air and clung to the roof of my mouth. Behind the table, on a long plush divan, sat the lady of the house.
She was an Indian woman in her late twenties, with skin like burnt honey and a wave of raven-black hair dangling down to the small of her back. Her nails were long and painted the color of old jade, matching her silk sarong dress.
I stood before the table and inclined my head in respect. “Baron Naavarasi, I presume.”
She smiled, flashing teeth a touch too white to be real. “Daniel Faust. You’re the talk of the town. I didn’t dare to hope that I was your final destination, yet here you are. Come. Sit beside me.”
I walked around to join her. A tiny snake, its scales banded in scarlet and deep yellow, slithered out from under one of the serving dishes and wriggled across the table. Naavarasi patted the divan at her side.
“Your tale is an all-too-familiar one,” she said. “Scorned in love, scorned in service, unappreciated, and cast aside.”
“You’ve done your homework,” I said, sitting beside her.
“As have you, I imagine. Tell me what you know. Tell me my story.”
I nodded. “All right. For starters, you’re not a demon, at least not as I understand them. You’re a rakshasi, sometimes called the Devourer of Innocent Flesh, or the Lady of the Foul Banquet. Still, you’ve been an honored member of Prince Malphas’s court since the 1400s at least.”
“Honored?” Her lips pursed in a frown. “No. Placated. Humored. Pandered to and spoken down to. Daniel, my realm was once a jungle, lush and verdant. The days were bright and rich with life, the nights marked by torchlight and screams in the dark, screams of agony and delight. My people spoke of caste, not choirs. Of pleasure and death, not the arbitrary rules of a bureaucratic hell. Can you picture it? That was my home, my children’s home.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“Malphas happened. He annexed my realm. Conquered it. Brought me, as he puts it, into the fold.”
She stretched out her hand, flipping her fingers out at the restaurant.
“This is my jungle now, along with a miserable scrap of land in hell that I haven’t visited in a hundred years. This is my consolation prize, this and a filthy colonialist’s title. I needed no title in my home. The souls who resided there knew me as their goddess, their protector, and their tormentor. I was their entire universe. What is a barony, compared to that?”
I knew all of this already. Sitri had briefed me before I left. Still, I thought I did a pretty good job of keeping my eyes wide and looking surprised.
“A bum rap from a demon prince? I know the feeling. Sitri and Caitlin both got what they wanted out of me. Then they kicked me to the curb.”
Naavarasi’s fingertips brushed over the back of my hand. I tried not to flinch.
“I know,” she said. “And after you’d done so much to help them. You can’t be blamed, falling for that woman’s tricks. You were on the rebound, after all, and after the breakup with Roxy you’d taken to drink.”
Now my surprise was real. The rakshasi knew way more about me than she had any right to. It must have shown on my face, because Naavarasi chuckled and gave me a soft smile.
“Oh, I know all about you, Daniel. I’ve been watching you for years, from afar. Not constantly, just…checking in, now and again.”
“Why?”
She reached to one of the plates and tore away a strip of smoked meat with her fingers. She tilted her head back and dropped it straight down her gullet without chewing, swallowing it like a snake.
“I can’t tell you that, it would ruin the surprise. I will tell you that I debated, for a very long time, whether or not to intervene. Now you’ve left me no doubt.”
“Intervene?” I didn’t like where this was going. I’d planned my approach well ahead of time, rehearsed and prepared myself for any complication I could think of. This wasn’t one of them.
“We were made for each other,” she said. “Think about it. We’re both outcasts, outsiders, despite our power. We both labor on the edges of a system we despise. We both face the slings and arrows of ants who think themselves our masters. You’re a formidable sorcerer, but you need a patron to become your very best. Someone to teach you, mold you, aim your talents in the right direction.”
I sat back on the divan, figuring out her angle. “And you aim to make a play against Malphas. Break free. Get your jungle back. To do that, you’re going to need arcane firepower in this world and in hell. It’s a dangerous gamble, and you can’t afford to lose.”
Naavarasi picked up a small, covered plate from the table. I got the feeling she’d had it waiting for me. She’d prepared her sales pitch ahead of time, same as I had. She pulled back the lid. Inside was a collar forged from linked plates of hammered brass, inlaid with glittering rubies. Etchings of the rakshasi’s personal seal ringed the inner lining.
“It would be so easy,” she said. “Just say yes, and bare your throat to me. I can fulfill your every dream and nightmare, treat you to sensations beyond your mortal imaginings. Your friends? Protected and sheltered from the coming storm. I’d guard them like they were my own children, and ask them for nothing in return. You would have money, books, a palace if you wished it.”
“And all I have to do,” I said flatly, “is become a slave. What a deal.”
“When Prince Malphas’s severed head is beneath my heel, Daniel, with his brothers and sisters next in line for the chopping block, you will be the most envied man in the world. There is no shame in wearing my collar. In time, I think you would learn to take pride in it.”
No more scraping to survive, no more doubt. A free ride for the people I loved. For a heartbeat, just a heartbeat, I was tempted. Then I remembered my mission.
I had to tread lightly. Naavarasi knew more about me than I bargained for. She also didn’t strike me as the kind of woman who took rejection lightly.
“Is it her?” she asked when I didn’t answer right away. “It is, isn’t it? You know it’s over, but your heart still aches. Did you know that my people are shape-shifters, Daniel?”
Her flesh flowed like melted wax, reshaping and shifting in color and form. An instant later, Caitlin sat beside me. She reached a hand back and flipped a lock of her scarlet hair.
“I can be her, if you like,” Naavarasi said in a perfect copy of Caitlin’s voice. “I can be anyone you want me to be.”
“I’m honored, Baron Naavarasi, truly I am, but I have to be honest. I didn’t come here looking for a patron.”
She shifted back into her former self, tilting her head. Her eyes narrowed dangerously. “Why, then?”
“You’re right,” I told her. “We are two birds of a feather. So I’m here with a proposition that can enrich us both. And…maybe lead to greater forms of collaboration in the future, if it works out to our mutual satisfaction.”
She folded her arms across her chest. “I’m listening.”
“In the 1400s, a man named Gilles de Rais sold you his soul. Do you still have it?”
“My little knight? Of course I do! He’s a faithful guardian and servant.”
“I’d like to buy him from you,” I said.
“Why?”
“Because,” I told her, “my enemies are conspiring, and they seek to snatch de Rais out from under your wing. If he were in my hands instead, their alliance would be an abject failure and they’d suffer a humiliating loss.”
“And you’d have a bargaining chip, to lead them into further ruin,” Naavarasi purred. “Interesting. But I have no want of paper or gold, Daniel. What could you possibly offer me in trade?”
“Status. Something that will put you in Prince Malphas’s confidence and esteem. Letting you get nice and close to him so that one day, you’ll be in the perfect position to bury a dagger in his back.”
“Go on.”
I took a folded piece of paper from my pocket, holding it closed between my index and middle finger.
“Sitri has a spy in Malphas’s court. A highly placed one. I have his name. I’ll give it to you in exchange for Gilles de Rais’s soul and contract. An even trade.”
She thought about it for a moment, her gaze focused on the folded paper.
“Daniel,” she said, “you have a reputation as a trickster. So do I, so that doesn’t affront me, but I need to be clear. If I take that paper, and I discover you’re lying to me? You will never leave this room. I will rend you to pieces, one exquisitely slow, ragged strip of flesh at a time, and devour you alive. I’ll save your eyes for last, so you can watch every second of it.”
I knew she meant every word of her threat. I had only a moment to choose: take a chance, or walk away.
“I think we have a deal,” I said, sealing my fate.



Twenty-Six
“Not yet,” Naavarasi said. “I have a custom and a rule.”
I tilted my head, curious. She slid a heavy plate across the banquet table, moving it to where we could both reach. I recognized the food on sight: roghan josh, a Kashmir dish with chunks of lamb simmered in a brilliant red gravy. The aroma opened my eyes and my sinuses with a mixture of dried chilies, garlic, and ginger, all blending together to make my mouth water.
This being a rakshasi’s table, though, I doubted the meat was lamb.
“I don’t do business with anyone who won’t break bread with me,” she said.
I chuckled nervously. “What if I’m a vegetarian?”
“You aren’t. Besides, if you were, that would make you a prey animal. Are you sure you want to be something so edible, at my table?”
“What is it?” I nodded at the dish.
“Meat.”
“What kind?”
“Delicious meat,” she said. “I have exacting standards.”
Even in my life of crime and sin, there were lines I could safely say I’d never crossed. I protected those lines as best I could. They were the ones that let me look myself in the mirror every morning. Whatever Naavarasi wanted to feed me, I was pretty damn sure it was nothing I wanted to eat.
Was it that big a price to pay, though? I needed to make this deal happen to toss a wrench into Lauren’s plans. She’d already almost brought the world to ruin, and that was by accident. Whatever she needed de Rais’s help for couldn’t be much better. My personal scruples seemed pretty tiny in comparison.
“Just one bite,” the rakshasi whispered, as if reading my mind. “What could one little bite hurt?”
One more lurch forward on my long downhill slide. Just another few inches closer to hell.
“All right,” I said. “One bite.”
She reached out with her bare hand, dipping her fingers into the bright red sauce. I noticed she used her left hand, a taboo in Indian culture. I wasn’t sure why that surprised me. I did the same, plucking a bite-sized cube of meat from the dish. We raised them to our lips at the same time. I held my breath, put it in my mouth, and chewed.
If it had been horrible, I could have endured it. Some kind of rotten, stomach-churning abomination, something putrid and foul. I expected that. I could have handled that.
It was the most delicious thing I’d tasted in my entire life.
The spices were hot, sultry, caressing my mouth like the tail of a silken whip. The meat fell to pieces with every bite, tender and moist and perfectly rare. I didn’t have to force myself to swallow. I did it without thinking, closing my eyes and letting out a faint murmur of pleasure.
Naavarasi giggled softly. I opened my eyes and stared at the dish, wondering what I’d just eaten.
“You are thinking,” she said, “that you want more. You know you do. And yet.”
A skeletal hand clawed at the back of my mind, laden with guilt and dread. I felt like I’d opened a door I could never close again, but I wasn’t sure.
The rakshasi said, “I have a kindness for you. And a cruelty. I am not going to tell you what you just ate. Was it lamb? Or long pig? Did you savor the flesh of a newborn infant? Or a fine cut of meat from the most expensive delicatessen in Denver? It could have been anything. Perhaps you’ll be able to convince yourself it was perfectly mundane fare. Or perhaps the question will keep you up at night.”
I wouldn’t be able to shrug this off. Not until I knew for sure. She knew that as well as I did.
“The day you enter my service,” she said, “that’s when I’ll tell you. And on that day we will feast.”
You’re gonna have a long wait, I thought. And so will I.
“So do we have a deal?” I said, struggling to avert my eyes from the dish, to force down the urge to eat one more piece. I’d never felt so hungry.
She held out her hand. I gave her the folded paper. She read it, and her eyes went wide.
“Wait here,” she said, rising from the divan. “You’ll be my guest until my servants can verify this information.”
“Guest” was a nice word for “hostage.” She wanted me at arm’s reach in case my intel was wrong. Close enough to shred. I watched her leave and wiped my clammy palms against the legs of my slacks. I’d just gambled my life on a scrap of information handed to me by a demon prince. One with a decidedly black sense of humor. He does enjoy his games…
The dish sat there, tempting me. I’d already had one bite. Would another hurt? Either I’d committed cannibalism or I hadn’t, no middle ground there. Another piece wouldn’t make me any more or less guilty.
I closed my eyes and counted my breaths instead.
The beaded curtain rattled. Naavarasi stormed into the room, looking furious. My stomach clenched. She stopped near the archway, her attention caught by a faint, pleading whine from the booth I’d stopped at before. The one with the bloated shadow and the half-gnawed hand. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but it put a sadistic smile on the rakshasi’s lips.
“You should have thought of that before you published your review,” she told him. “One star? Now you get to sample the real restaurant. Eat up. Your next course should be here soon, and I’d hate to have to get the feeding horn out again.”
Then her eyes fixed on me, and my blood ran cold.
“He’s gone.” She glided toward me like a freight train on ice. “He packed a bag this morning and fled. Someone warned him.”
I held up my empty hands. “Don’t look at me. I’ve been watched by the prince’s men or by yours since the second I crossed into Utah. You know every move I’ve made since yesterday.”
“I do,” she said, stroking her chin. “And yet.”
“Was the information good?”
“It was. We found journals, photographs, evidence on his computer. He was funneling information to the Court of Jade Tears. Had been for years, by the looks of it. A damaging mole.”
“A damaging mole that you just single-handedly uprooted. I didn’t sell you the man; I sold you his name. You can’t tell me Malphas isn’t going to honor you for this, either. You’re getting exactly what I promised you.”
She sat down on the divan, composing herself, her anger smoothed away behind a mask of panther grace.
“I still smell treachery,” she said. “But you speak the truth. This will further my ambitions nicely. Very well, a deal’s a deal.”
She reached across the banquet table, picking up a covered tray I hadn’t noticed before. Something told me it hadn’t been there a minute ago, but I hadn’t seen anyone put it down. Under the lid, a rolled-up scroll of yellowed parchment rested beside a slender bottle of glazed blue glass.
“The soul of Gilles de Rais, and his contract,” she said, unfurling the scroll. I couldn’t read a word of the spidery, ornate glyphs that filled the curling paper—it might have been Sanskrit—but she offered me a fountain pen and pointed to the bottom of the page.
“Sign here. Your full name, if you would, and your sigil if you have one.”
I scribbled my name beneath her florid seal. I suddenly felt dizzy, off-balance, as if something in the universe had shifted under my feet. The sensation fled in the space of a breath.
“You are his master now, and he is obliged to obey your commands,” Naavarasi said. “Until such time as he passes into another’s hands, or the contract burns. The bottle contains his soul. He’s going to need a body to ride, if you plan on putting him to work.”
I shook my head and rolled up the scroll. “I don’t have a lot of work for a child-abusing serial killer. He can stay in there and rot for all I care. I just don’t want anyone else to have him.”
“Where’s your imagination?” She pouted. “A weapon is a weapon. Well. Should you change your mind, simply uncork the bottle close to the flesh you’ve chosen for him to inhabit. Those with little magical training make the best choices. Easier to possess than those who can defend themselves.”
“Yeah. I’m familiar with how possession works.”
Naavarasi looked as if she was about to say something, a twinkle of mischief in her eye, then stopped. Instead, she picked up a bag made of blue crushed velvet, sealed with a golden drawstring.
“Where will you go now?” she asked.
“Back to Nevada. It’s not safe, but I have unfinished business to take care of.”
That was probably the most truthful thing I’d said all day. She held out the velvet bag.
“I’m sending you away with a parting gift.”
I worked open the drawstring and took a peek. The brass collar lay snug inside, dark and glittering.
“I’m flattered,” I said. “But really, I’m not looking for a—”
She held up a hand, sharply.
“Hear me out. That, Daniel, is your ‘get out of death free’ card. If you’re in danger, simply put it on and wherever you are—anywhere in this world or any other—I will hear you, and I will come for you. Of course, once I do, you will be mine. Keep it with you. Just in case. What could it hurt?”
I held up the scroll and the bottle.
“Thank you for lunch, Naavarasi. Pleasure doing business with you.”
I took the velvet bag, too. Just like she knew I would. The rakshasi might not be a demon in the traditional sense, but she had the temptation part down pat.
What could it hurt?



Twenty-Seven
About an hour out of Denver my stomach started growling, so I pulled into a drive-through, ordered a cheeseburger meal, and found a shady spot to park and eat. As long as I was in Prince Malphas’s territory, I felt safer in my car than out in the open. Barring a quick fill-up or two, I aimed to tackle the rest of the trip without stopping until I hit the Nevada state line.
Despite her official rank in the Court of Night-Blooming Flowers, Naavarasi was right when she said we were birds of a feather. I’d just handed a political boon to a relative outsider, which meant Malphas’s loyal cronies might not be feeling too kindly toward me right now. There was also the chance that the rakshasi might waylay me on the road to bust our deal and take de Rais’s soul back, but I didn’t count that as a worry. She’d been earnest, in her way. Her offer to recruit me was as genuine as they came.
Then there was the fact that she’d been keeping tabs on me for years, and I’d only found out she existed a couple of days ago. She had personal details about my relationships that only my close friends should have known.
“So you’ve got a stalker,” I said to my reflection in the rearview mirror. “And she eats people. Great.”
I unwrapped my burger and took a bite. It tasted like cardboard and ashes. I thought back to the taste of Naavarasi’s dish, the succulent meat, the perfect, almost overwhelming blend of spices.
For a second, just a second, I wanted to turn the car around and drive back to Denver. I shut my eyes and rested my forehead against the cool, hard steering wheel until the moment passed. Then I forced down my burger and fries, trying to remind myself what food was supposed to taste like.
I got back on the road. I even managed a smile. For the first time in days, things were starting to turn my way. With Gilles de Rais out of the picture, Lauren’s plans for the Enclave would grind to a standstill. That also meant she had no reason to get into bed with Sullivan and the Redemption Choir.
Now to brace for the blowback. In my experience, not even high school students gossip like demons do. One way or another, Lauren and Sullivan would find out what I’d done, and when they did they’d come for Gilles de Rais. Lauren, because she needed him, and Sullivan, because he could trade the bottled soul to Lauren in exchange for the Ring of Solomon. That little glass bottle had just become the hottest potato in town.
I couldn’t keep it on me, and I didn’t have a home to stash it in anymore. Hiding it at Bentley and Corman’s place was out of the question. They were in enough danger as it was, ditto for anybody else in my inner circle. I needed to bury the bottle deep, stash it someplace Lauren wouldn’t think to look, or wouldn’t be able to go.
I turned the problem around in my head as the miles slid by. What I really needed, I realized, was to stash the bottle with somebody who had no connection to me or my friends, was absolutely trustworthy, and was capable of defending himself if my enemies tracked the prize to his front doorstep.
Good luck with that, I thought. Sounds like I need an Eagle Scout, and I don’t know any—
Yes, I did.
I pulled over at a Utah rest stop, nothing but cornfields and blue sky as far as the eye could see. Then I dialed the operator and asked for the Las Vegas field office of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.
“Yes, hello. I’m looking for Special Agent Harmony Black. I believe she’s temporarily working out of your office. Tell her it’s Daniel Faust. Yes. Yes, I’ll hold.”
I tapped my toe to the elevator music for a few minutes. Then the line clicked twice and the music died.
“Faust?” Harmony said. “You should use the number on the card I gave you. It’s my direct line.”
“Would love to, but I put it in my wallet. Wallet’s gone. So’s just about everything else. I’ve been having a rough week.”
“There was an altercation at an apartment building off Bermuda Road. Would you know anything about that?”
“What am I?” I said. “Public enemy number one? Sheesh, you’ll blame me for just about anything.”
“A blazing fire, eyewitness reports of billowing green smoke. And when the smoke cleared, do you know what was left behind? Two dead cambion.”
I frowned. She was way more clued-in than she had any right to be.
“You know what cambion are, huh?”
“I know what cambion are,” she said. “Like Nicky Agnelli, for instance. Let’s not mince words. I know what you are. You know what I am. We don’t have to put on the mystery act for each other.”
“Fine by me. If you want blunt, try this on for size: you’re being played. This little ‘task force’ of yours came courtesy of a government bribe from Lauren Carmichael. She’s stalling for time and throwing up roadblocks—”
“You think I don’t know that?” Harmony said.
For a second, I was speechless.
“You…knew?”
“Carmichael is one of Senator Roth’s biggest campaign donors. She pulled strings with Roth to form the task force. I pulled strings to get on it. Seattle’s my home office, Faust. Digging into Carmichael-Sterling’s been my vocation for the past three years. Whatever nastiness you think she’s into, believe me, it’s just the tip of the iceberg. I came here to find out what she’s planning for Vegas and to shut it down cold. Putting Nicky and his whole crew, including you, behind bars is just a bonus.”
“The charges will never stick,” I said.
“Oh? There’s other ways of taking down a criminal. Accidents happen all the time.”
“Not around you, they don’t. You don’t even carry a drop piece. You never would.”
“And how do you know that?” she said.
“Because I’m good at reading people. It makes me money. And what I get from you, Agent Black, is that you’re one of the good guys. Last of a dying breed. You do things the right way, or you don’t do them at all.”
Harmony didn’t answer right away.
“I suppose that makes me a sucker, in your book.”
“What it makes you,” I said, “is useful. Because much as it pains me to say it, what I need right now is one of the good guys. What if I said that I could hand you, no strings attached, a means of screwing with Lauren’s plans?”
“I’d say I wasn’t born yesterday, but even so, we should meet. Not at the field office. I don’t trust the locals. Carmichael likes to spread her money around. Where are you now?”
“Out of state, but I’ll be back tonight.”
“You know the underground parking garage at the Metropolitan? Meet me there. Nine A.M.tomorrow, fourth level.”
I leaned back in my seat. “Clandestine meetings in a parking garage? Which one of us is Deep Throat?”
“Like you said. I do things the right way, or I don’t do them.”
“This is between you and me, right? You’ll leave your buddies at home?”
“If you do,” she said.
“Deal.”
I hung up the phone.
I had a good reason for keeping her partners out of the loop. I had to assume Harmony didn’t know Gary was a cambion himself, much less who he was reporting to. He was still my inside man on the task force, whether he wanted to be or not. Even so, I didn’t want him to know about the hand-off. If he thought Lauren could protect him, he might do something reckless to get his hands on that bottle.
The Barracuda barreled down the highway, and I fiddled with the radio until I found a scratchy backwater blues station. B.B. King’s guitar played me across the Nevada state line and howled out over the desert, while the setting sun washed the world in shades of blood and gold.
A couple of hours later, when the sky had gone black and left me navigating by highway reflectors, my phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number.
“Hello?”
“Daniel,” Emma said. “I talked to Caitlin. Is it true? Is it over?”
I considered my words carefully. Sitri and I had put a lot of moving pieces into play when we made our little deal, and keeping them all on the table meant I had to lie like a politician.
“Everything happens for a reason. That’s what I’m told, anyhow.”
“That won’t do at all,” she said. “Not one bit. We have to get you two back together again.”
I forced a chuckle. “I’m open to suggestions.”
“Come over for dinner tonight.”
“I’m driving in from out of town. I won’t be back for a while yet.”
“Ben and I are working late, doing quarterly projections. We’ll wait up for you. Please, Daniel. Do us the honor.”
“All right,” I said. “I suppose I could use the company.”
Besides, after enjoying Naavarasi’s hospitality, spending some time with a normal family sounded like a fine way to spend the evening. Okay, relatively normal family.
I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was the calm before the storm.
Cicadas trilled in the dark as I rumbled up to Emma and Ben’s driveway. They lived in a respectable tan stucco house in a respectable suburban tract, the picture of upper-middle-class domestic bliss. They even had a minivan parked in the driveway with a bumper sticker reading “Our Daughter is an Honor Student at Palo Verde High School.”
Ben met me at the front door. He pumped my hand like a salesman and patted me on the back as he led me inside.
“Good to see you, buddy!” he said. “Hope you like pasta. I don’t cook small batches. Italian mom, can’t be helped.”
Emma sat hunched over a spray of documents at a glass dining table, squinting behind a pair of silver-rimmed bifocals. Their living room opened onto a gourmet kitchen with a floating island, white carpet separated from russet tile by an elegant curve of brass trim.
She gave me a tired wave and said, “Just in time to save us. All the numbers are starting to blur.”
“Long day?” I said. Ben walked around the table, leaning in to kiss Emma on the cheek. He slipped into the kitchen and pulled down a clutter of herbs and spices from the cabinets.
“Long day, long night,” Emma said. “Trying to meet our budget quotas for the next quarter. The prince’s earthbound operations don’t fund themselves.”
“Isn’t that what Southern Tropics is for?”
“It’s a shell company. A front. We make money through investments, mostly, and those investments have to stay low-profile.”
“What we need,” Ben said from the kitchen, “is a bigger piece of Silicon Valley. We’re playing too conservatively.”
“Not having that argument again, sweetie,” Emma said with a glance in his direction. “Anyway, the Court of Windswept Razors is eating our lunch in terms of funding, and the prince is unhappy.”
That name was a new one. “Razors? What’s their story?”
“Small court, but they control New York,” Emma said.
“Wall Street,” Ben added. “They make so much money they might as well have a printing press.”
“Makes me sick to my stomach,” Emma said. “But enough of that. Let’s talk about you, and how we’re going to fix things for my dear Caitlin. Before she kills us all.”



