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My name is Thaddeus Kane. I exist in Los Angeles, the city known for the hustle of Hollywood, an average 266 days a year of sunshine, and smog.




That’s not my L.A. I operate under the mantle of the city as a troubleshooter for the demon clan who saved my life. Not a bad job if I can stay alive, but I have my limits. I refuse to risk innocents, which causes me problems. That one line I won’t cross for anyone. Loyalties—I have them. I’m pretty sure none of my associates would approve of my particular choices.
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CHAPTER 1







Death.

I inhaled slowly through my nose as I tried to decipher the layers beneath the reek of smoke and gasoline.

Humans, obvious and milling about, though this was my first job investigating a human death.

Demon, accounted for to my right, shuffling his size fifteen Italian leather loafers on the blacktop.

Dark magic. The strong, acidic presence barely concealed and the contact harsh enough to burn the hair in my nostrils.

Sorcerer.

Each essence detectable around the briquette char of the corpse. My unique skills were a blessing and a curse, disgusting on the worst of days, but there was no ignoring a talent that keeps me alive.

The very reason I stood here, at two in the morning, watching cameras flash as photographers raced to catch the morning editions and the five thirty a.m. cable news. Yellow police tape roped off a large segment of the Razorbacks’ high school parking lot and the rear access to their gym. Reporters edged along the tape and a bordering chain link fence to get a clear shot of the officer on the scene and the pathetic smoking remains of what vaguely resembled a Toyota Prius.

I fingered my press card inside my bomber jacket’s pocket, sandwiched by a rubber band to my PI license, my blood-and-organ-donor card, a UCLA staff card, and other manufactured credentials needed to buy me quick access. All bore the name Thaddeus Kane. I palmed my camera and moved closer to the brick edge of the building for a better view.

Four hours ago, the Razorbacks’ quarterback had thrown a thirty-five-yard spiral to his receiver, Stan Markowski. The catch bought the Razorbacks the yardage for a first down and put them within striking distance of the touchdown they needed to tie the game. Six plays later, Stan caught the winning ball and clinched the game to rank his team for an end-of-season match for the state championship. Every reason for an eighteen-year-old senior to celebrate.

Instead, his crispy remains lay curled inside the burnt shell of his hybrid, within spitting distance of the gymnasium door. Not to mention a fire hydrant.

“You’re sure about this because why, TK?”

I didn’t answer Chaz or look at the demon but gestured with my head to the car.

He sidled away from me. Avoiding the photographers, he walked behind the ambulance and faded from his human shell into elemental vapor. He drifted around the loitering police, avoided the paramedics, and circumvented the stretcher waiting on the police photographer to finish his final shots, reappearing seconds later as only a faint shimmer at Markowski’s car door.

At six foot five with two hundred and sixty pounds of dense, hard muscle, Chaz’s human shell maintained a footprint too large to camouflage. On the plus side, his demon form moved soundlessly and blended without color, invisible with his surroundings in shadow or light.

Almost.

I could make out his spring-green, leather-and-bone form. Sorcerers would sense his demonic vibration. Humans would look right through him with only a confused inkling of déjà vu.

A quick scan of the crowd allowed me to check again for the odd scent I’d isolated earlier, since I’d deemed Chaz’s risk minimal with the assembled crowd posing negligible threat. Twenty people, give or take, between the rescue personnel, photographers, and a few gawkers drawn by the sirens and police lights. But the number of human spectators had doubled in the last half hour. Hiding evil on the outskirts would be easy as the night waned.

I scanned again for potential menace to guard Chaz’s back as I categorized the composition of the newer bystanders.

The smell of human blood, sweat, and artificial fragrances saturated the air. No useful information there. No demon besides Chaz stood out, but scents vary. Clan origin, demon appetite, and the ability to mask one’s presence made pinpointing threats in large gatherings more difficult. Just because I couldn’t detect anything didn’t mean the sorcerers who had toasted Markowski wouldn’t return and make a quick play to trap Chaz.

After returning a nod to a perky blonde female paramedic, I continued surveillance with increased diligence. Losing my demon sidekick would go over poorly with the boss and he’d take more than a pound of my flesh in retaliation.

I shook my head, still puzzling over the unfamiliar aroma. Unfortunately, it didn’t dislodge any brilliant insights. Layered beneath all the other scents, almost hidden, it possessed a subtle combination of fragrances that triggered nothing in my memory.

Dangerous.

The oddball scent was why I pushed Chaz to perform up-close duty with Markowski’s corpse. He would try for smell, but my ability surpassed his. I wouldn’t challenge him on it, but our boss, Shalim, was intimately aware of the depth of my skills.

My unique sense of detection had saved Shalim’s royal ass. An ass he valued above any other, the only reason Shalim’s clan tolerated my human-demon carcass. However, Chaz possessed skills too, which was the reason we’d both been sent to check out this murder that had provoked a ripple in the underworld.

I’d picked out the abnormal scent. My magic stopped there. Time for Chaz to check the abnormality against his several-hundred-year-old taste register. I watched him swipe his long, chartreuse tongue for any residual taste on Stan’s charcoal cheekbone and bit back the urge to lose my dinner. A sharp twitch jerked his body, the reactive shudder of a wet dog’s shake, before he glanced over his shoulder at me. The snide twist of his lips when he turned and signaled “no” didn’t bode well for answers. Not human. Not demon. No classification for the boy, and Chaz was pissed.

Too bad.

I did my fair share of grunt jobs for the clan. I drew a line at licking shit. I could smell the dead body from here. Thankfully, taste processed differently for me than it did for Chaz.

Without a word, he disappeared, refusing to stick his neck out for more than his fifty percent of effort. A live human would have interested the emotional succubus in him; a dead one didn’t merit his time. He would give the initial report to Shalim and leave me to filter through the details over Markowski’s death, as well as confirm a sorcerer’s involvement, rule out any clan losses due to demonic summons, and negate future threats. It fell to me to exterminate the sorcerer, if possible. The steps demanded I gain some clear reason for Markowski’s selection as a target.

And there was my problem.

Stan Markowski wasn’t a demon. He definitely wasn’t human, and the reek of sorcerer hung like a suffocating fog, earmarking this act as sacrificial magic.

Whatever Stan was, his death had been a rush job. Less than four hours separated the football game’s finish from Stan’s incineration. The perpetrators had run a high risk of exposure to human witnesses. An unacceptable complication, even for sorcerers.

This death appeared to pose no direct connection or threat to Shalim’s clan, my clan. And while that should be good, from my experience, sorcerers focused only on furthering their own power, making everything in their path expendable—human and demon alike. This youth, innocent and powerless, shouldn’t have appealed to a sorcerer’s aims. His victimization by black magic placed him, by default, on my team. I added identifying the reason for his targeting, like my fellow summoned demons, to my growing list of questions. Whether Chaz or Shalim agreed on my assessment was a different issue.

The dead boy’s physical scent, coupled with the essence clinging to his body, presented another problem.

The breeze carried a light, sweet, caramel-layered fragrance, another marker that elevated Stan’s status above the human he resembled. In the air currents, the decay of the body drifted to me as well, again with something off. I closed my eyes and worked through the layers.

Complex. Normally, I could break down a scent. When someone wears a bearskin coat, I can smell the bear, tell its age at death, its gender. I also smell the bear’s last meal.

Yeah, it’s gross from my standpoint, too. Yet, like fingerprints, the layers are unique.

Woven in with Stan’s scent was his body’s condition, a wealth of degenerative decay and lack of strong fresh blood. Neither was the result of his roasting, and neither worked for a boy his age. A man of ninety? Maybe. Eighteen and fit? Not so much.

I hung out for a few more minutes and watched the police and media canvass the school grounds, searching for answers or evidence of what had caused Stan Markowski to explode in his car. Alone. Hours after the rest of the team had gone home.

They wouldn’t find anything. The Sorcerers’ Consortium never leaves traces of their crimes.




***




I pocketed the keys of my Suzuki GSX-R 600, annoyed that twenty-two hours hadn’t granted me any insights, and headed for a stool at the bar. 

Paco & Pablo’s was packed tonight, even given the after-midnight clientele of the bar-turned-nightclub. From a seat next to Chaz, I waved three fingers to the late-shift bartender. He slid a large glass of Macallan’s twelve-year-old my way and continued his conversation with an animated redhead.

“Got the taste out yet?” I said, deliberately provoking a too-quiet Chaz.

“Screw you, TK.”

I bit back a laugh. He’d been hanging out around humans too long, picking up bad lingo only exacerbated by his demon heritage, the taunts more the equivalent of a bratty ten year old.

A quick look over the bar and adjoining restaurant confirmed the after-dinner crowd had shipped out. The shiny, checkered tablecloths and family clusters were gone, replaced with easy-clean naked wooden tabletops and bar hoppers well into multiple rounds of drinks.

The humans were loaded with alcohol, pheromones, and expectations. The demon contingent passed their time sucking in the emotional high of sexual advances, desperation, and aggression.

Demons, the emotional succubae at least, thrive on any swell in the emotional atmosphere, from one-night stands to a voyeuristic seat at a relationship on the skids. The blood demons, gathered in the darker corners, were banking on an early-hour bar fight or a little gang skirmish. Each focused on their need, but both depended on opportunity for a good feed. Luckily there was enough fluctuation in the human mental state within L.A. to keep the average demon fed and entertained for centuries.

“So, we got nothing.” Chaz turned his gaze toward me not bothering to conceal the flicker of jade flame and ice dominating his eyes in lieu of pupil and iris. The eyes, distinctly demon, revealed for a second in public, but he kept them fixed on me. The rest of his alter ego—dark mocha skin, shining, shaved head, and muscles capable of hoisting cinder block pallets—looked classically human in a pressed black silk shirt and khakis.

I sipped my drink and shrugged with a faked casualness. “At least it wasn’t one of the clan.”

“That’s your luck, not mine. I could be next. Shalim wouldn’t let it slide if we missed an opportunity to track the sorcerer. For you, last night was just an inconvenience.” Cynicism rolled from his words in a thick ooze and I stifled the urge to debate the nuances of his accusation.

All wizards were sorcerers to Chaz. All humans were a sexual food source, black and white, good and evil. Chaz acknowledged no distinctions of gray. Due to my mixed heritage, I was low on his list for investigative partners, though we had ironed out an effective working relationship over the last twelve years. I used my skills to keep him safe, and he allowed me to work with him. History gifted me with enough tolerance and insight to know he was anxious and itchy. I was pretty certain it had nothing to do with our assignment.

“More than inconvenient.” I worked to keep my voice low. “Definitely too late for the kid who died. You under the illusion I would knowingly allow something that horrible?” Four times in the last few weeks, we’d followed the leads. Each time we had arrived too late for two fellow demons, one homeless guy, and now Markowski. Not that Chaz wanted to save anyone. He wanted recognition with Shalim, not morality points.

His quick recrimination touched a sore spot with me. After days of no new leads, irritation dug a little deeper than normal with me as well.

I rolled my glass between my fingers, waiting a moment to savor the strong bite around the edges of my tongue. I don’t get drunk, perhaps a gift of my DNA. Sometimes not such a gift. “What’s the gain for taking out one of the top high school receivers in the state? Where exactly does that fall into a sorcerer’s purview?”

“Hell if I know.” The misery slid from Chaz’s face, quickly replaced by a calculated, malevolent grin. His eyes had reverted to milk chocolate. The intensity warned me he was about to get more annoying. “Hear that kid the other night was supposed to get a scholarship from USC. Guess the sorcerers messed with your innocents.”

I tapped the fingers of my right hand in a measured staccato on the lacquered bar top and avoided looking at Chaz’s eyes because—hell, there wasn’t anything there anyway. His attempt to jerk my chain wouldn’t provoke me and he knew better than to try to feed off of me.

He leaned closer. “So, TK, guess it’s now personal for you, too.”

Not bothering to turn my head, I met his gaze in the mirror behind the bar. “Don’t be a shit. It’s always been personal.”

Chaz shrugged and gripped the bottle of his Irish Red Ale with both hands.

His response, his sullenness, spawned a nasty new suspicion. “If Shalim feels I’m holding out on him, he can—”

Hands up in defense, Chaz’s eyes narrowed. “Hey, I didn’t say anything about Shalim.” He shook his head, breaking eye contact first. Then he turned back to his beer and glanced down the bar’s counter. “You know how it is.”

“Yeah, anything to get a rise. Would’ve thought you fed well enough last night at the crime scene. Dead kid left plenty of fear and depression to suck from the bystanders.”

“That crowd? Not as much fear or regret as you’d think. And a dead human’s not food for my soul.” A snide chuckle erupted, and he patted his chest. “Oh, yeah. No soul.” He gave a soft snort. “I’d rather feed on sex than death any day.”

No disagreement from me there.

“Pissing you off will have to fill in the gap.” The corner of his mouth lifted before he pulled a long draw on his beer.

“Being a jerk will only get you killed faster.” I shook my head and tilted back to swallow the last of my drink. I kept my eyes closed for a second, one hand flexed on the bar, body still. I reined in the fiery vibration that sizzled up my spine and the taste of burned rubber invading my mouth that had nothing to do with the whiskey. Muscles tensed, I focused and broadened my search of scent, sensation, and sound.

I opened my eyes and squinted at the patrons’ reflections in the mirror. My gaze gravitating toward the pool table in the rear corner of the room. Three men and two women gathered around that table and I focused on each one. Light green haze revolved around the first two men and both women. A dusky haze covered them, not vibrant or luminous, but typical for the level of inebriation at this hour.

Chaz tensed beside me. From the corner of my eye, I caught his furtive glance over his shoulder to the right, to the left, and then back to me.

“What is it, man?” He looked around again. “Where?”

The third man, a sorcerer’s scout, emanated a low vibration of dissonance—the harsh tinny rasp of someone beating old bedsprings with an iron skillet. I could feel the twang inside my bones all the way across the room. Draped around him in shreds of brash orange and dense black, his essence wafted in and out.

Sometimes I can see and hear as well as I can smell. Not that the impact is any easier on my system or in any way normal.

Tendrils, thick molten vines of power, snaked in constant motion around him, snaking out and wisping back. Bits at the end of the tendrils broke off and flitted through the room, here and there, skimming the edges of the human customers. After a few seconds, the broken bits disintegrated and fell, diffused, to seep into the floor of the bar.

As the last bits dispersed amongst the customers, the scout handed off his pool cue and sneered, issuing some derogatory comment. He gathered his money from the table lip and patted his disgruntled opponent on his bristled cheek. Seemed no one could resist a cheap shot tonight.

The second man took a stance in front of his friend. The two ladies hung on to the poor loser’s arms and neck to keep him from launching himself in retaliation.

“TK,” Chaz hissed in my ear.

My empty glass raised, I deflected a wisp of the essence with a wave of my finger as it floated toward me.

“When he leaves, we follow.” I tracked the scout’s path in the mirror. “Just follow. Nothing else. He’s on the hunt.”

Chaz frowned. His gaze followed the activity at the pool table and the man now departing from the bar.

I slipped several bills under the shot glass, slid off the barstool and walked toward the door. Several demons looked interested in the potential for trouble. Chaz’s snarl discouraged them.

I headed for my bike, my demon partner on my tail. The engine rumbled to life as I pivoted toward the warehouse district, where I could still make out remnants of the scout’s feelers flaking off in the night air. With so many people in the bar, I hadn’t been able to distinguish the scout’s underlying scent. Bound-demon or soulless-human, now only finding him mattered.

Chaz glimmered beside me. His body wavered and thinned, suspended in midair in a two-dimensional image of a six-point star the thickness of tissue paper. With a quick twist and a hard snap, the demon applied himself to my neck as a tattoo.

I gave no outward sign of the shocking intensity the connection delivered, though the charge seared along every nerve in my body, not deadly but powerful. For demons, this process was no different than giving someone a taxi ride. The connection provided immunity and transport, a privilege of demon-clan membership. My part-human physiology meant I needed to feign ignorance of the initial sensation. To show weakness flagged vulnerability, a thing I avoided at all costs among beings who fed on emotion. Even those beings who preferred their manna from pleasure.

We headed through the quiet streets, closing in on the warehouse district, while the few lights on the poles wavered in an erratic flicker. The sign provided a good gauge of proximity to the sorcerer, since power was hard to shield. The closer that scout got to his master, the more the sorcerer’s power interfered with nearby energy sources. The increased flickers signaled we were close.

Which was good, because I’d run out of road.

Ahead of me stretched fencing, several metal prefabricated warehouses, large semi storage trailers, and darkness. Beyond and out of sight were the L.A. harbor berths, evidenced by the dank smell of seawater and algae.

While most of the warehouses sported surveillance lights around the roof perimeters to discourage vandals, there was plenty of darkness left. Not a hindrance tonight, instead a necessary cover because the acerbic, rank odor of sorcerer rolled thick around us. Coupled with the copper tang of fresh blood.

Chaz detached himself from my neck. He uncoiled onto the damp asphalt at my side as I locked my bike.

“Take the outside length and find a way up to the roof,” I said.

He hesitated. “You sure we’re in the right place?”

The need to trust in my judgment grated on him. Unfortunately, demons couldn’t detect sorcerers. He had no choice but to follow my lead, and I didn’t have time to baby him. That he couldn’t seem to scent the fresh blood made me hesitate.

Then again, Chaz hadn’t been able to scent Markowski last night either, though the remains hadn’t left much blood. This blood also held no sweet essence of the teenage football player.

I turned right and walked two steps. Darkness folded around me. Not an absence of light, more a blanket of ink flipped over my body and glued tight. I couldn’t make out my own feet or hands. The visual disorientation didn’t affect my spatial perception. The warehouse stairs were roughly twenty feet in front of me behind a shielded, well-warded entrance Chaz, or any other demon, couldn’t cross. I turned back and exited from the pitch-black in front of him.

His eyes widened, but he didn’t wait for added confirmation. With a quick nod and a tight-lipped grimace, he backed away to run the building’s length for alternate access—in the relative safety of the moonlit night.














CHAPTER 2







I slipped back into the ink soup and up the concrete stairway that offered the only access I had seen to the warehouse, other than windows set some forty feet above me.

At the top step, I turned my head to listen in the unnatural silence.

Nothing.

The metal bar latch of the door lifted without resistance. No lock? The door opened, quiet and easy, but I held back, adjusting to the shift from the ink to the black and gray within the building. Strips of pale light from the high windows illuminated uneven patches over the concrete floor, packing crates, and structural support beams. The effect, creating more of a moonscape than a floor plan to help me navigate.

Steel catwalks crisscrossed the vast interior at multiple elevations. Crates and more semi-sized containers blocked the view of the walls.

I moved in silence, without disrupting the air around me. A trick I’d perfected the hard way during years of service with Shalim’s clan.