Twenty-Eight
The story I spun for Emma and Ben was a custom-tailored version of the truth. Just factual enough to stand up under scrutiny, just enough of a lie to protect the secrets that needed protecting.
“…So Lauren and Sullivan both want Gilles de Rais’s soul, and so does Prince Sitri. After all, Lauren did try to drag him to Earth and enslave him a few weeks ago. He likes the idea of throwing a wrench in her plans.”
“That sounds like him,” Emma said. “So he’ll accept that as your service, in lieu of the priest’s death?”
“It looks like it, but I’m covering all my bases—”
“Do you have the soul? Where is it now?” she asked, a little too urgently for my liking.
“Stashed someplace safe,” I told her. That someplace was the trunk of my car parked out in the driveway, but I didn’t feel like sharing that much.
To pull them off the subject, I told them about my road trip to Denver, starting with my run-in with Mack and Zeke at the diner.
“Satanists?” Ben said while he chopped onions on a white plastic cutting board. “Really? Wow. That’s so eighties.”
Emma smiled, shaking her head. “The sad thing is, while we’ve sponsored certain musicians over the years, I don’t think we’ve ever dipped our toes into heavy metal. Too obvious. Country and western, on the other hand…”
“Prince Sitri in a ten-gallon hat. There’s a mental image I didn’t need,” I said.
“On the plus side,” Ben said, “have to give those kids credit for knowing which way the wind’s blowing, even if they’re a little misguided. The planet’s already lost. There’s no shame in joining the winning team.”
Nice as Ben was, I couldn’t help but imagine him happily informing on his neighbors in Nazi-occupied France instead of taking up arms with the resistance. I couldn’t say a damn thing, though. It wasn’t like I had a moral leg to stand on.
“So a source tipped me off as to where I could find de Rais’s owner,” I said. “A rakshasi out in Denver named Naavarasi.”
I gave them a quick rundown of the deal, but I left out the part where I blew the cover of one of Sitri’s agents. I’d have to explain where I’d gotten the agent’s name in the first place, and that would have been awkward. Instead, I told them Naavarasi had been willing to hand over the soul in exchange for a favor to be named later.
“She’s itching to make a move against Prince Malphas,” I explained. “I figure she’s lining up as much magical firepower as she can get. Saving favors for a rainy day.”
“Still,” Emma said, gently chiding, “you know it’s never a wise deal, trading a certainty now for a mystery later. I suppose you did what you had to do. I’m just worried about the eventual consequences, and Caitlin will be too. I’ve heard of Naavarasi. All of her species are natural illusionists and tricksters, but she’s a breed apart. Mind games are her specialty.”
“I got that impression, yeah.”
“That hall and back room that was too big to fit in the building? I wouldn’t be surprised if you were ushered into a broom closet and hallucinated the entire thing. She can do that.”
“The food,” I said with a faint shudder of mingled craving and revulsion, “was real. I’m sure of it.”
Emma shook her head. “She probably fed you perfectly ordinary lamb, just to mess with you. Really, I wouldn’t lose sleep over it.”
Easy for her to say.
“Speaking of perfectly ordinary food,” Ben said, carrying over a steaming ceramic serving bowl. “Pasta fagioli!”
Emma clapped her hands and cleared away the scattered papers, bundling them into a neat stack. “Perfectly delicious, you mean. I’ll open a bottle of wine.”
Ben dished out the food, and I noticed he gave Emma a slightly bigger serving. Living with an envy demon, moves like that would come automatically over time, I figured. The pasta was good. The company was better. We got off the shoptalk and acted like three regular people for a night. We talked about television shows I hadn’t seen and the latest government scandal, and once we were done eating Emma broke out another bottle of wine while Ben rummaged in the hall closet for a Scrabble board.
“BETRAY,” Emma said twenty minutes later, laying tiles onto a maze of snaking words. “Triple word score!”
I was pretty sure Ben was letting her win. Me, I was just lousy at Scrabble. I looked at the alphabet soup in front of me and tried to come up with a better word than “CAT.” Maybe I was distracted. My gaze kept drifting to the empty fourth seat beside me.
The front door rattled, very softly. Emma gave a knowing glance at Ben, and they both turned in their chairs to watch. Melanie crept inside, shutting the door behind her as quietly as she could, making like a thief in the night until she noticed her parents were staring at her from across the room. She froze.
“Melanie,” Emma snapped. “Do you have any idea what time it is, young lady?”
“I, uh, lost track of time,” she said, running her fingers through her rumpled mop of blue hair.
Ben shook his head. “Your curfew is eleven o’clock, hon. You know this. How many times are we going to have this conversation?”
“Like I said. Lost track of time. It’s not a big deal.”
“It certainly is a—wait a second.” Emma’s nose twitched. She jumped from her chair and stormed across the room. “What do I smell on your breath? Have you been drinking?”
“It was a party,” Melanie said, her voice laden with the kind of exasperation only teenagers can summon. “It’s not a big deal. Nothing bad happened.”
“This time,” Ben said. “Nothing thing bad happened this time. You know you have to keep control of yourself. If you don’t—”
“There weren’t even any humans there. It was just me and Annie and a couple of the new folks. Jesus.”
“Watch your mouth,” Emma said. “I can’t…I can’t even deal with you right now. Go to your room. We’ll discuss this in the morning.”
“Mom, c’mon—”
I could see Emma’s eyes flash copper from across the room, glowing like orbs of pitch and fire as her voice went guttural, dropping too deep for any human throat.
“To. Your. Room.”
Melanie didn’t need to be told twice. She vanished up the hallway. Emma straightened her blouse, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. When she turned back to face us, she was perfectly tranquil.
“Sorry about that,” she said.
“Kids,” I said, shrugging. I wasn’t sure what else to say.
“It’s not like we can complain,” Ben told me. “Her grades are great, she does volunteer work. She’s a good kid. She just sometimes forgets that she has some…special challenges to face that her friends don’t. Things she needs to remember to do, and things not to do.”
“Like not downing a couple of beers and flashing her real teeth at a panhandler,” Emma said, in a tone that suggested it wasn’t a hypothetical situation. “Or necking with her boyfriend, getting excited, and clawing his back so badly he needs stitches. Hushing that up was the highlight of my week, let me tell you.”
“She’ll be fine once she gets a little older,” Ben said. “That’s what they tell us, anyway. But…she’s seventeen. That’s rough no matter how old you are. I mean, I was no prize at that age.”
“You and me both,” I said.
“Of course, if she had more human friends and stopped hanging out with those cambion kids,” Ben started to say, cut short by Emma’s glare.
“She needs exposure to both of her cultures,” Emma said. “We’ve discussed this. I won’t have her pretending to be human.”
“What, you want her walking around in public looking like—like she really looks? We’ve done nothing but teach her how to pretend since she was a toddler. It’s for her own safety.”
Emma frowned. “That’s not what I mean, and you know it. It isn’t about passing for human, it’s about who she is inside. Melanie needs to understand where she came from. She needs to appreciate her heritage.”
“And yet,” Ben said, “every time it comes up, ‘appreciating her heritage’ only applies to your side of the family.”
I held up a hand. “I should probably get going.”
“No,” Emma snapped. “Stay. I mean…it’s late. And we’re being rude. I’m sorry.”
Ben nodded. “Really, take our couch. You could probably use a few hours of peace and quiet.”
I got the feeling that both of them wanted me there as an excuse not to get into a shouting match. I was okay with that. They were friends, after all, and after three glasses of wine I had to admit my eyelids were getting heavy. I nodded my assent, and Ben found an extra pillow and a fluffy blanket in the linen closet.
I helped clean up, and Emma and Ben disappeared into their bedroom up the hall. Hushed voices carried through the still house, but nothing I could make out over the hum of the air conditioning. One click of the lights bathed the living room in darkness. I slipped under the blanket and got as comfortable as I could. Couch-surfing was my default mode since the apartment burned down, and I wanted a real bed again. My bed. Under my roof.
“It’ll work out, you know.”
My eyelids flickered open. Emma stood at the foot of the couch, a vague smudge in the darkness.
“You sound confident.”
“I have faith,” Emma said, and then she was gone.
• • •
I woke up with the dawn, restless, eager to get this meeting with Agent Black over with. Stashing the soul bottle with her was my best option out of a whole bunch of bad choices, and that wasn’t saying much. I stumbled up the hall and took a hot shower, turning my back to the spray and letting the heat pulse against my aching muscles. The welts from Sullivan’s cane were starting to heal. They’d faded down to a spray of angry bruised lines across my body, like a broken and confused spiderweb.
My pride would take a little longer.
When I finished cleaning up, the reflection in the mirror looked like a presentable, if rumpled, human being. I stole a splash of Ben’s aftershave and patted the pale bristle on my cheeks.
I ran into Melanie in the hallway. She looked like a recent inductee into the wonderful world of hangovers, her eyes heavy-lidded and her fuzzy slippers dragging on the carpet. She wore an oversized Bauhaus T-shirt for a nightgown. I wasn’t sure if she was a fan of the band or just being ironic.
“Hey,” she muttered.
“Hey yourself. Somebody had a long night.”
She followed me into the living room, trudged into the kitchen nook, and rummaged through the refrigerator.
“I maybe overdid it.”
“Maybe a little.” I couldn’t help smiling.
She pulled a bottle of Bud Light from the fridge. “Hair of the dog. Want one?”
I snatched the bottle. Reaching around her, I grabbed a bottled water from the next shelf down and pressed it into her hand.
“Uh-uh. Water. You need to rehydrate. Take it from somebody who’s been there. Water and something greasy. Cook yourself some bacon or something.”
“Pfft. Rather have the beer.”
“Not while I’m standing here,” I said. “You’re underage.”
She puffed air up against her fallen bangs, making them flutter. “Aren’t you, like, a thief or something?”
“Or something, sometimes.”
“But you won’t let me have a beer,” she said.
“Nope. A man’s got to have standards.”
Melanie pulled a sealed package of turkey bacon out of the fridge and reached for a frying pan.
“Ooh,” she said sarcastically, “the code of the criminal underworld, just like in the movies. Like you won’t shoot women or kids, right?”
I shrugged. “I try not to shoot anybody if I can help it. If I’m put in a position where I have to, though, their gender or their age doesn’t have a whole lot to do with it.”
“And let me guess, you never steal from your boss?”
“Depends.”
“Depends?” she said.
“On how much of an asshole he is.”
“That happen a lot?”
“Working for assholes?” I said. “You have no idea.”
She laughed. The pan slowly warmed over the stove’s burner, bacon starting to sizzle.
“I know why Caitlin likes you. I know something else, too.”
“Yeah?” I said. “What’s that?”
“That you’re lying to my parents.”



Twenty-Nine
I gave Melanie an appraising look. Smart kid, no two ways about it. Good eyes, good ears, good heart too. Could be trouble.
“How do you figure?” I asked her.
She turned her back to me, focused on the bacon.
“I heard them talking after they went to bed. They said you and Caitlin broke up.”
“What of it?”
“You wouldn’t do what Prince Sitri told you, so he made you guys split up. Except suddenly, out of nowhere, you find something else the prince wants. And that’s going to make everything okay, but instead of rushing over to give it to him, you’re, what, weighing your options? If you’re telling the truth, you could fix all of this and you and Caitlin could already be back together.”
I leaned against the kitchen island.
“Gotta be careful,” I said, “dealing with guys like Sitri. They have a way of twisting your expectations.”
“How’d you find the soul you were looking for? And that rakshasi in Denver?”
“Like I told your folks. I had a source.”
Melanie turned, cocking a hand on her hip. No pupils nestled in her fish-belly white eyes, and a spray of blue veins adorned her face. It resembled the pattern on a butterfly’s wings, beautiful and grotesque.
“Hellooo,” she said. “I’m not stupid, Faust. There’s only one person out west who has ‘a source’ that good in the Court of Night-Blooming Flowers. Prince Sitri. And you bought the soul in exchange for ‘an unnamed favor,’ to be paid out to a Flowers noblewoman? A favor that could be anything from a suicide mission to putting a knife against Caitlin’s throat? You would never do that.”
“Maybe it seemed necessary at the time.”
“And maybe your whole story’s a pile of crap.” Melanie turned back to the bacon. When she glanced the other way, reaching for a roll of paper towels, her face was back to normal.
“What do you think happened?” I asked her.
Melanie laid out a handful of folded paper towels on a bright orange ceramic plate. She didn’t bother with tongs. She plucked a bacon strip from the sizzling grease with her bare fingers, setting it on the towels to dry.
“I think,” she said, then suddenly winced and sucked on her grease-spattered fingertips. “Shit! Goddamn that hurts! Mom doesn’t even flinch when she does that trick!”
“You hurt?”
“No,” she sighed. “I just thought that’d be really badass, and now I look like a total dork.”
“Your mom has a little more experience,” I said and handed her a pair of rubber-coated tongs from a jar of utensils. “Try these. And no, you don’t look like a dork.”
“Know what I think? I think you’re on a top secret mission for Prince Sitri. A spy, on his infernal majesty’s secret service.”
I forced a laugh. “I’m a sorcerer and a thief, not James Bond.”
“I think you knew where to go, because the prince told you exactly who to talk to and what to expect. I think he gave you something to barter with, too. Thing is, you aren’t bringing the soul to him because that’s not what he wants. It’s just part of a bigger plan.”
“Now why would I lie about a thing like that?”
“I don’t know,” Melanie said, shaking her head. “It’s got to be something so secret that even my mom and Caitlin can’t know about it. I’m right, aren’t I?”
With the exception of a tiny detail or two, she’d pretty much nailed it. I was definitely going to have to keep an eye on this kid.
“You’re pretty close,” I admitted. I knew denying it would only encourage her to dig deeper. “I made a deal with Sitri. We’re both getting something we want, assuming my plan works. Thing is, Melanie, I need you to stay quiet about this.”
“Sure!” She picked up the dish and held it out to me. “Just one condition.”
I grabbed a piece of bacon. “What?”
“I want to help.”
Good thing I hadn’t started chewing. I shook my head.
“No way. I’m not putting you in any danger. Your dad would kill me. Your mom would literally kill me.”
“I’m not a kid, Faust.”
“By the definition of the word, you kinda are.”
“I’m not a little kid. I turn eighteen in five months. That’s an adult. Legally. Look it up.”
I thought it over. One thing I didn’t need right now was another complication.
“Tell you what,” I said. “I might have something for you to do. Might. Keep your mouth shut and your ears open, and we’ll talk later.”
“What about right now?”
“Drink another bottle of water. You’ll thank me later.”
• • •
I didn’t realize, until I’d gotten out to the car, that I was still holding the bottle of Bud I’d confiscated from Melanie. I shrugged and tossed it into the duffel bag. I wasn’t much of a beer fan, but there was no sense in throwing away perfectly drinkable booze.
The Metropolitan is hip. Its designers took great pains to make sure you knew, from every angle of its brushed-chrome curves and Andy Warhol stylings, that it’s hipper than you’ll ever be. It’s the kind of place where blond heiresses in garish plastic sunglasses mingle poolside with guys in European leisure suits. Not normally the kind of place I’d pick for a meet-up, but maybe that was a good idea. Right now, being unpredictable was my best defense.
I nosed the Barracuda up to the parking garage ramp and waited while the automated box clacked and spat out a paper ticket. The barricade arm swung up, inviting me deeper inside. I didn’t like it. My last meeting in a parking garage ended abruptly, with a single shot from a sniper rifle. This time I was driving down, not up, but that didn’t set me any more at ease. Fewer avenues of escape if things went sour.
Chrome letters, five feet high and backlit by florescent pipes in cool electric blue, spelled out METROPOLITAN along a curving tiled wall. The Barracuda’s motor purred as I rumbled down a steep ramp to the second level. If her word was good, Agent Black would be waiting for me two floors down. I found a parking space and killed the engine.
Driving down to meet Harmony would give me a faster escape if I needed one. On the other hand, I’d be handing her my make, model, and plate number. We might be helping each other out right now, but ultimately she’d made it damn clear she intended to see me in an orange jumpsuit. The less information she had on me, the better. I figured I’d have the meet-up, walk up to the hotel for a late breakfast, then come back down and retrieve the car once she was long gone.
I left my ride behind and walked down the ramp. A rusted-out Volvo with California plates rattled past me. My shoulders tensed. These galleries were too big, too packed with quiet and darkened cars. Too many shadows and too many ways to come up on somebody from behind, or open fire from the dark. I kept a tight hand on the shoulder strap of my duffel bag.
The hotel hired famous street artists to decorate the walls on each level. The fourth floor sported an underground-comics-inspired riot of black-and-white images splashed by garish red, line art mingling with old Life magazine photographs blown up into blurry smears. I walked halfway across the level before Harmony showed up. She stepped out from behind an NV Energy utility van.
I felt her before I saw her. She’d come loaded for bear. Her neck and wrists glowed like liquid gold in my second sight, dripping with high-caliber warding charms. She had something under her blazer, too, on the opposite side of her shoulder holster. Something that pricked at my mind when I tried to get a read on it, waving a razor in front of my eyes. I didn’t know if she was looking for a mage-fight, but she was ready for one.
“Is all that for me?” I said.
She held up her hand, stopping me about five feet away from her.
“That’s close enough,” she said. “We have a file on you, Faust. We know what you’re capable of.”
What she didn’t know, apparently, was that all my good magical tools burned up along with the rest of my apartment. My best weapon, right now, was the very mundane but very large handgun in my duffel bag. I didn’t feel inclined to share that information.
“Who’s ‘we’? Gary’s a schmuck, and your DEA guy—what’s his name, Lars? He’s about as magical as a dead car battery. You can’t tell me that either one of them has any idea what’s really going on.”
I had to gamble that Harmony didn’t know Gary’s real nature or that he was a quadruple agent working for her, Lauren, Sullivan, and now me too. If she’d figured that out, he was useless to me.
“I file two reports on every case,” she said. “One to my superiors in Seattle, and one to a office in Virginia with no windows and no number on the door. And that’s more than you need to know.”
I hoped she was lying. The idea of a sorceress going into law enforcement, a lone wolf, was a lot less scary than the idea of Uncle Sam figuring out which end of a pentagram points up. I prefer my government the same way I prefer my cops: clueless, helpless, and out of my way.
“Sounds ominous,” I said. “Do you get a cool code name, too?”
“No, but I have handcuffs—”
“Kinky.”
“—and a gun.”
I shook my head. “There you go, ruining the mental image. Nonetheless, I’ve got a present for you. I know we don’t see eye to eye on much, but we agree that Lauren Carmichael’s a problem, right?”
“That’s like calling a stalled engine on a 747 a problem. She’s a menace. What do you know about the Enclave?”
She calls it the Engine, Gary had told me. A ripple of nervous tension shuddered down my spine.
“It’s some sort of occult undertaking on a massive scale,” I said. “Maybe unprecedented. I’m pretty sure it’s not designed to spread rainbows and rescue kittens, either. What do you know about it?”
She shook her head, looking like she’d bitten into something rancid.
“Not much more than you do. Carmichael’s not thinking long-term, though. I was doing an investigation into her corporate ledgers. At the rate they’re burning through cash, the parent company in Seattle will be bankrupt within a year. Every dime they make is being pumped into Carmichael-Sterling Nevada, to support the Enclave’s construction.”
“Problem there,” I said, “is Lauren’s a strategist. A damn good one. If she’s not thinking about the long term…”
Harmony finished my thought.
“Then there isn’t going to be a long term.”



Thirty
“You said you had something for me,” Harmony said. A Corvette, its bright blue paint flecked with desert dust, cruised past us on a hunt for an open parking spot. We both stepped to the side and waited quietly until it rounded the next bend and its taillights winked out of sight.
“First, information. Does the name Redemption Choir ring a bell?”
She nodded. “A cult of cambion who want to be human. I think they originated out of St. Louis or Detroit. They’ve been migrating westward, but we’re not sure why.”
Good. Whatever sources of occult intelligence Agent Black and her mysterious pals had to draw upon, they didn’t extend to the depths of hell.
“Their boss calls himself Sullivan. Nasty piece of work. He’s an incarnate, so watch yourself.”
Harmony’s brow furrowed. “What’s an incarnate?”
Music to my ears. She had skill, I could tell that much from the raw power ebbing off her protective trinkets, but she wasn’t nearly as clued-in as I feared. I thought about a quick change of subject, but the angel on my shoulder told me I’d better throw her a bone. If she went up against Sullivan thinking he was just another halfbreed, he’d rip her to pieces. I wanted Agent Black off my back. That didn’t mean I wanted her dead.
“It’s a trick only major demons can pull off. They build a body for themselves out of their own raw soul-stuff, held together with willpower and spite.”
“That’s impossible,” she said. “Demons can only enter our world by possessing a human or an animal.”
“Suffice to say I’ve got a little more experience than you on this subject. Anyway, it’s a tradeoff. Kill a hijacker’s host body, you just send the demon back to hell to lick its wounds for a while. Kill an incarnate—and I mean, utterly destroy its body, down to ashes—and you kill them for good. You won’t get the chance, though, because incarnates are fast, and they’re strong.”
“How fast and how strong?” Harmony said. She was in full recon mode now, and I knew every word I said to her would end up in a memo on some faceless bureaucrat’s desk.
“Ever see The Terminator? Arnie’s got nothing on a pissed-off incarnate.”
“Numbers?”
“Numbers?” I repeated, not sure what she wanted.
“How many, Faust? How many are out there, disguised as American citizens?”
I shrugged. “None. As far as I know, Sullivan’s the only one in the States right now. Until recently I thought incarnates were just an urban legend, but I’ve seen him in action. The stories are true.”
The best lies are always grounded in truth. If she accepted everything else I’d told her at face value, she’d probably accept that too. They already had Caitlin’s photograph. I wanted her off Harmony’s radar entirely.
“So I realize you’re hot to arrest somebody,” I said. “But Sullivan’s not going to let you take him in. Try it and you, and everyone with you, are gonna get very dead very fast.”
“There has to be a way to neutralize him.”
“I’m working on that. In the meantime, how would you like to toss a wrench into Lauren’s plans?”
She cocked a hand on her hip. A silver bangle drifted down her wrist at an angle, glimmering with magic.
“I’m listening,” she said.
I patted my duffel bag. “Would you believe I have a human soul in here?”
“From what I know about you? Yes.”
“Gilles de Rais. French knight, child murderer, and all-around world-class shitheel. Lauren was looking for a way to snatch him out of hell. She needs him to finish the Enclave, don’t ask me why. I got him first.”
“How?” she said.
“What was it you said earlier? Something to the effect of ‘and that’s more than you need to know’? Bottom line: she needs it, I have it.”
“And where do I come in?”
Over by the bend in the ramp, about thirty feet down the line, we had company. A rough-looking guy in his twenties staggered from car to car, peering in windows, trying handles. I would have taken him for an incompetent thief, but from the wobble in his walk and the glaze in his eyes I figured he was coming off an all-night bender. Probably couldn’t remember what his car even looked like, let alone where he’d parked it. All the same, I kept my eye on him.
“I found the soul’s previous owner. If I did, so can Lauren. Sooner or later she’s going to figure out I took it and come gunning for me. I need to make certain this thing stays well out of harm’s way.”
“You’re giving it to me,” she said, catching on.
“Last place she’ll think of looking. Even if she traces the soul to your doorstep, even Lauren Carmichael will think twice before going toe to toe with a federal agent. She doesn’t need that kind of heat right now. Besides, I get the feeling you can hold your own in a fight. You don’t have to do anything with the soul. Just stash it someplace safe and forget about it. Now the Enclave’s stalled indefinitely, problem solved. Easy.”
Harmony gave me a hard look, like if she stared long enough she could bore right into my black heart.
“What’s your angle?”
“Pardon?”
“You’re a black magician, knee-deep in brimstone. I can also connect you—circumstantially, or we’d be having this conversation in your cozy new prison cell—to a string of heists and hijackings, not to mention at least three murders. Lauren has people just like you on her payroll. She could make you rich. She definitely pays better than Nicky Agnelli. Why are you standing in her way?”
“I already told you, I don’t work for Nicky anymore. As for Lauren, she killed a good buddy of mine. Well, Meadow Brand killed him, but she did it on Lauren’s orders. Right in front of me.”
“How did he die?” Harmony asked.
“Badly. Very badly. And he didn’t do a damn thing to deserve it. Then Lauren…”
The memory surged back. Lying paralyzed on Spengler’s blood-soaked carpet as Lauren pressed her palms against my chest, shredding my psychic walls, forcing her sick, toxic energy into my body one seething inch at a time. I remembered the way she’d gasped with pleasure, the satisfied look on her face as she pulled away, leaving a hungry snake squirming in my guts.
“Faust?”
I blinked, snapping out of it. I shook my head.
“She killed a friend of mine,” I said. “He was family. Not by blood, by bond. Where I come from, if somebody hurts a member of your family, you put them in the ground. No mercy, no forgiveness, no second chances. Lauren signed her own death warrant.”
“She’s going to prison. I’m sorry for your loss, I really am, but we have laws for a reason. They keep us sane. They keep society functioning. You’re not killing her; I’m arresting her. We need to be clear on that, right here, right now.”
My gaze flitted to the drunk, wobbling his way closer as he fruitlessly searched for his car. He was ten feet away, and I could smell the booze on his breath from here. No shape to drive. If he actually found his car, I idly decided, I’d yank his keys away and toss them in the hotel pool. Maybe steal his wallet, too. Tourist stupidity tax.
“I’m not the only sorcerer in Vegas, Agent Black. We don’t agree on much, but we’re pretty damn unified on the subject of Lauren Carmichael’s continued survival. Besides, get real. What are you going to arrest her for? The legal system isn’t for people like us. The crimes we commit aren’t on the books, and it’s pretty damn hard to prove a curse or a hex with forensic science.”
“That’s your problem, right there,” Harmony jabbed her finger at my chest. “You think what you can do makes you above everyone else. You think the rules of society don’t apply to you, just because it’s easier for you to break them and get away with it. You’re wrong. The rules apply to everybody.”
I waved her off. “I don’t think I’m better than anybody else. I just make the most of what I have. Don’t you? I’m going to go out on a limb here, agent, and guess you don’t put on a psychic blindfold when you’re on the job. You use your magic, find your culprit, then work backward to gather ‘real’ evidence to get a conviction.”
She stared at me.
“That’s how I would do it,” I said with a shrug.
“That’s different. I’m upholding the law.”
“By using techniques other cops don’t have. But it’s not cheating when you do it, right?”
“I’m protecting people. You hurt people for a living.”
I unzipped the duffel bag. I wanted to get this over with, for more reasons than one.
“That reckless-driving and gun-possession rap against Jennifer and me,” I said. “I want it dropped. You know those charges are bullshit. Meadow Brand set us up.”
“I know she did. Doesn’t change the fact that you committed the crime, does it? Besides, I’m a federal agent, Faust. I can’t just wave a magic wand and make local charges disappear.”
“No, but you can talk to Metro and put some pressure on the DA. I’m doing you a solid here. All I’m asking for is some consideration in return.”
Harmony held out her open hand.
“Considering how long you should be going to prison for, I’d say you’re already getting some. If this isn’t some kind of trick, and this really does stall Lauren’s plans long enough for me to deal with her, I’ll be refocusing the task force’s investigation. I’m not saying you’re off the hook, I’m just saying I’ll be too busy to think about you for a while. Maybe a long while, if you keep your nose clean.”
“Hey,” the drunk said, wandering up. “Hey, ‘scuse me, hey.”
Inside the bag, my fingertips slid past the soul bottle and around the grip of my pistol. Instinct.
Harmony flashed her badge. “Official business, sir. Please move along.”
He was invading her personal space, but I doubted he even realized it. The way his eyes glazed, I figured he was trying to figure out which of the two Harmonys he should answer back to.
“Sorry, sorry,” he slurred. “But maybe you can just tell me, is this the Karnak?”
I shook my head. “Buddy, you are a long way from your hotel room.”
“The Metropolitan,” Harmony said, rolling her eyes. She pointed up the ramp. “Go upstairs, take a right, look for the taxi stand. Don’t let me catch you driving—”
Her arm was stretched out a little too far, her balance a little off, and suddenly the drunk guy wasn’t drunk anymore. He lunged for her wrist, caught it, and twisted it behind her back. His other hand conjured a cruel little knife that gleamed in the shadows of the parking garage, the business end pressed to the smooth, pale skin of her throat.
Tires squealed somewhere above us. A pair of Harley Irons tore down the ramp, their riders’ faces hidden behind helmets as black as their motorcycles. Behind the bikers came an SUV with tinted windows and custom chrome. The Harleys moved in slow cruising circles, like sharks sniffing out blood in the water, while the SUV stopped right next to us.
“Sullivan,” I hissed as he stepped out of the backseat, cradling his walking stick and flanked by a pair of his boys. From the looks on their faces, they’d heard about how I’d killed one of their buddies back at the mission house, and they were aching to return the favor.
My finger rested on the Judge’s trigger, concealed by the duffel, but that knife at Harmony’s throat could slice faster than I could shoot.
“A friend,” Sullivan said pleasantly, “told me you were having a mysterious little rendezvous down here. I hope you don’t mind my dropping in uninvited, but I believe, Mr. Faust, that you have something I want.”



Thirty-One
We’d been set up. It wasn’t just bad luck, or a case of one of us getting followed to the meet-up. If Sullivan knew about the soul, that meant somebody on my side of the table tipped him off. Probably the same person who tipped him off that Father Alvarez and I were waiting for Nicky’s limousine. It would have to be someone I’d spoken to since leaving Denver.
That was a damn short list of suspects.
I kept my hand in the bag and my finger on the trigger, thinking fast. Priority one was getting out of here alive. Between the knife man, Sullivan and his two escorts, and the two on the Harleys, it was two against six. One against six if Harmony got her throat slit.
I pretended to think, stalling for time. “Something you want, something you…oh, right! It just arrived. A big pile of ‘fuck you’ with your name on it.”
I gave him the finger. Sullivan frowned.
“What?” I said. “Not your size? I’m sorry, all fuck yous are final.”
The knife man kept Harmony’s wrist in an iron grip, her head tilted back and the blade ready to bite. She swallowed, then grimaced.
“Can’t imagine,” she said, “why so many people want to kill you, Faust. You’re so good at making friends.”
Sullivan looked to Harmony and bowed his head. “I must apologize to you, Agent Black. It was not my intention to cause you harm or distress.”
“Like with Father Alvarez?” I said.
“Father Alvarez is safe and sound. He’s been helping me by continuing the translation of his most remarkable manuscript. I’ve learned a great deal, and I daresay so has he. He’s an endless font of questions.”
“The manuscript is a pile of crap, Sullivan. It’s a fairy tale. You’re wasting your time.”
“Not at all,” he said. “Especially not now. You have something Lauren needs. Lauren has something I need. A simple transaction and everyone is happy.”
“Sullivan,” Harmony said. “That’s your name, right? Do you understand the consequences of what you’re doing here? You’re kidnapping a federal agent—”
His eyes went wide with surprise. It actually looked genuine, like the thought hadn’t even occurred to him.
“Kidnapping? Oh, heavens no! You misunderstand me, agent. To keep my enthusiastic young friend from slicing your lovely throat from ear to ear, Mr. Faust is going to hand over the soul of Gilles de Rais. Once he’s done so, you’re both free to go. I have no reason to hurt you once I have what I want. I’m not sure what tall tales he’s spun for you, but I’m simply a man of peace, trying to atone for a misspent youth.”
Six shells sat nestled in the Judge’s cylinders, ready for war. Not enough to win a gunfight. I’d have to drop every one of Sullivan’s cultists with a single shot, not to mention pull off some Wild West trick shooting to kill the one holding Harmony without hurting her in the process. I just wasn’t that good.
Besides, there was Sullivan himself to deal with. I wasn’t sure if unloading all six shots right into his smug face would even slow the bastard down.
Harmony looked me in the eye. Then she flicked her glance downward. Her free hand rested against her hip, and as she bent her shoulder, lifting the sleeve of her blazer an inch, I saw what she wanted me to see. A plastic teardrop dangled against her wrist, held in place by a strap of tape. She’d taken precautions, meeting with me. Wired herself for sound in case of an emergency. Clever.
She moved as if squirming against the knife man’s grip, but I saw what she was really doing: rubbing her arm against her side, pressing the switch to turn on her concealed radio.
“This is hardly fair,” I said, loud enough that the teardrop mike would pick up my words. “I mean, here you are with, what, five guys? And you’ve all got guns?”
Now her backup knew what they were up against. Normally I’d be offended—after all, she promised she’d come alone, and I’d kept my word on that particular bargain—but I’d save my complaints for after we got out of this mess.
Sullivan raised his chin, looking down his nose at me. “Fair? Not a word that belongs on your lips, Mr. Faust. Now please. The contract if you would. Take it out with one hand, very slowly, and throw it to me.”
I let go of the gun. There’d be time for that later. I curled my fingers around the rolled-up scroll. My heart sank as I tossed it to him.
Everything I’d done, I’d just handed away. My deal with Sitri, with Naavarasi too. All the risks I’d taken, for nothing. I’d clawed a little bit of ground for myself, and now Sullivan had snatched it away from me. Again. He unfurled the scroll on the hood of the SUV and gave it a brisk read. He nodded and held out an open hand. One of the Choirboys handed him a fountain pen.
He signed his name with a flourish. I watched my own signature, above it, flare to life with a crackle of flame. A moment later, only his name remained.
A flicker of movement caught my eye, far behind Sullivan. Lars and Gary, on opposite sides of the gallery, creeping their way up and using the parked cars for cover. It wasn’t exactly a full-on cavalry charge, but it would have to do.
“And now the soul bottle, please,” Sullivan said.
I looked at Harmony, flicking my gaze left and right. She seemed to get the message. We’d have to take care of the cambion with the knife before her boys could move in. Otherwise, he’d kill her the second they opened fire.
I focused, reaching out with a slender tendril of magic. It wriggled through the air like a silver eel, invisible and silent, and brushed up against the enchanted bangle on Harmony’s wrist. It flared, warningly.
She felt it too. It was the best I could do, the closest I could come to hinting that she needed to prepare herself. I reached back into the duffel bag and took hold of the bottle. Not the soul bottle, though. The bottle of Bud I’d taken from Melanie.
I looked to Sullivan and said, “You know, if anybody opens this thing, de Rais’s soul will get loose.”
“Yes,” he said, irritably. “I do know how these devices work. Please don’t patronize me.”
I shook my head, looking at the cambion. “Oh, I just mean, I hope you warned your buddies here. The second it opens, de Rais’s soul is going to fly out and look for a skull to crawl into. You ever see somebody get possessed by a free-floating spirit? Scary stuff. Their eyes bulge out, they foam at the mouth, and all their muscles go rigid. That’s just the outside. Inside, their minds get chewed to pieces. Their personality, memories, shredded and gone forever—”
“Enough,” Sullivan snapped. “You are woefully misinformed, Mr. Faust. I expected better of you. Now the bottle, please.”
From the looks on his follower’s faces, I’d done a decent enough job of creeping them out. Two of them looked nervously at the duffel, as if they’d just found out I’d brought a piñata stuffed with anthrax to the party.
Sullivan was right. The only speck of truth in that entire thing was that de Rais’s soul needed a host body. I was pretty sure cambion couldn’t even get possessed. Before they had a chance to think things through, I sprang the trap.
“Catch!”
I tossed the beer bottle through the air, but not at Sullivan. I threw it to the cambion with the knife. He panicked, let go of Harmony’s wrist, and tried to catch the bottle. That was the opening she needed to spin on her heel and slam the flat of her hand up into his nose, snapping cartilage and dropping him like a rock. The bottle flew past, shattering against a car hood and spattering beer and foam across the windshield.
I broke left. Harmony dove to the right. On the other side of the gallery Lars and Gary opened fire. The thunder of their guns echoed across the garage like cannon blasts. I had a cannon of my own, but before I could pull it one of Sullivan’s goons scrambled over a car hood and threw himself on my back. He was in full cambion mode, a spitting and clawing terror scrabbling at my face with dirty yellow fingernails, going for my eyes.
I fell backward against a car. The window glass broke against the cambion’s back. Then I rammed my elbow into his rib cage again and again. He fell off, tumbling to the concrete. I pulled my pistol, but before I could finish him off one of the bikers whipped down the aisle and fired wildly with a little pocket gun that made coughing putt-putt-putt sounds. I hit the ground as shattered glass rained down around me.
As soon as the rider went by, I pushed myself up and over another car hood, rolling as flat as I could and dropping to a crouch on the other side.
Right in front of Sullivan.
Seething with rage, he stood tall in the middle of the gunfight, giving the flying lead less regard than a swarm of gnats. He held out his hand.
“Give it to me,” he hissed as his fingernails lengthened into claws.
“If you insist,” I said. Then I shot him in the face.
The Judge kicked like a mule in my hand. In the echo gallery of the parking garage it sounded like a thunderclap at point-blank range. My ears rang and my teeth rattled and Sullivan staggered backward, shrieking, clutching at his face. Black ichor rolled out in thick oily rivulets between his fingers.
I didn’t have time to celebrate. The biker was coming back for another pass, and I threw myself clear of another streak of wild gunfire. A bullet whined past me, close enough for me to feel the breeze. My lucky day, I thought.
It hit the duffel bag.
Time lurched to a standstill. I knew what had happened even before I felt the bullet tear through the mesh, before I heard the breaking glass. Before I saw the plume of purple smoke streak through the bullet hole and out into the garage like a swarm of neon hornets.
It flew past the cambion, past the howling demon, and made a beeline for Harmony. She had one of Sullivan’s boys pinned down and was making every shot count, but she didn’t see the cloud of death streaking her way.
“Harmony!” I shouted. “Wards!”
She turned just in time, flinging up her forearm and hissing something under her breath. Her silver bangle flared with violent light and the soul cloud crackled, bouncing away, coiling and twisting. It changed course. I braced myself, expecting it to come after me next, but it found an easier target on the far side of the gunfight.
Lars never saw what hit him. The bulky Norwegian turned and caught the cloud full in the face. It enveloped him, streaming in through his mouth, his nose, his tear ducts. He went rigid, like a seizure victim, then collapsed to the ground.
When he stood back up, he wasn’t Lars anymore.



Thirty-Two
“Lars!” Harmony screamed, looking like she was about to break cover. Lars stood there, his jaw slack. He stared at the gun in his hand like someone had given him a chrome-plated duck and expected him to know why.
Gary, meanwhile, was a shadow in the back of the gallery, and I wasn’t surprised. After all, he couldn’t shoot the people he was secretly working for. From the pattern of his shots, I guessed he was laying down covering fire, going out of his way not to hit anybody. That meant the odds had shifted. Now it was Harmony and me against the world, and it looked like Harmony was about to do something reckless.
I beat her to it. I kept my head down and charged across the open aisle, hoping to catch her before she ran to meet the thing wearing Lars’s skin. One of the bikers whipped his Harley around and came right at me, headlight glaring. The light made a good target. I aimed high and snapped off a shot, never stopping my run. The biker went flying and his ride dropped, skidding on its side and crashing into a parked van.
“C’mon!” I said. “We have to go. Now!”
“I’ve got a man down!” Harmony shouted. “I’m not leaving without him!”
I grabbed her shoulder, pulling her to face me, and spoke in an urgent hiss.
“If we stay, we die. Lars can still be saved, but not here and not now. If we die here, nobody will ever be able to help him. Do you understand?”
She gave a sharp nod. Focused under fire. She crouch-jogged to the edge of cover and pushed up the fallen Harley. Me, I was watching the nightmare coming to life just ten feet away.
Sullivan was getting up.
He stood slowly, gracefully, lowering his hands to his sides. His face reknit itself as I watched. Splintered bone slithered and popped back into place, cheekbones rose, and one blown-out eye swelled and sprouted in an empty socket like some poisonous mushroom.
Harmony saw it too. She swung into the Harley’s saddle and patted the seat behind her. “Get on!”
Sullivan pointed at me. His voice was a bellow that could shatter tombstones.
“Faust!”
I jumped onto the bike. We took off before my feet lifted from the concrete. Harmony gripped the handlebars, staring grimly ahead as the engine gave a throaty roar and rumbled between our legs. Sullivan gave chase, dropping into a lurching gait and then to all fours, his muscles rippling and twisting in ways no human’s could. What chased us now was something bestial, a creature built for violence and the love of the hunt.
I shoved the Judge back into my bullet-riddled duffel bag and clung to Harmony’s waist with both hands. The bike lurched up the ramp, hit the curve, and pivoted so hard we nearly dumped it, but we righted our weight and Harmony hit the gas. The slowdown bought Sullivan an extra few seconds. Looking back, I saw him crouch and push his massive shoulders back, and then he launched himself into the air.
“Gun it!” I shouted. The Harley roared, almost tipping forward onto its front wheel, and Sullivan came crashing down. Claws like iron spears drove into the pavement, falling just inches short, and pierced the crackling stone. He yowled and yanked, struggling to pull himself free, as we rocketed toward the next ramp.
I heard sirens. Lots of them. We wheeled up onto the first-level gallery and Harmony hit the brakes, stopping the bike so fast we skidded sideways.
A platoon’s worth of gun barrels aimed our way. A pair of Metro squad cars blocked the exit to the garage, and their strobes washed over us in colors as garish as the pop art on the walls. While most of the cops covered us from behind the safety of their cars, a trio ran over and shouted us off the bike.
Usually, when I was working, the last thing I wanted to see was a cop. Today, I couldn’t complain. Harmony pulled back her blazer with two fingers, nice and slow, letting them see the badge clipped to her belt.
“Special Agent Black,” she said. Her voice was a silk glove lined with iron authority, the tone of a woman who expected to be listened to. “We have a 434-G down on the fourth level. Multiple assailants, all armed and dangerous.”
A cop wearing a sergeant’s bars nodded and jogged us back, safe behind the cordon. “We have another unit covering the emergency stairs. They radioed in, said Detective Kemper just turned up there. He’s not hurt.”
Of course he did, I thought. Good old Gary. Probably broke and ran the second he had the chance.
“What about Lars Jakobsen?” Harmony demanded. “He’s DEA, on my detail. He was down there too.”
The sergeant shook his head, then gave me a hard look. “What about this one?”
“He’s my CI,” Harmony said. “We were helping Detective Kemper set up a drug sting. Somebody tipped off the perps, and they came in guns blazing.”
Confidential informant. In other words, a rat. Still, there were only so many ways I could walk out of this mess, and being called a rat was a lot better than being called a prisoner.
“Look, this is our show,” the sergeant said. “But if you’ve got a guy in trouble down there, you should be riding shotgun. How would you want us to proceed?”
Harmony shook her head. “Total lockdown. Nobody in, nobody out. Call for a hostage negotiator.”
“Agent?” I said. “A word? In private?”
She looked like she wanted more than a word with me. We walked to the edge of the garage and around a pillar, out of sight.
“What the hell happened—” she started to say.
“You cannot pen them in down there. You saw Sullivan, what he really is. If he and his followers feel cornered, they’ll fight their way out, and you’ll have a shit-ton of dead cops on your hands.”
Now I was the one cornered, backed against a wall. Harmony stood nose-to-nose with me. Her voice was a harsh whisper.
“What the fuck,” she said, “happened to Lars?”
“The bottle broke. It went for the easiest target.”
“You’re saying he’s possessed,” she said. “Because of your fuckup, one of my men is possessed by a six-hundred-year-old serial killer. Someone I’m responsible for. Someone whose family sends me a fucking Christmas card every year.”
I held up my empty hands. “Look, it’s fixable. Right now, though, we need to stop this from turning into a bloodbath—”
Harmony grabbed me by the throat and shoved me against the wall. My head slammed against the polished tiles with a jolt of pain I could feel down in my jaw.
“It is already a fucking bloodbath,” she hissed, her hand squeezing as I pushed back against her, trying to pull her grip free. “And it is your fault! You did this, Faust! You!”
I got her hand off and shoved her away. She didn’t make another try. She stood there, seething, barely able to speak. I rubbed my throat.
“We can fix it,” I said, knowing how lame the words sounded. “I can fix it. Trust me.”
Harmony barked out a short, sharp laugh. There wasn’t any humor in it. “Trust you? You’re a goddamn scorpion. You sting everything that comes near you. I don’t think you can even help it. It’s in your nature.”
The radio up her sleeve crackled softly. We both looked, distracted, as she lifted her arm.
“Helloooo,” said a singsong voice on the other end.
“Identify,” Harmony snapped.
“I appear to be Lars Jakobsen,” came the response. His voice was strange, lilting and off-cadence. Like a Norwegian accent had a one-night stand with the French language and wound up with a mutant baby.
“You aren’t Lars,” she growled.
“I said ‘appear to be,’ mon chaton. Appearances are rarely reality, but you know this, yes? You may call me Gilles, if it pleases.”
I leaned closer to the teardrop of plastic taped to Harmony’s wrist.
“Don’t get too comfortable in that body,” I said. “I’ve exorcised major-league demons before. You? You’re nothing but a dead man with a rap sheet. The second you come upstairs, I’m putting you back in a bottle.”
“No, I don’t think that you are,” Gilles said.
“Yeah? How do you figure?”
“Because I will be coming upstairs with my new patron. Regrettably, none of his friends survived the battle, but he has others. When I do come up, you will greet me as Lars Jakobsen, and allow me and my ‘prisoner’ to leave unmolested.”
“Guess again,” Harmony said. “It’s not just cops and guns you’re going to have to walk past. There are two magicians waiting for you, and we’ve had time to prepare.”
Gilles chuckled genially. “What will you do? Reveal your magic to the world, for all to see? No. Even if you could defeat us, you’d be hunted by every sorcerer alive.”
I hated it, but he was right. Unless we could get them somewhere away from the cops and the crowds and the cameras, we couldn’t do a damn thing to them. And they knew it, too, which is why they’d make sure we never got the chance.
“I will take my ‘prisoner,’” Gilles said, “and vanish. No fuss, no worry, none of your noble colleagues coming to a grisly end. Not unless you force our hands.”
Harmony shut off the radio. She pinched the bridge of her nose and shut her eyes.
“We need to—” I said, and she waved a hand to cut me off.
“Shut the fuck up. I’m thinking.”
She took two deep breaths and turned the radio back on.
“Okay,” was all she said.
She strode to the police cordon. I followed her.
“Hold fire!” she shouted. “Agent coming up with a prisoner in custody!”
The garage went silent. Footsteps echoed below. Soon enough, Lars’s hulking form loomed around the corner, the possessed man leading Sullivan in handcuffs.
“The others are dead,” Gilles-in-Lars announced. “This one’s the ringleader. Found him trying to hide, but he didn’t escape us.”
A few of the cops broke out in applause. One wolf-whistled as Gilles perp-walked his glaring “prisoner” through the cordon. They approached Harmony and me. My fists curled at my sides.
“And to think,” Sullivan deadpanned, looking directly at me, “I almost got away with it. All of my plans, ruined, just like that.”
He couldn’t help but smile, the smug son of a bitch.
Gilles looked expectantly at Harmony. She had her own role to play in this farce. She knew what was at stake and the consequences if she flashed her spellcraft in front of an audience. Now it was time for her to decide: let them walk, or roll the dice?
Her eyes dropped. She stared at the ground as she mumbled her lines.
“Take him into custody, Agent Jakobsen. I’ll finish up at the crime scene here and meet you later.”
“Very good,” Gilles said. “This one’s a handful, but I’m sure I’ll have no problems.”
He kept a hand clamped on Sullivan’s shoulder, walking him away. Behind their backs, Harmony looked upward again, her eyes burning with fresh ferocity.
“Agent,” she said, her voice sharp enough to stop them in their tracks. Gilles looked back at her.
“I will,” she said, “be seeing you again. Soon.”
He smiled. “I won’t be far, mon chaton. So much to do and see. So many fond memories to relive.”
Then Gilles pitched his voice low, soft enough so only Harmony and I could hear.
“After all,” he said, “there are no children in hell.”