Light gained over darkness in pockets as I made my way through the obstacle maze. The air hummed and pulsed, yet no sound escaped. However, vibrations resonated in my chest, in my hands, and in a steady drone through the base of my skull, amplified by the scent of blood, thick and cloying.

Damn it. Don’t let me be too late.

I jumped atop the nearest box and sprang to grab hold of the catwalk above me. I pulled up slowly, flipped onto the walkway, and waited on my stomach for any sign of presence. Hearing nothing, I moved on.

Audible mutters accompanied a stronger vibration that washed over me the closer I got to the walled platform at the top of the warehouse. The platform, a tree house buried in steel branches of the catwalks that fanned out toward the edges of the building. Light flickered from slits in the metal fabric of the walls.

I inhaled, holding the air in my lungs. A dark and rancid scent clogged my senses, a disgusting combination of fresh asphalt and burned chocolate, more tar and less sugar, distinctively dark magic.

This blood I couldn’t place any more than Markowski’s. It was different: heavier, spicier, and without the rotted quality of sorcerer stench.

Gauging from the intensifying level of vibration, I was out of time. At a full tilt, I reached the last ladder to the platform. Hand over hand, I climbed. Not bothering to hide the noise as I pulled onto the platform that provided the floor for the prefab office. I palmed two small silver daggers from inside my boot and moved to the open doorway.

The man inside had his back to me. Several thick black candles on a cloth-covered altar illuminated his body’s outline. With a wave of his hand, the sorcerer acknowledged and ignored me at the same time. “You’re too late. I can’t use the vessel now.”

He’d luckily mistaken me for his scout. Risking a few precious minutes, I took in the two steel tables between our positions. Two young male bodies—shirtless, pale, and unconscious—lay bound by their wrists and ankles. Rivulets of their blood gathered at the corners of the tables and drizzled into pails below.

At the snap of the sorcerer’s fingers, the utility lights above flicked to life, rendering a harsh and cold scene. Raw plywood and steel presented a stark contrast to the fragile bodies and garnet pools of blood.

Still assuming his scout waited behind him, the sorcerer reached for one of the pails and filled a chalice on the altar.

I glanced behind me, calculating the odds that Chaz had taken out the scout. Frankly, I didn’t feel that lucky. My back to the wall and away from the door, I inched closer to the steel tables. If I could free them, perhaps we would have a chance before the sorcerer-in-training turned around. I had been able to figure out that much about him. He wasn’t young. Not like the children on his tables, although the essence of his power was uncomplicated, infantile. And he was sloppy. Not a mistake made by a seasoned sorcerer.

To this guy, the scout had been a tool he killed and reprogrammed, nothing more. An instrument beneath his notice, his casual ease with me in the room based on an assumption that no scout could attack his master. Sorcerers didn’t attain longevity making such stupid mistakes.

I didn’t move. The scout’s faint scent I could detect, but no vibration accompanied the odor. Chaz had stopped him. Luckily for me, he hadn’t destroyed him. However, I wouldn’t put it past my sidekick to make this more challenging for me. Demons mistake their twisted sense of humor for camaraderie.

The connection between master and scout still existed, or the sorcerer would have known something was wrong. Unfortunately, even with a neophyte, this oversight would last only a few more minutes.

I approached the boys, touched an ankle, and got a better look.

Shit. Maybe twelve years old, if they were lucky. I choked down a quick surge of regret and fanned the rush of anger. Only rage held the power I needed.

The first boy produced neither breath nor heartbeat, his skin and muscle tone all wrong for his age. His blood’s scent was discernible and fresh. The aroma indicated someone young with the electric mobility of the red blood cells still high. But the rest of his body—instead of supple, fleshy skin, dry brittle parchment layered in wrinkles over his bones, a replica of a ninety-year-old, weathered hermit. His mouth hung open, emitting a smell of progressing decay.

What the hell had this sorcerer done? The effect had more than just drained the boy’s body. It had squeezed out every last bit of life.

From my analysis of their blood’s scent, neither boy shared Markowski’s lineage. Yet their lives had ended in the same violent manner.

I touched the second boy’s chest. A thready pulse and an erratic heartbeat registered as he clung to life. His body didn’t resemble his companion’s carcass, but he wasn’t conscious either. Cooperation, definitely ruled out. On the other hand, he wouldn’t fight me.

“You will dispose of the one. When you return, I’ll be done with the other,” said the sorcerer, still shuffling through his procedure before the altar.

I shifted closer, and he turned. Five-eight and stodgy, the sorcerer had an underwhelming presence compared to the horror he had rendered. His gaze flickered over me as he corrected his initial assumption; then his eyes narrowed.

“Who are you?” The chalice clutched in his fingers, he retreated. I advanced on him until only twenty feet separated us.

“You weren’t expecting me?” I closed the gap, though not before the sorcerer tipped the chalice to his mouth and sloshed more blood down the front of his khaki shirt than he managed to drink. Then he scuttled behind one of the steel tables.

He gripped the four-inch gold amulet at his neck with a smirk. “Whoever you are, it won’t matter.”

“I disagree.” I flung one knife. It glanced off the man’s shirt as if hitting a steel breastplate, not human flesh. One option down, I needed to try something else.

My quick kick at the altar tipped the remaining pail. Blood flooded across the altar’s surface, winding its way through the bowls, crystals, and candles. The table rattled and swayed, sending bits of debris to the ground, enough to distract my opponent.

I launched myself at him, but he jerked aside at the last second, and I crashed to my shoulder on the floor. Twisting into a roll at his feet, I moved in time to avoid his athame’s swipe and rebounded, snatched a cloth from the altar, and wound it around my free hand. We circled each other, knives ready, my gaze riveted to his blade, his fixed on my remaining knife.

He sucked in a ragged breath—power he had aplenty, good health, evidently, not so much. He glanced to the door and back to me, seeming to debate escape versus revenge for the loss of his prizes. Anger and his ego got the better of him. He straightened, his glare growing malignant as he raised a clenched fist over his head. A silver sheath spread to cover his middle three fingers in a thick cuff. The metal sparked and glowed with a peculiar obsidian sheen. Mist steamed from his clenched fingers as his tense lips moved in a rhythmic litany.

His actions sped so fast I didn’t have the option to attack him and also safeguard the remaining boy. Not that I deliberated, in spite of Shalim’s mandate that I eliminate sorcerers whatever the costs. I braced myself before the boy, prepared to defend him.

The overhead lights flickered once, then exploded, leaving only the three candles from the altar to illuminate the scene. A crash of warehouse windows coincided with a twist of the sorcerer’s mouth into a victory sneer. “You were a fool to come here.”

I made a lunge for him and swiped—too short a reach for his body—he disappeared in a crack of gray space and a wisp of smoke.

Okay, I had lost the sorcerer. I glanced down at the cloth in my hand. The amulet I’d severed from his neck and retrieved from his feet glimmered with, hopefully, a source of his power. Planning had afforded me an edge. Whether it would be enough remained to be seen.

A high-pitched screech and the stench of manure dispelled my brief illusion as I glanced over my shoulder. Assaulted by a scorching breeze and a metallic whine, I winced at the sight of black claws the size of large combine blades tearing open the wall. Red, glistening eyes surrounded by iridescent black scales stared at me from behind a shiny, twelve-foot beak. The room’s jerking motion brought me face-to-face with the huge beast.

Too close. I refused to go as a dragon’s appetizer. Trying for backward movement, I slipped on the bloody floor, almost out of reach of the claws. One tip nicked through my jeans to my thigh. The jagged rush of pain hurt like a son of a bitch, but it was great for my focus. I tipped a candle on the altar, then ripped the ignited cloth from the table and swung the flaming mess at the creature. He backed away, one eye on me while the other swept the room.

The independently functioning eyes brought a new definition to creepy. It also gave the creature better odds. Not that he needed better odds.

Claws swept aside the steel table with the dead boy. With a leap, I slammed against the other table. The momentum shoved me, with the remaining boy, to the opposite side of the platform and through the door.

I grabbed the kid around his waist seconds before the table tipped over the edge of the platform and plummeted to the warehouse floor some four stories below. Hefting him over my shoulder, I raced along the catwalk toward a freight elevator now visible at the far wall of the warehouse. The hard beat of leather wings, a gust of hot breath, and an earsplitting screech followed me. Flame dusted the backs of my legs as I slammed the elevator door shut and pressed the Start button. Airy and constructed of metal slats with a solid floor, the elevator wasn’t anyone’s idea of salvation, but it moved. Slow and steady, it chugged along inside the steel-columned tube.

The talons followed me, grasping the outside of the shaft as the elevator descended. Luckily, the steel bars of the shaft deterred the claws from gaining purchase on my car. Our slow progress also bought me time to rip off my T-shirt and tear off strips to bind the boy’s open wounds.

The kid was alive, but he would bleed out if I didn’t get him to safety. He needed time, and I couldn’t count on Chaz or any of Shalim’s crew to get here fast enough or have the motivation to help me. My priorities were shifting from minute to minute since the sorcerer had made his escape, leaving behind one pissed-as-hell beast and me with one unconscious kid.

Said clever beast had managed to work at the opening at the bottom of the elevator shaft, enough to fit its can-opener beak inside the shaft’s base.

I hit the Stop button at the second-level exit. A small covered alcove shielded this exit from the walkway and from direct view of the warehouse. It wasn’t going to fool the dragon for long.

I had seen a fair number of creatures conjured from the bowels of hell. My preference wasn’t to tackle this black-clawed, scale-beaked, and fire-breathing concoction without demonic backup. Chaz would get here, sometime. I hoped.

The elevator shaft around me rattled hard enough I dropped to my knees. My big pet had decided on the higher ground, shaking the elevator shaft above my alcove. Unfortunately, we could see each other.

Okay. Help wouldn’t get here fast enough—time for Plan B. I moved the boy to the farthest corner and reached into my jeans pocket for the amulet. The disc fit in my palm with uncomfortable familiarity.

Dark magic vibrated from the gold. I could feel it pulse and thrum, stimulating nauseous bile in my throat. The thing about evil is that it’s infectious. Not the magic itself, rather the hold it takes on your soul. No soul is pure enough to tune out the call. However, giving in is usually a choice. No matter how strong the pull, there should be an option of freewill. This amulet stripped one of freewill. It would strip the will from me as it had stripped it from the creature. His spirit, now embedded in the object, forced compliance to the command of the amulet’s owner.

Bad situation and I’m not without compassion. Though not being the object of ravenous rage comes first in my priorities.

A strong tempting pull issued from the enchantment within the golden disc. While I wasn’t bound by its spell, the big lizard boy on the outside of the elevator cage was. I met his angry glare and held the amulet up by the broken chain. One red eye fixed on the glittering gold. With a scream, he shook the cage again and watched me without blinking.

I took the risk. Releasing the door, I left the elevator, cleared the alcove, and moved farther out on the catwalk. I faced the monster, amulet suspended in my hand, and maintained the connection of my gaze to its blood-red one.

He let out a phlegmy rattle and a stench so strong I covered my nose and mouth with one arm to keep from choking on the noxious fumes. My other hand moved the amulet. Like a pendulum, the heavy weight swung from left to right without further impetus from me. The creature’s head followed in a mimic of the motion. The beak swayed closer to my hand, the head twitched, and a cluck issued from deep in its throat, its focus on my hand unnerving.

“Go fetch.” I swung back my arm and pivoted, flinging the amulet toward the middle of the warehouse. The gold glittered through the shards of silver moonlight and disappeared with a clatter as the amulet bounced between crates onto the warehouse floor.

The creature flapped its wings, struggling to launch. Talons skimmed the top of my head as it pursued, desperate to catch the object of torture. A large crash echoed from its landing, followed by splinters of crates and boxes spraying in a path of destruction as it searched.

That should give me a minute or, with luck, two.

After retrieving the boy, I straddled the railing and gauged the distance to the floor below. With no better option, I just jumped. A rising chant drew my attention back to the sorcerer’s high platform.

He had come back, probably under the impression he still held the upper hand and the amulet. Yes, definitely a novice. And stupid.

The chant drew the creature’s attention as well.

Head raised, beak clasping the amulet, the creature squinted with new purpose. Harsh, violent wrath rippled in shock waves across the air currents. The head drew back and flipped the amulet into the air. Its maw opened and swallowed. With a pump of its wings, the creature lifted, airborne, in the direction of the platform.

I picked up my pace and breached the door as the sorcerer’s scream pierced the night, followed by a series of crashes. I glanced back. Just once.

Flames engulfed the platform, the walls rent from their frames. The creature stamped back and forth, wings tucked behind its back, the sorcerer’s arm hanging—no, eaten.

I gave my head a quick shake that didn’t dispel the image as I left the building. Repositioning the boy into a fireman’s carry, I cleared the warehouse parking lot with greater speed and didn’t stop until I reached the road. Finally, risking a halt, I set the kid down, wrestled my cell phone from my jeans, and knelt at his side.

Flames burst from the warehouse’s upper windows. The explosions escalated with a bloom of colors as the fire connected with whatever was stored in all the crates on the warehouse floor. Fireworks, from the display of the rainbow flashes and the syncopated whistles and bangs. The smell of gasoline gave a hint, too.

I didn’t bother to search for the creature. With the conjurer and totem both effectively destroyed, it would return back to another dimension.

I flipped the phone shut when the car stopped beside me. “Took you long enough.”

Chaz ignored me and watched the spectacle through the open passenger window. “Quite the Technicolor.”

“No thanks to you. Where the hell have you been?”

“Other priorities,” he responded with a shrug. “I took the scout out.”

I wrestled open the rear door and laid the boy on the seat. My bike I would have to get later, if it survived the incineration.

“Hey, no blood on the seats.”

Not certain if he meant the kid or me, I ignored him and slid into the passenger seat. “It’s the price you pay for being late. Besides, when do you care about a little blood?”

“It’s Corinthian leather.” Chaz sniffed at the backseat. “Is he for entertainment?”

“No, he’s covered under my innocents clause.”

“Not my clause.”

I wiped my remaining silver blade on my jeans, an eyebrow raised at Chaz.

“Fine.” He spat out his window and rolled his eyes. “Now what?”

“Now, you run me by the nearest hospital and give me your jacket.”

“No way—” He broke off as he watched me flip the blade in my hand and wedge it back into my boot. “You’re a son of a bitch,” he added without heat and shrugged out of his leather bomber. “I don’t know why Shalim makes us put up with you. You know he’s going to expect you to come straight in and report.”

“Shalim is going to have to wait until I get this kid fixed up.” I zipped the jacket to cover the tears and blood on what was left of my shirt. “And he tolerates me because I can find these sorcerers who want to bind your eternal hides and destroy you.”

“Whatever.” Chaz pulled the car onto the main road and headed toward the hospital.

“Let him know I’ll be there as soon as I’m finished.”

“You think I want to roast in the eternal flame?” he snapped. “Tell him yourself.”














CHAPTER 3







The critical care unit’s blue shellacked walls reflected the light and intensified the hammering at the base of my skull. The depressing color didn’t help my frustration level either. Four in the morning shouldn’t be so hard on the eyes or the brain. Since there was no help for that, I waited while the numbers of each floor lit in the digital square at eye level and tracked the elevator’s slow progress.

I had admitted the boy in the emergency room. No small feat. A total stranger bringing in a teenager, nearly drained of blood, half dressed, and unconscious usually raised a cry to the police or at least social services.

Fortunately, I had a track record for delivering people off the streets. As bad as that sounds, my typical haul wasn’t kids and rarely extended to anyone unconscious. All points in my favor. The ER administrator was familiar with me, if not outwardly friendly. They would still contact the authorities, but on me, she would reserve judgment until the kid regained consciousness. The state of his mangled wrists earmarked him as a potential suicide. I cringed, picturing him waking up here, alone, frightened out of his mind, and strapped to a bed. Not a circumstance I could control.

My bike successfully retrieved, I had come back to wait for news on his condition. With no documented relationship, the staff refused to give me any updates, much less let me see him.

On the plus side, the sorcerer hadn’t cut the boy’s ankles, like the other boy in the warehouse. The result—a slower bleed-out and a higher promise of survival. Each hour this kid stayed alive pegged another milestone toward his recovery.

With a ding, the elevator doors opened, and I punched the button for the main lobby. Hands stuffed in my pockets, I leaned against the back wall, my eyes blessedly closed. Eons later, the ding for the next floor rang out. With nine more floors to go, I ignored the door’s rattle as it opened and closed. No great hurry, no new occupants, and a modicum of peace. I would take what I could get.

I released a frustrated breath and mulled over the sorcerer’s need for a vessel. Whether from my own muddled fog from the recent events or lack of food or just weariness, I couldn’t puzzle out the logic for his request. Instead of using one of the two captive boys, he’d been intent on draining them to death. Not to mention that he drank only a small portion of their blood.

Answers didn’t materialize out of thin air, which circled me back to my original task for Shalim, pinpointing the Consortium’s location. The job I shared with Chaz.

He had grudgingly taken me back to retrieve my bike after I’d admitted the boy. Then left. Not a word from him on where he’d been all the time I had battled the dragon. His vibration’s higher resonance and the deeper, healthy color of his dark-chocolate human façade clued me in. Where he had found someone to feed on near the docks was the question. Given his preference to feed on the high levels of pleasurable sexual emotions emitted by others, I worried less about victims than his uncharacteristic urge to feed twice today.

The elevator dinged at the fourth floor.

“Such resignation.”

I opened my eyes and held every muscle ready. Another finely tuned defensive skill adapted from clan training. Never offer an opponent an opening.

“You don’t need to look like that,” said the petite brunette in front of me.

“What the hell do you want?” I don’t usually open with rudeness, but I could smell her, though not quite the acerbic, cinder fragrance I’d come to recognize. Her scent held a bit of sweet sandalwood and cinnamon with a strong demon undercurrent beneath the delicate exterior. A surplus of demons everywhere. Humans have no idea how many circulate in civilized society.

I rolled my shoulders and clenched my teeth. Could be worse, a lot worse.

“Hmm, issues. Now is that the way to treat the answer to your problems?” She gave a quick smile that didn’t reach the amber shine of her eyes.

“No problems here.” I forced my best leave-me-the-fuck-alone attitude into the statement. “Not that resolution to my issues is any of your business.”

Stupidly, and knowing better, I gave her a brief once-over.

She was pretty, with mocha skin, glossy shoulder-length curls, and those eyes—intense. Demons in their human shells radiate a potent allure. Her form revealed an interesting and subtle mix of understatement and sex appeal. Demons have some control over their appearance in human form, though what usually surfaces is an unbidden display of ego. Hence Chaz’s menacing attempt at a cultured NFL-player façade.