Thirty-Three
That was it, then. My entire plan, my secret deal with Prince Sitri, hinged on keeping that bottle safe. Everything I’d done, everything I’d risked, crashed and burned for nothing.
Just when you think you’ve hit bottom, you can always find more room to fall.
“I’ll tell you how this is going to go down,” I said to Harmony, but I had a hunch she already knew it. “Right now, Sullivan’s calling up more of his Choirboys and arranging a ride. You’re going to find Lars’s car a couple of miles from here, abandoned. They’ll make it look like a struggle, like Sullivan got loose and overpowered him, took him hostage. Then they’ll disappear.”
Harmony didn’t look at me. Her eyes were fixed on the parking garage ramp, watching Sullivan vanish with her possessed partner. Maybe she couldn’t look at me. Maybe she just didn’t want to.
“Then what?” she said.
“Then Sullivan’s going to get on the phone with Lauren Carmichael and offer a trade. She’s got something he needs.”
“What?”
“That’s my business,” I said. “Bottom line is, your partner’s safe. Nobody’s going to hurt one hair on his head.”
“What about the thing inside him?”
I took a deep breath.
When I was a stupid kid, on the run between a bad past and a rough future, I fell in with a cult of neo-hippie angel worshippers. It wasn’t angels they were conjuring, though.
I’d been possessed over thirty times. Caitlin told me that was a record; most people would be dead or a vegetable after twelve. It left me with a soul made of gristle and scar tissue and a fear that didn’t fade with time.
“If he’s lucky,” I said, trying to be gentle, “Lars is sound asleep inside his own head. Once we get him free, this whole thing will be nothing but a bad dream to him.”
“And if he’s not lucky?”
I shrugged. She didn’t need the gory details.
“He’ll survive,” I told her. That much was true.
• • •
Gary Kemper pulled a Houdini after the gunfight at the parking garage. I looked for him in the sea of stern-faced cops and camera-toting vultures, but he’d vanished like a pro. Probably hiding somewhere, trying to decide which of his four masters he should report to first and what story to tell them.
Me, I eased my way into the foot traffic and went back to my original plan, before the world flipped upside down: I strolled up to the poolside bar and had a drink, sipping a frosty piña colada under the shade of a canvas umbrella. I needed some time to think.
Gilles might be eager to get out into the world and taste some fresh blood, but Sullivan would be keeping him on a short leash. When you’ve got a gold bar in your hands, you don’t leave it lying around for somebody else to pick up. Lauren would bargain with him to get what she needed, no doubt, but would she bargain fair? I wouldn’t put it past her or Sullivan to pull a last-minute double cross.
I needed to stop that deal from going down, any way I could. If I could find an angle that they wouldn’t expect—
“Jared?”
I looked up, jolted from my thoughts. The girl standing at the edge of my umbrella was maybe twenty, with perfectly bronzed skin and a bikini the color of Alaskan snow. She peered at me over the rims of her oversized sunglasses, uncertain.
“Pardon?” I said.
“Oh. You’re not him. Sorry, I’m meeting someone here. It’s an Internet thing,” she said, a tinge of embarrassment in her voice. “You look like his picture.”
“Sorry,” I said, giving her a shrug and a smile, “I hope you find him.”
I leaned back in my chair as she walked away. Part of me had been tempted to say, “I’m not him, but I could be.” Another part of me, the smarter and more experienced part, realized how creepy that would have sounded.
I’m not him, but I could be.
I sat bolt upright, eyes wide. I had my angle. And they’d never see it coming.
“Mama,” I said as soon as Margaux picked up the phone. “Those sequined spirit-bottles you get from Haiti. You got any handy?”
Mama Margaux was our local mambo and expert on all things Caribbean. She’d been a key player in our siege of Lauren’s casino stronghold, wrangling a horde of wild spirits to chew through its astral defenses like a school of piranha.
“That depends,” she said, her thick accent booming over the line. “With or without occupant?”
“I’m looking for a vacancy. Have a tenant who’ll be ready to move in shortly. He’s about to get evicted from his old place.”
“Hope he’s not expecting cable TV.”
“Nah,” I said. “The guy’s a deadbeat. Can you drop the bottle off at the Scrivener’s Nook?”
“Sure!” she said. “Soon as you tell me how you’re gonna pay for it. Mambo don’t work for ‘thank you.’”
“Would you take a check?”
Admittedly, it was a stretch, but she didn’t have to laugh quite that loudly. I winced.
“How about I owe you a favor?” I said.
“How about you owe me four?”
“Two.”
“Three, and one of ’em is a dinner someplace fancy. We haven’t had time to catch up since that mess at the Silverlode.”
“How fancy?”
“Fancier than the place Antoine tried to take me last night. Don’t you get me started on that boy,” she said.
“Didn’t you two break up? Again?”
“That,” she said, “was last week.”
I could pore over ancient Latin texts about occult mathematics without breaking a sweat, but mapping out the chaos of Margaux and Antoine’s relationship was beyond my meager powers. I’d never even met the guy. Someday I hoped to, if they actually stayed together for more than a few days in a row.
While I negotiated with Margaux, Gary was somewhere in the wind, doing whatever he had to do to smooth things over and keep his head off the chopping block. As it happened, he didn’t make it back home until half past midnight, trudging up the stairs of his squalid little tenement with all the world’s weight on his shoulders.
Whatever he expected when he stumbled through his apartment door, it probably wasn’t me. It definitely wasn’t me sitting on his couch and drinking a glass of his whiskey.
• • •
“Sorry,” I said, holding up the glass. “I’ve been waiting for a couple of hours. You can’t really blame me for making myself at home.”
Gary stood with his back to the door, sliding deadbolts into place with one trembling, fumbling hand.
“You can’t be here,” he stammered. “You have to leave. Right now.”
“Why? One of your buddies from the Redemption Choir coming over? Or maybe one of Lauren’s errand boys? Or somebody from the precinct—hell, it’s hard keeping all your bosses straight these days, isn’t it? I don’t know how you do it, I really don’t.”
“If this is about the garage—”
“Oh,” I said, setting down my glass on the end table and rising to my feet. “You bet your ass it is.”
He held up his open hands and stepped to the right, edging his way around the cluttered living room. I mirrored him, stalking slow like a panther.
“I didn’t know!” he said. “I had no idea Sullivan was going to be there! How could I? Harmony asked Lars and me to act as backup for your meeting, and she didn’t even know what you wanted to meet with her about. How could I have tipped off Sullivan if I didn’t know anything in the first place?”
“You did know there was going to be a meet-up. Maybe that was enough.”
He shook his head. “No way. Not with Harmony in the line of fire. I’m a cop, Faust. I would never do that to another badge.”
Thing was, I believed him. I remembered the surprise on his face, the look of panic as he ran up on Sullivan and his boys in the parking garage. He hadn’t planned for company.
No, he wasn’t the one who betrayed me. I had a pretty good idea who did, but I had a special plan for settling that particular score. It’d keep, for now.
“Let’s pretend I believe you,” I said, keeping him on the defensive. “You’ve been a ghost since this morning, and I bet you weren’t filling out paperwork at the precinct. What’s going down in Redemption land?”
“Sullivan’s got Lars, and Lars has a creepy dead guy in his brain.”
“I was there for that part. Now tell me something I don’t know.”
“Sullivan left town,” Gary said. “See, he’s been bringing the Choir over in tiny numbers, one or two at a time. Big clumps of cambion moving together are like a magnet for trouble. The Night-Blooming Flowers pick up on it from a hundred miles away. Small and slow is safer for everybody. After the massacre this morning, though, he can’t afford to wait. Lost too many good hands in that garage. He’s got a bus. He’s bringing everybody to Vegas.”
“How many is everybody?”
“Another fifteen guys, maybe. Most of them good with a piece. A couple of magicians, maybe another couple of bomb-throwers. These are the old guard, Faust. The Redemption Choir’s one percent. Hard as fuckin’ nails, ready and willing to die for the cause.”
Bad news. I answered him with a careless shrug, playing it stoic, but the idea of that many whacked-out halfbloods in my town spelled trouble for everybody.
“They might get their chance,” I said. “So what’s the plan? He’s just going to drive across the Midwest, loading up his big happy bus?”
Gary shook his head. “Word went out through the underground. Everybody’s gathering in Denver. Sullivan’s going to swing in, scoop everyone up, and roll back here at top speed.”
“What if the Flowers get in the way?”
“Let ’em try. Sullivan’s not stopping for anything or anyone. As far as he’s concerned, he doesn’t have to be subtle anymore. Vegas is the Choir’s new home.”
I thought back to the discussion I’d had with Caitlin about “Pinfeather,” the Flowers’ supposed elite operative. So far, the dominoes were falling just like Pinfeather would have wanted. Sullivan was pulling out all the stops, rolling his elite guard right into Prince Sitri’s haven.
“Nobody’s going to stop them,” I said, putting it together.
Gary furrowed his brow. “Huh?”
“Nobody’s going to stop them, because this has been orchestrated since the beginning. The whole crusade to purge the cambion back east was a scam. Oh, it happened—maybe some token executions to get the cambion scared and angry—but this was the real endgame: to con Sullivan into bringing his whole merry brigade out west, where they’d be out of the Flowers’ hair and making all kinds of trouble for the Court of Jade Tears. It’s a political gambit. And a damn smart one.”
And I played right into it, I thought. I pressed Sullivan into a corner and forced him to step up his timetable.
“Yeah, well,” Gary said. “I’m not any happier than you are about it. I thought I was out and done with those guys a long time ago.”
“Can’t outrun your sins, Gary. Trust me. I know. So is Lars with him?”
Gary grabbed a dirty glass from the kitchen and poured himself four fingers of whiskey. He tossed back a swallow, leaning against the wall, and let out a deep breath.
“Hell no. He—not Lars, the asshole using his body—started ranting about cutting up kids for Satan’s glory or something, and Sullivan nearly beat the crap out of him. Made it pretty clear that if the guy wasn’t a useful bargaining chip, he’d be back in hell so fast it’d make his head spin. He’s got Lars stashed under lock and key until he gets back.”
“Where?”
“You know the Honeydew? It’s a no-tell motel that rents by the hour, and the management has a permanent case of cash-induced amnesia. Lars is in room seven. Sullivan left a few guys behind to watch the place and make sure he doesn’t leave.”
That was the first good news I’d heard all day. I kept a poker face, though.
“What about Lauren?”
“I called in,” he said. “Second she found out Sullivan has what she wants, she hung up on me. Presumably to get in touch with him direct.”
“They’ll meet when he gets back, then. When’s that gonna be?”
Gary shrugged. “Not long. I figure Sullivan will be here sometime in the morning, assuming the drive back from Denver doesn’t turn into a scene from The Road Warrior.”
It wouldn’t. The Flowers might make a token show at chasing them, enough to keep Sullivan from getting suspicious, but they’d be all too happy to send their biggest headache right into Prince Sitri’s lap.
“That’s all for now,” I said. “I’ll be in touch.”
Gary shook his head. “No. No, this has to stop. First Lauren and Sullivan, then Harmony, and now you trying to pull my strings too? I can’t do this anymore, Faust. I can’t remember what lie I told to who at this point. I’m gonna fuck up, and I’m gonna get killed.”
“Like I told you. There’s only one person in the world you need to make happy. Me. Now be a good boy and drink your dinner. I’ll call you when I need you.”
I turned and moved for the door. My hand was almost on the knob when I heard the sound. That distinctive slither of chrome against leather.
Gary’s shape hovered in the glossy-framed Denver Broncos poster on the wall by the door. I could see the smudge of a pistol in his reflection’s grip, aimed right at my back.
“I’m pretty good at reading people,” I said calmly, not turning around. “Figuring out their motivations. What makes them tick.”
He didn’t say anything. I could almost hear him breathe.
“You’re thinking, right about now,” I said, “that I’m the straw that’s breaking the camel’s back. That if you took me out of the picture, your life would be a whole lot simpler and safer. I don’t blame you for that. If I was in your shoes, I’d feel the same way. But I’m going to ask you a question, Gary. Just one question.”
Still no reply. I imagined his finger curling around the trigger, a gentle squeeze from doomsday.
“Gary, you know my name. And you’ve read Harmony’s file on me. The crime scene reports. The speculation and the rumors. You’ve seen the pictures of the bodies. Or what’s left of them. Do you believe what’s in that file, Gary?”
His voice was almost too soft to hear. “I do,” he whispered. “You’re a fucking monster.”
“Good. Then I want to ask you another question. You’ll get one shot, Gary, just one shot…so what do you think will happen if it doesn’t kill me?”
His reflection’s arm wavered, then dropped limply to his side.
I let myself out.



Thirty-Four
I wanted a hot shower and a cool pillow, but neither one was in my immediate future. Sullivan hitting the road had given me a window of opportunity I’d never have again. Sleep would wait.
I drove out to the Honeydew Motel, killing the Barracuda’s headlights as I rumbled into the parking lot. The place was a dump, lousy with rusted-out pickup trucks and mismatched lawn furniture on the concrete patio. I didn’t imagine many tourists came out this way, but if you needed a place to cook meth or stash a hostage, they were open for business.
I backed into a parking spot so I could sit low and give the motel a good once-over. One of the street lamps closest to the facade was busted. Another cast its sickly yellow finger across curtained windows and dusty doors, leaving me just enough light to see by.
An old man with white whiskers and a stained T-shirt sat on a folding chair by the manager’s office. He was halfway through a six-pack of Coors and contemplating the moon. I didn’t figure him for a threat. The hard-eyed skinhead pacing the sidewalk, though, was another story. I let my eyes slip out of focus, calling up my second sight. Now the kid had glowing yellow veins of demon blood to go with his muscles.
I looked over to room seven’s window. A faint light glowed behind the curtains. Gary had made it sound like Sullivan left more than one guard on duty. Were the others holed up in there with Lars, or had they gotten tired and knocked off for the night? Only one way to find out.
I made a phone call. When the other end picked up, I said one word.
“Now.”
I hung up and swapped the phone for my gun.
I didn’t like my chances in a fair fight with the cambion out front, so I didn’t give him one. I got out of the car and ambled toward the manager’s office, making like a weary traveler looking for a place to rest his head. As soon as the skinhead reached the edge of his stroll and turned around, I charged him. He heard my running footsteps and turned just in time to get the barrel of my gun jabbed under his chin. I shoved him backward, hard, sending him stumbling into the wall.
“You stay cool, you live,” I hissed. “You fight, you die.”
He nodded, wide-eyed. The nod bumped his chin against the barrel of the gun.
“How many?”
I didn’t have to specify. He stammered, “Just me.”
“Just you. Nobody in the room?”
“With him? No way, man. Nobody wants to be alone with that freak. There were a couple of other guys here, but they went to get some sleep. It’s just me for another couple of hours.”
“Not a fan of Sullivan’s new buddy, huh?”
“He’s nobody’s buddy,” the cambion said, his pale lips twisting into a scowl. “That guy’s pure evil, man. That’s not what we’re about. Sullivan’s using him as some kind of collateral. I don’t know the details. My job’s just to babysit him and make sure he doesn’t get a chance to hurt anybody.”
“Then it’s your lucky night. Making sure he doesn’t get to hurt anybody is exactly what I’m here to do.”
His eyes flicked downward, toward my gun hand. “What are you gonna do, shoot him? He’s a ghost, man. He’ll just jump into somebody else’s body.”
“I’ve got something a little more effective in mind. Now you’ve got a choice to make. You gonna try to stop me, or are you gonna go and get yourself a late dinner so you can be far, far away when this goes down?”
“I promised Sullivan I wouldn’t leave my post. I promised.”
I jabbed him with the gun barrel, hard enough to make my point.
“You can walk away, or I can shoot you dead,” I told him. “Either way, same ultimate outcome. Only difference is whether or not you’ll be alive when the sun comes up. You think Sullivan would want you to die for nothing?”
He shook his head, as much as he dared to. “N-no.”
“Then make the smart play. Take a walk.”
I eased off enough to let him slowly slip to one side, backing away from me. He paused for a heartbeat, and I could see him working up the courage to go for the gun. Then the moment passed. He took a couple of long steps backward.
“Keep walking,” I said. “In about five minutes, you are not gonna want to be here. Trust me on this.”
I watched him go, long enough to make sure he wasn’t thinking about doubling back and becoming a dead hero. Then I went and listened at the door of room seven. A light was on, I could see it through the water-stained curtains, but Gilles’s room was silent as the grave.
Shock and awe was working well for me tonight. I decided to double down and try the same trick twice. I knocked firmly on the door, then put my thumb over the peephole. The Judge rested in my opposite hand, aimed at gut level. I heard shuffling feet, a long pause, and the rattle of the security chain.
I planned to jump Gilles the second the door opened, rushing in and forcing him to the floor at gunpoint. Funny thing about plans is how they fall apart without warning. The door swung inward, and the next thing I saw was the blur of Gilles’s hand clamping down on my wrist. He hauled me in, twisting as he used my momentum against me, and I went flying over the huge Norwegian’s shoulder. The motel room floor wasn’t much more than a quarter-inch of cigarette-burned carpet over cement and I hit the ground hard, landing on my back and elbow.
Lars’s possessed body loomed over me with an amused smirk on his lips. He tossed my gun onto the bedspread. I clambered to my feet, trying to scramble backward, and he responded by lashing out with the sole of his boot. I went down again, gasping for breath and clutching my stomach.
“I fought in the Hundred Years War, stripling!” he said with a giddy laugh. “I’ve sliced and squeezed the lifeblood from men of ten times your valor, and I didn’t have a body like this to do it with. When you dare to face a Knight of Hell, you’d best have an army at your back.”
I tried to speak, but it burst out in a gasping wheeze. My breath came back slowly, escorted by a flood of black spots in my vision. Gilles drew his own pistol from his shoulder holster, studying it curiously.
“War has become the province of peasants in this day,” he said with a tinge of regret. “The sword, the lance, those are a real man’s weapons. Weapons of skill and courage. Now you forge portable cannons and allow any fool to carry one in his pocket. Is it any wonder that the right of kings is a distant memory?”
“We like our violence democratic these days,” I said. “It’s fairer to everybody that way.”
He tossed his gun to the mattress, joining mine. Still on the floor, propping myself up with my arms behind me, I knew I didn’t have a chance of getting past him to grab either piece. He knew it too. Gilles pulled a stick of polished bone from his back pocket, unfolding it to reveal the blade of a serrated hunting knife.
“In Baron Naavarasi’s hell I learned new appreciation for the blade,” he said. “Do you know that it’s possible to dress a man like a deer? And that in skilled hands, the entire process can be accomplished in less than ten minutes?”
“Didn’t know that. Then again, didn’t want to.”
He tested his thumb against the blade’s edge, gently running skin across the steel. He nodded approvingly.
“The true mark of a master, though, is the ability to skin a man while keeping him alive, awake and screaming. Blood loss kills quickly, you see, and the victim’s thrashing can mar or ruin the pelt. It’s a technique I’ve always wanted to try, and now that I’m back in the land of the flesh…”
I thought fast, grasping at straws.
“I know Naavarasi,” I said. “We’re on good terms. She’ll be cross if you kill me.”
He shrugged. “She’s not my mistress anymore. My contract is in Sullivan’s hands. I don’t answer to the rakshasi.”
“Pretty sure Sullivan wanted to kill me himself. He’s gonna be pretty unhappy with you.”
“And yet he gave no orders on the matter.” Gilles took a step closer and brandished the knife. “And without a direct order, I am free to do as I please. You should be honored, you know. You will be my first mortal victim in centuries. You may be a filthy peasant, but you will die at the hands of a true nobleman. There is honor in that.”
My ears perked. A sound in the distance, rising with the pounding of my pulse. Just in the nick of time.
“One last thing,” I said.
He paused, poised above me and ready to cut.
“What you said back there, about needing an army to take you on?”
“Oui?”
Scarlet lights strobed across the curtains, and sirens wailed like banshees in the dark. Squad cars flooded the parking lot, rolling in one after another. I heard doors rattle and slam as the local population of roaches tried to cut and run, charging headlong into the dragnet of a full-on police raid.
“I brought one,” I told him.
Gilles blinked and looked stupidly over his shoulder, trying to parse what was happening. That was when the door burst in and Harmony stood on the threshold, flanked by a pair of Metro cops in uniform.
“You caught him!” Harmony said, giving Gilles an approving nod. “Good job, Agent Jakobsen. This scumbag isn’t getting away again.”
“Wait,” Gilles said. “What…what is…?”
One of the uniforms hoisted me to my feet and tugged my hands behind me. Cold steel ratcheted shut around my wrists, tight enough to squeeze. Harmony plucked my gun from the mattress. A cacophony of shouts and stampeding feet echoed from outside the motel room. I saw a rail-thin junkie with a swastika tattoo on his neck streak past the doorway, only to meet the wrong end of a Taser and go down in a twitching heap.
“You’re Agent Lars Jakobsen of the DEA,” Harmony said to Gilles with a cold smile. “And you just masterminded a major drug bust. I bet this perp over here is the leader of the whole meth ring.”
Gilles leaned close to Harmony, looming over her.
“What are you playing at, woman?” he whispered hoarsely.
“Remember that little stunt at the parking garage?” she whispered back. “Now it’s your turn. You can play along, or you can show all these heavily armed officers what you really are. Your choice.”
He straightened, looking from me to her with narrowed eyes. He knew he’d been set up, but he couldn’t figure out the how or the why.
“Fine,” he grumbled. “You can take him in. I have…paperwork. Police paperwork.”
“Nonsense,” Harmony said. “This is your collar, your interrogation. I’ll be right there to help, of course, but you should really see this through to the end.”
That was how Harmony, me, and the spirit of Gilles de Rais ended up in an unmarked police car, with a clueless uniformed rookie riding along for support.
The night was just getting started.



Thirty-Five
The raid hadn’t been subtle. I counted four patrol cars riding convoy with us, and every one had at least two ragged-looking skells in the backseat. Eventually we arrived at the nearest precinct house, an imposing block of weathered granite behind a barbed-wire fence. I ducked my head as Harmony hauled me out of the car.
Past the concrete crash barriers and the reinforced Plexiglas doors, the seal of the State of Nevada adorned the dirty and scuffed tile floor. The room was a human zoo. The takings from the raid on the Honeydew only added to a chaotic whirlwind of surly, handcuffed perps, frantic public defenders, and a handful of third-shift cops just trying to keep their heads above water. Harmony walked me past the front desk and over to a side door, pausing to flash her badge at an attendant.
“Federal prisoner here,” she told him. “Can we use one of your interrogation rooms?”
He checked a clipboard and nodded. “Four should be open. Down on the end, left side.”
We paused at a hard plastic box set into the wall. Harmony drew her gun and turned her back to us. I heard the box rattle and clank. She looked expectantly at Gilles.
“What?” he said.
“You know the rules, agent,” she said. “No weapons in the squad room. Stow your piece.”
He nodded slowly, shouldering past her and stashing his gun in the secure box. It rattled and clanked once more, and Harmony nodded for him to lead the way inside.
“So now I don’t have a cannon,” he muttered at her. “Neither do you. A feeble woman and a shackled man against a Marshal of France. That was your grand plan?”
Harmony half smiled. “Do you have a problem with women in authority, Gilles? I thought you fought under Joan of Arc.”
He grumbled something in French. I didn’t understand a word of it, but the tone came across loud and clear.
We walked past cluttered desks and a broken coffee machine, turning left down a cinder-block hallway. The door to interrogation room four hung open. The empty room looked just like the last one I’d been in: steel table, steel chairs, cold and sterile behind a one-way mirror.
I walked in first, standing off to one side. Gilles came next, smirking as Harmony pulled the door closed.
“I see,” he said. “A soundproof box. Cunning. Now which of you shall I murder firs—”
I lashed out my fist, whipping him across the eyes with the steel handcuffs I suddenly wasn’t wearing anymore. His hands flew up to protect his face. Harmony gave him a vicious kick to the back of his knee. His leg buckled and he crashed to the concrete floor. He reared back, roaring with anger and surprise, and I stuck a gun in his face.
“You forgot to search your prisoner,” I breathed. “That’s bad police technique.”
Harmony slapped cuffs on his wrists, bound by a sturdy chain in the middle that ran through a bolt riveted to the floor. These were the heavy-duty shackles, the kind for hard-core violent felons. In three quick breaths she had him trussed like a Thanksgiving turkey.
“Non,” he groaned, shaking his head. “Non, non, non! How? How did you—”
“Magic,” I said, and it was true in a way.
Back in the day, and I mean way back, Bentley had a vaudeville routine. Sort of a low-rent Houdini. Thing is, a lot of escapology tricks have valuable real-world applications for guys in my line of work. Like for instance, the fact that handcuff keys are universal. If you keep one stuck to the inside of your belt with a blob of putty, slipping out of a pair of cuffs just takes a little practice and a few seconds of distraction.
As far as the chrome-plated .22 in my hand, that was easy: Harmony had slipped it into my pocket when she shoved me into the car back at the motel. I knew Gilles would be too arrogant to actually learn anything about how a real cop would operate, and he wouldn’t think to search me. Too late now.
“Speaking of magic,” Harmony said. She marched to the one-way window and licked her fingertip, drawing a swirling rune across the glass in spittle. She whispered sibilant words under her breath, and the winds of power rose and tingled like static electricity against my skin. A rime of frost spread across the mirror’s face, turning the glass pearly white. She paused, studied her handiwork for a moment, and left the room.
I pulled up a chair and straddled it, keeping the gun on Gilles.
“Alone again,” I said.
“What now?” he demanded. “Shoot me? I’ll just jump into another body, and this man, an innocent, will be dead.”
“Right. See, Harmony is pretty tight with Lars—”
“Aha! See? You don’t dare shoot.”
“—which is why I’m the one with the gun,” I said. “Not her. She couldn’t pull the trigger on her buddy. I can.”
His smile of triumph faded a bit.
“This is the last resort,” I told him. “Just in case.”
“Just in case of what?”
The door rattled and Harmony came back in, toting a pair of brown paper grocery bags. She set them both on the table. She reached into the bag on the left. Mama Margaux’s spirit-bottle glittered in her hand, the glass festooned with a rainbow of sequins and dripping with the magic of prisons, the haunted echoes of red bricks and black iron. She set it down where Gilles could get a good look.
“In case we have trouble fitting you into your new home,” I said.
I peeked into the other bag. Harmony had brought everything I asked for. I took out a slender blue glass flask of perfumed water and walked around Gilles in a slow, steady circle, splashing droplets on the floor.
“You’re mad!” Gilles cried, thrashing against his shackles. “You can’t do this to me! I’m a nobleman!”
Next came the chant, words spitting from my lips in guttural grunts. The language was Germanic, but the rhyme was older, more primal, from a cold and bitter age. I opened a canister of sea salt from the bag, wet my fingertips with the last of the perfumed water, and dipped them in. Then I gripped Gilles’s chin with my other hand and smeared a blasphemous sign across his forehead in salt, the crystals suddenly sharp as a hundred tiny razor blades. I pulled my bloody fingers away as Gilles let out a shriek.
As I cursed, Harmony beckoned. She sang, waving her pale, long-fingered hands across the surface of the sequined bottle, making them glitter in response to her gentle voice. She sang of the sea, of movement, of grace, in words I felt more than understood.
“Please,” Gilles screamed as rivulets of salty blood ran down his face. “Please, I don’t want to go back. I’m begging you. I don’t want to go back—”
As my voice grew more strident Harmony’s grew softer, yet somehow still keeping pace, spinning through the room, weaving between the jagged consonants of my cursework. My spell washed over Gilles’s stolen body, poisoning the meat and spreading toxins through muscles and bone. Harmony’s fingers spun the bottle into a glimmering beacon, a lighthouse on a distant shore offering serenity. We spiraled upward, upward, reaching a sudden crescendo that ended as we both spoke the same word at the same moment.
“Go.”
Gilles lurched forward as his spirit boiled out of Lars’s body in a violet cloud. It streamed from his mouth, his nose, his ears and eyes, tendrils slithering from under his fingernails to join the growing mass. Like a fish on a hook, the roiling cloud flew toward the open mouth of the bottle. As the last glimmering mote slipped inside, Harmony slammed in the cork.
I slumped against the wall, spent, my shirt caked to my body with cold fever-sweat. Harmony flopped back in her chair, panting.
Then Lars opened his eyes, reared back as he drew a desperate gasp of air, and threw up.
I stumbled over and patted his back. “That’s it. Get it all out. Had to make your body an unhappy place to live. You’ll be feeling queasy for a couple of days, but it’s better than the alternative.”
The burly Norwegian wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He sat there, mute with shock, and shook his head. When he could finally speak, his words came out in fits and starts, like he was learning how to speak all over again.
“I couldn’t…I couldn’t do anything. It was like I was a…prisoner behind my own eyes. I tried to fight, but…I couldn’t.”
I looked at Harmony and said, “You’re gonna need to have a long talk with this guy. Not fair not to clue him in. Not after what he’s been through.”
“I know,” she said softly.
“Listen,” I told Lars. “Bottom line is, you’re gonna be okay. You might have some rough nights for a while, but you’ll get past this.”
I didn’t tell him that my nightmares never went away. He’d earned a little hope, even if it wasn’t true.
“Was that…was that some kind of demon?” he said.
I looked over at the bottle and shook my head. “No. No, that was just a major-league asshole. You got someplace we can stash this, Agent Black?”
Harmony nodded grimly.
“I’ve got the perfect place,” she said. “Bottom of a cardboard box in an evidence room dedicated to cold cases. They told me a light blew out in there once, and it took five months before anyone even noticed.”
“Good deal. Hey, we worked pretty well back there together.”
She glowered at me, but she was too exhausted to put much anger into it. “Don’t make it a bigger deal than it was.”
“All right, all right. Lars, Harmony is going to bring you up to speed, but we’re pressed for time, so here’s the short version: the dead guy who was running around in your skin is a bargaining chip between a couple of world-class menaces to society. We’ve just taken that chip off the table, but they don’t know that.”
He pushed his shoulders back, taking a deep breath and steadying himself. The guy was tough, I’d give him that.
“What next?” Lars asked.
“What’s next is the really dangerous part. You just have a cameo, though. You’ve done more than enough already. Agent Black, did you get the other stuff on my list?”
“All of it,” she said.
“Good. First, to set the scene.”
I moved to the corner of the room, far enough away that they couldn’t overhear the other end of my phone call. I’d told Harmony that I knew of a mole inside Vegas Metro who answered to Sullivan. I didn’t tell her it was one of her own partners. I’d keep that secret as long as I could. Not for Gary Kemper’s sake, but because he was still useful to me. Gary answered on the fifth ring.
“Faust,” he groaned, “it’s four in the fucking morning—”
“Non,” I said gravely, imitating Gilles’s accent the best I could. “Not Faust. Not anymore.”