Beneath this demon’s attractive surface, I could detect deadly power. Deep, subtle vibrations of energy and heat combined with her delectable scent: complex, evolved, signaling high skill and strong power. Probably older than God, as well. She carried the seasoned, confident air of a higher demon. More polished than Shalim, definitely, and he qualified for the ten-thousand-year-old register.

Her responding gaze started with my feet and worked its way up to my eyes with a look of interest that would fry eggs. Every inch of my body tingled from her appraisal.

“I’ve heard so much about you, Thaddeus Kane.”

“Don’t call me that.” No one called me by my name, not even Chaz. In fact, aside from various oblique references, I held no one name within my clan, only brief, symbolic references denoting a member of mixed blood. A member undeserving of a name to my demon brothers. Overheard in reference by another demon outside of my clan, my name would cast a large net of suspicion on me and imply a deep association. Trouble I didn’t need. It might not get me killed, but I would wish I were dead, expulsion from the clan being equivalent to death.

“So touchy. Kane, then, blue-eyed boy of demons.” She raised a perfect arched brow.

The elevator doors opened. “How about you don’t call me anything, and we’ll call it even.” I pushed away from the elevator wall to head toward the hospital lobby.

She remained before me, arms crossed with feigned impatience. “So do you have a way to get the boy out of here? Or will he spend the rest of his life trussed up in the psych ward?”

The doors started to slide shut. I shot out an arm over her head and slammed a hand to stay the mechanism. Not making eye contact, I lowered my head beside hers. “You leave the boy out of whatever is on your mind.”

“No.” Her face turned toward me, her breath on my cheek. Whispers of flame flickered across my skin. “I want your help, and I demand a certain level of indebtedness. The boy is in-play.”

“No.”

With a well-placed grip on my jacket, she hauled me back across the elevator into the wall, with more strength than a wrecking crane. The door slid shut. “Let’s clear this up now. I don’t have time to waste. I can get the boy released, legitimately and—” She held up a hand to stop my speech. “I can get him placed in a safe home where he’ll be cared for. Indefinitely.”

I waited. Silence closed in and sucked out the air in the shrinking metal box.

“So what’ll it be?” she said.

“What’s the catch?”

She chewed the inside of her cheek, tilted her head, and assessed me. “I help you with this kid, and you help me find some others.”

“No deal.” I reached around her, hit the Open Door button, and pushed past her. Without interference, I reached my bike in three minutes and jammed the helmet on my head.

She had nothing to offer me, and I didn’t bother looking back.

I wasn’t about to locate kids destined for succubus fodder.




***




I closed the elevator grate to my loft, dropped Chaz’s jacket across one of my mismatched thrift-store chairs, and tossed my helmet onto the couch. It took more effort and time to wipe clean the blood left on my chest from my battle with the dragon, sorcerer, and bleeding kids.

A quick look in the bathroom mirror confirmed the same body I woke up in this morning. I pitched the washcloth into the hamper, scoring two points, and dropped my tattered shirt in the trash. The grumble of my stomach forced my next decision.

Meager didn’t begin to describe the items that had survived in my fridge over the last two weeks. When nothing satisfied my eyes or my stomach, I gave up and rummaged in the cupboard. Armed with canned artichokes, mushrooms, capers, and pasta, I grabbed a sauté pan and flicked on the burner.

“Don’t you think you should hear me out before you discount my offer?”

Fists on either side of the stove, I hung my head, not bothering to look in her direction. “Didn’t take you long. You have an obvious disregard for personal space.”

She snorted in disgust. “I’m being considerably more polite than any of your clan brothers. Why the lack of civility from you, baby boy?” She ran a hand along my counter and glanced at the stove. “I’ve made a very fair request for you to help these innocents.”

“I don’t think helping you find children will keep them innocent for very long.” I grabbed an onion from a basket underneath the counter and cleaved it in half with my knife. “So why do you want them? Let me guess. To feed on their fear, or perhaps they taste like chicken?”

I actually didn’t take her for a flesh demon, but sometimes people spill things when you rile them a bit. Never smart to rile a powerful demon, but I was tired. And hungry. Her presence guaranteed I would rectify neither issue soon.

She tapped a polished nail on the countertop. “Now see, that shows you are being very…biased. Throwing me in with every other demon you’ve met. Trite.” She ran a hand over one section of the recycled glass-and-stone counter, lingering here and there over the color and texture highlights. A sensual, practiced move meant to entice me, not decipher my kitchen’s construction quality. “I have no particular interest in children. Period. Nice surface, by the way.” She glanced around at the loft and then at the bricks piled in the corner. “Doesn’t seem to match the rest of the décor, though.”

I raised an eyebrow at the veiled insult. Just because the woman failed to be impressed with my work in progress didn’t mean it merited her scrutiny or lack of vision. I had carefully removed those bricks from the surrounding walls, to reuse them, exposing pipes and wiring. The result, a wide-open floor plan. Wood-plank flooring covered the kitchen and immediate living room, but stacks of hardwood pallets and construction tools covered the bare concrete floor near the elevator and the remaining space.

I did all the work myself, which meant I didn’t finish the majority of my projects. My entire space consisted of the freshly finished kitchen, a somewhat old and broken-in leather couch I’d rescued from a Hollywood agent who had “gone out of business,” a pitted but clean table, a collection of unmatched chairs, and a few bookcases.

Not fancy, but it was mine. I shared it with no one, especially demons, clan or not. Frankly, I don’t need much. What I have is clean and, where possible, constructed by me. Given her nails, I would be surprised if she could find her way around the proper end of a circular saw, much less replicate any of the work I’d done. Then again, she’d proved she was strong.

She shook her head in disgust, turned back to me, and ran her gaze over my chest down to where my jeans hung on my hips. “You, however, clean up nicely.”

“Why bother?” I asked, trying to get her to focus on something other than my body. The sooner we resolved her issue, the sooner she would leave.

Her eyes widened in mock offense, purposefully misconstruing my comment.

“The kids,” I said firmly as I walked to a hallway closet, dragged out a T-shirt, and headed back to the kitchen. I’m not shy. I just didn’t need female demonic lust as a distraction. Little sensations of her interest already perked along my nerve endings, instigating an inconvenient response. My control is good, but not that good.

“They are being targeted for termination,” she said with a shrug.

“You care for what reason?” I waved the knifepoint at her in a circle before continuing with the onion. “You’ll forgive me if I find a demoness who saves children a bit of a stretch.”

“My motivations aren’t something you need to know.”

I gave her a look and then glanced pointedly at the door.

“Isn’t your interest piqued? Just a little?” She sashayed toward the elevator grate and opened the door. “Too bad.” She made a show of entering the elevator and then disappeared.

Not able to help it, I gritted my teeth and looked at the ceiling. No help there. No one above ever answered my pleas. With a loud click, I switched off the burner and backed against the refrigerator, arms crossed to wait. “Fine. But you get five minutes, and they started four minutes ago.”

She wafted back into form next to me, slid a hand up my sleeve, and smiled. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

I pushed her jewel-polished nails from my sleeve. “Who is targeting the kids? And why?”

“It’s not one person but several. A rather nasty group, one growing in power.”

“These are human children?”

She hesitated a second and then nodded.

I swallowed back annoyance. I wanted to get the whole story without having to drag it out of her in bits and pieces. “I’m not buying it.”

“Expand your mind a minute. This—” She waved her fingers, seeming to search for a word. “This group thinks removal of the children provides opportunities for their own team’s advancement. They are deadly serious about their goals.”

“Based on what, paranoia?”

She rolled her eyes with a bored look. “More like scripture.”

“The Bible directs someone to kill these children? And demons would give a crap for what reason?” I moved away from her, leaned a hip against the stove, and gave a sad glance at my onion, seeing the opportunity for a meal in my immediate future dissolve.

“These children are special to all of us.”

I said nothing and tapped my finger to my wrist and imaginary watch.

That bought me a scowl, but she continued. “If these children reach the age of twenty-three, they become immortal. Relatively speaking. They begin to echo a signal of their true selves at seventeen. They are at risk from then on until they reach the age of change.”

“That’s a new one.” I turned and filled a pot of water to distract myself while I tried to gauge her honesty level. Given the “no soul” aspect of demons, it’s a little hard to decipher honesty. Evaluation requires a measure of emotion to gauge right and wrong, guilt and innocence. I waited for her next reaction, but she didn’t offer more information. “Immortal relative to what?”

“To time,” she said. “Eternity is a very long time. These children will live for several centuries, which would be immortal by human, if not demon, standards.”

I stepped toward the demon. She came to my shoulder, an illusion of tiny and defenseless. Yet I had felt her power earlier, and I was pretty sure she had been holding back. “You gain what by saving these children?”

“It’s not about saving children. At least for me, and you don’t need to pretend detachment.”

I raised a brow and attempted a menacing scowl, getting tired of the wordplay. “What do you gain by saving these children?”

She pushed past me to stroll around the apartment. Her fingers trailed on the table, then over the back of the sofa, and finally lingered on the Bible on my bookshelves. A gift given to me by a woman who felt I needed some spiritual guidance.

“She’s correct,” she said with a smirk.

“Get out of my head.” I felt her mental touch’s slight buzz. Annoying and surprising. I was immune to demons’ penetration of my thoughts—or so I had assumed.

“Shield yourself.”

“What do you gain?”

“It’s not a simple answer.” Turning back, she looked at me. Her hand still rested on the Bible. “Do you value your soul?”

“Whether I do or not, doesn’t matter. Demons don’t have souls, so I fail to see the relevance to you.”

“No, not now.” She turned away from me and crossed her arms. “Either way, these youths have value.”

“So you want them for your own purposes. To manipulate?” I returned to the counter and opened the jar of capers, popped one in my mouth, and waited. Her gaze followed my every movement. The lust cycled back with a vengeance, but I focused on the salty brine in my mouth and ignored the sensation in my groin. “Perhaps to devour their souls.”

“No.” Her spontaneous jerk signaled truth. “The children need to fulfill their—” she frowned, “destiny.”

I tapped a finger against my nonexistent watch again.

She sighed. “These immortals are cogs in mankind’s final assessment.” She tapped the Bible again. “The ultimate judgment.”

“By saving these children you get what?”

“I do what I’m told.” She settled on the couch arm to watch me.

“So your clan wants the children alive.” I doubted that, but she remained silent, not bothering with an alternate explanation. “To what end? To contribute to humanity’s demise?”

“Ye of little faith. This isn’t a poker game, and I’m not playing with the deck. If it were a game of skill, and understand me well, I’m all about the sure thing—the proper order of things—I play to win.”

I thought about it for a few minutes. The existence of humans who mutated into immortals didn’t ring a bell, but in the grand scheme of long-lived beings, I possessed an infant’s equivalent of insight on the knowledge slide rule. There were plenty of things I didn’t know. Would never know. “If there are pre-immortals, then there must be full-fledged immortals?”

She nodded once.

“No doubt they’ll save their own children.”

Her lips pressed into a thin line, as she appeared to deliberate some detail, and then decided to give some information. I doubted it would be everything.

“Immortals are a mutation in the human DNA. These children aren’t born in a lineage. They evolve randomly. So it’s difficult to anticipate where they’ll show up.”

I leaned forward toward the counter, my hands braced against the edge, and squinted at her. “But you have a way to anticipate where they’ll show up, or you wouldn’t want my help.”

“Yes.”

“And the adults?”

“They are few and secretive. They may not know of the danger to their kind. They may not care.”

“Seems unlikely.”

“I don’t have insight into everything, Kane.”

“We aren’t on a first-name basis.”

She raised a brow, yet remained silent.

“And you still haven’t given any reason why I need to be involved in your pet project.”

“You have special talents.”

I felt another scowl coming on. My talents weren’t common knowledge, and I wasn’t up for the highest demon bidder. Though probably better to know what she knew. “Specifically?”

“You have enhanced senses for finding things: people, demons, sorcerers…immortals. You will be able to detect these children. Unfortunately, as they approach sixteen or seventeen, their blood begins to change, and others can detect them also. My bet is you can detect them sooner.”

I moved around the counter toward her, wanting to find some sense of truth in her eyes. Demons don’t work that way. “There are demons with enhanced ability of scent.”

“True, but you sense more than just scent. You also have immunity to some of the downfalls demons face from the enclave organizing this extermination.”

Great, I was Plan A. “So I’m expendable.”

“You are not without skills to defend yourself. You also have more motivation than demons.”

“Evidently, present company excluded.”

“My reasons are personal. I will lend my assistance.” Her blank expression shut down more information on the topic. “You’ve dealt with the Consortium before, as well. They may view themselves as an evolved corporation, an elite membership of dark magic, but deep down they are nothing more than petty thugs. Besides, this is right up your alley of charitable causes.”

“I don’t have charitable causes.” Some days it seemed everyone knew more than a comfortable number of details about me. My world was getting smaller by the minute.

“Funny man. These children are plucked off one by one. Tell me their deaths don’t appall your sense of righteousness.”

I waited.

“You’ll be rewarded generously. Gold, if you require it.” She opened her fist, palm up. A chain of gold links threaded through her fingers and spilled off her hand. At my lack of response, it disappeared. “Or a pound of flesh, if that’s your pleasure.” Her eyes roved again, changing from amber to a deeper bronze hue.

My eyes closed. I tried to fend off the images of sensual flesh she slid through my mind. “You can stop with the payment menu.”

“Okay, so we’ll hold on the flesh. I’m certain I can match Shalim’s payments of gold.”

I briefly considered having her help place the boy, but demons were predictable about using anyone close to you as leverage. He was too vulnerable for me to cut him free, which meant I needed to retain responsibility for his safety. I passed on the idea, especially since her offer held more questions than answers.

The gold, on the other hand, might provide a lot of goodwill. Buy some favors. Buy a life, several, maybe. Lives are disgustingly cheap these days.

She watched as if she were tracking all my thoughts and nodded when she seemed to guess I had resolved the issue. “We start with the gold. If this arrangement works out, perhaps I can add something of a more personal nature.”

“Not the boy.” I whipped away from the counter toward the demon. She had the good sense to disappear. Only a waft of burnt tallow and cinnamon bore witness to her presence. The only thing left, since I didn’t even have her name to summon her.

Great.

I glanced at the clock on the wall. Three hours since Chaz had dropped me off at the hospital. Shalim would be fuming. I had no doubt this new demon’s offer wouldn’t please Shalim. Demons weren’t big on shared loyalties, for obvious reasons.

Well, ask me no questions, and I’ll tell you no lies. Shalim would have to wait just a bit longer. I still had one more errand.

I grabbed Chaz’s jacket and headed out.














CHAPTER 4







The shutters nailed closed and the exterior paint’s original color long since obscured beneath the dense abstract graffiti on the walls, the homeless shelter on the corner of Albemarle and Fifth was nonetheless functional and in business.

I knocked until the dead bolt clicked. The front door opened a fraction, still restrained by a thick steel chain.

“Kane, I don’t have time to talk right now. You know how it is before we open.”

“Tal, I just need a minute. I’ve got another one to place.”

She shook her head with a weary expression. Small wisps of gray on black escaped from her braid of hair. “You’re a regular refugee magnet.”

I spread my hands and tried my best beguiling smile. “It always brings me here.”

The smile didn’t work, but she stepped back to let me in, then closed and locked the door behind me. “I don’t know if I can help, but you can have ten minutes. Make yourself useful.” She nodded to the stacks of folding chairs against the wall. “So what’s the situation with this one?”

“About twelve. Abducted, drugged, and cut up pretty bad.”

She stood back, hands on her hips, and gave me a stern look, one that aged her beyond her sixty-five years. “And you ran across this one in what, the grocery store? What the heck do you do with your free time?”

“You know me, Tal, just out looking for trouble.” The sad truth was, trouble always found me. Always had.

Her snort declared her opinion. “Doesn’t he have family? You know there’s no help for older kids. Not even foster care wants to touch the kind of trouble you spouted.”

“I don’t think he’s trouble. Just in a bad place.” I thought back to the buckets of blood and had to look away from her frank stare.

“Aren’t they all, darlin’.”

“They’ve got him in critical care. When he makes it out—”

She shook her head. “Kane, there’s no way I can find a place for a kid with a habit. Even if I could, it would take money.” She paused, and I knew what was coming. “Just because I find him someplace doesn’t mean he’ll stay.”

“He didn’t do it to himself. I can come up with money for him.” She was a softie. I wasn’t above pushing every tender button. “He just needs somebody to keep an eye out for him.”

Her eyes widened, startled with concern, and then she looked away. Talia flagged personal accountability as her number one rule. “The person who did this to him?”

I leaned back against the table. “Had an unfortunate accident.”

“Kane—”

“Wasn’t me.” I patted my palms on my chest. “Swear to God.”

She contemplated me for a moment and then turned to the chairs. “Frankly, it doesn’t matter.”

I opened chairs and slid them across the wood floor with more force than necessary, trying to spin off excess energy in a safe manner.

“These kids are like shadows.” After a shake of her head, she paused. “I don’t see them. Or I would have to call social services. They stay clear of me. But you—”

“They’re just trying to survive, Tal.” She’d been burned too many times. It wouldn’t stop me from asking. In spite of her reluctance, she had an incredible number of resources and cold-steel courage.

“Don’t you think I know what their lives are like?” One knuckle rubbed at a spot between her brows, the gesture a telltale sign I was making headway. “I grew up here. I’ve seen it. I lived so close to that edge I can feel its clammy hand on the back of my neck. So I know there are things you can’t fix, Kane.”

I pulled a chair around, sat on it backwards, and looked her in the eye. “Not ready to give up, Tal. Just not quite there yet.”

Talia sighed and rested a hand on my arm. “I’ll ask around anyway, see what I can do.”

I nodded. She always did everything she could, and sometimes she pulled out a miracle. “How’s volume lately?”

She reached for a chair and then paused, turning back to me. “A couple of the regulars have been missing: Deke, Stanley, Pedro. They stay pretty much holed up under the interstate overpass, but at least they were consistent about coming in for dinner.” The chair flipped open under the pressure from her hands. The harsh snap and clank of metal on wood seemed to punctuate her thoughts. “You knew that.”

I knew more than I wanted to. I had run across Stanley’s body in a sorcerer sighting two weeks ago. The recon of a sorcerer’s scout led us to the body. A disappointment for Chaz—no hot site for sorcerers. A disappointment for me—Stanley’s late-thirties body, sun-leathered and worn on top of his natural walnut coloring, had been dumped by a scout. Several days deceased, he no longer resembled the reclusive alcoholic whose occasional quirks of humor sparked through his darker recollections of honorable military service. Existing day-to-day somehow crossed Stanley’s path with the Consortium’s for reasons I hadn’t yet determined. A full-blooded human, the homeless man possessed no signs of the anomalies I encountered in the children. Perhaps he’d only been an option to use as another scout and rejected for reasons defined by the sorcerers.

There wasn’t a need to tell Talia. She couldn’t do anything to help Stanley now.

I kept an eye out for the others, since I ran these streets a lot. The way in and out of the underworld isn’t paved through suburbia. It’s paved through all the dark back alleys of Talia’s neighborhood and ones like it. I had seen my share and then some. Perhaps an odd perspective, but my life with demons was in many ways better than the average person’s on these streets. I couldn’t compare my struggles with the level of fight, flight, and betrayal these people dealt with every day. Or maybe I was just good at denial.

Tal wanted to guard them all. In her own way, she was a gatekeeper for death in this neighborhood—she kept it away a little bit longer. I tried to keep an eye on her charges when I had time.

“Wasn’t sure,” I said. “Those guys fall under the radar easily. I’ve heard a group in town might be trying to benefit from their obscurity.” The Consortium didn’t used to prey on children. The homeless and indigent could disappear with only the notice of people like Talia. And me. No muss, no fuss. The migration to younger kids didn’t rule out that the sorcerers were still taking homeless off the streets.

She opened her mouth but reconsidered whatever she intended to say. We have sort of a “don’t ask and I won’t have to lie to you” policy.

“I don’t know any specifics that would help. If I did, I would tell you.” It was all I could offer her.

She nodded. “Would it help to bring the police in?”

I shook my head. “Too fringe of an element for them to catch.”

“How do you know that?” Fingering the cross on the chain over her sweater, she held up a hand. “No. I just don’t want you to become another statistic.”

How close she was to the truth. I gave a rueful laugh and stood to kiss her on the cheek. “Tal, I’m just too wicked to go away.” I put my chair back in formation.

She followed me to the door, prepared to lock it behind me. “Peace, Kane. Be safe.”




***




I walked along the line of men waiting to get into the shelter for tonight’s dinner run and nodded to a few of the regulars. Two blocks down, the line of bleary and forsaken warriors ended. I crossed the street and headed toward the church on Mission Street. The doors were always open, for in the poorest part of town, there was little here to steal, and the destitute, drunk, and drugged needed access to God as much as the next man.

From the entry, I took a side stairway to the bell tower. The irony was that this place of grace provided equal access to the faithful of heaven and the most treacherous of hell. At the top of the tower, I turned, opened a recessed door in the pillar, and stepped through into a quick-space of darkness, heat, and power.

For any normal human being, the step would have been a quick and final fifty-foot trip down to the sidewalk below. For me, and the demons of this part of the world, the portal accessed a breach in reality to the subterranean fault line. It provided subway access to the various residences of things that go bump in the night. We could ride the power and breach of the earth’s mantle, surfing the energy tubes to any location. It was also the fastest access to my employer’s domain.

A part-time job it might be, though one I took more seriously than death itself. While death for me had been a little elusive, torture at the hands of Shalim’s clan could last forever. He hadn’t called me home on this particular job, but he did have a limit to his patience.

Highways traveled through much of the underworld, but to step off the fault lines into a particular territory still required the knowledge of where to step and approved access. For my clan, I had both.

I rounded the corner into the main courtyard, a rocky, cavernous expanse. A thick red muscled arm grabbed me around the neck and slammed me into a wall. Shrinking down, I managed to miss the fist coming in for a close pounding of my rugged features. Well, at least, human features.

“Get up, you wretched half-breed.”

Nice to know nothing had changed with life in the lower echelons.

I struggled up and backed away. My hand’s swipe across the back of my head came away wet—blood. Great, I’d attract every hungry blood demon on the way home. “Look, Brazko. Shalim is waiting for me.”

The large demon moved closer. His hot breath fanned my face. The scales around his eyes reflected a deep purple, the same color as the ribbed horn protruding from his head. “He was waiting for you. Now he just wants your miserable carcass brought before him.”

“I can make it there on my own, thanks.”

“Too late.” The muscle-bound, horned demon dug his claws into my shoulder and pulled me up. He dragged me along with the toes of my boots not quite touching the ground. Not a small feat either, given my six foot two stature. I had no chance, given that my height almost matched Brazko’s width, with his height clocking in closer to eight feet. They grow them big in the underworld, and most look much better in human form, though that’s only my opinion.

Luckily for me, most demons don’t have powers in proportion to their size, strength, or egos.

“If Shalim is really pissed at me, he won’t be happy if I’m already mush when he wants to interrogate me.”

Brazko didn’t exactly come around to my way of thinking. However, he gave me a shake and lugged me to the hall with obvious annoyance. Better than being thrown to the ground and pummeled into ground hamburger in the courtyard. His preference was to be inside my head, forcing crippling delusions as he tortured my flesh. Fortunately, that doesn’t work on me. The flesh part, sort of. Something about my brain doesn’t comply with force. My clan brothers had expended their frustrations on my body instead. Not necessarily a saving grace for me, but I heal very quickly. I learn even faster. Their persistence provided invaluable training during the times I remained conscious.

I didn’t waste time on Shalim’s guard dog, though I didn’t fight him either. A framework of humility always worked better with Shalim than arrogance. My delivery to my leader on Brazko’s meat hook would actually work in my favor. Brazko hadn’t figured that out yet, which was why he’d been on gatekeeper duty for the last century.

In an effortless toss, he slung me to the ground before Shalim’s chair. I rolled out of the way and jumped to a squat before Brazko could follow through with a kick to my ribs. I might heal fast, but if I didn’t have to expend the energy, then so much the better.

“Still agile, I see, mortal.” Shalim’s black eyes, rimmed with gold, stared at me. On his throne, his proportion mimicked Lincoln, minus the monument: great height, all muscle, no beard, and no top hat. While Shalim could pummel me in a fraction of the time it would take Brazko, he would never lower himself to such behavior. He was one of the few demons in the clan who represented strength and intelligence in one package. His powerful, dangerous skills were ones I respected and avoided at all costs.

“Need to be on my toes for the clan.” From my uncomfortably close vantage point, I could see the flames in Shalim’s gold rims. I had no real wish to see his eyes this close, and it didn’t bode well for me that I could. I scrambled to my feet, respectfully bowed, and brushed off my jeans while endeavoring to keep track of Brazko’s position behind me.

“Your reception would be different had you come earlier.”

From the corner of my eye, I took in the dozen or so of Shalim’s attendees. Chaz was suspiciously absent from the throng.

“I would have done just that if I wasn’t working out the details from this last job.” A growl from Brazko was all I needed to reach over my shoulder and pull the short sword I kept holstered under my jacket for these tender visits. I whipped around quickly enough to nick the big bull in the cheek as he let loose a sizzling ball of flame from his mouth that skimmed my elbow.

Several months had lapsed since I’d trained with the group, although I couldn’t best Brazko, even at my peak. The guy was just too big. However, clan life was all about survival, not necessarily winning. I would have to make do since I was clearly on my own. Shalim wouldn’t interfere until he had extracted his pound of flesh from me.

Brazko and I circled each other, and I waited. My best shot was to hold off as long as I could. Shalim would call this off eventually; it just depended on how much of a lesson he wanted to make of me.

Humiliation for the nick I had given Brazko got the best of the big beast. He paused, focused on generating venom in his mouth. Hot spurts of lava-like magma percolate from his lips before he shot them at my face. A nasty new trick he’d acquired.

Two things happened at once. The skin over my hipbone burned like a motherfucker, and I caught the molten magma, encircled on my sword, and slung it back in a fire bolt at the bullish demon. Brazko erupted in flames, his mouth open in a deafening scream.

Shalim held out his hand to halt the remainder of the watching clan. “Enough.” With a brief movement, he doused Brazko, who subsequently disappeared. “So you’ve learned new skills, mortal.”

“Ones that will no doubt be useful to your service,” I said, a bit out of breath as I stepped out of my fighting stance and bowed my head. After a quick look around to confirm no one else wanted a piece of me, I wiped my blade off on my jeans and slid the sword back in the holster.

“A suspicious skill.” His voice rumbled across the cavern.

“Damn lucky one, too.” Cockiness didn’t quite suite the occasion, but Shalim owned whatever skills I had. I knew it, and so did he.

Shalim’s mouth twitched. “What news do you have?”

“The most recent sorcerer conjured a bound beast, torn from the nether world. I have some confirmation that the Consortium’s sorcerers are working in unison on the latest summons and kills.” At least my newest female demon contact had provided some useful information, having corroborated my suspicion of the Consortium’s involvement.

“To what end?”

“Haven’t been able to figure that out yet. This latest setup wasn’t fresh. It required time and planning. By a sorcerer more mature in their power than the one killed in the fight.”

“Was he joined by others of his ilk?”

“He didn’t anticipate my arrival and had no time to warn others. I imagine they’ve figured out he’s missing by now. The sorcerers have expanded their use of humans for ingredients in their plan.”

“I don’t care about the humans.” Shalim’s mouth drew wide in annoyance, pearl fangs visible as his hand opened to palm a ball of white-blue fire. His fingers spun the flaming cotton ball without obvious effort. He had little tolerance for humans, his appetites not fed by their emotions, unlike most of the demons in the clan. He discounted them much as people discount ants, an inevitable nuisance.

I bowed again, going for acquiescence.

“While I understand your rationale, it’s still a way we may be able to track the Consortium. Or perhaps forecast when they are ready to attack us.” I didn’t really have the evidence to back this up, but then I had nothing to refute my hypothesis either. It left me a clear opening to mix my two purposes. At least until the plan no longer worked. Otherwise, I would have to explain large gaps of time. Permission was better than forgiveness with Shalim.

Always.

He nodded, though his posture remained stiff and his temperament difficult to read, unlike the change in the fireball’s color to a disturbing rose red.

“What else have you found?”

I had hoped to avoid the details of my latest finds. “An additional component is involved in the sorcerer’s ritual.”

Shalim leaned forward, “What does the Consortium enclave seek?”

“Blood.”

A glob of flaming spit landed at my feet. “Human blood. I care not. Wizards do not need to summon and bind us to gather human blood. Humans can be prodded with little cause to spill their own.”

“This was not human blood.”

Shalim rose from his throne and moved forward, his eyes dilated with interest until only a minuscule dot of black dominated their centers. Flames danced in his eyes, and once again I was way too close to his intensity for comfort. “What was the smell?”

I held my ground. He couldn’t read my mind; however, he could read a lie as easily as a wolf read his prey. The trick lay in giving him just enough information. “Couldn’t place it, something new. I would recognize it again, though.”

His face paused inches from mine, waiting to detect even a breath of hesitation or flicker of deceit. I remained still and held his gaze. The interrogation method wasn’t new. Shalim had just never had reason to doubt me enough to use it on me.

It was a bad sign that I had sunk to a new low, but good to know. Something had caused a major turn in my status since my last visit, and the reason was something I needed to ferret out and rectify, or it would affect the health of my future.

Shalim walked a full circle around me as if inspecting me for signs of lice, and then stopped, facing away from me. “Your plan?”

“Since the enclave used humans who fall beneath the radar of the public, I planned to start there. Find out why this is part of their process. Track them backwards from the loose ends they leave and hopefully intersect them when they try for their next effort.”

With a quick spin, he faced me. His lips drew back in a fierce snarl, and his white fangs elongated. The taut lines of the brown leather on his face pulled across his high cheekbones and pronounced brow bone. Anger emphasized the rows of inch-high ridge bones progressing from front to back over his head, and coalescing in a single long horn that spiraled down his back. “You know of another effort?”

I shook my head. “No. Though they’ve executed the same process several times now.” I frowned. I didn’t have to pretend conviction. “I don’t believe they’ll stop.”

Shalim’s eyes narrowed, but the fangs retracted a hair, and the expression on his face turned less malevolent. “We have no closure on this. The scouts pursue our clan—perhaps other clans also.”

Hmm. Had Shalim been extending an olive branch to other clans in order to save joint hide? Not a typical demon maneuver. However, I would never make the mistake of classifying Shalim as typical. “You still want me to try to hunt this down and stop it?”

The long, jeweled tip of one ear twitched above his right shoulder, and bad thoughts became very clear in my mind. I dropped to one knee, slid my knife from my boot, and sliced my palm, offering the hand to Shalim. “Because you have my oath, my loyalty.”

Bingo.

Shalim said nothing for a second, then two, then three. Then he leaned down, his head beside mine as his black-and-brown-striped tongue reached out to lick the pool of blood on my hand. “If I thought you had conspired with the Consortium against me, you would be no more than dust.” The words were a hiss, a promise of retribution, but the flame in his eyes had receded to a mere ring, and his voice carried only to my ears.

I didn’t know if he could kill me. It didn’t matter. For better or worse, the clan was my team. They had been there when humanity had turned its back on me. I’d saved Shalim’s life and in return he granted me freedom to live among humans. But he wouldn’t tolerate betrayal, and while he would never completely trust me, I would never betray him or my clan by choice.

I met his gaze. “They are beneath contempt. The Consortium has no regard for beings: demons, humans, or ranking deities. The threat they pose must be stopped.”

“We understand each other.” Shalim stood to his full height and returned to his throne as I rose to leave.

“Mortal.”

My turn coincided with the thud of a bag of coins at my feet. “Be more timely with your information in the future.”

I bowed in respect, snatched the bag and left. Life with demons was dangerous. Yet unlike life on the streets of Los Angeles, for me the risks usually paid off. The stick and the carrot, not one or the other but both, as long you stayed alive.

I weighed the bag in my fist. To keep information from Shalim was dangerous, but I had always lived dangerously. I wasn’t about to throw the pre-immortals into the mix of demon wrath.

Part human, I might be. Stupid I wasn’t.














CHAPTER 5







I opened the gate to my loft, reactivated the security, and ran a sensory check on the magical wards along the perimeter of my building. The three-story former firehouse wasn’t in the best part of town or pretty, but it provided what I needed. The first floor housed my three vehicles, with two more floors and a rooftop to provide me with the illusion of serenity and space. The bricks and mortar were sturdy, and usually my security system was tight.

With the exception of one demoness’s unfettered access whose now-familiar scent lingered in the air. A quick check confirmed the absence of her petite package of trouble.

But she’d been here.

It wasn’t just the scent. I could now key in to her distinctive vibration—useful. Especially since some creatures didn’t give me a heads-up. It had taken me years before I realized everyone else, human and demon alike, couldn’t distinguish vibrations the way I did.

I shed the jacket and put the sword and sheath on the kitchen counter before I noticed the package. A brown accordion file with an elastic closure secured around a plastic button lay on the coffee table. Slipping the button free, I slid the contents onto the table—six thick files labeled by name—each with a Post-it note beacon on the top.

A little background reading, D.

Still not leaving her name, I thought, as I smudged my thumb over the D. The lettering Decibel appeared in orange, glowing script and a prickle surged up my arm only to dissipate at my shoulder.

Interesting. Why safeguard these files with a sigil calibrated for me? Though that meant Decibel possessed more information and access to me than I cared for—again.

I flipped open the top folder and started reading.

Two hours later, I finished with the last folder and pulled my laptop across the varnished pine coffee table to scroll through the online archive editions of the Los Angeles Gazette high school sports pages. Harlan Deavers, Romero Hernesto, Randy Smith. There. Ayden Marlow, center for the Chatsworth Wildcats, led the team to a fifty-six to fifty-two win over the Lincoln Marauders on Thursday night. The sixteen-year-old junior shot for thirty-six points and can add this win to the Wildcats’ twenty and zero record.

I glanced at the page on top of the last open folder again. Ayden Marlow’s information showed him as the son of Janine and Fred Marlow, with three other siblings. Seventeenth birthday—two days from now—in a suburb of northeast L.A.

That page set aside, I pulled out a computer printout from the bottom. Five families killed in a geographic range from California to Oregon within the last year. Not a particularly stunning statistic.

Each family included a child seventeen years of age.

The first death occurred in Spokane, arson, followed three months later by a vehicular fatality in Portland Lake. The police categorized the third, in Mt. Hood, as a home invasion and accidental shooting. The fourth and fifth occurred further south in Sacramento and Fresno, one radon poisoning, the second a home gas explosion. No residual trace evidence connected the five crimes, and no arrests had been made or suspects targeted.

Each seventeen-year-old died within a ten-day span of their seventeenth birthday—with their entire family. Five of the six were boys.

An additional file listed fifteen more names, all well under seventeen, though this list was several years old. Home locations ranged across the country, with side notations of blood-test results. Again, nothing distinctive in the blood work that I could make out, but I have no background with medical data. I would need to find someone who could make sense of those details.

A disproportionate number of boys’ names. Though not all, I noticed. I ran my finger down the printout and paused over the few obvious girls’ names.

How had Decibel gotten this much information? If she was right, it wouldn’t be hard to pick these kids off like Coke bottles on the back fence.

One more list of ten “missing” children corresponded to a map covered with red dots pinpointing their last-known location. These kids had disappeared after turning seventeen, but lack of bodies was a hopeful sign to me that some had escaped slaughter and evolved. Given the dreariness of the information before me, I needed to believe some had survived. Scanning the list quickly, I checked the names again but saw nothing more of help and stacked the files back in the main pouch.

There was plenty of room to interpret the tragic events as random when evaluating each instance separately. Taken together, the murders for just this year denoted a plan, methodology, and a disturbing beeline to Los Angeles. Following the assumption that the murders were connected created an unsettling and precise profile for Ayden Marlow and his family as targets. How long did he and his family have before someone executed termination orders?

My cell phone buzzed in a half circle on the table, and I made a grab for it before it careened off the edge.

“So you’ve checked through the information I left. Best guess, he has seventy-two hours. The timeframes have been getting shorter with each kill. Some of these kids haven’t lasted more than three hours after their seventeenth birthday.” Decibel’s voice remained even, but grit bit beneath her words.

I stifled a comment on her monitoring of my thoughts, realizing my contact with the sigil had alerted her. “How is someone tuning in to them so quickly?” Silence met my question. With an exasperated sound, I closed the phone and hung my head. I didn’t want to get used to her, but she was becoming incredibly predictable. “Decibel, I’d really appreciate it if you wouldn’t just drop in.”

She slung a leg over the arm of the couch and spread her hands open with a shrug. “Seemed easier to talk one-on-one. You are smarter than the average mortal to decipher my name.”

“I’m not an average mortal.” I wondered for a split second what that would even feel like?

“Mad skills and touchy. Not a good combination, Kane.” She brushed several fingers along the back of my shoulders before she rose, moved away, and examined the bookshelves on the far wall.

I shrugged to release the lingering touch, still acutely aware of the surge of her scent in the room and the thrum of her body’s resonance. “So we find this kid and then what?”

“I’ve already taken a run through the neighborhood, but there’s only so much time before the FBI are on to this, too.”

“When did the Feds get connected in this mess and since when did demons give a shit about law enforcement?