Thirty-Six
The line went silent for a few seconds. When Gary came back, his voice was a whisper.
“No fuckin’ way.”
“I have, how do you say, ‘upgraded my accommodations’?”
“This is Gilles de Rais,” Gary said flatly.
“Oui.”
“And you’re possessing the body of Daniel fucking Faust.”
I chuckled, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
“Oui.”
“Well hot damn, Christmas came early this year! What happened to Lars? Is he okay?”
“Regrettably,” I said, “Faust and some lady…how do you say, ‘cop’? Attempted to apprehend me. There’s been a terrible accident.”
“Wait. Wait. Harmony? Harmony and Lars? What happened, de Rais? What did you do?”
“As I said, a terrible accident. You should come pick me up. Be swift and silent.”
I told him where to find me and hung up before he could ask any more questions. Harmony sat on the far end of the steel table, giving me a dubious look.
“What?” I said.
“That is the worst French accent I’ve ever heard. I thought you were doing a Pepé Le Pew impression.”
Lars nodded. “I heard him talking, inside my head. Didn’t sound anything like that.”
“Well, the only person I really have to impress is Sullivan, and from what I heard he wasn’t keen on spending too much time having a deep conversation with the guy. Hopefully he’ll overlook it.”
“And if he doesn’t?” Harmony asked.
“Then he tears me into itty-bitty pieces and scatters my body parts all over the desert. And this officially becomes the worst plan I’ve ever had.”
I emptied the second shopping bag onto the table. Lars arched a dubious eyebrow when he saw what was inside.
“So,” I said lightly. “Ready to die?”
• • •
I stood at the end of the corridor, imperious, with my hands braced on my hips. Gary almost broke into a run when he rounded the corner and saw me. Sweat plastered his sleep-tangled hair to his scalp.
“Where are they?” he demanded. “What did you do?”
I waved my hand at the frosted-over interrogation room mirror. The spell faded like a gust of hot breath, giving Gary a prime view of the room beyond the glass. His breath seized in his throat.
Lars slumped on the floor in the far corner of the room, his throat slit from ear to ear and caked with freshly dried blood. Harmony’s corpse lay on the stainless-steel table like a body ready for autopsy. Deep red stains pockmarked her ivory blouse in the aftermath of a savage stabbing. Her killer had left the knife behind, protruding from one of her eye sockets.
“Jesus Christ!” Gary shouted, drawing curious looks from down the hall.
“Be quiet!” I snapped, staying between him and the door.
“You just murdered two federal—” He caught himself, lowering his voice. “You murdered two goddamn federal agents, you sick bastard! Do you have any idea how much heat you just brought down on all of us?”
“You are at a bit more risk than I, monsieur, so have a care and be a bit more discreet.”
“More discreet?” he snapped, looking at the murder scene then back to me. He slapped his palm against his forehead and tugged at his hair. “Those were friends of mine, do you get that? Do you understand that at all?”
“They were necessary sacrifices for the cause. You…do support the cause, do you not? Sullivan would hate to hear of your disloyalty, I’m sure.”
“Oh, you’re gonna play that card? What do you think Sullivan’s gonna say about this goddamn stunt, huh?”
I shrugged expansively, imitating Gilles’s body language.
“He forbade me to murder children,” I said, then gestured to the glass. “They are not children.”
Gary paced back and forth, running his fingers through his hair. “All right. All right. All right, you goddamn psycho, here’s how we’ll do this. I’m leaving. You wait here for five minutes, and I mean not a second sooner. Then you leave and walk three blocks east. I will pick you up there. Do not even look in my direction until then.”
He stomped off. I waited until he disappeared around the bend, then gave two knocks on the glass. Harmony groaned as she sat up, rubbing the back of her neck and tugging the fake knife hilt from the glob of cherry-colored latex over her eye. Lars pushed himself to his feet, scratching at the Karo syrup “blood” on his neck.
Vegas is a party town. It’s never hard to find supplies for Halloween.
I poked my head in the door. “You both get Oscars. Best corpse in a police station.”
“He bought it?” Harmony asked.
“Hook, line, and sinker. Now if you excuse me, I’m going to go try and con a demon.”
“Hey,” Harmony said before I could shut the door. “Faust.”
“Yeah?”
She nodded. “Don’t die.”
“I’ll make that a priority.”
I strolled out of the precinct house like the picture of innocence and headed east. Eventually I heard the slow rumble of a car coming up on my left and the whine of a window rolling down.
“Get in,” Gary said, gesturing towards the passenger side of his battered old Datsun. My shoes crunched on a clutter of crumpled McDonalds bags and empty plastic water bottles when I climbed in.
“I called Sullivan,” he said, not looking at me. “Told him whose body you jacked. I’m not sure if he’s pissed or ecstatic. He’s probably not sure either.”
“It is my pleasure to amuse,” I said.
I’d hoped Gary would drive me straight to the Redemption Choir’s new stronghold. If nothing else, and assuming I lived through this, I could call Caitlin’s people and let them burn the place to the ground. No such luck. Gary drove another four blocks and pulled into a Chevron gas station on a lonely corner. Dawn broke over the city, the soft desert sunrise clashing with the harsh gas station lights.
Sullivan stood in front of his black SUV, leaning on his walking stick. A cluster of cambion stood around him like a flock of vultures scouting out their next meal. These had to be the new guys from back east. There was something harder about them, meaner, more confident. A couple of them wore light windbreakers to cut the dawn chill, and even an amateur could spot the holster bulges under the nylon.
Gary parked a respectful distance away, and we got out together. This was it, the make-it-or-break-it moment. If Sullivan bought the con, I was home free. If not, I’d never leave this place alive. I focused on my breathing, pushed my shoulders back, and lifted my chin. If Gilles was anything, he was brazenly confident. I had to look the part. More than look it, I had to believe it.
Sullivan’s gaze burned into me as we approached. I could feel his psychic tendrils sliding over me, wrapping around my body like the tentacles of an octopus bathed in toxic waste. I spun a sheath of armor around my heart and thought of Naavarasi. Scent of jungle, textures of rough wood and vine.
“You feel…different,” Sullivan said. His face was a mask of stone.
“I am different,” I said proudly. “My last body was strong, but a simpleton. A dullard! This one has touched the winds of magic. Faust’s power has been added to my own, like two rivers feeding a mighty whitewater.”
He nodded slowly.
“And how did Faust find you?”
I shrugged. “Not all of his secrets are open to me…yet. I am peeling his mind away, layer by layer.”
He nodded again. Still with the poker face.
“You’ve done me a favor, it seems,” he said. “Loath as I am to acknowledge it. I won’t mince words, de Rais. You’re an abomination and if I had my way, I’d be pleased to send you screaming back to hell where you belong. Fortunately, you won’t be my problem much longer. You…do remember what I mean by that, correct?”
There it was. The test. What would Sullivan have told Gilles about his ultimate plans? Would he have gone into detail about Lauren? Or just told Gilles that some kind of trade was in the works? Sullivan expected a response, and if I gave too little detail—or worse, too much and incorrectly—it’d prove I wasn’t really Gilles.
Wait a second, I thought, my mind racing. Sullivan hates Gilles. He’s got no reason to share information. Besides, as soon as we let them escape the parking garage, Sullivan stashed him in that motel room and went to Denver.
“When have we talked?” I demanded, puffing myself up. “You’ve done precious little since I took flesh but to insult me and abandon me. In the absence of words, your actions have made it painfully clear that I’m not an honored guest but a scorned hostage! I treated Englishmen more respectfully than this, in my day.”
Sullivan stared at me. Then he chuckled softly and nodded. I exhaled in relief.
“A fair assessment,” he said. “Very well. You’re going to be handed off to another owner tomorrow night, in exchange for something I need. After that, you won’t be a problem for anyone anymore. Until then, though, you will do exactly as you are told, exactly as you are told to do it.”
If I were really Gilles de Rais, he’d have a point. As long as Sullivan held his contract, the damned soul was bound to obey his every command. I tried to put the right amount of hostility in my voice as I bowed my head.
“I have no choice but to serve.”
“No,” he said, “you don’t. Now we’re going to find another place to stash you until the festivities. You will stay there. You will not contact anyone, you will not speak to anyone, you will not harm anyone. Is that understood?”
“As you command,” I said, practically spitting the words.
Sullivan turned away from me and shot a sharp look at Gary. The smaller man took a halting step backward.
“As for you, the deaths of Black and Jakobsen removed a potential long-term problem, but they don’t bode well for your usefulness to the cause. Can you be tied to the killings?”
He shrugged, shuffling from foot to foot. “The closed-circuit cameras in that part of the precinct house have been broken for two weeks. I didn’t sign in or anything.”
“You need an alibi, just to be safe. Go to Los Angeles, there’s a Choir safe house there. I’ll arrange receipts and documentation to prove you’ve been out of town for the last two days.”
Gary winced. “I’d…rather be here, if it’s all the same to you. I mean, I worked with those guys. I liked them. I wanna help with, you know, the arrangements—”
“It’s not all the same to me,” Sullivan said sternly. “We’re on the cusp of our triumph. I can’t risk any trouble or drawing extra attention toward my people. You have two choices: you can leave town, or you can just…leave.”
The way he said that last word, it was clear he wasn’t talking about a bus ticket to Idaho.
Gary nodded meekly, his eyes downcast. “Yes, sir.”
I felt a little bad about the fake-out, but I had to justify “Gilles” walking free, and the phony carnage bolstered my cover story. I couldn’t bring Gary in on the ruse. Sullivan would have seen right through his story if Gary didn’t honestly believe he’d seen a pair of corpses in the interrogation room. He wasn’t a good enough liar. Besides, he’d nearly shot me in the back less than twelve hours ago, so I wasn’t in the mood to be nice. I figured he’d have a happy surprise waiting when he got back from LA and found out his partners were still alive. By then, hopefully, Sullivan wouldn’t be.



Thirty-Seven
The Choirboys put Gary on a bus and me in the back of a Ford Explorer with windows tinted blacker than Sullivan’s heart. His new arrivals were a breed apart: quiet, hard-eyed zealots with moves like professional soldiers. I wondered if he had some kind of training camp back east, with obstacle courses and bomb-building classes. The Denver boys said little and smiled less.
“Where are you taking me?” I demanded, playing up my part.
The driver didn’t answer. The two cambion squeezing in on my left and right stared straight ahead, like robots waiting to be powered on.
“I am a nobleman,” I said, poking the back of the seat. “I insist that you—”
“Shut up,” the driver said. And that was the closest I got to a conversation.
They stashed me in a room at the Value Lodge on East Tropicana. I took bitter amusement in the fact that I’d been here not that long ago, in the room right next door: Jud Pankow, father of a wayward porn starlet, had holed up here while I was tracking his daughter’s killer. Turned out the kid was collateral damage in a much bigger plot, and that job led me straight to Lauren Carmichael. And Caitlin.
Things seemed a hell of a lot simpler back then.
“Stay here,” the driver told me as he half shoved me into the room. “Sit down. Watch TV. Shut up. We’ll be back tomorrow night.”
I gave them two minutes and peeked around the edge of the drawn curtains. Sure enough, they’d taken off. And why not? As far as Sullivan knew, the only people who’d been hunting for Gilles were Harmony and me—and Harmony was dead and I was possessed. Since “Giles” was bound by Sullivan’s command to stay in the room, and all his threats were neutralized, leaving guards behind would have been a waste of resources.
I opened the curtains, inviting a stream of light into the spartan motel room, basking in the morning’s warmth. I’d pulled off the short con, but the hard work was just getting started. I needed solid intel, plans, coordination…
I looked over at the twin bed and yawned hard enough to make my whole body shiver. I hadn’t slept in over a day, and my body had decided it was time to remind me I was too damn old for pulling all-nighters. I set the bedside alarm to wake me up in four hours. The moment my head hit the pillow, I was gone.
• • •
I woke up to a blaring alarm and seven voicemails from Pixie, each one pretending to be a wrong number. Apparently she was still worried about the NSA. I called her back and she picked up on the first ring.
“OMG, Faust, where have you been?”
“Did you just actually say the letters OMG out loud? Because that’s not a real word.”
“Lauren’s on the move. Her email chatter’s off the needle.”
I sat bolt upright in bed.
“What have you got?”
“I’d rather show you. Can we meet?”
“Value Lodge, room four,” I said. “Come alone, don’t be followed.”
“Gee, I was gonna lead a parade and a twenty-piece band right to your doorstep, but now that you’ve told me not to be followed I guess I know better.”
I hung up on her and jumped in the shower. I’d just gotten dressed, still sleep-hungry but more clearheaded than I’d been in a while, when Pixie pounded on the motel room door. I opened the door and she came in full steam with a laptop clutched in her hands, setting up camp on a small table by the corner TV.
“It’s mostly back-and-forth with Meadow Brand. Something big is going down tomorrow night. A banquet, at Lauren’s house in Red Rock. It sounds like Lauren’s trading with those Redemption Choir people to get her hands on a human soul. They dropped a name, Gilles de Rais, and I looked it up. Check this out: he was a Marshal of France who—”
“Fought alongside Joan of Arc and murdered about five hundred kids for Satan,” I said.
She arched an eyebrow. “You already know?”
“I stole his soul, lost his soul, exorcised his soul from another person’s body, stuffed him in a bottle, pulled a short con, and now the Choir thinks I’m Gilles de Rais.”
Pixie just stared at me. She rested her palms on the tabletop. “You have got,” she said, “to do a better job of keeping me in the loop.”
“It’s been a really busy couple of days.”
“Not a good excuse. Anyway, here’s the part I guarantee you don’t know about.”
She swiveled the laptop and pointed halfway down the screen. It was a note from Lauren to Meadow.
“Of course I’m not giving up the ring. Sullivan’s a madman, and with that much power he could pose a serious threat to our plans.”
Meadow’s reply was straight to the point: “So I get to kill them?”
“Yes,” Lauren had responded. “Once we have what we need. I’ll use the ring to enslave Sullivan, while you eliminate his followers. Do what you do best.”
“That little double-crosser,” I said. “I’d feel bad for Sullivan—that’s the Choir’s head honcho—but I’m pretty sure he’s going to do the same thing to them.”
“Huh? Why?”
“Something he said to me. That I—meaning Gilles—wouldn’t be a problem for anyone after tomorrow night. Sullivan’s got no reason to want to help Lauren out. He also despises Gilles. I’ve got a hunch that as soon as he gets that ring he’s planning to put two bullets in Gilles’s head and banish his spirit back to hell.”
“Wait,” Pixie said. “What’s this ring they’re talking about?”
I hesitated. She was too good at sniffing out lies, so I shrugged and came as clean as I could.
“It’s a relic. A damn powerful one. Nobody knows where it came from, but it’s not even supposed to exist. Look, Pix, here’s the thing: if word got out about what it was capable of…you know those Black Friday sales where people trample each other to death for a cheap television set?”
She nodded.
“Well,” I said, “imagine that happening all over the world. Except there’s only one TV.”
“You know, there’s a problem with your plan.”
“What’s that?”
“You’re going to be there, posing as Gilles,” she said.
“Yep.”
“Sitting next to Sullivan.”
“Yep.”
“And you have a hunch that Sullivan is going to shoot Gilles in the head. Meaning you.”
“Ah,” I said, “but not until he gets the ring. So it comes down to which side pulls their double-cross first.”
“So you’re betting your life on a coin flip,” she said.
I shrugged. “So you think I need a better plan, is what you’re saying?”
“Maybe just a little?”
“Fortunately,” I said, “I’ve got one.”
I grabbed a motel notepad and jotted down a name and address with a dying ballpoint pen.
“Remember how you sent an email to Gary, pretending to be Lauren?” I asked. “Can you do that the other way around? Gary’s been taken out of play, and she won’t know it for a while yet.”
“Taken out, like…?” Pixie pointed her thumb and forefinger at her head like a gun.
“No, no, he’s in LA.”
She shivered. “That’s even worse. Yeah, I can spoof his IP. Easysauce.”
“Good. Pretend to be Gary, and tell Lauren that Sullivan is super-paranoid about catered food. Tell her that this company is the only one he trusts, so she should hire them for the banquet.”
She squinted over her glasses at my scribble on the pad. “Why?”
“Because that’s how we’re going to get a crew inside Lauren Carmichael’s house. This is the endgame. In one single night, we burn everybody down.”
• • •
As the sun set over the suburbs, the street outside Emma and Ben’s house sprouted cars like steel weeds. The neighbors probably thought they were throwing a dinner party. Close enough.
In the living room, Emma helped me set up a display easel while Melanie laid out trays of finger sandwiches on the dining room table.
“You should go out with your friends tonight,” Emma told Melanie. “You can stay out past curfew, just this once. It’s all right.”
“I want to be here, Mom.”
Emma frowned. “You don’t need to be involved in this—”
Melanie slammed a plastic tray on the table.
“Damn it, Mom, stop sheltering me! Look, I’m not stupid, okay? When the Redemption Choir started causing trouble back east, the Flowers started wiping out all the cambion they could find. Now the Choir is here, and one thing I know is that history repeats itself. Prince Sitri could do the exact same thing the Flowers did.”
“He won’t,” Emma said.
“He could. And if the Choir gets a foothold here, he probably will. And I won’t get a special exemption just for being your daughter. As long as the Choir’s here, I’m not safe, and neither are my friends. I have a right to know what’s going on.”
Emma sighed and looked across the easel at me. I shrugged and pitched my voice low.
“She’s your kid,” I whispered. “Your call. But she’s got a point. If we can’t shut this whole thing down tomorrow night, eventually everybody’s going to have to step up and fight.”
Emma nodded and looked back over her shoulder.
“Finish putting out the sandwiches,” she said. “And you listen during the meeting, don’t talk, got it?”
Melanie pantomimed locking her lips and tossing away the key, then snapped her hand up in a military salute.
Bentley and Corman were the first to arrive. They were more than a little apprehensive at meeting the Loomis family—even if I hadn’t warned them in advance, they’d have sniffed out Emma’s and Melanie’s true natures on the spot—but they softened a little when Emma put a vintage Miles Davis record on the stereo.
“Daniel tells me you two are scotch men,” she said. “What would you say to a glass of twenty-five-year-old Glenlivet?”
“I’d say please and thank you,” Corman told her. Bentley still bristled, keeping Corman between him and the demon in the room, but he stayed unflinchingly polite and accepted a glass—a small one—with a nod of thanks.
Mama Margaux and Jennifer arrived together, squeezing into Jennifer’s Prius for the drive over. They weren’t any more comfortable than Bentley and Corman at first, but I drew them into some small talk over by the sandwich spread and set them at ease as best I could.
“Don’t know why we couldn’t have done this at the Tiger’s Garden,” Mama grumbled, glancing over at Emma.
I shook my head. “Garden’s for magicians only, Mama. Half the guests wouldn’t be able to get in, or even find the front door. And much as I hate to admit it, we need more than just our little family this time. It’s going to take all hands on deck to fix this mess.”
Jennifer, meanwhile, showed off her sleeve of ink to an enthralled Melanie. Emma watched disapprovingly from the sidelines. I wasn’t sure if her frown was because she knew what Jennifer did for a living, or because she didn’t want Melanie to think about getting a tattoo. Probably both.
The next arrival brought two surprises of his own. I’d invited Nicky Agnelli to the meeting, but I didn’t expect him to walk in with Justine and Juliette hanging on his arms. The twins promptly cooed, breaking left and right, exploring the living room like a pair of fashionista locusts. I tugged Nicky aside by the sleeve of his Hugo Boss jacket.
“I thought I asked you to leave them at home,” I said.
“I tried, man! They followed me.”
“This music is old!” chirped Justine, pointing at the stereo.
Corman shook his head. “That’s called a classic, young lady. Miles Davis never goes out of style.”
“This person is old!” echoed Juliette, pointing at Corman. To his credit, he just rolled his eyes and sipped his scotch.
“Do you really think this plan is going to work?” Bentley asked me, keeping his voice soft.
“Lot of moving parts,” I said. “Too many for my taste, but you work with the tools you’ve been given.”
The doorbell chimed again.
“I’ll get it!” Justine and Juliette cried in unison.
“I don’t like the risk you’re taking,” Bentley told me.
“Well, that’s leadership, right? The guy with the battle plan’s supposed to be the one up on the front lines. Besides, we won’t get an opportunity like this again.”
“Oh, wow, your glasses!” I heard Justine cry. “They’re amazing! You’re, like, a hipster. And hipster is totally dead as a fashion statement, which makes it ironic, which makes you totally hipster!”
“Uh, thanks?” Pixie said.
“Oh no,” I said, turning on my heel. “Hell no.”
The twins were all over Pixie, circling her like hyenas on a bleeding gazelle.
“And she has a laptop bag made from environmentally responsible recycled products!” Juliette said.
“Are you a real geek girl?” Justine asked. “Or a fake geek girl? These are important questions!”
I stepped into the fray, gently guiding Pixie away from the front door.
“What the fuck was that?” Pixie hissed between gritted teeth. Her fist hung clenched at her side, and I had a feeling she’d been one snarky comment away from using it.
“Welcome to my world. Come over this way. Bentley, Corman, this is Pixie. You kinda-sorta already met, when we stole that passcard for the Carmichael-Sterling office. She was in the van, running the show.”
Bentley rose, taking her hand as if he were Rhett Butler. “I’ve heard a great deal about you, miss. All good, I promise.”
“You guys sit with Pix for a second and show her the lay of the land, point out who’s human and who isn’t. I’m going to stop any more potential fights from breaking out.”
Given that we hadn’t even gotten to discussing the plan yet, my grand vision of teamwork was going down like a bird with a missing wing.