She strolled back, leaned over my arm, and tapped the bottom folder with a perfect nail. “This file’s theirs. They have also computers. It’s not under their radar that there are similarities in these families. This has been going on for several years.”

I leaned back and crossed my arms over my chest. “Then we let them find the kids and keep them safe.”

She released an exaggerated breath, drew her brows together, and shot me an annoyed glance. “They can’t safeguard these children.”

“How exactly do you expect we are going to safeguard them?”

“I’m working that issue. First we have to find one of them alive. Let’s go. We’ll run through his neighborhood first and go over to the school after it lets out.”

“We?” I held back an expletive. Legwork to help out kids was one thing. Partnering with a pushy demon sidekick from another clan was something else altogether.

She stood and waited with a pointed look at my jacket. When I didn’t move, she retrieved my camera case from the bookshelf, flicked it open, and fingered through the contents. “We go in as a reporter and photographer. No one will be the wiser. You’ll be less conspicuous partnered with a female in the high school environment.”

I muttered under my breath and grabbed my jacket, not much caring if she heard. I had survived for almost twenty-eight years, lived side by side with testosterone-pumped male demons, and this demonic pixie was going to get me killed.

I could just feel it.

Though I grudgingly admitted she had a point about pairing up and the cover. People liked having their pictures taken. Sometimes they talked to photographers and reporters. God only knew why. Said things they normally wouldn’t say. That fame thing. With high-school-aged kids, a woman wouldn’t raise as many flags.

Now, if I could just keep her out of my stuff.




***




Ayden’s idyllic neighborhood depicted the way I had always pictured a normal life should be. Homes well kept, lawns tidy, cars washed, and children playing, safe in front of their homes. I would bet soccer moms were in their kitchens baking cookies at this very moment. That was what moms did, right?

I didn’t have a frame of reference, having been raised in all the world’s darkest places. The normalcy and hominess gave me a vacant feeling in the pit of my stomach, an odd combination of longing and fear.

My past laid claim to a tribal youth and demon-clan puberty. Normalcy had played no part in either of those.

The people in Ayden’s neighborhood gave the appearance of leading safe and happy lives. Unfortunately, I had a step up on these people. Nowhere was safe. The better it looked, the more of a bull’s-eye for destroying happiness. I wished I could shield Ayden’s family from that reality. One way or another, his life was about to undergo a brutal change.

We’d arrived too late at school. The classes had ended, with basketball practice over by the time I drove Decibel into the Chatsworth High School parking lot. Only a few cars remained, most likely support staff in the main office.

We headed for Ayden’s home as dread gouged like a nagging burr beneath my skin. The wave of foreboding coated even Decibel’s energy signature and suppressed it to a low thrum.

I wound through the peaceful streets and turned my Accord down Ayden’s street, a nice quiet cul-de-sac. The third house on the right, a two-story colonial with a fenced-in backyard, matched the aerial view Decibel had found on Google Earth. The backyard bordered woods, part of the area’s parkland, and merged with the youth club’s athletic fields.

Secluded, peaceful, and totally accessible. The home lacked protection from the silent invaders targeting the Marlow family with death.

“Do you want to go knock on the door? Or haven’t you thought this far ahead?” I glanced at Decibel, surprised to see her mouth and facial muscles strained in an intense expression I couldn’t quite read.

“No.”

With no further instruction, I looped around, pausing only for the stop sign at the end of Ayden’s street.

I almost didn’t pay attention to the driver of a black H2 who turned in front of me. Out of habit, I watched in the rearview mirror as a young woman, hidden behind large sunglasses, continued down Ayden’s street and conducted a slow review of the cul-de-sac. She didn’t turn into any of the driveways but slowed to a stop in front of Ayden’s drive. Coincidence?

No such thing. Then the H2 moved on, and so did I.

I proceeded on through two lights when unsynchronized sirens cut through the soft country music from the car stereo.

One, two, and then three police cars raced past me from the opposite direction. Traffic had pulled over and allowed two fire engines and an ambulance to pass by as well. I twisted around to watch the emergency vehicles continue and then turn several streets down—onto Ayden’s street.

I calculated my next action and gave a sideways glance. Decibel sat beside me in unprecedented silence, her eyes closed, her perfect hands folded in her lap as if taking a catnap.

Not likely. I pulled the car back into traffic, made a U-turn, and sped up to catch the tail of the last ambulance.

Great way to attract attention, I thought gritting my teeth as I followed the vehicle in front of me through a reddish-orange stoplight, definitely more red than yellow. The breath I didn’t realize I had been holding released in a harsh grunt as I pulled over at the corner of Ayden’s cul-de-sac. Police officers and curious neighbors stymied any farther progress through the street.

I put the car in park, grazed the top of the steering wheel with my palm, and looked again at my demon cohort.

“You knew this when we drove by.” I’d thought to push Decibel, but I could now decipher the expression on her face. Her eyes were weary, the bright amber dimmed to a ruddy gold. I had no better understanding of her motives than when she’d first approached me, but clearly, she’d wanted the boy alive and had evidently felt his death.

Four hours on this job and our odds for success were already royally screwed. Time to find out what happened.

“Stay here.” I turned off the engine, grabbed the camera bag, and opened the door.




***




I pushed through bystanders and made my way to the head of the crowd watching the Marlow’s house engulfed in flames. Fire shot from the upstairs windows. At an explosion of glass and flame from the first floor, the crowd let out a collective gasp. Emergency workers pushed people back across the street to let another fire engine through.

For a quick second, I considered my options. Forging into the crowd was a risk I probably shouldn’t take. Whoever had executed the Marlow family would probably be monitoring the situation. If I stood out, it would make targeting them harder or pull the killers onto my trail. However, the option of bringing them to me worked. I don’t do easy, and my alternatives to halt these murders were limited. I needed control and leverage.

I analyzed the sea of faces so caught up in the disaster they barely acknowledged the people beside them. To my far right, a news crew had just arrived, the anchor busy fishing details from the on-scene police officers. The camera crews were busy setting up and adjusting lighting.

Area residents stood by. Some snapped shots of the house on cell phones and digital cameras. The voyeuristic ick factor churned the acid in my stomach, but I focused my camera and followed suit, training my lens on the surrounding crowd.

I pivoted, taking pictures of individuals and moved forward to capture several people who receded into the crowd. My camera focused in on one in particular, a young woman. The one who’d passed me earlier in the H2.

I lowered the camera as I caught something in the breeze. I watched her gaze flicker around the crowd, casing the people, her narrow-eyed scrutiny too specific for a bystander.

My maneuver to push closer blocked my sight of her. Then suddenly, there she was, puppy-brown eyes far too pained for a casual observer, her emotional vibration bearing a strange correlation to Decibel’s.

My feet shifted a fraction of an inch as I raised the camera and snapped a shot of her. Unfortunately, someone stepped in front of her at that exact moment.

She managed to duck back behind several teenage girls linked together, arms around each other, crying quietly. I lost track of her for a second until her fragrance rose on the breeze again—a complex perfume of aged grapes, berries, and citrus—almost a blended wine. Not the exact aroma as Markowski, more complex, less sweet, and more intoxicating. Perhaps female immortals differed from the males, or she was closer to her change.

I sensed her behind me and lowered the camera, still facing the crowd, my stance relaxed, not offering her a reason to bolt. Half a head shorter, she posed no physical risk to me but I felt her there. Given Decibel’s comment about the increased risk of detection with age, I gauged her a year or two older than Markowski. It worried me that someone else might pinpoint her in this crowd.

“Pretending to take pictures will do what for you?” she asked from behind my right ear.

I raised the camera again and snapped several more shots but remained facing away from her.

“Pictures of the scene and the crowd might be helpful later. Shoot now, research later.” To anyone who passed by, I probably looked as if I were talking to myself. Not a great first impression, but at least my presence wouldn’t immediately give her away.

Given the crowd’s focus on the fire, I lowered the camera and glanced at her to get a head-to-toe assessment. I intended a quick check for weapons, canvassing her potential as an attacker, or more realistically, her ability to defend herself. Her large brown eyes, glossy brunette bob, and Greek features, definitely Mediterranean, didn’t escape my notice.

She leaned closer, forcing me to bend down to hear her and feel the gun she held in the pocket of her jacket. “Cut the crap.”

“Now that’s not very civil,” I said.

“Life’s too short for civility.” She nodded toward the fire. “No amount of civility will help that boy and his family.”

I nodded. “Not now, but someone might have helped them earlier. Have the police confirmed if the fire took the whole family?”

She paused and blinked, startled.

I could imagine the thoughts running through her mind, her initial assessment obviously changing, though perhaps not for the better. Whether she considered me a threat or not, she clearly didn’t consider me any help. “They’ve accounted for four of the family members.”

Lifting my camera, I pointed my lens at the far side of the crowd and framed another shot. “Would think the fire was too hot for anyone to get inside to check.”

“Neighbors have confirmed everyone should have been home.”

“Tragic.” I kept my tone light, conversational, but I couldn’t shake how close we’d both been to reaching Ayden and his family in time. Perhaps minutes from saving them. “And premeditated.”

I turned to check around me, mostly to obscure any view of her by the rest of the crowd.

She followed my search for a moment, and then comprehension dawned on her face and her color paled. “You think the killer is still here?” Nervously, she stepped farther away from me.

I hesitated for a mere second, then took her by the arm and guided her quickly to the edge of the gathering. “If that’s the case, Jezrielle, you’d best leave.”

She froze, body and expression, suddenly speechless. Then in a hoarse voice, she choked out, “How?”

With my back to the crowd, I looked at my camera and pretended to check the number of shots I had left. I didn’t acknowledge her or her question, did not give any overt sign of a continued conversation with her. In my mind, I saw her name, one of several on a list in the folders at home. From my pocket, I withdrew a new memory card and a small slip of paper with my cell phone number.

“Go. Now.” I brushed by her, slipped the paper into her pocket, and raised the camera for more shots of the inquiring minds attracted to the scene. I knew the minute she took my advice. Her scent shifted direction and diminished with my first fully confirmed, very tantalizing aroma, of a live pre-immortal.














CHAPTER 6







Decibel sat in the passenger seat rapping her nails impatiently on the open side window when I reached the car.

“What took you so long?”

“I needed to get a good look around,” I said.

“What for?” Her words, short and petulant, matched her mood shift from loss to anger during my absence. “We’ve lost another one.” She raised two fingers in a minute measurement. “And we were this close.”

I slid the camera back into its case and glanced at my cell phone to check its charge.

“You don’t seem very broken up about this. Perhaps your true demon nature is showing through, baby boy?”

I ignored her. The demonic nature of my abilities had been up for speculation since I had crawled half-dead into Shalim’s mountain lair at fifteen. It was a public debate in the clan. A point constantly challenged by various demons who didn’t appreciate my “live and let live” philosophy. As far as I was concerned, the topic wasn’t open for Decibel’s weigh-in.

Car started, I debated withholding the little I had learned but couldn’t convince myself of any immediate benefit. “I’m sorry we didn’t get here in time for Ayden.” I pulled out into traffic and pressed a centralized control button.

“Humph.” She shifted her arm to avoid the closing of the window and let out an annoyed sound. Her personal feelings on the mission aside, her exclamation related more to the lack of furnace-like heat previously wafting through the open windows than the loss of the boy. A few demons prefer cold. Decibel didn’t fall in to that category.

Since I prefer privacy and it was my car, I won.

“We still have time for the next one.” I glanced at her.

Her eyes widened, her whole posture changing to tense and eager at the same time. “Another?” She twisted in her seat to get a good look out the rear window. “Who?” Then she squinted, suspicion marring her face. “Why are we leaving? We should go back and get them.”

“I gave her my number and convinced her to leave.”

“Are you crazy?” She smacked my right shoulder and reached back for a second haul when I grabbed her wrist. She struggled for a moment and then stopped with a snort, waiting for more information. When I didn’t expound, she sank back into her seat.

“How are we going to find her?”

“We’re not.”

Decibel folded her arms and waited; the ripples from her anger ratcheted up as heat in the shrinking confines of the car.

“She’ll get a hold of me.”

“Right. She’s going to trust you. Then what, show up on your doorstep? For all she knows, you did this to Ayden.”

That was something I hadn’t actually considered. “I guess it doesn’t really matter whether she trusts me or not. If she does, she’ll call me for help. If she doesn’t, she’ll call to set up a way to kill me.”

Decibel shook her head and closed her eyes, apparently disgusted. “Glad it’s your expendable head, not mine.” She gave it a moment’s quiet thought. “What makes you think she’ll survive to do either?”

“I think she’s alert to the danger.”

“I’m sure Ayden had an inkling, too. Didn’t do him much good.”

“I don’t think she’s alone.”

Decibel’s hands slid down the seat and she pushed closer to me. “Did you see someone else?”

“I’m sure she was there to help Ayden. This wasn’t a successful save for her either. And if she has a vested interest in living, then she’ll want to know what we know.”

“We don’t know much.”

“Granted, but she doesn’t know that. She felt confident enough to approach me. I don’t think it’s because she possesses defensive skills, and she disappeared quickly. I’m guessing someone cloaked her.”

“Or she first misjudged your threat level and had the wisdom to leave.”

“You referring to my animal magnetism?”

“Dream on. How would someone be able to cloak her from you?”

“They didn’t, but the drop in her presence, her scent, even the direction in which she departed was altered, instantly.”

She watched me for a while and then squinted. “What aren’t you telling me?”

I shook my head. It was conjecture really, but I would need Decibel’s help if Jez showed up. I could afford to lay out a little honesty here. Besides, it would take two people to handle the situation with Jezrielle and her ghost partner. “I think the person helping Jezrielle is immortal.”

“But you said she was cloaked.”

“Yes, he cloaked her.” I waited a minute, concentrating on traffic for my merge back onto the expressway. “He didn’t bother to cloak himself. His signature parallels a male pre-immortal killed a few nights ago. The girl’s protector is older, more sophisticated, but the basics are similar.”

Decibel opened her mouth to speak. After a moment of consideration, she just closed it, sank back into the seat, and rested her forefinger to her lips while she stared out the window. “So now what?”

“Now? Now I drop you off. Because I have something else to track down.”




***




I dropped Decibel off at the entrance to my loft. She’d gotten there on her own, and she could leave without my help. Oddly, there wasn’t any disagreement from her. Not that I expect reciprocation, but Decibel’s silence didn’t leave me with a warm fuzzy. Demons don’t come to me unless they need something. If they stop pestering me for help, it’s usually a bad sign that they’ve decided to go with “door number two.” I rarely get control over “door number two,” and control is the key to survival.

Right now, with everything I had to take care of, if she opted for another avenue, so be it. One way or another, Jezrielle would get in contact with me. In the meantime, I had a ticking time bomb to deal with for Shalim.

I rolled onto the main road, opting for a quicker route to head downtown toward the train station. The late afternoon light had faded past dusk. The darkness and occasional phosphorescence of old-fashioned streetlights lent odd shading to the side streets and a misty luminescent fog in areas where no one needed it. Solar and light-sensitive lamps wouldn’t be budgeted in this neighborhood for several years yet, if ever.

The streets mutated from long blocks of the warehouse district to shorter blocks of older, two-story brick buildings in various stages of disrepair. Long-since defunct dime stores were interspersed between neon signs denoting back-alley bars and cheap-thrill haunts.

I passed the last one and drove parallel to the train tracks until I reached the true darkness of overpasses, drainage culverts, and backup tracks from an era long ago—the last known location of Talia’s homeless patrons.

At a cracked asphalt lot, I pulled off the main street and parked behind a dilapidated service shed. The windowless design and padlocked door’s intent was to keep repair supplies in and strays out. In truth, anything of value would have long ago disappeared.

I left my car and continued on foot in the encroaching dark. Moonlight spilled in silver columns between shadows on the concrete. Last night, the moon was full, the residual gleam available for several more nights. Not that it mattered—my eyesight worked well with or without light. That sounds like a good thing, but insanity comes quickly if you actually see the evils in front of you. I’ve seen them. My sanity was debatable, but that, too, occasionally worked in my favor.

Silence clung to the dark. No dogs barked, and no murmurs echoed from people huddled for comfort. The landscape was clear, the ground ahead dipping to culverts angled for flood control.

The very stillness would have allowed me to hear the angry shout and gunfire, but I would’ve heard it if the eleven-fifty run of the Sunset Limited screamed by on the tracks. I would have felt what precipitated the act as well.

There is a vibration to magic. It is recognizable to every person on the planet. They don’t know that’s what they’re experiencing. The high people feel during the spring, with greenery bursting and small animals out to play, the inner glow from basking before a roaring fireplace and its warm flame. All are part of the underlying layer of magic, normal, everyday semblances of the grace of living, growth, and progress. Some people can sense magic more than others, and a select few can see its essence as well as feel the influence—good magic.

The opposite of the spectrum: abnormal, true evil has its own distinction. Fortunately, most people don’t experience its contact and have no lasting intimacy with the dark presence.

I’m quite good at detecting it. On a good day, I can convince myself I don’t attract it in a like-to-like fashion.

I scrambled down the culvert—more on my ass than my feet, my speed keeping me vertical. Garish green from caged emergency lights above the culvert reflected off the scene ahead. A man poised to take on the teenager gripping a gun, stood beside a second man restraining another younger teen by the arms. The captive kid, a boy, scruffy, with long straggly hair, hung suspended from the man’s arms. Face pale, eyes sunken, his expression formed one of drugged disbelief.

While not scouts, the men’s strong, recognizable essence clogged my nasal cavities. Not more fledgling sorcerers, as their very human aura spoke to paid mercenaries.

The teenager with the gun swung toward me as the men acknowledged my presence behind her. “Stay back.”

Her stance depicted brazen courage, but the gun’s wobble revealed stark fear. The sound and recoil of her earlier shot had surprised the shit out of her and left her shaken. I gauged her hardly more than fourteen.

“I’m not here to hurt you,” I said, my hands held away from my body to reassure her. I certainly didn’t want to spend tonight digging lead out of my flesh.

The gun bobbed from the end of her stiff arm. She backed up, desperately trying to aim the weapon at me and keep track of the two men. Both now held the boy.

By my guess, she had maybe two more minutes before that gun assumed the heft of a fifty-pound barbell. Given her panic and fear, she probably didn’t know how to aim. The previous shot at least confirmed she knew how to discharge the weapon, though she would be lucky if she didn’t shoot herself.

Seeing an opportunity open, the men shifted down the culvert. They were probably heading for a location far enough away from the girl so they could launch a portal and escape. All of which would occur in the blink of an eye.

That wasn’t happening. I needed them to fail, to report back to a very frustrated sorcerer, who would circle back to track me. The best way for me to control the situation and get the answers Shalim insisted on.

The girl saw them inch backward and started to follow, her gun still trained on me. At least from her confused perspective.