Thirty-Eight
By the time I made another circuit of the room—and pointed out Pixie’s arrival to Jennifer, figuring the newbie could do with another familiar face—I found the twins swarming around Melanie.
“You’re so thin,” Juliette cooed. “How do you do it? Anorexia or bulimia?”
I didn’t have to step in this time. Emma strode up behind the twins, grabbed them both by the scruff of the neck, and hoisted them up on their tiptoes. From the looks on their faces and the strangled noises they were making, Emma had her claws out. Literally.
“You don’t talk to my daughter,” Emma said. Her voice was steely calm.
“No,” Juliette squeaked, struggling against her grip. “We don’t! You’re absolutely right! You’re so very right!”
“You are going to go sit in the corner now,” Emma said.
“Right!” Justine said, trying to nod with tears welling up in her eyes. “We were just going to do that. That was our plan all along.”
Emma let them go. They dropped from their toes, wincing and rubbing the backs of their necks. Justine reached for a sandwich, and Emma slapped the back of her hand.
“Corner. Now.”
“Everyone is so mean to us,” Juliette whined as they slunk away.
It was definitely time to get the meeting started.
We’d dragged every chair in the house to the living room, making a ragged semicircle flanking the sofa set. Everyone migrated to distinct camps: the magicians, my family, in a tight cluster on the left along with Pixie; Emma and Melanie sitting front and center on the sofa; and Nicky and the twins off to the far right. I stood next to the easel and felt like a high school kid about to take his first public-speaking class.
Not long after, the doorknob rattled and our final guest arrived. Ben came in, looking sheepish, and hung his raincoat in the hall closet.
“Sorry everybody,” he said. “Work ran late and my computer was on the fritz. This was the fastest I could get back. Did I miss much?”
I shook my head and gestured to the couch. He walked over and sat close to Melanie. Emma leaned in and whispered, giving him a quick who’s who.
“Not at all,” I said. “We’re just getting started.”
I took a deep breath, looking out over the cluster of faces. Some I’d known for years, some I’d just met days ago. I only knew one thing for sure, and it chilled me to the bone.
One of them was a traitor.
At least three times now, Sullivan had been a step ahead of my plans. The answer wasn’t luck or supernatural prowess but something a whole lot simpler: someone was feeding information to the Redemption Choir.
Now I was about to reveal my entire plan to that person.
Here was the trick: that was also part of the plan.
“What about Caitlin?” Nicky called out, and caught a dirty look from Emma.
“She’s…not in on this,” I said. “Let me get started. First, I want to thank you all for coming tonight. Every element of the Vegas occult underground is represented here. We have the magical community, the cambion community—”
“Only the mobbed-up ones,” Bentley muttered, then inclined his head to Melanie. “Yourself excluded of course, young lady.”
Nicky snapped his fingers. “Hey, the mob got run out of Vegas ages ago and you know it, old-timer. I’m an independent businessman. A little respect wouldn’t hurt anybody.”
“Bentley, Nicky, please. And last but not least, representatives of, er—”
“The Southern Tropics Import/Export Company,” Emma said primly. “Be sure to pick up a brochure on the way out. Most of you are going to end up working for us one way or another, so you might as well get a head start and beat the competition.”
“Your retirement plan sucks,” Jennifer drawled.
“Do you have a 401(k) with fully matched contributions?” Ben asked her.
I held up my hands. “Okay, guys, seriously? I know we don’t all get along, but this is about all of us. Every one of you has reason to be worried about the Redemption Choir, the Carmichael-Sterling Group, or both. Every one of you is under threat as long as Sullivan and Lauren Carmichael are still out there. If we want any hope of taking them both down, we have to work together. Just for one night. That’s all I’m asking. One night.”
That got their attention, at least. I took a deep breath and continued.
“Tomorrow evening, they’ll be meeting at Lauren’s house. Lauren is desperate to get her hands on a damned soul named Gilles de Rais. He’s an indispensable part of her master plan, but I couldn’t tell you how. What matters is that she needs him, and we have him.”
“Where, exactly?” Emma said, her brow furrowing.
“Somewhere safe. I’ve managed to convince Sullivan that I’ve been possessed by de Rais’s spirit. I’ll be the guest of honor at the banquet.”
And with that, I’d thrown away the con. As soon as this meeting was over and the traitor got to a private phone connection, Sullivan would know the truth. My one chance for survival was to throw a complication into the mix.
“There’s a pretty good chance that Sullivan will see through the ruse before the banquet begins,” I said, as if I didn’t know it was an absolute certainty.
“He’ll kill you!” Jennifer said.
“I don’t think so. Hear me out. See, there’s no love lost between Sullivan and Carmichael. There’s no way he could possibly find the real de Rais before tomorrow night, and if I could successfully fool him, he’ll know I could fool Lauren just as easily.”
“You think he’ll trade you?” Nicky said. “Even if he knows you’re fugazi?”
I nodded. “He will. Because this is his one shot at getting what he needs, and while he’d like to kill me, he’s smart enough to know the difference between short-term pleasure and long-term profit.”
If I was lucky, everything I’d just said would fly straight from the traitor’s lips to Sullivan’s ears, and he’d see the logic in it. If I wasn’t lucky…well, best not to think about that too hard.
“What exactly does he want?” Bentley asked.
Here was where I had to tread lightly. I hated lying to my friends, but I didn’t have much of a choice.
“A ring in Lauren’s possession. It…supposedly has the power, if you know how to use it, to amplify the power of demonic blood. That’s Sullivan’s endgame, you see. He wants to march an army of his cambion followers down into hell and launch a coup, starting with Prince Sitri’s court.”
Nicky gave me a slow nod. He was the only other person in the room who knew the truth about Solomon’s ring, and he wanted its real power kept under wraps as much as I did.
“Sullivan is holding a priest hostage,” I said. “A man named Maximilian Alvarez. Alvarez is the walking definition of in the wrong place at the wrong time. He started translating an obscure book that purportedly maps a secret road between Earth and hell.”
“Hogwash,” Corman said, swirling his glass of scotch. “No such animal.”
“I agree,” I said. “But Sullivan’s a believer. Lauren’s insisting that he brings Father Alvarez—and his half-translated book—to the banquet.”
“Why would she want that?” Melanie asked.
Jennifer leaned sideways in her chair and answered for me. “To hedge her bets, is why. Lauren’s no dummy, and she always sticks at least two irons into every fire. She wants to see for herself if Alvarez’s book is the real deal. She has to get her hands on this de Rais fella, or her entire plan’s nothin’ but a stalled train on an uphill track. So if she thinks there’s any chance she’s not getting the real thing at this trade—”
“Which she isn’t,” I said, “because she’ll be getting me instead.”
“—then she’s gonna need some other way of diving into hell and finding her guy.”
I didn’t add that Lauren’s emails to Meadow Brand had spelled this out, albeit in more graphic terms. Brand was under strict instructions to keep Alvarez alive while orchestrating the murders of Sullivan’s men. The impending ambush was one tidbit of information I did not want getting back to the Choir.
“And that’s the key to the plan,” I said. “We’re going to get in there, extract the good father, and steal that book.”
“What for?” Corman said. “The thing’s got to be a pile of bunk, I’m telling you.”
“Doesn’t matter. Sullivan believes in it. So we snatch it away from him. Between the book and de Rais’s soul, that leaves us holding the key ingredients to both of their plots.”
“Meaning they’ll dance to our tune,” Nicky mused. “Like maybe if we force ’em to break their little truce and fight each other for it…”
“Las Vegas Thunderdome,” I said. “Two psychos enter, one psycho leaves. If we play our cards right, we can make them do the hard work of killing each other off, leaving one weak and weary survivor for all of us to gang up on. And we’ll be fresh and ready for the fight.”
Bentley rubbed his chin. “Risky. But it could work. What about the ring? Should we steal that too?”
“Not worth the trouble,” I said. “The ring will be under heavy lock and key before the handoff—this is Lauren’s house, remember, she’s got home-team advantage—and it’s useless without the book to go with it.”
I flipped a broad piece of poster board on the easel. Blueprints of Lauren’s house emblazoned the glossy board, with pathways marked out in bright yellow highlighter.
“Carmichael’s place was custom built,” I explained. “And the blueprints on file with the city are fakes. Fortunately, the architecture firm she hired kept backups on their private server, and so did the company that installed her home security system.”
“You’re all very welcome,” Pixie said and marked an imaginary tally point in the air with the tip of her finger.
“We have the main entrance here, and the service entrance on the side, here.” I paused as Ben raised his hand.
“So, uh, what’s that tunnel-looking thing underneath?” he asked. “That’s not a normal cellar.”
“Not a cellar at all,” Pixie told him. “Lauren paid to have an escape tunnel dug out, in case of emergency. Runs from the back stairs, straight under the dining hall, and out to a culvert about two hundred feet behind the house.”
“So can we use that? Looks like an easy way in to me.”
She shook her head. “The entire midsection of the tunnel is lined with infrared beams wired to an alarm system. Short of cutting off the backup generator, which you’d have to already be in the house to do, there’s no chance of getting in that way.”
“Those of you who are going in,” I said, “will be posing as caterers. We’ve found out what company she’s using. Tomorrow morning, we grab one of their trucks.”
“This plan is dumb,” Juliette chirped. “You’re dumb.”
“They’ll see it coming from a mile away,” Justine added.
I smiled and spread my open hands.
“We’re going to do a magic trick. Stage magic. Sleight of hand. Here’s how it works: when you’re looking at my left hand, all the action’s happening in my right. The audience always looks where the magician wants them to look. And if they think they’re the ones in control? That just proves they’ve already been fooled.”



Thirty-Nine
I slept at the Value Lodge, not sure if I should expect a knock on the door or a bullet through the window. The traitor would have told Sullivan everything. By now he knew I’d rooked him, just like he knew he only had two choices: kill me and cut his losses, or play dumb and trade me to Lauren anyway.
I was still breathing when the sun came up, so I guessed he’d made the right choice.
Corman slouched behind the antique cash register at the Scrivener’s Nook, reading a dog-eared copy of a Jack Kerouac novel. He knew what I was there for and gestured to the back door.
“Stockroom’s all yours, kiddo. Found this for you, too.”
He tossed me a silver-edged casino chip. It twirled end over end, cutting a glittering arc through the air and landing in the palm of my hand. The insignia was from the Sands, home of the Rat Pack and a Vegas landmark until it came down back in ’96. I technically didn’t need a chip this special for what I had in mind, but it wouldn’t hurt the spell any.
Past the stockroom door and around a pile of empty crates, the floor was cleared and swept clean. I rummaged through a box and took out six flame-red candles, mounted them on brass candlesticks, and set them out in the shape of a hexagram’s points. I lit them one by one, circling, murmuring a wordless chant, before sitting cross-legged at the heart of the design.
I hadn’t carried proper weapons since my apartment burned down. Time to fix that. As I slipped into a waking trance, my fingers—not part of me, acting on their own now, doing what needed doing—peeled the cellophane from a new deck of poker cards. With slender vials of aromatic oil I marked unseen glyphs on the face of each card, then passed them over a thin plume of sandalwood incense to seal the power in. One by one, one pile of cards dwindled while the other pile grew, the pasteboard and oil glowing in my mind’s eye. Time slipped away and ceased to mean anything. Nothing remained but me, the cards, and the gentle hand of Lady Luck on my shoulder. Steering me home.
I held my hand over the deck and felt an electric flutter in the pit of my stomach. Yes, I thought, and the cards flew upward, riffling against my outstretched fingertips.
• • •
“I don’t think I can do this,” Ben said from the backseat of Jennifer’s car. He looked green around the edges, leaning his head out the window like a dog on a hot summer day.
“Yeah, you can,” I said, slouching in my seat and watching the street for movement. We were somewhere on the elbow end of suburbia, parked by the side of the road next to a quiet duplex and a postage-stamp-sized yard of yellow scrub. Jennifer mirrored my pose, leaning back behind the wheel, and Mama Margaux filled out the backseat.
“How can you be so casual about this?” Ben said, looking back over his shoulder and dropping into a terse whisper. “This is a hijacking. It’s…illegal.”
Jennifer shook her head and drawled, “It ain’t a Brinks truck, sugar. It’s a catering van. Unless you’re on a low-carb diet, you ain’t gonna be in a whole lotta danger.”
“What if one of them has a gun? What if two of them have guns?”
“Ours are bigger,” she said.
My phone vibrated in my pocket. It was a text message from Nicky. “Van just passed me heading west, you’ve got 2 mins.”
We knew the catering company Lauren had hired. We just needed a matching vehicle. Emma had called in that morning and hired the same company for a last-minute luncheon, giving a fake address guaranteed to lead the unlucky caterers along one particular stretch of road far from busy traffic—this one. We controlled the ground, and we controlled the timing.
“Here we go,” I said. “Mask up.”
The four of us tugged on black ski masks, and I cradled my gun as Jennifer fired up the engine.
I looked back at Ben. “Stay behind me and Jen. No names, no unnecessary talking. Voice lineups are bullshit, but it doesn’t mean the cops don’t try. Mama, you good?”
She humphed at me from behind the mask, and held up a fistful of long plastic cable ties.
“Long as Mr. Accountant here don’t toss up his lunch again,” she said.
“I apologized for that,” Ben said, slipping a finger under his mask to scratch his cheek.
The catering van trundled into sight, growing larger in the rearview mirror. Jennifer counted under her breath, slow and steady, marking the pace—then stomped on the gas and whipped the car out of its parking spot, turning sideways and screeching to a sudden, bone-jolting stop to block the road. The van hit the brakes, stopping just in time to avoid a crash. I was already out of the car. I ran up on the driver of the van and stuck my gun in his face through the open window.
“Kill the ignition!” I roared. “Turn it off right fucking now!”
Jennifer hit the back doors of the van, hauling one open and jumping inside, pistol first. I heard her rampaging in the back, screaming for the caterers to get down on their knees.
“We don’t have any money!” the driver blubbered, gripping the wheel with white knuckles. “I don’t have anything to give you!”
I hauled him out by the wrist and shoved him up against the side of the van. Margaux grabbed him, snaking a cable tie around his wrists and yanking it tight. Ben just stood there, eyes wide, wavering on his feet.
“Hood!” I shouted, but Ben was frozen. I yanked the black burlap from his hands and did it myself, bagging the driver’s head. Another two caterers were in the back, and we got them cuffed and bagged before they knew what hit them.
Another van screamed up, this one an anonymous blue Nissan with Nicky at the wheel. The side door rumbled open, and Emma jumped out with a heavy canvas bag slung over one shoulder. She helped us load the caterers into Nicky’s cargo van, the entire operation going off without another word.
I pulled the door shut, slapped the side of the van twice, and Nicky took off. I pulled my mask off. Sweat plastered my hair to my scalp, and I was grateful for the hint of a breeze in the air. Emma opened her bag and passed out white aprons and hats, giving everyone the semblance of an organized crew.
“Dan,” Ben started to say. “I’m sorry, I—”
I cut him off with a wave of my hand. “Nicky’s going to sit on the caterers until we’re done, then let them go. Nobody will be reporting the van stolen, so just drive the speed limit and watch for stop signs. There will already be a legit truck and caterers on-site when you get to Lauren’s place, waiting for the rest of the hired help. Just tell them it was a last-minute replacement and you’re filling in from the downtown office. Saguaro Catering is a big company and they hire a lot of seasonal employees, which is exactly why I picked them. The story should hold up. Mama, you got everything you need to make your special gumbo?”
Margaux crossed her arms and smiled. “They’ll never know what hit ’em.”
“Good. Emma, Ben, stay near Mama and follow her lead. Jennifer will be on the outside, arranging your exit. You all know what you have to do?”
Everyone nodded, even Ben.
“I’m going to get back to the Value Lodge and wait for Sullivan,” I said. “If all goes well, I’ll see you at the banquet. If I don’t show, scrub the job and get out any way you can.”
“Why wouldn’t you show?” Ben asked, nervous again.
“Because,” I told him, “that means I’m dead.”
• • •
Back at the motel I tried to take a light nap, but I was too keyed up. The television was twenty channels of nothing, so I left it on as background noise and played solitaire until sundown.
A pounding on the door jolted me away from my fifth losing game in a row. I held my breath and went to face my future. Sullivan stood outside, flanked by a pair of his Choir heavies.
He knew. The way he wrinkled his nose when he looked at me, the barely constrained hatred in his eyes—he’d been warned, all right. He knew he’d been played, and he wanted to kill me for it.
“Gilles,” he said. “Come along. It’s time.”
I bit back a sigh of relief. After all, he knew everything I’d said and done at that planning meeting, but I wasn’t supposed to know he knew it. I needed to play blissfully ignorant and go along with whatever doom he was planning for me.
The cambion bundled me into one car, and Sullivan got into the backseat of another. A small caravan of black SUVs rolled out into the night.
Lauren’s mansion crouched in the shadow of a red rock mountain, far enough into the desert that the lights of Las Vegas were nothing but a shimmering diamond at our backs. Along the curve of a rolling horseshoe driveway, discreet lights glowed against elaborate gardens of cactus and stone. Her house looked like something out of a British costume drama, old and expensive and prim.
I counted eight Choirboys in all as we got out of the SUVs, plus me and Sullivan. No sign of Father Alvarez. That didn’t surprise me, considering the traitor had leaked the plan to free him. I didn’t care much one way or the other. Sullivan wouldn’t hurt Alvarez, and another few hours as a pampered hostage wouldn’t kill him.
A butler, tailed black jacket and all, met us at the door and ushered us into a foyer lined with yellowed Italian marble and deep mahogany walls. I sensed more than a stiff upper lip as I walked past him. Or something less. His movements were a little too formal, his eyes a little too vacant. The scent of magic around him was a familiar odor: one of Meadow Brand’s mannequins, wearing an illusion.
Just what I was banking on.
A pair of maids guided us into a grand hall fashioned after an old hunting lodge. The dining table was a good fifteen feet long, with high-backed chairs and china plates whiter than a politician’s teeth. A couple of Rembrandts graced the walls, probably fakes. The maids were fake, too. As Sullivan’s crew filled the room, I realized the entire household staff was nothing but mannequins wearing human faces. I only knew because I had experience with Brand’s tricks. If Sullivan had sniffed them out on his own, his poker face didn’t betray him.
“So it’s true,” Lauren Carmichael said, gliding over to greet us in a Christian Dior gown the color of a winter storm. “You’re bringing me Gilles de Rais and Daniel Faust.”
“Mademoiselle,” I said, offering a deep bow with a flourish. Turning my face away, if only for a moment, let me hide the glare in my eyes as Meadow Brand loomed into sight at Lauren’s shoulder.
“We need to get him a new body to live in,” Meadow growled, the jagged scar along her face twisting. “I want to kill the one he’s wearing.”
“All in good time,” Lauren said and leaned in as Sullivan took her hand like a gentleman.
“This will be a momentous night for both of us,” Sullivan said.
“It certainly will,” Lauren said, looking around the room. “But where’s the priest? I wanted to meet him.”
“Alas, he’s taken a bit ill. Didn’t think it wise to spread germs around. Since you were so interested in his work, though…”
One of the cambion stepped up and offered Lauren a slender folio with red leather covers, its spine clasped in brass leaf.
“I did bring the book itself,” Sullivan said. “It would be my pleasure to walk you through what we’ve translated thus far, and show you the scope of our ambitions. After dinner, perhaps.”
“Yeah,” Meadow Brand said, her unwavering glare burning a hole in my neck. “Soup’s on.”



Forty
We all sat at one end of the table. Lauren at the head, Sullivan to her left, and Meadow to her right. I sat beside Sullivan, a little close for my liking. The Choirboys filled out the rest of the table, conversing in hushed voices as Lauren’s fake servants flitted in and out of the room in patterns too precise to be random.
The first course was a Cajun-style gumbo, rich and savory and hot from the kitchen. Mama had made it a little less spicy than usual, but if I concentrated I could taste the more special, exotic ingredients she’d added to the mix.
Sullivan didn’t take a bite until he saw me dig in first. He knew I’d put ringers on the catering staff. Probably thought my plan was to poison everyone. What I had in mind was a little more interesting.
The next course offered heaping mounds of pasta Florentine. I’d made the right choice bringing Ben along to help with the charade. His Italian cooking was good enough to pass for professional. At least if I died here, I wouldn’t go hungry.
“I’m curious,” Sullivan said. “You know of my crusade, but what of yours? Why would you need…a man like this to help you?”
Lauren’s gaze drifted toward me. “I’m perfecting a machine that the Lord Marshal had a hand in prototyping. Something to make the world a better place.”
“Something to make the world a better place, from the hands of a child-killer?”
“You are impugning my reputation,” I told Sullivan. He slapped a sheaf of papers on the table. De Rais’s contract.
“As long as I own you,” he snapped, “you will speak only when spoken to!”
It was a clever move. He needed this trade to go off without a hitch. Shutting me up meant one less thing that could go wrong. He was making it that much easier for me, too. I shrugged and ate my pasta.
“Shining things can bloom in dark places,” Lauren said. “Look at you, after all.”
He waved a hand, drenched in fake modesty. “I’m just walking the path of the pilgrim. Helping the wayward souls who come to me for guidance, that’s the joy of my life.”
“Bullshit,” Meadow muttered, making it the one time I’d ever agreed with her.
“Ms. Brand!” Lauren said, but Sullivan shook his head.
“If the lady objects,” Sullivan said, “I’d like to hear why.”
Meadow stared him down across the table. “You can’t change a fish into a bicycle,” she said. “You can’t change a demon into a saint, and you can’t change a cambion into a human. Things are what they are. People are what they are. Fighting that’s a fucking waste of time.”
Sullivan’s lips tightened, and I could see his hand clench under the table. He took a deep breath and forced a smile.
“The journey of a thousand miles,” he said, “begins with a single step. A human sage said that, and I’ve always found it admirable advice. Can anyone change their nature? Can anyone be redeemed, and put their past behind them? I’m still on that journey, young lady, so I can’t say where it will end. I can only have faith.”
One of the cambion clapped his hands, beaming at Sullivan like he was the Second Coming. The others joined in, and soon the table was a chorus of starry-eyed applause. Even Lauren joined in with a polite golf clap. Meadow and I kept our hands under the table.
“Meadow,” Lauren said quickly, before she could ruin the moment, “we should resolve our business, don’t you think? Run upstairs and get the ring out of the safe.”
My shoulders tensed. The awkward dinner conversation had just become the countdown to a massacre. I noticed more of the serving staff loitering on the edges of the room, blank-eyed and watching the feast. Waiting for their cue.
“Indeed,” Sullivan said, tapping the contract but keeping it close to his hand. “Tonight, everyone gets what they deserve.”
“My thoughts exactly.” Lauren lifted her flute of champagne.
Meadow returned with a small wooden box and passed it to Lauren before taking her seat. Lauren opened the box and showed it to Sullivan. Inside, the Ring of Solomon sat nestled on a bed of black crushed velvet.
“It’s more beautiful than I imagined,” he murmured.
Lauren set the box on the table, close to Meadow’s hand. There they were, all laid out in a rough triangle amid the half-finished plates: Gilles’s contract, Solomon’s ring, and Father Alvarez’s manuscript.
“There’s only one thing I need to know,” Lauren said.
Sullivan nodded. “Ask anything. I’m an open book.”
I slipped my hand into my pocket and around my phone. Before they picked me up at the hotel, I’d pre-keyed a text message. Two words: “GET READY.” I pressed send.
“Not you,” Lauren said and looked at me. “Him.”
Then she asked me a question in French.
I didn’t understand a word of it, but then she chuckled, spread her hands and said “Non?”
Maybe I could fake this a little bit longer. I mirrored her smile and shook my head.
“Non, non,” I said, as if I was in on the joke.
Her smile vanished. “What I said was, ‘If this is an elaborate scam and you don’t even speak French, say ‘non.’”
“Ooh,” I said. “Gotta admit, that was good.”
One of the cambion, farther down the table, rubbed his eyes like he’d gotten sand blown in his face. Another stared around the room, googly-eyed and confused. The gumbo was kicking in.
“I don’t—” Sullivan said, flustered. “I don’t know anything about this, Lauren—”
“Holy shit!” one of the cambion shouted, jumping up so fast his chair fell back and clattered on the hardwood floor. Another fan of the appetizer. I’d eaten it too. I could feel the enchanted ingredients coursing through my system, and I could see what he saw. Brand’s illusions were good, but not good enough to stand up against a heavy dose of Mama’s magic gumbo. It wasn’t just good for your heart; it was good for your eyes too. The effects would only last a few minutes, but that was all I needed to get this party started.
The servants had been creeping closer, clustering around the table, but now they weren’t servants anymore. A baker’s dozen of Meadow’s human-sized marionettes—faceless wooden armature dolls with rusted metal shivs and razors for hands—stood in a motionless ring around the dining table. A couple of Sullivan’s men yanked small guns from pockets and ankle holsters, clutching their steel close and waiting for orders.
“You were going to betray me!” Sullivan roared, slamming his fist on the table.
Lauren bared her teeth. “You were going to betray me!”
I jumped up onto my chair and climbed onto the dinner table, standing in the heart of the powder keg.
“Ladies! Gentlemen! You’re both right! You were all about to betray each other. Congratulations and welcome to Las Vegas. If I could have the floor for a moment?”
All eyes were on me.
“The fact is, it just wasn’t meant to be. Crazy rich lady who wants to blow up the world, crazy demon asshole who wants to invade hell…I know, you had high hopes, but this relationship just wasn’t going to work out.”
“I am going,” Sullivan seethed, “to kill you.”
“Not if I get to him first,” Meadow said.
In my pocket, my phone vibrated against my leg. It rang three times and then stopped. The signal I’d been waiting for. I dipped my fingers into my other pocket and took out the poker chip from the Sands.
“For my final performance,” I said, “a golden oldie. Aleister Crowley called it the Harlot’s Curtains—”
“Kill him!” Lauren commanded. The mannequins didn’t move. They only answered to Meadow.
“—but me, I call it Closing Time.”
Lauren bolted up from her chair and shouted, “Kill them all!”
I tossed the chip in the air. It spun end over end, glittering like fairy dust, and exploded.
A pulse of white-hot magic blasted through the room like a flash-bang grenade. Every light died at once, the bulbs in the grand chandelier exploding while the candles on the table sputtered and went black.
That was when the shooting started.
I hit the table, landing in a clutter of dishes as a shot winged over my head. The mannequins moved in, crashing in a wave of wood and rusted steel against the cambion. In the shadows, Sullivan grabbed for the ring while Lauren grabbed for the contract, the two of them almost running into each other. I snatched the book, hauling it back by my fingertips and clutching it to my chest as I rolled to one side, thumping to the floor in a puddle of cracked china and soggy pasta. It wasn’t the most dignified exit, but I was still breathing.
Raw screams ripped through the air. I saw a cambion go down under a mannequin’s weight, the kid gurgling his last breath from a punctured lung as it stabbed him again and again. Another mannequin ate a bullet and collapsed with nothing but splintered wood above the neck. I trench-crawled under the table, following its length toward what I hoped was the kitchen door. As soon as I came out of cover, I crouched and broke into a run, staying as low as I could.
The rest I did from the memory of Pixie’s stolen blueprints. Through the swinging door, hard left, and down a portrait-lined corridor in the dark, then another left. The kitchens were abandoned, lit by moonlight, and the remnants of the next course only half complete. Good. Everybody had bailed on cue.
The door on the far end of the room slammed open, and Meadow Brand barreled in with a gun.
A flickering stream of cards leaped from my pocket and fluttered into my hand as she pulled the trigger. One of my cards took the bullet for me, bursting with light as it tumbled to the floor with a spent .45 slug buried in its heart. I flicked out my fingers and another pair of cards went flying at her. She ducked behind a kitchen island, firing off a wild shot that slammed into the stove.
I dodged left as she jumped up again and opened fire. I tossed card after card into the air, flipping them up like dancing shields. I made it to a small table, kicked it over, and dropped to one knee behind it.
“Much as I’d love to finish this right now,” I said, “you’d better think about your boss.”
“What about her?” Meadow called back, prowling around the edge of the room and looking to flank me.
“You’re sharing the house with a pissed-off demon who’ll probably kill you both.”
“She’s heading for the panic room. She’ll be fine until the cops get here.”
I peeked over the edge of the table. Meadow fired off another round, and a chunk of wood exploded into sawdust.
“Exactly! So if she gets there before you, do you really think she’s going to risk opening the door to let you in? Or is she going to leave you to take your chances with Sullivan and his boys while she stays safe and sound?”
There was no answer for a moment. Then I heard Meadow hiss “Fuck!” and the sound of pounding footsteps as she ran for the panic room.
“No honor among thieves these days,” I muttered and ran out the service door.
I didn’t stop until the far end of Lauren’s driveway, on the edge of a road that snaked into desert darkness in both directions. Headlights strobed three times in the distance, right on cue. I walked toward them.
A white Audi Quattro rolled up and stopped at the side of the road. The tinted window rolled down, and Caitlin looked out at me expectantly.
I stuck out my thumb. “Gimme a lift, lady?”
“Nobody rides for free,” she said with a sly smile. “Did he fall for it?”
“Hook, line, and sinker.”
“Get in,” she said. “Now it’s time for the fun part.”



Forty-One
I dialed my old number. Sullivan picked up on the first ring.
“I’ve got your book,” I said casually. “Just fell into my hand at the banquet, can’t imagine how.”
“So you do. Clever little thief.”
“Out of curiosity, don’t suppose you managed to kill Lauren and Meadow?”
“No such fortune. They hid in their little room of steel. We took our fallen soldiers and left. I’ll be paying them both a visit after I get my book back. What’s your price?”
“I want Alvarez. Get yourself another translator, but that poor guy’s been through enough.”
“The priest,” Sullivan said, “has not been harmed. I wouldn’t dream of it.”
“Even so. I want him. Also, I want my fucking phone back.”
“Trite. But very well. You’ll meet me at—”
“No,” I said. “You meet me. Get a pen and paper. I’ve got directions for you.”
• • •
Emma hadn’t been lazy. From a distance, the Silk Ranch was a graveyard for construction equipment. Cranes slept in the dark, their steel heads bowed, while a dump truck the size of a small building kept watch over a wasteland of bundled steel girders and bags of concrete mix. Only the lights inside the front gate burned against the night, the rest of the compound silent and still. Caitlin and I had been driving for hours, and dawn wasn’t far away.
We rolled in and parked by a cluster of empty cars. As we walked toward the main building, hand in hand, Emma and Ben came out to meet us. Ben’s eyes went wide.
“But I thought you two broke up—” he started to say, and I held up my hand.
“All will be explained. Here, hang onto this.”
I tossed him Alvarez’s book, and he clutched it tight.
“Spotters up the road just called in,” Emma said. “They’re about three minutes out, just like you expected.”
“Showtime,” I said. The four of us stood and watched as lights appeared in the distance. They slowly rumbled closer, winding through the shadows. Four SUVs, black on black. The last of the Redemption Choir.
The tails of Caitlin’s white leather trench coat rippled in a cold desert breeze. She only wore that coat when she was going to war.
The SUVs snaked through the gates and fanned out, splashing us in their headlights as they rumbled to a stop. I didn’t blink. Sullivan got out of the middle vehicle and walked toward us. His mahogany stick rapped against the hard-packed dirt with every step. He stopped about ten feet away.
“Caitlin,” he said.
“Sullivan.”
“I’ll admit, I’m surprised to see you here.”
“That was the idea,” she said.
“Such a pleasure, to end all my problems and avenge all the wrongs done me, on a single night.”
He lifted his hand. Behind him, the remnants of the Choir climbed out of the SUVs and joined him. Every one of them was packing heat. A lot of angry faces and a lot of guns.
“For someone with a reputation as a trickster,” Sullivan told me, “you certainly did fall for my little ruse. I knew what you were trying to do at the banquet. My goal, on the other hand, was to convince you to meet me somewhere remote. Somewhere I could finish you off without fear of interruption. So I prepared a—”
“I know,” I said. “The book’s a fake, and you let me steal it.”
He blinked.
“This was never about the book,” I said. “And it was never about Alvarez. Hell, it was only peripherally about you, but you dropped a golden opportunity in our laps. We wanted to lure you out here. So you dangled a fake book in my face, and I pretended to fall for it.”
“But, but how—”
“That part’s easy,” Caitlin said. “Daniel organized a meeting to discuss the plan of attack. Except it wasn’t the real plan.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Just a little theater, for an audience of one. Ben. Your inside man.”
Ben stumbled back, his eyes wide, shaking his head as he groped for words. Emma turned to watch him. She didn’t look surprised. Just sad. Sad and tired.
“It’s not,” Ben stammered. “It’s not what you think.”
I nodded. “Yeah it is. See, I sussed you out early on. I told you I was going to meet with Alvarez, and not only did the Redemption Choir show up at the church, they knew my name. Someone had tipped them off that I would be there. Only one person in the world knew that. You.”
“I can explain that!” Ben said, taking another halting step back.
“You came late to the planning meeting. Remember those computer problems that kept you at the office?” I said.
Emma wriggled her fingers in a tiny wave. Her voice was soft. “I arranged that.”
“Working with your wife can be a hassle,” I said, “especially when she knows you’re stabbing her in the back. First, we had the real meeting, to give everyone their real instructions. Then we waited for you to show up, and told you exactly what we wanted you to tell Sullivan. That helped ensure he wouldn’t kill me out of hand—dumb move, by the way, Sully—and bringing you along for the operation made it look like I trusted you. Naturally, we expected you’d leave Alvarez at home and bring a fake book to the party.”
“But we knew,” Emma said, a slow current of anger welling up in her voice as she stared her husband down. “We all knew.”
“I don’t understand,” Sullivan said, shaking his head. “So you conducted an elaborate charade and risked your life to steal a manuscript you knew would be worthless? What was the point?”
“What was the point?” Emma asked Ben. “I want to hear your answer first. You lied to me. You turned your back on our marriage, our—”
“I did it for Melanie!” Ben shouted, his fear boiling over into rage. “As for you, you…fucking abomination, there isn’t a night I don’t regret marrying you or a day I don’t wake up praying for a way out of the nightmare you made my life. The things I’ve done, the things you’ve made me do, Christ…”
“Brother Ben came to me looking for absolution,” Sullivan said calmly.
“I don’t—” Emma said, crossing her arms as her voice hitched. “I mean, we’ve had our problems, but I had no idea—”
Ben sneered at her. “Of course you didn’t. Nothing exists if it isn’t all about you. Emma, I have hated you for years.”
She didn’t have anything to say to that. She stared at him, mouth agape, her eyes glistening.
“I could live with it,” he said, “somehow. But not Melanie. I won’t have you taking my daughter and making her just like you. You never told me the truth, when we decided to have a child. You never told me she’d be tainted. You never told me she’d be half…monster. Sullivan—he can help her, purify her. That was the deal, in exchange for feeding him information about everything you bastards said and did. I’m going to take her and start a new life, far away from here, where she can learn to be human. Sullivan can fix her.”
A small voice spoke up from the darkness at his back.
“Is that what you think, Dad?”
Melanie came out from where she’d been hiding around the corner of the ranch office. Tears streaked her cheeks, leaving muddy black smears of mascara in their wake.
“Do you think I need to be fixed?” she asked.
He turned, shaking his head.
“Oh no,” he said. “Oh no, no honey. No. You—you weren’t supposed to hear that, I mean, that’s not—”
“That I’m tainted? That I’m a monster?”
Ben dropped the book to the dirt and held out his arms to her, desperate. She stared at him in disbelief, not moving an inch.
“Honey,” he said, “you don’t understand. I love you. I love you so much. You know that. We’re going to go away and start over, rebuild our family—”
“My family is here.”
Ben swallowed hard. “No. No. I’m your family. I’m the one who loves you. I sacrificed—I did all of this—for you. All for you, Melanie. I’m the one who loves you!”
She took a deep breath and wiped her tears away. With her makeup smeared and her blue hair tangled, the teenager’s eyes still burned with ferocious dignity as she stared into her father’s face. She pushed her shoulders back and raised her chin.
“No, Dad. You only love half of me. And half just isn’t enough.”
Ben’s hands clenched and unclenched. His mouth moved soundlessly as his world came apart at the seams. He turned and pointed a trembling finger at Emma.
“This is your fault! You did this. You turned her against me.”
“Loath as I am to interrupt,” Sullivan said, leaning on his walking stick. “But I’m still failing to see the point of this little charade. What did you hope to accomplish?”
“Funny story,” I told him. “It all started the night I figured out Prince Sitri’s game—or thought I did. He’d sent me to kill Father Alvarez, you know that much, but I realized Alvarez wasn’t the point. Sitri knew I’d never do it. He just wanted to see if I’d give up and walk away, or if I’d come at him from a different angle. Surprise him. Show some fighting spirit. So I went to have a little heart-to-heart with the prince. And we made a deal.”
• • •
I had stood before the Conduit, bathed in the flickering glow of a half dozen candles. It wasn’t the Conduit anymore, though. Past the desiccated skin, the golden chains and excrement-caked robes, it was Prince Sitri pulling the creature’s strings now. It was his voice oozing from its bloodied throat, sleepy and sly.
“A deal?” he said. “Ooh, that sounds…dangerous. I do hope you’re not going to offer me your soul, Daniel Faust. While the literary allusion would be good for a chuckle, you are already damned. I don’t pay for what I can have for free.”
“No, just a friendly wager. I bet that I can give you something nobody else can. Something you want. If I fail, that’s the last of me. I’ll walk away, and neither you nor Caitlin will ever see me again. Hell, you can even kill me if you want. But if I succeed? You let Caitlin live her own life. She sees who she wants, when she wants, however she wants. You give her choices back. Because she works too fucking hard for you to treat her like a prize in your stupid little game.”
“Stupid?” Sitri said, his tone suddenly colder.
“Yeah. Stupid. You want to get off on making me jump through hoops? Fine. You aren’t the first, and you won’t be the last. But dangling Caitlin in front of me like the prize in a Cracker-Jack box is just wrong. She’s loyal to you. She breaks her back for you every goddamn day. So you know what I want? I want you to start giving her the respect she fucking deserves.”
“I’ve yanked out tongues,” Sitri said conversationally, “for less insolence.”
“I’m sure you have. Doesn’t change the fact that what I said is true, and you know it.”
The Conduit’s head bobbed slowly.
“And what if,” Sitri said, “that given freedom, her choice is to reject you? To abandon you, and take another lover?”
I shrugged.
“Then that’s her choice. That’s the point. This isn’t for me. It’s for her.”
“Well, then. You still have my attention. Tell me: what delightful little bauble will you offer me in exchange for this boon? What could you possibly have that a prince of hell, with legions at my command and golden wealth beyond the dreams of mortal kings, might desire?”
“That’s easy,” I said. “I’ll give you the Ring of Solomon.”



Forty-Two
“The Ring of Solomon,” Sitri mused, “is the most potent weapon against my kind ever created. Its wielder can compel and command, bind and banish, almost effortlessly. An infernal army would fall to its knees before the human who masters it.”
“Not to mention,” I said, “Lauren Carmichael planned to use it on you. That’s gotta sting a little.”
“Do you understand the consequences of what you’re offering me? No one with demonic blood can use the ring—it’ll work no mischief in my realm—but what happens when we move to claim your little world? You’re sacrificing the greatest advantage your species has.”
“I’m gambling that’s not happening anytime soon,” I said. “And in this world, the ring’s just as dangerous as it is helpful. Lauren proved that. In the wrong hands—”
“What about the right ones?” Sitri asked, a tinge of eagerness in his voice. “Given the right hands, couldn’t a mortal rise to greatness? He would be a champion of good. A savior of humanity and a beacon of light in a dark age. You could be such a champion. Aren’t you tempted, just a bit?”
I thought about that. I had thought about it most of the evening. I kept coming back to the same old conclusion.
“Nah,” I said. “I’m not that guy.”
Sitri chuckled. “No. You’ll betray your entire world, for the love of a woman.”
“Would you?” said the voice at my back.
I spun on my heel. Caitlin stood at the bottom of the steps. I hadn’t heard her come down.
“You would do that for me?” she asked. There was something in her eyes I hadn’t seen in a while. It looked like hope.
“In a heartbeat,” I told her.
“We shall see,” Sitri said, “if you can put your mettle where your mouth is. Produce the ring, and I’ll make your little dreams come true, warlock.”
“I need one thing,” I said. “Information. I’ve got a plan, but to make it work I need to get my hands on one of the damned. A human named Gilles de Rais.”
The Conduit went silent. Caitlin edged up to stand beside me. Our fingers entwined.
“Found him,” Sitri said as the Conduit’s body gave a tiny jerk, consciousness surging back in. “Could be trouble. De Rais belongs to a creature called Naavarasi. She’s a rakshasi—not a demon, but one of the elder races, her domain swallowed by hell’s expanding borders. A baron among the Night-Blooming Flowers, but as I understand it she bears the court little love, and little love is given to her in kind.”
“Maybe I can find something to trade her,” I said.
“Or perhaps you can do me a service,” Sitri countered. “We have a spy inside the court. He is on the verge of being discovered. Go to Naavarasi, and convince her that you and I are enemies. Offer to give her this spy’s name, in order to hurt me. Meanwhile, I’ll send the order for my agent to flee after leaving some false information behind. False documents pointing fingers in interesting directions and giving the Flowers something to fight each other over for years to come.”
I nodded. “Brilliant. Naavarasi gets a feather in her cap, you turn a crisis into a victory, and I get leverage.”
“We need to keep up a ruse,” Caitlin told me. “Until you’ve seized the ring, everyone needs to believe that we separated, or they’ll know something’s up. I can help you, but only from the shadows.”
I squeezed her hand.
“Then I’ll count the hours until the job’s done,” I said.
• • •
Sullivan clapped his hands together, rolling his eyes.
“Brilliant,” he said sarcastically. “So you weren’t at the banquet to steal the book after all. You were trying to grab the ring off the table. That was your goal all along.”
I nodded. “Like I said, it wasn’t about the book, and it was barely about you. You were just my in. My way to get to the table and up close and personal with Lauren Carmichael.”
“And you failed. Abysmally.”
“How do you figure that?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.
“Ben,” Sullivan said. “It’s time.”
Ben couldn’t take his eyes off Melanie. He pleaded with her softly, choking back tears. She didn’t even look at him.
“Ben!” Sullivan snapped. “Come here. Now is the time to be strong, to be pure. This is your hour of greatness!”
Ben slunk away from us, head hung like a whipped dog, to stand at Sullivan’s side. His expression changed when Sullivan took Ben’s right hand and slipped the Ring of Solomon onto his finger.
“I know,” Sullivan said, “because I took it. It was the first thing my hand closed upon in the confusion. Your trick with the lights worked on my followers, Mr. Faust, but I can see in the dark quite clearly. I never took my eyes off it.”
Ben clenched his fist, nodding to himself and staring at the gleaming ring. I could see the change in his face, the sudden rush of power as he realized what he’d been given.
Sullivan smiled as he looked at Caitlin.
“As I said, what a pleasure to avenge all the wrongs done to me. You saved me the trouble of hunting you down, my dear. Did you miss me?”
“Like a case of the black plague,” Caitlin said. “And you’ve always been the hero of your own little sob story, Suulivarishisian. Nothing is ever your fault. You’re always the wronged one. The only thing I ever did to you, was refuse to be your victim anymore.”
He waved an irritated hand in the air. “History will remember things differently. Especially when you go before Prince Sitri’s assembled council and confess how you and the prince colluded to steal my estate. Humiliating you both will be a delightful appetizer before I march my armies into hell and take my rightful throne. And you will confess. You’ll say anything I want you to say, once you’re under the ring’s power.”
“Yes,” Ben ranted, almost hyperventilating as he stared at the ring. “Yes, I’m ready. I’m ready for this, just say the word. I’m ready for greatness.”
Sullivan rubbed his chin as he contemplated Caitlin. “I think I’ll have you tear your lover apart while I watch. That seems appropriate. But first, we’ll have a proper reunion. Ben? Use the ring on Caitlin, please. Make her crawl over here and lick the dust from my boots.”
Ben pointed his curled fist at Caitlin, brandishing the ring. “Kneel!” he roared in a voice that echoed off the desert flats.
Emma and I watched with horror as Caitlin’s knees began to buckle. “Can’t…fight it,” she gasped, her voice strained.
Then she grinned.
She was the first to break out into laughter as she rose back to her feet. Emma followed suit. I leaned into Caitlin, snickering into her shoulder as I gave her a tight hug.
“Holy shit,” I said. “One more second of that and I was gonna lose it. I could not keep a straight face.”
“Sullivan,” Caitlin said, choking back a fit of giggles. “You truly are a pathetic creature. Truly.”
Sullivan stared at the ring, dumbfounded. Ben just looked horrified.
“Yeah,” I added. “And by the way, that’s not the Ring of Solomon. We stole it first.”
“What?” Sullivan roared, “How? I told you, I never took my eyes off it! You couldn’t have swapped it for a fake, you never had the chance.”
“Well, that brings us back to the story of the real plan. See, Ben, your job was to feed misinformation back to Sully here, and you did a bang-up job of it. You had no idea what was going on right under your nose. Literally.”
• • •
“According to these specs,” Pixie had said, her face bathed in the blue glow of her laptop screen, “the security firm installed a Contender model 800-L behind a hidden panel in Lauren’s study. That was just last year, so unless she suddenly got an urge to upgrade out of nowhere, that’s what we’re up against. It’s the only place in the house secure enough to store something that valuable.”
“How tough is it?”
She shrugged. “Do I look like a safecracker? You need an expert.”
That was how we ended up in Nicky Agnelli’s office in the back room of the Gentlemen’s Bet, huddled around a sheaf of schematics on his desk. Nicky brought in a guy I’d worked with two or three times before, a willowy Southerner with a bleach-blond goatee. He called himself Coop. Wasn’t sure if it was his first or last name, didn’t care either.
“If time’s tight,” Coop said, “fastest way in is a jam shot. That or use a thermal lance, but then you’re risking a fire. Can we punch out the walls around it and just take the whole safe?”
I shook my head. “Out of the question. Whole house will be on you in five seconds. Besides, we can’t leave any sign that the safe’s been tampered with. At the end of the night, whoever ends up with the dummy ring—Lauren or Sullivan—has to believe they’ve got the real McCoy.”
“The 800-L is an electronic keypad model,” Coop said. “A good one, not the crap you find in most hotel rooms. There are autodialers out there, gizmos that’ll run through possible combinations faster than you can blink and brute-force the password, but they’re specific to the safe model. I don’t have anything like that for the 800 line.”
Pixie furrowed her brow. “What are they based on?”
“Specific algorithms, and the makeup of the circuit board you’re trying to talk to,” Coop said. “That’s all proprietary stuff. You’d have to have an inside guy at Paragon, or get into their company servers somehow.”
“Give me an autodialer for a safe like this one,” she said, “so I can see how they’re built. I’ll do the rest.”
Coop and Nicky both looked at me. I nodded.
“If she says she can do it,” I told them, “she can do it.”
• • •
“Remember the caterers who were already on-site when you got there?” I asked Ben. “Pixie and Coop were on that truck. They slipped out of the kitchen and were already stealing the ring when you showed up.”
“How?” Ben said. “How did you get people on both trucks?”
Emma half smiled, but it didn’t hide the anger in her eyes. “Nicky Agnelli owns Saguaro Catering. That’s why Daniel picked them. The hijacking was another layer of the lie. Those people were Nicky’s men, and they knew we’d be there. It was all a show to make you believe you were in on the real plan.”
“Didn’t it all go a little too smoothly?” I asked Ben. “In retrospect?”
“But how did they get out?” Ben said. “We left with the rest of the caterers when the lights went out, and we never saw them.”
“Remember the blueprints of the house?” I asked. “You pointed it out yourself. Lauren’s escape tunnel. The one that ran directly beneath the dining room.”
“But the alarms were wired to the house’s generator! They couldn’t have gotten through there without…” He fell silent as he figured it out.
Sullivan’s eyes narrowed. “The ploy with your little poker chip. It wasn’t your escape route. It was theirs.”
“That’s right,” I said. “I stalled until Pixie called me. Three rings and a hang-up was the signal that they were waiting under the house, ready to go. My spell killed the power, and they slipped right out. They’d already taken the ring and replaced it. What Meadow Brand removed from that safe—and you stole from her—is a nice little reproduction. My buddy Winslow made it for us. Jewelry’s kind of his hobby. You know, Ben, I told you this was going to happen. You were warned.”
He blinked at me, still clutching the worthless copy of the ring in his hand.
“How? When?”
I smiled and spread my hands.
“Think back to the meeting. What did I say? We were going to do a magic trick. When you’re looking at my left hand, all the action’s happening in my right. The audience always looks where the magician wants them to look. And if they think they’re the ones in control? That just proves they’ve already been fooled.”
“Fine,” Sullivan snapped. “Very clever. Very creative. It changes nothing. You have the ring. We have the guns. Hand it over. Now.”
I shook my head. “It’s hidden, but it’s not somewhere you can find it. Trust me on this one.”