I whipped past her. The gun discharged, echoing at a point far behind me. The first man pulled a small globe from his jacket and flung it to the ground at his feet. I passed close enough to see the hair in his ears before I caught his partner’s throat with my fist. Clutching the boy, I flung us both beyond the circle of the globe’s sparkling mist.

The spell engulfed both men, and they disappeared.

I rolled from the boy to fend off the flurry of hands and metal beating at my head. “Get a grip already,” I snarled.

“Get away from him.”

I grabbed the girl’s wrist and wrestled the gun from her other hand, but my efforts were less successful than calming a wild dog. Giving her a shake to jar some sense into her, rewarded me with a kick in the shins for my efforts. I flung her on the ground next to the boy and stood back, fists at my hips, ready for another assault.

She didn’t give me a second thought. Instead, she scrambled to the boy, covered him with her arms, and muttered in low, quiet tones.

“He’s not going to be responsive for a long time.”

“Shut up and leave us alone.” Her glance swept toward the gun on the ground a few feet away.

Her odds would be better without it, unless she actually tried shooting with her eyes open this time. Seemingly discarding the idea, she turned her attention to me and glared. If looks could kill, I would be tarred, feathered, and smoldering in my own brimstone.

With a deep exhale, I squatted and rested my arms on my knees, letting my hands dangle in my most unthreatening manner. “Look, I don’t have any interest in a drug addict kid or you. I just need some information.”

Another glare. This girl had anger stored up like a powder keg. “He’s not an addict.” She hissed the words and glanced at the boy. “At least he wasn’t before they started dosing him.”

“So according to you, he’s never done drugs before what—tonight?”

She didn’t look up. “Three days ago. He was scared and frightened but totally clean until—” One hand swiped at a tear inching down her face.

It was a good act, but I wasn’t born yesterday. Her lying didn’t fool me or excel to the level necessary to ensure their survival either. Yeah, it’s a bitch to be young, terrified, and angry. Exhausting, too. She curled around the boy, keeping her body between him and me.

I get no thrill out of torturing others, but if I didn’t do it, Shalim would send someone else, someone less compassionate, to extract information. “So three days ago you found your friend high as a kite?”

The tense line of her back indicated she had heard, but she said nothing. Not giving a blessed inch. No big surprise.

I looked back to the boy. Dark hair, pupils completely dilated and rolled back in his head, but the shape of his brow line and the outline of the mouth were similar to the girl’s. Kids might pack together on the street, but to stick with an addict, even a young one, was a dead-end scenario. It didn’t happen. Kid gangs clustered for survival—all or nothing—unless there was a reason stronger than survival.

“Okay, you found your brother high as a kite.”

Her lips pressed into a tight line.

On the ground, a foot away, was a brown bag. Pinching the paper between my fingers, I took a sniff. Foul and not trash, the discarded drugs carried a lingering odor of Fentanyl, followed by a caustic trace of dark magic. Too odd a drug choice for a destitute street kid, though not if he’d been fed the stuff. I waved the bag back and forth and tried for secondary scents, but no lingering evidence remained for me to track.

The girl watched me in horror. She’d been afraid, but until I had picked up the bag, I don’t think it had occurred to her that there were worse things than the men who’d seized her brother.

There was always worse. She was lucky I wasn’t it. “What I want is the guys who came for your brother.”

“I don’t know anything.”

“I find that hard to believe. Look at it this way, if I find these guys, they won’t be back for him.” I pointed at the boy.

Her momentary consideration seemed to lean in my favor. Courage mustered, she sat straighter and assessed me. Her hands still gripped the boy’s shoulders as if I could swipe him away from her—smart girl. “We would always meet up. He’s never late.”

I sat back on the cement and waited.

“He didn’t show, so I went to look.” She pushed a stray bit of dark brown hair from her face and avoided eye contact. “I found him in a little ball behind…on this street, all curled up.” Her hesitation announced the lie. Evidently, a safe haven wasn’t something she felt worth exchanging in trade for helping me find these guys. I had no doubt that from her perspective, if I didn’t find the abductors, she and her brother would still have a place to go. Not that I didn’t appreciate her viewpoint, but it didn’t work for me.

“They injected him, and he got away from them?” I let the disbelief drape thick over my words. This kid hadn’t just had a bad day and evaded his captors. He’d been soaked in the drugs for days, and with his resistance low enough the sorcerer’s men had determined the time was prime to come retrieve him.

She pursed her lips, reconsidering her previous thought process, the holes obvious.

“He was curled up at the old bus station. In the bathroom.”

I mentally ran the scenario. Roughly twelve blocks from here, long blocks, but nowhere near the old church. Safe for the kids. Not practical from an access standpoint for the sorcerer’s men.

While I wanted to assume these men rode the fault lines, because it cut down on avenues for me to search, that glowing ball of power they’d thrown said otherwise. Flashy and cool, the ball’s ultimate magic flowed from the spell’s creator, a finite commodity with repercussions.

The boy didn’t have the energy to run and the mercenaries had injected him, repeatedly, from the looks of his pallor and lethargy. His sister’s allusions aside, the boy had been a target for a while, if not a willing participant. Meaning the men had several options for entrance and egress, something discrete or worse, something random with no designated entry and exit point. Not good. It meant a lot more citizens on the streets were at higher risk for contact, because I couldn’t cover a nebulous area.

I glanced back at the girl. She’d given the second location too easily. We both knew it. “So how did they get him the second time?”

Her gaze shifted back to me, suspicion ratcheted to the max.

“I just need some answers, and then I’ll get out of your hair.” Not the truth, but then we weren’t ready for truths yet.

“Why should I tell you anything? You don’t give a shit about us. You only want your precious information; then we’re just so much garbage until those guys come back for him again.”

Eyes closed, I tried to rub away the headache that throbbed every time I looked at the hate and disgust in this girl’s eyes. “Look, I can get you guys someplace safe.”

“We don’t need your protection. We’ll be just fine once you leave.”

It didn’t say much for me that this life on the streets had more to offer than I did. I couldn’t imagine living out here, but I understood her perspective. Open streets offered freedom. Freedom from wherever I might take them and whatever bad things I might do. Freedom from paybacks. Even with the hard knocks, life on the streets was what she knew. I wasn’t. She had every reason to consider me dangerous.

What she didn’t get was that these guys were coming back—for some reason they wanted her brother. He wasn’t a snatch and grab. They had spent time trying to get him, specifically.

They would come back to take him and he would be dead soon after. So would she. I’m nobody’s keeper, but these kids needed my help, whether they wanted it or not.

“Okay, I’ll leave.”

“Good.”

I stood up, brushed the dirt off my jeans, and advanced toward them.

The girl’s face shifted from ambivalence to terror as she clutched her brother to her chest in an absurd attempt to shield him from me. The boy made no movement or acknowledged my presence any more than he had during the conversation. He floated in his brief euphoria, his sister a solitary, defensive tiger.

“Stay away. I’ll tell you the rest. Please, just don’t hurt him.”

As I reached for the boy, she flung herself at me. I gripped her neck and squeezed, just so. She dropped like, well, like a suddenly sleeping person—my intent.

I don’t possess psychic mind control power, but I do have a good grasp of pulse points. She would wake up in a few minutes. Before I left in the car.

With the few minutes of peace and quiet, I checked the boy’s pulse, which, while very rapid, didn’t seem to put him in immediate peril. I hoisted him over my shoulder and gripped his legs, leaving me a free arm to maneuver my way out of the culvert.

I pulled the keys out of my pocket, signaled the rear door’s lock release, and placed him in the backseat. Door closed, I leaned against the car to wait.

It had been maybe seven minutes since I picked the boy up, leaving me certain his sister was awake and coming for me. I would give her two more minutes to—make that one second.

I grabbed the shovel she’d planned to bludgeon over my head, wrenched it free of her hands, and tossed it aside. Securing her by the wrists with one hand, I pulled her up on the hood of the car and held her in place with my body. She was going nowhere, and after a second, the fight subsided from her, followed by deep, gasping sobs.

I’m not a good gauge of women and crying, but based on my interactions with her so far, I would guess she was faking it. Again. “I’m going to say this once.”

The tears switched off.

“Your brother is going with me to somewhere safe. Either you get in the passenger seat like a sane adult or you can stay here, unconscious again. Your choice.”

She opened her mouth to give me a piece of her mind. I slammed my other hand down on the metal next to her head, and she jumped.

“I’m not kidding about the one chance.” I growled the words. I’d run out of patience with trying to save her from herself.

With a hard swallow, she did her best to look large and in charge, but young and lost won out. She stared at me for a full minute, her lips pressed together tight enough they almost disappeared. Then she gave one brief nod.

I glared back with what I intended as tough and dark. Not really being into adolescent torture, I backed down, pulled her off the hood, and released her wrists. I got in the driver’s side without giving her a second look and started the car. By the time I had shifted into reverse, she was beside me in the car, glancing at her brother in the backseat.














CHAPTER 7







The silence lasted for six minutes. I timed it by the clock on the dashboard.

“So where are you taking us?”

I ignored the question, not about to allow her to pull me into a debate with her about my plans. “How long have you both been on the streets?”

She crossed her arms and stared out the passenger window.

“You don’t have to tell me, but when I drop you two off, it will look a lot less suspicious if there are few particulars that aren’t just bald-faced lies.”

“Name, rank, and serial number?”

“First name would be a good start. I didn’t ask for your life story.” At her continued silence, I glanced in the rearview mirror to check on the boy. His eyes remained closed, his mouth lax and open, with a slight snore audible. The hunch of his shoulders and crook of his fingers suggested a familiarity with curling into small cramped spaces.

“I’d guess he’s ten? Eleven?”

“Twelve.”

Finally, a word. “Your name?”

In her slight pause, I felt her test a name in her mouth. The increased heart rate, the faint flush of perspiration, all betrayed her. I watched from the corner of my eye at the next stoplight. Her fingers twitched as her gaze swung from right to left and back, and then cut to the darkness outside the window, most likely casing for danger and opportunities to flee. “Julie.”

A lie.

“If you bail from this car, I’ll find you,” I said.

Her fingers on both hands drew together, creating two frail tense claws. “You some hotshot cop?”

“I’ll track you by your smell.” She stiffened, and I winced at my lack of tact. The last thing I’d intended was adding to her adolescent insecurities. “Not street grime. Your body emits a natural signature through your pores, unique to you. It lingers wherever you breathe or on whatever you touch.”

I could almost detect her mind whirling as it ticked off options, calculated consequences, and adjusted her assessment of how dangerous I might be. “I’m not talking about the need for a shower. Your scent is beneath anything you can do to disguise it.” Not entirely true, but giving her a heads-up on camouflage wouldn’t come until we’d developed some meager pattern of trust. Even with foreknowledge, she probably couldn’t disguise herself from me.

“Great job you have, tracking people from the smell of sweat and pee.”

I turned off South Alameda and onto the freeway and drove in silence for several miles to give her some mental space. My attempt to reduce her oversensitive fear factor.

The exit, five minutes later, was chock-full of fast food huts and small-time auto part and repair shops. After a few streets, the blocks spread out, longer strip malls replaced city blocks, and sparse pockets of small, stuccoed houses appeared. The farther the distance, the more trees and houses replaced concrete and advertisements, a gentle slope heading into the foothills. The neighborhoods were old and a little sparse but well maintained.

I drove until even the small neighborhoods disappeared. Hills, horse fences, and the occasional Gas-and-Go flashed by, but nothing bright or shiny broke the moonlit countryside.

“It’s a mix, a cross between nutmeg, allspice, and fresh pine.”

One long swallow later, she’d stemmed her shock. “The baking aisle and mulch? Suppose that’s better than puke and pee.”

Glass half empty. I shook my head. “More like Christmas. It’s also how I can tell you’re lying to me, Julie.”

Her initial confusion at my reference and the startled twitch of her arm as she looked at the floorboard didn’t give me much hope of breaking through her tough shell. “I’m not the police. I don’t intend to send you back to somewhere you’ve tried so hard to hide from.”

She gave a quick nod, but her gaze stayed fixed on her filthy sneakers.

“When did they first get a hold of your brother?”

Her head whipped up and she scrutinized me. I glanced over and then back to the road. “Let me guess. You left him somewhere you considered safe. Met up later and he was high.” I turned off on a smaller, paved two-lane road. “Then it happened again, maybe even when he tried to stay clear of them and out of public view.”

Another glance—her eyes had gotten bigger, but her posture remained frozen as she stared at me.

“How long?” I heard her swallow, the sound an uncomfortable, dry combination of thirst and fear.

“Four weeks. Maybe five.”

“You’ve moved him around to keep them off his trail.” It wasn’t a question. I knew what I would have done when people were after me. I had been lucky to find a place to go. One no human predator could follow. “Somehow they always found him.”

She shifted in the seat.

“You don’t have to believe me or trust me, but you and your brother will be safer where I’m taking you. Those men won’t expect this, and there are…defenses we can use.”

“You live there?”

“No.” I glanced over again, not sure whether I saw fear or reassurance flicker across her face. “This place belongs to someone long on faith and heavy on firepower.”

That and a few well-placed magical wards should keep the Consortium from finding the kids. At least for the few days it would take me to get some better safeguards in place.




***




I turned down a long dirt lane. The dead end curved in front of a modest but older ranch-style house, shrouded in large sprays of ornamental grasses and palm trees.

With the car in park, I turned to the girl. “Raymond Caulder is a retired navy chaplain. If you and your brother are lucky, he’ll take you in.” I glanced into the backseat. “He’s a pretty effective defense against things that go bump in the night. It doesn’t have to be forever, but it will give you both a fighting chance.”

She looked toward the house and passed a worried glance over her brother’s unconscious form. We both knew she had no options. Still, she played it close to the vest. “Are you going to make us stay?”

God, she was stubborn. I held up my hands. “If you don’t feel safe here once you’ve talked to Ray, I’ll take you both back downtown. I can’t guarantee I won’t call Social Services the minute I drop you off.” I shrugged. “But you’ll get a head start.”

The glare she gave was now so familiar, I don’t honestly know what I would do if the kid smiled. I wouldn’t recognize her.

“Fine.”

I turned off the car. The warrior teen pushed open her door and stood with her arms crossed while I hauled her brother over my shoulder.

“Shouldn’t we leave him in the car, just in case?”

“Not a chance. Those men can track him. They’ve proven that. Inside will be harder. Ray has protection in place. Your brother will be better off with someone to watch him. All the time.”

She pursed her lips silently acknowledging my peanut of wisdom. Finally, concurrence.

The front door cracked open. The inside light silhouetted a large man cradling a shotgun in the crook of one arm.

“Ray, I’ve brought you some trouble.”

“So what else is new?” The brief, deep chuckle crackled with vestiges of years of cigarette smoking.

“You’re kidding, right?” The girl turned to me, fury on her face, as she hissed in a loud whisper, “You can’t believe he can protect us?”

“You’re not as smart as I gave you credit for,” I muttered, and stepped around her to head toward the well-armed giant in the wheelchair. She had no choice but to follow.

Ray waved me to put the boy on his couch and closed the door behind us. He locked three dead bolts, braced a security bar into the notch in the floor and the wedge under the door handle. Then he slid the sawed-off Winchester into a holster attached to the chair. Right next to a small pouch I knew held the King James Version of the Bible and a second waterproof pouch for his buckshot shells. While not a deadly deterrent for a demon, the specialized buckshot would hurt enough to make them think twice. The distraction would give Ray a chance to go for the Glock G20 he kept tucked beneath the seat of his chair. That ammunition was lethal.

He rolled over to the boy, checked the neck below the jaw for a pulse, timing it with an old diving watch on his arm. “What’s he taking?”

I leaned back against the wall and nodded to the girl to say something.

“I don’t know what they keep shooting into him.” She crossed her arms, mouth pursed, her brows drawn tight, and the sullen look back in spades. “Marco doesn’t take drugs.”

Ray lifted one of the boy’s eyelids. “He does now.”

“Fentanyl,” I replied to his unanswered request. “Not sure what else.”

He shook his head once and looked to me. “Get me the unit from the dining room. I’ll need to hook him up.”

The girl shifted forward, glancing with a flash of alarm from Ray to me, her hazel eyes wide as saucers. “What are you going to do to him?”

“Nothing that will hurt your boyfriend.” Ray plucked a throw from the back of the couch and tucked it around the boy’s torso, leaving one arm free and his chest accessible. “The stuff he’s on has his heart racing too fast. Not to mention he’s nothing but bones. I’m going to monitor his heart. Make sure he doesn’t go into shock or cardiac arrest.”

Ray opened the large briefcase-style box I’d retrieved, extracted some thin cables, and gestured for me to set up the unit on the coffee table. With slow, measured movements, intended more for the girl’s peace of mind than his own process, he opened a package of small adhesive snaps and pulled up the boy’s ratty T-shirt. He affixed the snaps to the skin, snapped the wires to counterparts on the boy’s chest and the unit. The machine burped and whizzed in conjunction with the pale green light on the readout and then simmered into a low-grade soft beep as it warmed up.

“He’s my brother.”

Ray watched the monitor for a second and then shifted to assess the girl.

I let him take the lead with her. I wanted her to trust me, but it was more important she trust Ray. I couldn’t stay with these kids twenty-four seven. He was their first line of defense.

Even in the wheelchair, Ray was a big man with a large chest, thick biceps, and a big head with a sprinkle of white. Gray showed in the crew cut but was more clearly visible in the beard and mustache. Grizzled and tough on the outside with a heart of gold on the inside. Standing, he would’ve towered over my six two by several inches.

“What’s your name, little girl?”

“I’m not a little girl.” She threw the words out in a rush of courage but took a step back and clenched her fists, reconsidering prudence too late.

He waited a second, then two. The girl fidgeted and shifted her feet. “Let’s get this straight right out, little lady.” If you heard Ray’s strong, deep voice in a war zone, you’d think Superman had arrived. Inside this small room, it rang out like judgment. “You and your brother are here by the grace of my goodwill. I can throw you both out right now. I don’t have to help him. I don’t have to believe you. I’ve helped people in worse situations than yours, and I don’t have to help anybody. But if I do help you both, I have rules here. Follow those rules, and everything goes smoothly.”

He paused a second. I had to give her credit. She didn’t blink and held his gaze, though more likely from fear than obedience.

“There is no rudeness in my home. There is no taking the Lord’s name in vain in my home. You will do what I say, when I say it, because it will mean the difference between you and your brother living, and you getting your stupid selves killed. I refuse to protect stupid people.”

He waited to ten, by my count. “Do I make myself clear?”

She swallowed hard.

He upped his ante with a raised eyebrow.

“Aisha.” It was barely audible, but she mustered up again. “My name’s Aisha. His name is Marco.”

Ray one. Aisha zero. To be fair, I’d given her several points for the balls she had demonstrated keeping herself and Marco alive. If only just barely. For a slight teenage girl, she’d taken on Ray, who was no cream puff either, wheelchair or not.

He pointed to the machine’s monitor. “I want you to come over here, sit with your brother, and watch that screen. If the line starts jumping or does anything erratic, if it gets faster—you shout for me. Ray. You understand?”

Aisha nodded.

“I’m going into the kitchen to fix you something to eat.” His gaze shifted to me. “Kane is coming with me to explain what trouble to expect.”

Aisha nodded again and waited for Ray to move his chair. With the caution of a beaten stray, she sidled to the couch and chose a spot near Marco’s feet. She curled up in an awkward ball of thin legs and gangly arms, her hand over her brother’s leg, her eyes glued to the monitor.

I followed Ray and let out a deep breath. He might seem big and threatening, but there was a measure of confidence in the size and presence of the man. His image of vulnerability and strength was a good option for these kids. My only option.

I don’t have any trust of clergy or religion. Human beings do worse things to each other in the name of their gods than demons or monsters could do in a lifespan. I’ve experienced it firsthand, so maybe I’m a little biased. My reason for bringing these kids here was Ray. The faith thing aside, not that he didn’t have heaps, his honor and skills classified him as a good guardian for these two. To call our relationship a friendship would have been too easy, similar to saying Shalim and I had a partnership. It just wasn’t that simple.

Nothing in my life ever was.

I had run into Ray in a tiny reclusive church high in the hills of the Philippines. A location as far away from an urban city like L.A., or even Manila, as one could get.

I wasn’t there to commune with God. I’d ridden the fault lines and portals to retrieve an object for Shalim. My job, relieving the local politico of an ancient Catholic relic. Commissioned some two hundred years before, the reliquary had been a way to cover the export of gold to the Spanish homeland. The locals hadn’t warmed to the removal of the reliquary or their gold. They’d slaughtered the Catholic priests and, even years later, the three-foot-long gold jeweled cross provided the local focal point for good luck and blessings.

A relic of such worship and adoration served up just the proper level of emotional energy for Shalim.

Demons don’t experience their lives, with discrete exceptions. They’re vicarious storage batteries of the emotions and actions of others. Each clan has a focus, a specialty.

Emotional succubae constituted the majority of Shalim’s clan, feeding on the range of human emotions. Sexual succubae were the most prevalent in the group, though feeding from teenage rebellion ranked a strong second, with fear a distant third. He got his satisfaction from relieving people of their precious artifacts. The older, the greater the owner’s dependency, the more emotion invested in the artifact, the better his charge. Always, Shalim was subtle and particular in his selections.

I have no theory behind Shalim’s choices to appease his compulsion, but given that his fascination curbed his appetite for violence, a trait prevalent in his ancient counterparts in the demon infrastructure, I had no trouble separating people from their treasured gifts so others might live.

The relic in custody and my mission completed, I’d arrived at the church to ride the portals home. However I wasn’t the only one riding that night.

The screams echoed a hundred yards away. I have no doubt the people in the village heard them as well. Yet no lights turned on and no armed villagers headed out to help, revealing terror as a common experience. Some demons cultivate familiar stomping grounds. The locals had enacted the heads-down, ignore-it-and-it-will-go-away approach. They had learned, the hard way, what it meant to live close to a fault line, prey to those from the netherworld.

My path to the church aligned behind the only person to respond. One navy lieutenant, Raymond Caulder, running at full speed, weapon gripped in his hand. Not that there was a military base anywhere nearby.

I’d found out later Caulder had promised a dock worker from this village, one who attended weekend services in Manila, that he’d hand deliver a message.

A female demon, her talons curled over the back of the last pew, watched as her two incubi took turns terrorizing an elderly woman. The incubi’s claws slashed, fine daggers tearing through the helpless victim’s flesh. Curled in a ball on the stone floor, the woman covered her face with her scratched arms, but given the ruby varnish of blood expanding beneath her, the screams would be the last cries of her life.

I couldn’t save her. Neither could Caulder. Even given his size, there are no odds for one human against three demons. Not even bad odds.

Whether I would have passed into the portals had he not been there, I don’t know. I never got the chance to consider the option.

The demon heard Caulder and caught a whiff of me. She turned her scarlet razor-scaled body to face us and howled to her minions. The two incubi attacked Ray with a vigor they’d spared the old woman. He was down before he had a chance to fire a shot, his body twisted in an impossible angle, his lower spine incapacitated.

I had no choice but to fight. They stood between me and the portal.

From the floor, Caulder watched as I did battle with the members of a violent, bloodthirsty clan. Watched as I decapitated one incubus and made a eunuch of the second. Then he watched as I turned toward the female demon, determined to inflict a permanent memento before she took me down.

Fortunately, her interest in me vanished at the cries of the approaching villagers, and she disappeared.

For me to shield during full battle hadn’t been an option. It’s hard, and frankly, I wasn’t good at it back then. I didn’t have the skills to wipe Caulder’s mind either. I slid the gun, wrenched from his grasp during the fight, across the stone floor to him and left through the portal.

He survived the night of the demon attack.

I had hoped he would credit the violence he’d seen to a confused nightmare. My luck, he’d gotten over the horror with full recall.

I ran into Raymond Caulder again a couple of years later. He’d received an honorable discharge and spent his time working with the shelters in downtown L.A.

My stomping grounds.

His reconciliation of the events had a lot more to do with faith and rescue with help of yours truly than I was comfortable with. He considered me an extension of that faith. He thinks I’m one of the good guys. I’m not above using that.

“She’s scared and she has every right to be.” I broke the silence while I considered ways to avoid the sorcerer, kidnap, and demon issues.

Ray shut the fridge door and put a tray with bread and cheese slices on the kitchen table. He grabbed the bread with one hand and started assembling sandwiches, then held up a slice to me in question as he flicked on the stove.

I shook my head. “Someone selected this boy, drugged him into compliance. They took their time before they tried to abduct him.”

“Why him?”

My glance back to the living room gave me a full view of Aisha and Marco. Neither had moved, but the girl’s body was strung bow-tight as she listened to every word we spoke. Pussyfooting around the truth wouldn’t help her any more than it would Ray.

“I think he’s only one of several.”

Ray paused, frowned, and delivered a long exaggerated swipe of butter to the bread. “What they want them for?”

I glanced away, debating how much of this story would be enough.

“Kane.” Ray laid the butter knife down.

Resolved to give him the truth, I looked him right in the eye. “Some of them are used for ritual sacrifice. Others are killed outright.”

The muscles in his jaw twitched under his gray beard. “How many?”

“I’ve run across two more with similarities to Marco.” I didn’t mention the scent of the boys or that another boy in the psych ward was barely alive after an attack by the same group. “Two others have a different genetic profile but same age range. Perhaps more before those.”

Ray flipped the sandwiches on the griddle. The sizzle filled the dead space for a few seconds. The salty combination of butter and cheese supplied comfort to an unpalatable situation.

“Drugs don’t seem to be something your folks would need to mess with.”

My folks. Everything out of the ordinary got lumped in my general demonic direction. “Men are targeting these kids. Not other creatures. Two men tried to get Marco, and I would assume there are more stooges where they came from. They’re slick, with cool toys, but not mentally adept.”

“What’s the endgame?”

“Still figuring that out. They bleed out some of these kids, but I only smell drugs on Marco. None of the physical degradation exists in him that I found in some of the others.”

Ray looked away at that and busied himself with cooking for a minute. “Taking time to set up the kidnap is a big investment to grab a runaway. Why not just snatch him?” He slid the toasted sandwich onto a plate with two others. “Someone’s not going to be pleased you got in the middle of this, Kane.”

“I’m counting on it.”

He swiveled his chair around, plate in one hand, shotgun handle at his elbow, his face a combination of severity and wrinkles. He looked like some strange Marvel Comics avenger. “And when they find you?”

“I’ll make it worth their while and put an end to this.”

“You know you’re not indestructible.”

“Haven’t been down for the count in quite a bit.”

Ray’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “You have a death wish, or are you just conducting a personal experiment on what exactly it’ll take to put you in the ground for good?”

“Trying to save my soul again, Ray?”

“Can’t expect me to give up.” He shook his head and gestured to the bottled water and soda on the counter behind me, then moved on into the living room. He laid the plate down on the coffee table in front of Aisha and looked me over. “While frankly, it seems like a pointless exercise sometimes, I believe faith is never wasted.”

“I’ve heard what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.” My counter didn’t amuse him and earned me a scowl from him and a frown from Aisha.

“Only when your actions don’t take pieces of you that you can’t replace.”

“My soul’s not at risk here, Caulder.” I didn’t need to get deep and thick on this topic. It wouldn’t save lives. Not mine or these kids’.

Aisha followed the entire conversation with the rapt attention of a circus carnie waiting for the perfect timing of a con. She’d heard every word from the kitchen and wasn’t missing a beat now. I hated to guess how long her life and her brother’s had depended on her attention to detail.

“You’re not expendable, Kane.”

“It’s not my intention to take unwarranted risks. You could go for a little encouragement.”

“I deal in truth, not encouragement.”

I turned my back on Caulder and took in the guarded expression on Aisha’s face. She had riveted her attention between the two of us with an intensity that should have guaranteed whiplash. No doubt determining if a fight would break out, if she’d need to get out quick, if she and her brother would survive the aftermath.

Not concerns I wanted her to have. I pointedly sat next to her, too close, in an attempt to distract her. She scooted backward and jerked her gaze back to the monitor and Ray, who had checked Marco’s pulse again.

“How’s he doing?” I asked.

Ray released the boy’s arm and shrugged. “Pulse is racing less. I expect he may stay this way for the next twenty-four, forty-eight hours. I’ll keep an eye on him.”

The man was no doctor, but he’d had some preliminary field training and knew the gadgets to own and how to use them. What he didn’t have, he asked for. Many of the people he tried to help just didn’t have time to get to a legitimate facility. I’d found and delivered the monitor hooked up to Marco, at Ray’s request.

“Aisha?” I left it open-ended. It was her call. Stay or go.

She looked from Ray to me. Fear and fatigue warred in the lines on her face. She was really too young for this kind of burden, though I don’t get to decide that. I’d seen enough to know she needed to make her own decision to survive. The decision wouldn’t give her any false hope of control, but none of us have any control over our fate.

“Ray can help Marco when he wakes up. He’s done this kind of thing with addicts before.” I held up a hand as she opened her mouth in her brother’s defense. “It’s won’t matter that he didn’t want the drugs. Physically, he’ll have all the same withdrawal problems. You both can have a roof, food, and some help here.”

“And then?” she whispered.

“Then we’ll deal with the people who want to find him.”

“Not Marco.” The angry flare was back, strong and bright in her eyes, a match to the tension in her fists.

“Aisha, if I’d wanted to dangle your kid brother as bait on a line I wouldn’t have brought you here. I get that you think you two don’t need anyone, but you can’t handle this situation by yourself. You’re going to have to give an inch to get the help you both need.”

Her shoulders caved in as her fight deflated, but suspicion still flickered in her eyes. I had a sad feeling that distrust would ride shotgun for the rest of her life.

“Okay. But just until Marco’s better.”

“How about we start with twenty-four hours?”

She nodded.

Ray handed her a blanket and the plate. “Eat something and then sleep. I’ll watch your brother.”

She eyed the sandwiches without moving. I took a grilled cheese, bit off the corner, and put it back on the plate. After a swig of water from a fresh bottle, I tucked that in the blanket by her side, as well.

Never trust—a good motto for survival on the streets. Sad she had to rely on it now. The sandwich and water could be drugged in devious ways, but sometimes you just had to risk it.

Her bites of my sandwich were timid, but she couldn’t stop the quick look of pleasure in response to hot food.

My phone’s low hum interrupted the silence.

Mercy Hospital. The boy was awake.














CHAPTER 8







“Social Services is moving the boy to the county hospital unless you can provide paperwork for proof of custody or a relationship to the child.” The man held his pathetic shield of a briefcase in front of him.

“Like I carry paperwork around with me.” I pushed in close to the face of the Social Services worker. He was a slender man who had evidently developed calluses against intimidation. He couldn’t give a rat’s ass what I did, though the nurse next to him had backed up a step or two.

I had left my name and number for the boy, indicating I was his cousin and that he was a runaway. Probably not far off the mark—he was someone’s runaway. I knew the hospital would probably hiccup on my information sometime in the insurance paperwork process. I just figured I would have a little more time. The county hospital was a bad option, with a predictable reputation for understaffing medical and security personnel. Not to mention that snatching this boy in transit would be easy for the sorcerers if they wanted him back.

I swiped my hand across the back of my neck, though it did nothing to ease the tension pounding in my brain.

The rate at which I was accumulating stray teenagers and their problems was squeezing my time and patience. The urge to eliminate a few problems swelled, the stubbornness of the worker in front of me providing a bit too much temptation.

I turned to the nurse. “Look, if it’s about the money, I can pay off his current balance and put a deposit down for his further treatment.”

The social services guy shook his head. “We’re beyond that at this point. I’m going to have to take the boy into custody unless you can produce some proof of relationship. Frankly, there’s no record on the child and a pretty scant amount on you, Mr. Kane—” He stopped as a hand tapped his shoulder, and a piece of paper slid before his face.

“This would be a birth certificate for one Samuel Oren Jessup, cousin to Thaddeus Kane. Also documentation of custodial award at the time of Samuel’s parents’ death, last year.” Decibel stood back from the man, posture erect, snappy navy blue suit pristine. Her brow tilted as she waited to smack down a rebuttal.

“And you are?”

“I’m the family’s legal representative.” Her look slid past the man to me in a dare for me to contradict her. “I’m retained by the Jessup and Kane estates.”

The social services worker seemed to ignore Decibel’s aggressive approach, but the slight shake of the papers as he reviewed them indicated he wasn’t completely immune to intimidation after all. Guess it just took pixie-packed power in high heels. No wonder I had no effect.

“Looks like the paperwork’s in order. I’ll have to get these checked. For the time being, the boy can stay here.” He glared at me and shoved the papers into the bowels of his briefcase. “He’s not to be released until I make confirmation.”

The nurse nodded without comment until the man had left the hallway. “There really wasn’t anything I could do,” she said.

“I understand completely. I received a message that…Sam was awake.”

“Yes, he woke briefly. An hour or so ago. We administered more sedatives because he was so agitated.”

I scowled at the ceiling and let out an exasperated breath. One step too late. I needed to get ahead of this situation. I turned back to the nurse. “Can I be called as soon as he wakes up and maybe request a delay in sedation until I’ve had a chance to talk with him? It’s very important. I think my discussion will ease his anxiety without the need to drug him.”

“I’ll add your request to his chart. If it’s on my shift, I’ll keep an eye out. I can’t make any guarantees.” She shrugged and left to respond to a page.

“Wasn’t I clear that I didn’t need your help?” I turned on Decibel with more relief than annoyance.

She crossed her arms. “Not from where I stood. You’re welcome.”

I tried to scowl at her. “Where did you come up with those papers?”

“Demon, remember?” she smiled. “Besides, the kid really is Samuel Oren something or other. It’s just a little tweaking of the truth; safest that way.”

“Great to know.” I closed my eyes again and shook my head. I had a demon partner from another clan leeching me for favors, and she wanted to play detective. I glanced back at her. “What other info do you have on him?”

She pursed her lips, running through some mental checklist. “Not much. Kid was under the custody of an older brother, who died in a hit-and-run about two months ago. The kid’s been on the streets since.”

“The hit-and-run an accident?”

“Does it matter? You can’t bring him back. If someone’s gone to this much trouble for the boy, then this is a little bigger than you playing Shalim’s number-one bloodhound.”

“You know too much about me.”

She leaned in close. “The better to deal with you.”

“I’m not yours to manipulate.”

The shrug didn’t quite make it to casual. “We can play it that way, but if you decide you won’t help me, I need a little leverage.”

“How about we just stick with the cards on the table? I’m much better with the straightforward—” A series of vibrations sent off alarms in every nerve as I turned quickly, scanning the people in the hall.

Several nurses gathered at the far end of the hall, none of them a sorcerer. However, there was definitely a vibrational dissonance and the waft of asphalt. The sensation was recognizable as the same head-banging drumbeat from my previous sorcerer run-ins. Perhaps the mentor of the one killed by the dragon or some close associate. Yet something was off about the vibration, not a consistent thrum, but a rhythm my mind processed in an inconsistent pulse.

I gestured Decibel closer to the boy’s room. She nodded and moved with me. Her body brushed mine as we discreetly canvassed each room we passed. These rooms were all open. Unlike Samuel’s restricted ward.

The sensation increased as if two radio stations were playing different songs on each side of my brain, the result sickening and disruptive to my equilibrium.

We reached the end of the hallway, the security doors blocking us from Samuel’s wing as the door opened out, and a man dressed in blue scrubs and sporting a Mercy Hospital badge passed us. The reek of dark wizard assaulted me as Decibel grabbed my arm. An overwhelming odor of blood wafted through the air a second after his exit.

“Stop him.” I spun and grabbed for his arm, but he’d bucked through the group of nurses and pushed one to the floor before he sprinted for the stairwell on the far end of the hall.

I lost a few seconds to avoid plowing over the nurse and slammed against the closing stairwell door after him. He would need only seconds to open his own portal, and then I’d never catch up with him. However, he needed open space and privacy.

Not happening.

I jumped over the stairway railing and leapt a half floor at a time. I launched at him as we passed the second set of floors, my fingers grasping the back of his scrubs enough to stop him. He turned with a snarl, one hand clenched around a package of blood and the other grasping the amulet chained around his throat.

“Let me go.”

“Not on your life.” I grabbed for his amulet with my free hand.

He dropped the blood pouch, reached behind him, and swung an athame at my face. The blade, still wet with Samuel’s blood, missed my eye by a hair.

I jumped back but kept my grip on his amulet, which ripped free in my hand.

He vaulted at me, crazed, his rage palpable, the vibration radiating from him now clearly definable from the other night. Another fledgling apprentice. Not a mentor. He was channeling for the sorcerer, and the signature betrayed him. I’d probably just missed this apprentice at the warehouse when I’d left with the boy.

“I should have tracked you down the other night,” he snarled again. No new tricks in this guy’s anger repertoire. Neither bright nor eloquent.

“Downright sloppy of you.” I lunged to the side.

He raised his hand and, with a quick jerk, slit his palm with the athame. “You stupid demon idiot, you don’t have the intelligence of pond scum. I’m going to send you to a hell not even Satan’s dreamed up.” He raised his hand and clenched it. Enough blood trickled from his cut to coat the tattoos blanketing his arm.

A stairwell door below us slammed, and feet pounded on the stairs. Mercy Hospital security had finally decided to show up.