Forty-Three
We had made a little detour on our way out to the Silk Ranch.
Two blocks away from Lauren’s house, with sirens wailing in the distance, Caitlin pulled her car to the side of the road. The Wardriver rolled up, and Pixie leaned out the driver’s-side window. She held out a small burlap bag, but didn’t toss it to me.
“I still have questions about what we did here tonight,” Pixie said. “About this whole mess.”
“I know,” I told her.
“One question,” she said. “One question, and I want the honest truth.”
“Okay,” I said.
“Were we the good guys tonight?”
I had to think about that one. Finally, I nodded.
“As good as it gets, Pix. As good as it gets. You can only expect so much, you know. We’re only human.”
She chewed that over, decided she could swallow it, and tossed me the bag.
Back in Vegas, the crowd in front of Winter parted like they knew we were coming, and every door opened wide without a word being said, all the way down to the cellar. The Conduit waited for us, still and silent, beside a single burning candle.
“You did it,” Sitri’s voice said with the Conduit’s lips. “You actually did it.”
“We did it,” I said, standing at Caitlin’s side.
“So you say. But now, the proof.”
The Conduit pulled back its soiled robes. It hooked its fingers against the center of its mottled chest and pulled. Leathery skin tore and bones cracked like dry twigs as the creature slowly ripped open its own chest.
What lay beneath the muscle and bone was a starless void.
I stared into that vastness, deeper than space and infinitely more bleak, and my blood turned to ice. The Conduit’s lips curled into a broken smile.
“Choose, Daniel Faust. Wear the ring, and become humanity’s champion, or sacrifice it for your heart’s desire. I won’t stop you. In fact, if you keep it, I’ll even let you walk out of here alive. You would be an interesting opponent.”
I looked to Caitlin, but she shook her head.
“It has to be your choice,” she said. “Yours alone.”
I weighed the ring in my hand. Two futures, neither of them certain, both liable to end in disaster. I didn’t need magic to look down the road and see what was coming: trouble brewing, blood on my hands, and a shadow dogging my heels. Same as it ever was.
It might be nice to be a hero for once in my life. To fight for a cause, to have something to really believe in. For all Sullivan’s empty talk about redemption, here was the real thing being handed to me for free. A shot at making up for the wreckage of my life. A shot at being a better man. A shot at forgiveness.
It’d be a good way to paint targets over every single person I loved, too.
I held Solomon’s ring up to the candlelight. I knew what I’d decide. I guess I’d known all along.
“Nah, you keep it,” I said, and tossed the ring into the void. It tumbled and spun away, lost in that eternal dark.
The Conduit hissed as it shoved its rib cage back together, the bones crackling as they knitted and sealed. Caitlin squeezed my hand.
“You win,” I said to Sitri. “Happy now?”
“Happy, yes, but you’re mistaken. Tell me, what do you think the purpose of my little game was?”
I shrugged. “There were only two possible outcomes. One, see if I’d take the bait and put the ring on, and distract you from being bored for a while. Two, surrender the ring and take a weapon against you off the table. Either way, you won.”
“The game wasn’t to amuse me,” Sitri said. The Conduit raised its arm, pointing a bony finger at Caitlin. “It was to prove to me that you might be worthy of her.”
“I didn’t know what he was up to until last night,” she told me. “My father’s sense of humor can be…trying.”
“Wait,” I said, looking between them. “What? Father?”
“The most exemplary warrior of the Choir of Lust,” Sitri said as the Conduit’s blind gaze drifted toward Caitlin. “Besides me, of course. Making her my hound simply wasn’t enough. I had to adopt her. I have other children, true, and they shower me in gifts and pretty words…but none of them ever brought me angel wings.”
“It’s not public knowledge,” Caitlin said. “The court wouldn’t react well to it given my low birth, but we agreed it was time to tell you. Besides, you’d figure it out eventually. You’re clever that way.”
I arched my eyebrow at her. “Anything else you want to tell me?”
“Yes,” she said and lifted my hand, gently kissing the curl of my fingers. “I love you.”
“I love you too,” I whispered, and I knew I’d throw away a thousand chances at redemption just to hear her say those words again.
“Your work isn’t done tonight,” Sitri said. “You’d best be off. And Daniel?”
I tilted my head.
“We’ll play again soon,” he said, and the Conduit stepped back into the darkness, its golden chains rattling against the frozen stone.
Caitlin and I walked upstairs together, side by side. Her hand brushed my hip, rubbing against the odd bulge in my pocket.
“What’s this?” she asked. I took out the velvet pouch from my lunch at the Blue Karma and showed her the brass collar nestled inside.
“Naavarasi tried to bribe me with it. Apparently it’s a magic get-out-of-death-free card, with heavy strings attached.”
Caitlin gave me a hard look and plucked it out of my hands.
“Mine,” she said, and I wasn’t sure if she meant me or the bag. Then she grabbed my shirt and pulled me into a kiss that removed all doubt.
• • •
“You…threw it away,” Sullivan said in disbelief after I’d told the abbreviated version of the story. “The greatest weapon against hell ever devised, and you threw it away?”
“What can I say?” I told him, shrugging. “It was cramping my style.”
“You just sealed your doom,” he seethed. “And when we’ve slain the lot of you, we’ll be paying a visit to your friends, your families, anyone who ever meant anything to—”
“That threat is getting old,” I said, and glanced to my side. “Melanie? You want to do your thing? See, Melanie figured out early on that I was running a con, and she wanted to help. I had just the job for her.”
Melanie put her fingers to her lips and whistled, high and shrill. A moment later, all around the compound, doors swung wide and shadows emerged from the darkness. Men, women, teenagers, at least twenty people wearing everything from overalls and shitkicker boots to tailored three-piece suits. They joined us, forming a clustered line behind our backs. Most had rifles or shotguns, any weapon they could scrounge up at a moment’s notice.
I looked back and pretended to count heads, then flashed a smile at Sullivan. “Huh. Look at that. We brought guns too. And we’ve got more than you do.”
“I reached out,” Melanie said, “to my friends, and their friends, and their friends. On every private network and phone listing I could find. And everyone came. Every cambion from here to the California coast. They’ve all heard of you, Sullivan. So they came by car and bus and train, and they got here any way they could, just to be here tonight. Because we’ve got a message for you, and we want to make sure you’re listening.”
Sullivan looked at her, suddenly pensive.
Melanie pointed at him, her voice like a whipcrack in the dark. “Go away. You say you’re here to save us? We don’t need your kind of salvation. You say you love us? How can you love anyone when you hate yourself? I don’t hate you, Sullivan. I pity you. I pity you because you can’t see what’s right in front of your face: our blood doesn’t make us who we are. We do. Our choices, our lives. So listen close, because we’re only going to say this once. You can sell your lies and bullshit back east all you want, but you are not welcome here!”
Sullivan looked out over the gathered sea of faces, condemnation in their eyes. He shook his head.
“How dare you—”
Caitlin cut him off, sharply holding up one hand.
“The prince’s amnesty,” she said, “extends to all. Hear me, members of the Redemption Choir: you have a choice. Get in your cars and drive into exile, or stay, and find a new home. No one will harm you, either way. It’s time to make your choice.”
A cloud of silence settled over the ranch. Both sides stared each other down, unsure who would make the first move.
Then one of Sullivan’s followers dropped his gun to the dusty ground and walked over to join us. The gathered cambion met him with open arms, taking him gently into their fold.
“Get back here!” Sullivan shouted. “You can’t—you’ll be damned. I’m your only hope.”
Another rifle clattered to the dirt. Another of the Choir walked across the divide.
“I’m your teacher!” Sullivan ranted as another deserted him. “I’m your savior!”
More of the Choir walked away, torn between hope and fear, leaving their weapons behind them. When the exodus was done, only four cambion remained at Sullivan’s side.
“The rest of you,” Caitlin said, “drive east. Out of our territory. And never return. Sullivan, you also have the option of exile. This is the only mercy you’ll be offered. I suggest you take it.”
“I decline,” he spat, his face contorted into a mask of rage.
“Very well. As Prince Sitri’s hound and appointed persecutor of the Court of Jade Tears, I find you, Suulivarishisian, in violation of hell’s law. The sentence is death, to be carried out immediately.”
“Come for me, then,” Sullivan growled. One of his hands was larger than it should be, fingers lengthening and sprouting yellowed claws as they curled at his side.
Caitlin turned to me and rested her hand on my shoulder.
“Cait, I—”
“Daniel. Listen to me. This is my fight. I have to do this myself. No matter what happens, do not interfere. Promise me.”
“But what if—”
“Promise me.”
I nodded reluctantly. “All right. I’ll stay out of it.”
Emma waved her hand in the air and shouted, “Give them room. Everyone back!”
A ragged ring formed around the open square, all eyes on Caitlin and Sullivan as they circled one another, ten paces apart. Sullivan didn’t stop with the claws. His spine bulged and bent, shirt tearing, and his eyes glowed like molten lava as spines pushed up through his skin. His face stretched and tore, leaving a nightmare of bone-plated muscle and jagged tusks in its wake. He looked like a mutated, tumor-ridden warthog on two legs, feral and twisted.
“Change your form!” he cried. “You can’t defeat me in that human disguise, girl. I want Faust to see what you really look like. I want you to see the horror in his eyes, the rejection, just like I saw in my wife’s eyes before she died. You’re too weak to defeat me, you were always too weak, but in your true shape you might have a fighting chance. Change your form!”
Caitlin dropped her trench coat to the dust. Underneath she wore an ivory silk blouse, black slacks, and a leather waist-corset lined with silver knives. She plucked two of the blades from their sheaths, holding them overhand, and dropped into a knife-fighter’s stance.
“I decline,” she said. And then the fight was on.



Forty-Four
Sullivan charged at Caitlin, bellowing, but she wasn’t there anymore. She kicked up into the air, cartwheeling, and drove her daggers into Sullivan’s shoulders like a bullfighter. My heart soared—I was sure she had this—and that was when he whipped around, impossibly fast, and grabbed her by the legs. The crowd parted just in time as he hurled her through the air. Caitlin slammed into the wall of the ranch house hard enough to rattle the bricks, a blow that would have snapped a human’s spine, and crumpled to the ground.
My cards leaped from my pocket and riffled into my hand, answering my subconscious call, but I squeezed them tightly and watched. I’d made a promise.
Caitlin rubbed the back of her head, wincing, and Sullivan roared with triumph. He charged her, racing across the hard-packed dirt, but she rolled to the side a split second before impact. He rammed into the wall headfirst and blasted a chunk of brickwork to powder. She stood, swung out, and drove another dagger into his hip. He yanked his head free, still bellowing, and made a wild lunge that carved the air over her head.
Caitlin ran. She dashed away from the buildings, out to the open ground littered with construction supplies and sleeping machines. Sullivan bared his tusks in a bestial grin. The crowd followed cautiously as he raced after her.
“She’s not running away,” I murmured to Emma. “She wants him on open ground. She’s got a plan.”
That was when I realized Emma was gone. I shrugged and jogged along with the rest of the crowd, getting as close to the action as we dared.
Caitlin turned and drew another two blades, mirroring her stance at the start of the fight. Sullivan grunted and chortled, beckoning her over with hungry, grasping claws. She ran and launched into another spinning jump. He saw it coming. Sullivan grabbed her by the legs, spun around, and hurled her away. This time, instead of a wall, she landed on hard-packed earth. I heard the bones in her leg snap.
Caitlin lay helplessly on the ground, clutching her broken leg, tears streaming down her cheeks. She tried to get up, pushing herself on one trembling hand, only to fall down again. Sullivan licked his lips.
He charged, coming at her like a razor-studded freight train. She wouldn’t be able to get out of the way this time. I broke my promise without thinking twice, plucking a card from my deck, getting ready to send it flying.
Then Sullivan disappeared as the ground slid away from under his feet.
He plummeted down into the earth, and the trap he’d charged over—a green oilcloth tarp covered in dirt and rocks, went down with him. The hole was at least eight feet across, and I realized Caitlin had telegraphed her final move on purpose. She’d tricked Sullivan into throwing her clear across the pit, out of harm’s way. It hadn’t been a fight at all. She’d been in control of every move, hers and his.
I ran to the edge. At the bottom of the hole, sharpened spears of metal rebar jutted up from the stony ground. Four of them impaled Sullivan’s twisted flesh. His wounds drooled with black ichor. He groaned, struggling to pull himself free.
Melanie helped Caitlin to her feet. She leaned against the teenager for support, and looked down at Sullivan.
“You see,” she said, “maybe you are stronger than me. But it doesn’t matter, and I’ll tell you why: because I’ve always been smarter than you.”
She raised one weary hand, and the earthmover roared to life. White-hot headlights blazed like the judgment of God as it rolled close with its scoop raised high in the air. I could barely make out the figure of Emma behind the wheel.
Sullivan figured it out a split second before Emma pulled the lever to drop the scoop. He had just enough time to scream. Quarried rock thundered down into the pit, filling it to the brim. When the dust settled, Caitlin stared down at the rubble.
“You’ll make a lovely parking lot,” she murmured.
A cry of raw panic jolted me to attention. Ben. He turned and ran, racing for the ranch house. Caitlin saw him go and pointed.
“Take him!”
I didn’t need to be told. I was already off and running, hot on his heels. I burst through a rickety screen door and into the darkened ranch house, then froze. He’d been just far enough ahead to hide, and with all the construction tools lying around, I needed to be careful. Nothing’s more dangerous than a cornered rat.
The door to one of the bedrooms hung open, swinging ever so slightly on its hinges. I eased my way past a stack of drywall, keeping my eyes on the opening. The room beyond was stripped down for remodeling. Nothing left but a closet, an empty vanity, and a double bed with no sheets on the musty mattress. With no bulb in the overhead fixture, the room swam in shadow.
A card jumped to my fingers, crackling with power.
“Give it up,” I said softly. “Come on, Ben. It’s over. It’s time to show a little dignity and face the music.”
I approached the closet, ready for a fight. I wasn’t ready for him to burst from his hiding place in the shadows behind the bed, screaming like a madman, throwing himself onto my back. I forced myself up and stumbled backward, trying to run him into a wall, but he had his arm locked around my throat in a sleeper hold. I pushed against him, straining to breathe, and fell against the vanity. It hit him in the spine, hard, and he let go with a grunt of pain. I wheeled around fast, but I didn’t have time to throw my card. He ran for the door, and straight into Emma.
“Please,” Ben blubbered. “Please, Emma, just let me go. You don’t have to do this, just let me go—”
I could see the sorrow in her eyes as she gently brushed his hair aside and kissed his brow.
Then she snapped his neck.
Ben’s corpse tumbled to the floor. Emma sank to her knees beside him, mute. She brushed her fingertips along his lifeless arm.
If this was an action movie, that would have been her cue to say something badass. But this wasn’t a movie. It was just a stupid dead man and a grieving widow and a gulf of pain I couldn’t imagine. She opened her mouth and let out a long, keening cry that rose to a wail as she pounded her fists against her legs. As she broke into sobs, leaning her head against Ben’s chest, I saw Melanie appear in the doorway.
“No, hey,” I said, moving fast to get between them and take Melanie by the shoulders, ushering her out into the hall. “You don’t need to see this. You don’t need to remember him like that.”
She looked up at me. “Is he…?”
“It’s over,” I said, and pulled her into a hug. She let me. She stayed there for a while, close in my arms, while her mother howled in the next room.
“Come on,” I said. “Your mom’s going to need you, but…not right now. I don’t think she’d want you to see him like that either.”
Melanie walked with me to the door.
“I don’t think I can cry right now,” she said. “I want to. I feel like I should, but…I can’t.”
“That’s okay. Maybe you’ll feel like it tomorrow. Or maybe you won’t. Grieving is like that.”
She stopped and gave me a look.
“My dad was a good man,” she said, as if sorting it out in her head. “He just made bad decisions.”
“The world is full of good men who make bad decisions,” I told her. “Sometimes it works out. Sometimes it doesn’t. You just have to figure things out the best you can. Make the best choices you can. Choices you can live with.”
“I’m going to go help the others. Those new guys, they’re gonna be pretty shell-shocked. Then I’ll check on Mom.”
I ruffled her hair. “Good thinking. You’re gonna be fine, Melanie.”
She tried to smile, but couldn’t quite get there.
“You sure about that?” she said.
“Trust me. I’m a magician.”
I found Caitlin ten feet from where I’d left her. She sat on a stack of drywall, using it for an impromptu bench. She leaned over her broken leg, massaging it, murmuring under her breath as she winced.
“Hey,” I said.
She looked up and gave me a tired smile.
“Hey yourself. Sit. Keep me company.”
I settled down beside her, wiping away some dust from the drywall with the edge of my hand.
“How’s the leg?”
“Hurts, but I’m already healing it. I’ll be up and limping in a few hours. I landed on it deliberately, had to make myself look helpless.” She glanced towards the ranch house. “Ben?”
“Dead. Emma did it. I think it’d be good if nobody told Melanie that. They’re going to have enough problems recovering from all this.”
“Agreed,” she said, and we contemplated the pit of stone in silence.
“Is Sullivan dead down there?”
She shrugged. “Probably. We can take a lot of punishment, but being crushed under ten tons of rubble isn’t anything you bounce back from. If he isn’t dead, he wishes he were. And he can keep wishing. For a very, very long time. Tomorrow morning we’re paving it over.”
I nodded. Sounded fair to me.
“So was it worth it?” she asked.
“What?”
She waved her hand idly. “All of this. Giving up the ring. Giving up a chance at…I don’t know.”
I leaned close, and she rested her head on my shoulder.
“I’ve got everything I could ever want,” I said. “Right here.”
We sat like that for a while, as dawn broke over the endless sand.
Every choice has consequences. Some you see coming, and some hit you right between the eyes when you least expect it. I knew the time would come when I’d have to pay the piper for everything I’d done, and for everything I didn’t do. I was okay with that.
Let the heavens war. Let the world fall down. Caitlin and me, we were doing all right.



Epilogue
He supposed things had worked out just fine.
Father Alvarez hummed a happy tune as he dusted the bookshelves in his office at Our Lady of Consolation. A ragged quartet of cambion had let him go at dawn, grim-faced and silent as they bundled him into their truck. They wouldn’t say where Sullivan or their other brethren were, but he could guess from their expressions that it wasn’t a happy story. They dropped him off at the church and drove east into an uncertain future. Now he was back at the church as if he had never left, like Alice stepping back out of the looking glass.
“Father?” a woman asked. She stood in the doorway, a shadow in a black sheath dress.
He smiled. “Yes? Can I help you, my child?”
Caitlin stepped into the room.
“I hope so,” she said. “I’m wrestling with a theological quandary. It might sound a bit strange, though.”
He chuckled gently. “Believe me, young lady, after the week I’ve had, nothing is ever going to surprise me again.”
“The question is this: if a prince of hell orders a man’s death, but the man is already dead, do you still have to obey the command?”
He blinked, stammering. “That’s…I’m sorry, is this some kind of—”
“Game,” Caitlin said, leaning over to sniff the white flowers in a vase on the priest’s desk. “It’s all a game, until it suddenly isn’t. These are Casablanca lilies, aren’t they?”
He nodded. “They are.”
She flashed a hungry smile.
“Those are night-blooming flowers. Aren’t they, Pinfeather?”
He froze, statue still, then dropped his hands to his sides with a sigh of resignation.
“You’re her,” Alvarez said. “Sitri’s hound. The Wingtaker.”
“In the flesh.”
“And to think,” he said, “I was leaving town tonight. Almost got away clean. How did you know?”
“Daniel put most of the puzzle together. I just added a few key pieces. Every time the Redemption Choir ambushed you two, we could trace it to Ben’s treachery or the wiretap on Nicky Agnelli’s phones…except once. Daniel’s apartment. Only a handful of people knew that address, and it was warded against scrying and divination. There was only one man in a position to spill the beans: you. When Daniel left you alone in his home, you called Gary Kemper to slip him an ‘anonymous’ tip. Gary came from back east, after all, and he still had contacts in your court. Gary told Sullivan, and the rest was history.”
Pinfeather nodded. “I needed to be captured. That was key to the entire plan, but your boyfriend was doing too good a job of protecting me. Admirable, but frustrating.”
“Yes, well, he still sees the best in some people,” she deadpanned. “I haven’t beaten it out of him yet. Then there’s the curious case of Father Fernando. Father Sullivan’s good friend, dead from a hit-and-run just a few days after you moved to this parish. I have a theory on that.”
“I’d love to hear it.”
“I dug up a seminary yearbook. You look so much like the real Alvarez, it’s uncanny. I assume you picked a victim with similar bone structure and faked the rest with makeup and some light plastic surgery. But Fernando knew the real Alvarez. You could fool a casual acquaintance or a stranger, but not him. He had to go.”
“As did the good Father Alvarez himself,” Pinfeather said. “He’s dissolving in a tenement bathtub, and his teeth are scattered in Dumpsters across the city. Crude, I admit, but that’s the cost of a perfect cover.”
Caitlin paced the room, like the detective in an Agatha Christie novel.
“You knew that Sullivan and his cult would cause trouble for my prince, but he hardly needed your help for that. Which brings us to the manuscript. The road map to hell, custom-tailored to feed Sullivan’s mad little fantasies of conquest. Was any of it real?”
Pinfeather smiled proudly. “Not a single word. I wrote the entire thing myself and artificially aged the paper by rubbing the pages down with a wet teabag. Old theater trick. Wouldn’t have stood up to anything more than casual inspection, but Sullivan never thought to doubt me. I love working with fanatics. You just wind them up, and off they go.”
“You had Gary Kemper’s ear more than once. You were the one who pushed for an alliance with Lauren Carmichael, and got Gary to plant that notion in Sullivan’s brain.”
“And why would I do that?”
“Because the Flowers didn’t send you here because of the cambion. The Redemption Choir was just a red herring. You wanted the same thing we did: to steal the Ring of Solomon. Word about Lauren Carmichael’s little end-of-the-world mishap had to have leaked, and it wouldn’t take much for your masters to put two and two together. You couldn’t steal the ring yourself, but you figured Sullivan could. So you let him ‘kidnap’ you, wormed your way into his confidence, and steered him toward Carmichael.”
Pinfeather sighed and gave a tired shrug. “Letting someone else do the heavy lifting is usually the best course of action.”
“Once Sullivan had the ring, it wouldn’t take much, a moment of distraction perhaps, to get it away from him. Or maybe he planned to hand it to you all along, since you were such a good little convert. The ring can only be used by a human after all, and Ben was the only other choice he had. And Ben was…well. Ben.”
“That was the general idea,” Pinfeather said.
“Then what? You enslave Sullivan with the ring, I’m guessing. An incarnate demon under your command could wreak all kinds of havoc.”
“Two incarnates, actually. You were going to be my next target. My orders were a long-term campaign of destabilization and terror, aimed ultimately at getting Sitri ousted by his own ministers.”
“Hmm,” Caitlin said. “Good of you to admit that.”
“I’ve never actually been caught before. It’s surprisingly refreshing to unburden myself. I suppose this is what giving confession feels like.”
“I hope you’re not expecting me to assign you ten Hail Marys and let you go.”
“I’m expecting you’ll see reason,” Pinfeather said. He stepped closer to her, showing her his open hands. “Think of what I could accomplish as a double agent. I could feed information to you, disinformation to the Flowers—”
“You could lie, sabotage us, or simply vanish, too,” she said.
“Come on,” he said with a sly smile. “This is Las Vegas, right? So gamble a little. What have you got to lose? Let me go, and I’ll make things right.”
Caitlin studied him, deep in thought.
“You made one mistake,” she said.
“What’s that?”
Caitlin shook her head. “Gambling. This is my territory. My city. Your entire plan depended on betting against the house.”
A sharp crunching sound echoed across the cramped office. Pinfeather’s eyes went wide, his body rigid as a steel pole. He looked down. Caitlin’s hand was buried in his chest up to the wrist. A rivulet of blood guttered from his mouth as he tried to speak. Caitlin put her lips to his ear as her fingers curled around his pounding heart.
“Like you said, this is Vegas,” Caitlin whispered. “And in Vegas, the house always wins.”
She yanked her hand free. Pinfeather crumpled to the carpet, a look of surprise frozen on his face. She dropped his dead heart onto the ruins of his chest and went to find a bathroom where she could scrub her hands.
Caitlin hummed as she strolled away from the empty church, thinking about what to buy for dinner. Daniel was coming over, and for at least one night, they could relax together in peace.
She supposed things had worked out just fine.
<<<<>>>>



Afterword
And here we are at the end of another adventure. I hope you enjoyed the ride! If you want to be the first to know what happens next, head over to craigschaeferbooks.com and hop onto my mailing list for announcements about new releases. You can also catch me on Facebook , Twitter , or just drop me an email at craig@craigschaeferbooks.com. I’d love to hear from you.
Grateful thanks to Kira Rubenthaler (Editor Above All Other Editors) and James T. Egan (Cover Design Maestro) at Bookfly Designs. I couldn’t do what I do without ’em. Also thanks to the incredibly helpful and friendly staff at Battlefield Vegas, where I got some hands on experience with the less-magical weapons of Faust’s world. It was a super-fun afternoon of research and I can’t recommend the experience highly enough.
And for the record, yes, a Taurus Judge probably WILL blow a demon’s face off at close range.
As always, names of certain hotels and establishments have been changed for legal purposes, but fans of Las Vegas will probably be able to tell what’s what pretty easily. Winter, of course, is a purely fictional establishment.
That said, if the pulse of the music moves your feet down a certain back corridor in a certain Vegas nightclub, and you find yourself eye-to-eye with a silent man in a gas mask? I take no responsibilty for what happens if you go downstairs.
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