The pull of the sorcerer’s power pressed on my eardrums, a sensation of diving underwater too far and too fast. As he released his spell my way, I lifted his amulet and pushed a little buffer of my own around me. A shocked look rippled across his face before the flame bellowed from his hand, rebounded off the amulet, and exploded back to engulf him. He danced within the fire, a scream without sound, as the fire closed in on itself, sucking him into whatever hell he’d planned for me.

Lucky me.

I turned for the stairwell door behind me as the security guards rounded the stairs and pulled a gun.

Hands raised, I stepped back. “He went through that door. The nurses upstairs can vouch for me. I was trying to catch him.”

One guard spun me around by the shoulder toward the nearest doorway. “Let’s go check that out, why don’t we?”




***




The security door to the psych ward was propped open, a crash cart visible in the hallway outside Samuel’s room with a chaos of nurses and staff. Decibel stood arguing with one nurse next to the cart.

The security guard behind me hailed the nurse. “This the guy?”

She shook her head and waved him away. “Mr. Kane, I’m so sorry about your cousin. We are very strict about not allowing unauthorized personnel back here.”

“Samuel?”

She shifted and glanced back at the room’s interior with a worried expression. “He’s lost a great deal of blood, and we’ve had to resuscitate. I don’t want to give you false hope. He’s just hanging on.”

“We need a guard here twenty-four seven.” Decibel crossed her arms, leaned against the wall, and narrowed her eyes. I couldn’t determine her primary concern, given that security guards would hardly stop another sorcerer from accessing Samuel, though it was better than nothing.

The nurse looked back at me. “I’ll get with administration on that.”

Apparently more red tape to wade through. I ground my teeth in frustration. This kid wasn’t getting a break and neither was I. He would be lucky to survive the night at this rate, much less live long enough to give me any details that would help. However, it was unlikely the sorcerer would send another fledgling, and I felt compelled to give Samuel any edge I could. “Tell them they can bill me. I want a guard here round-the-clock.”

The nurse nodded and left me with Decibel, who just looked smug. “Sucker. Is there anyone you won’t save?”

“Not helpful. Did you find out anything?”

“Only that that sorcerer almost drained the boy. They’ll be pumping blood back into him for days.”

A tremor skittered up my spine. I glanced behind me as a second nurse returned with a security guard and motioned for him to take position by Samuel’s doorway. “There will be an officer here on rotational shifts, Mr. Kane.”

“Thank you. And you are?” I held out my hand to the woman, roughly late forties, pleasant-looking, with soft wrinkles around her eyes, short blond hair and rather subdued.

“Nurse Kidd. Anne Kidd.”

She took the offered hand, and I froze every instinctive response I had. I regulated my breathing for scent while my other senses pulled in information. With a brief nod to the woman, I turned slightly, averting my face from Decibel’s scrutiny. Irregular, light, and harmonious vibrations continued up my arm. I held Anne’s hand a second longer, waiting for a reaction from the nurse.

She seemed totally unaware of the exchange, which confused me as much as the vibrations and the lingering sweet smell of chocolate, spices, and pine. Anne Kidd had a much stronger scent than I’d identified on Aisha, but given her age, it was possible scents changed and matured over time.

“I need to be contacted if there’s a change in Samuel’s condition.”

“Of course, Mr. Kane.”

I put a hand on Decibel’s arm to propel her before me toward the elevator. She started to hang back and opened her mouth. With a look between the nurse, the guard, and me, she seemed to decide against whatever she’d planned to say. We reached the elevators and entered in silence.

The doors slid shut, and Decibel swung around to me, hands on her hips, her eyes flashing a rather vivid cherry orange shade of hellfire red. “What the hell was that about?”

“Where’s the trust, partner?”

“Right now, I don’t trust you farther than I can spit.”

“What happened to wanting my involvement?”

“Don’t pussyfoot with me. Why did you hustle me out of there? What aren’t you telling me—again?”

The doors slid open to the lobby. I wrapped an arm around the angry demon to usher her by people waiting for the elevator. She shrugged off my arm and glared at me in what seemed our regular scenario.

I turned to her after the crowd thinned out and tried a different tactic. “I appreciate what you did for Samuel with the child-welfare guy. I don’t really have an issue helping you with your project.” I glanced around and lowered my voice. “Given that we stay within my conditions. But I’m not about to let you in on every bit of my business. Frankly, since the sorcerer seems to be zeroing in on demons for expendable slaves at the moment, I would think you’d look upon leaving quickly as an act of protection for your precious little self.”

Fast thinking on my part, though my point wasn’t entirely self-serving. Shalim had lost two clan members to the sorcerer’s bindings within the last year. Decibel was at risk.

“Puleeese.” She tried to outstare me. It didn’t work. I’d had years to perfect this skill in much worse circumstances. She squinted as if she could spy into my mind and prod my conscious will. “If you betray me, I’ll make you pay dearly.”

I produced a shocked look and placed my hands over my heart. “You wound me.” Then I draped my arm around her shoulder again. This time she allowed herself to be pulled along toward the exit. “What have I ever done to make you distrust me so?”

Okay, a little insincere, even to my ears, but she laughed. From my perspective, we’d escaped the hospital unscathed. One evil neophyte sorcerer down, one innocent barely hanging on, and a new situation with Anne Kidd added to my “investigate” list.

I gave her a squeeze. “So tell me what else you’ve found.”




***




Decibel spread the sheets of paper on the table beside my pie plate. She tapped the top one with a shiny purple fingernail. “Jezrielle Carter was the sole survivor of an attack on her family by a killer four years ago.”

I pulled a picture from the bottom. A shot of Jezrielle’s adopted parents’ bedroom after the murder. The black-and-white left nothing to my imagination. The dark gray matter on the walls wasn’t paint, and the shade dominated the shot.

“So they ruled her out?”

“Cynical, aren’t you? However, yes. She was at school, waiting to be picked up by a friend’s mother who was late. If the mother had made her timetable, Jezrielle would have been home when the killer showed up.”

I reread the police scene summary in my hand. “How many were there in her family?”

“Five others: adopted parents, one older brother, and two younger ones.”

“Why does this say that there were six people found at the scene?”

“Girlfriend of the older brother. Killer probably thought he’d killed Jez with her family. FBI put her in protective custody during the investigation, but her mother’s brother, Sol Marguessa, showed up to claim Jezrielle.”

“And…” I continued reading, “he declined protective custody and took his niece into hiding.”

I shifted back through the documents on the table to extract one with birth details and looked up to read Decibel’s face. “He’s the one who placed Jez with the family through adoption?”

Her face gave away nothing, but she slid an additional document my way. “Seems there is no record of Sol Marguessa prior to seventeen years ago.”

I folded the documents back into the file Decibel had provided. Leaning back, I discreetly canvassed the diner, digesting the bits and pieces of information while the waitress refilled my coffee. “What about the killer?”

“They captured a suspect six months later and were able to pin it on him with DNA, but it doesn’t add up to me. The guy was a small-time crook and felon.” She gestured a hand at the file. “He doesn’t fit the pattern of bloodlust this crime represented.”

“Drugs?”

She shook her head. “Again, small-time. Some pot, no money, and no major shit.”

“Could have been a soul-bound human or spell-bound demon. I haven’t had a chance yet to check my pictures from the scene of Ayden’s neighborhood. His family’s murder wasn’t messy, not like Jez’s,” I said. Ayden’s fire, the advanced planning required, and the midafternoon attack ruled out any of Shalim’s missing foot soldiers forced to work for sorcerers. Lack of nighttime concealment and no access to a local fault line delivered an operational challenge beyond most demons’ scope. Shalim was ancient enough to open a portal and operate at full force during the day, but few could. Strong sorcerers would have the power and skills to do so also, though I would have smelled residue of them at the scene. Unless they were cloaked somehow.

She slid a photo packet my way. “I got them developed. See anything familiar?”

I skipped past how she had taken my camera and helped herself to the film as I fanned the images from the roll on the Formica tabletop. Groups of teenage girls clustered together, firemen, and police officers—nothing unusual there. Half of Jez’s shoulder as she’d wandered through the crowd, the rest of her blocked by someone else’s navy windbreaker. The last two shots were actually the first I’d taken, details of the edges of the Marlow property. An older man in discussion with a uniformed officer, and behind him, a slighter man with dark hair and a recognizable face. The apprentice I’d just sent to an unpleasant end in the hospital stairwell.

I glanced at Decibel. “This confirms the sorcerers for the later killings.”

She stared at the picture for a minute. Her mind had probably run through the same what-ifs mine had. If we’d seen this guy’s face soon enough, perhaps we could have stopped him before he’d entered Samuel’s room. Then again, we hadn’t seen him earlier and she had no vested interest in Samuel’s well-being, aside from cementing my participation in her efforts.

Shaking the thought, I focused back on the Marlow crime scene. “They’ve evolved their methods, become more sophisticated, but depending on how far back these murders go, I don’t think they’re in this alone. What do we know about the killers of the other immortal neophytes?”

She frowned and snapped back, “I already checked into that and found nothing.”

“You keep busy.”

“This is important, Kane. I’m not spinning my wheels just to save mankind’s little wonders.” Irritation laced her sarcasm.

I slowly put down my cup and leaned forward so she would hear what I said even though I kept my voice low. “I said I’ll help you. I never agreed to commit all of my time to this. You can either take that condition or leave it. I have other commitments pressing up my ass. It doesn’t mean I won’t do everything I can or that I won’t step on your delicate toes.”

She twisted her head to look away, annoyance written in the nervous energy of her clenched fingers and posture. “Right.”

“Before you get all bent on this issue, you seem to be rather good at squirreling up confidential, and mostly illegal, information. Where does a demon come up with hacker computer skills?”

She shrugged and lifted a hand, scrutinizing her latest manicure. “One picks things up along the way.”

I leaned back. Skills were good. They were helpful, but there was a lot more to Decibel than the demons from my past experiences. She had a bit too many human characteristics, making her difficult to classify, and it had nothing to do with her nails and clothes. I’d never minded working with demons. They are predictable and fairly black-and-white once you understood what compels them. Deviations from those classifications could be dangerous, and I was uncertain how dangerous Decibel might actually be. That I found disturbing.

My phone vibrated. I looked at the number and hesitated a second. Then I looked at Decibel and flipped it open. Two seconds later, I slid the phone into my pocket, threw down ten bucks, and grabbed my jacket. “Seems Jezrielle wants to check out my threat level.”

“Where?”

“She’s in my loft.” I shook my head. “I really need a better security system.”














CHAPTER 9







I slid back the grate of the elevator and turned the key in the wall pad until the small flashing red light turned green. Jezrielle stood at the far end of my loft, in front of the window. As far away from me as she could get. “Breaking and entering a skill you’ve acquired in the last few years?”

“I’m still alive.” Her lips thinned and the perfect edge of her short brown bob skimmed her jawline as she lifted her chin a bit in defiance.

My guess, she was hiding more fear than the sarcasm in her words’ quick bite.

“You could learn to reactivate the security system too, when you break in.” I skirted the main area, heading to the wall of kitchen appliances and cabinets. “Want anything to eat or drink?”

“I’m not here to socialize.”

“You figure I’ll slip you a Mickey?”

Narrowed eyes joined her thinned lips. “I have no reason to let my guard down with you.”

“Lack of trust, too. Yet you’re here?” I glanced around the room. “And so, supposedly, is Sol?”

She stiffened at the name but said nothing.

“Okay, so you’re here to sniff me out and see how dangerous I am. You’ve been fine running and hiding for the last few years. Why tread on thin ice now?” I put down the beer I’d taken out of the fridge and leaned a hip against the stove in front of me. That and the eating counter separated me from Jezrielle. I hoped it gave her a little more distance to feel safe or gave Sol a false sense of security.

It might have worked. I smelled the fragrance and bit back a curse as the drift of cinnamon and sandalwood wound its way into the room and settled on the rectangle of rug by the couch.

Jez’s head whipped from the rug area around to me with Decibel’s materialization, and her frown morphed into a hostile glare. I stared at the ceiling, shook my head, then took a swig of my beer, and set it down with a large thunk.

Decibel jumped, turned toward me, and actually had the decency to look a little remorseful. The look disappeared in an instant.

Jez skirted to a far corner of the room, leaving as much distance between herself, Decibel, and me as possible. “I knew I couldn’t trust you.”

I crossed my arms and looked at Dec. “I asked you to stay out of this.”

“Stay out?” Jez stared at me in shock. “She’s a frigging demon, and you speak to her like she’s a chum.”

“We’re all something.” I took another swig of the beer. “And you’d be what, since you’re throwing stones?” The click of a gun cocked behind my head confirmed Sol’s presence.

“Don’t make any sudden moves, and slowly, very slowly, head over to the demon bitch.”

“Hey, now,” Dec complained and started to move toward us, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t seem to leave the rug. “What the—”

I pointed the beer bottle toward her feet. “A containment ward under the rug?”

Her brows shifted skyward in annoyance. She crossed her arms and spun around, muttering obscenities under her breath. Her complaints were too human and not at all unexpected. What unsettled me was that I’d become so familiar with Decibel’s traits.

“Move now and join her,” the hoarse, gnarled voice repeated from behind me.

I left my beer, walked over to Decibel, and turned to face Sol. The man’s eyes were light brown, bright, and focused. The dust of white whiskers and the liver-spotted hand holding the gun spoke to age. Evidence of a tremor was visible in the quiver of the barrel. His body’s mortal age would pass for seventy. I would wager money the brain behind the eyes was thousands of years older and sharp as a tack. “So you’ve got this all figured out?”

“Looks like.”

“Eliminating us does what for you?” I asked conversationally, while Sol backed away from us toward the kitchen counter. The slight relaxing of his shoulders reflected his confidence that he’d contained both the demons in the room.

I ran a second quick probe of my guests. My sense of Jezrielle had diminished to zilch. No scent, no physical impression. Only my eyes confirmed she was still here. He was shielding her. My sense of Sol was an entirely different matter.

“Two fewer threats to Jezrielle,” he added and leaned back against the counter, the gun still fisted in his hand.

“You’ve evolved to killing anyone you see, whether they intend to harm Jez or not?” I positioned myself at the edge of the rug. “If I’d wanted her dead or wanted her at all, why wouldn’t I have taken her at Ayden’s house?”

“Too many witnesses. And you didn’t have your stronger demon half there.” Sol’s lips pressed together with conviction, his resolve and obstinacy unshakeable. He accepted every word with a belief that belied rational thought, hardly objective. His reaction was emotional, focused, and desperate—another series of telling traits.

I looked at Jez. She’d moved back to the window, circumventing the rugged area, and closed the distance between herself and Sol. “Did you feel threatened by me outside Ayden’s?”

“She’s not going to answer you.” Sol’s thumb clicked off the safety.

I walked away from the rug and grabbed the gun from him before he could shoot. In less than the blink of an eye, I’d disarmed him, taken out the cartridge, and released the bullet in the chamber. Turning to Jez, I held up the empty gun and slowly placed it on the counter farther from Sol. “Did you feel threatened at Ayden’s house?”

Lips still parted in shock, Jez shot a glance at Sol. She probably felt threatened right now, but she answered me anyway. “No.”

I headed back to the kitchen and turned my back on Sol, hoping the old man wouldn’t try it again.

He just couldn’t resist. Predictable.

I spun and kicked him in the chest seconds before he reached me. Twisting his arm behind his back, I forced him to the ground. Jez cried out and started for us.

“Stay back. I have no plan to hurt him, and I won’t, if he will stop his attacks.” I directed my statement to Jez, since Sol seemed to be unwilling to take in my clear attempt at simple English and continued to struggle against my hold.

“Sol, please. Let me just talk to him for a minute.” Jez’s hands curled into fists as she sought eye contact with her protector.

Not really in a position to argue, he went slack. I released him and moved away. He gave a tense nod for Jez’s benefit, a searing glare at me, and stomped across the floor to stand beside her.

“Why didn’t the ward restrain you?” He forced the words slowly from between his clenched teeth with a sophistication I found almost admirable.

“Just doesn’t.” I shrugged. “Now, did you want to exchange information, or did you just come here to add another notch to your walking stick?”

The answer was obvious, but for Jez’s sake, I attempted to wipe the slate.

She gripped Sol’s arm to stop his response. “What do you have to share?”

“That’s rich. You break into my home. Assault me. Twice.” I pointed my retrieved beer at Sol. “And restrain my…” I glanced at Decibel who stood with her arms crossed and pissed as hell. “Associate.” She downgraded the expression to puzzlement for me but gave a smug look to Sol and Jez. “And I have to spill what I know first?”

I would have laughed at the look on Jez’s face if it wouldn’t have ticked her off and taken time to smooth over. My time was disappearing way too fast to waste on more peace efforts. I also predicted she’d be too stubborn to give in first. “Fine.”

Decibel whipped around. That quickly, we were back on frosty terms.

“Based on the several murders in this area, under the guidance of dark magic—” I held up my hands to both offended parties. “This did not involve anyone here. My associate and I are confident the attacks are planned and orchestrated from within the Consortium of Sorcerers’ ranks.” From the look on Decibel’s face, I was out of the dead zone again. “Their methods vary between the use of acolytes, human vessels, and ensnared demons. This team is eradicating pre-immortals and other preselected teenagers in an escalating rampage.”

I walked over, flipped the rug’s edge with my foot, and shook my head at the paint on my pristine hardwood floor. I tried, unsuccessfully, to scuff through the marks with the heel of my boot.

“We know all that?” Decibel hissed under her breath from beside me.

I looked up, still annoyed at the insult to my hard work, and gave her a terse nod.

Sol wasn’t impressed. “So what?”

“So the Consortium has evolved since they killed your adopted family.” I glanced at Jez, leaving the old man from my discussion. “They’ve forgone random acts of violence by humans under compulsion and shifted to manipulating more dangerous beings, adding blood rituals into the mix. Now why would they do that?” I moved back to the counter and looked pointedly at Sol. If he wanted to speak, he could add the information I knew he still held back.

My senses cataloged him as my first exposure to a full-fledged immortal. His mature scent wasn’t Jez’s fresh combination of spring and wine, more an aged cognac with a deadly twist. He shielded her well enough, once again foregoing the effort for himself. Protecting her like a lion with a cub, and yet she called him Sol. His lack of response to my questions and his glare between Dec and me indicated that he wasn’t about to play nice.

Jez finally spoke up. “I thought demons didn’t run together outside of their clans.”

“That’s true.” I looked from her to Sol again. “What makes you think we’re not the same clan?”

She frowned. Her sideways glance to Sol’s closed eyes told that answer. I raised my brow at Decibel. “He’s almost as fast ferreting information as you are.” I shook my head. “I truly have no secrets anymore.”

“So your clan has made an alliance with hers?” Jez asked again.

“Not a chance.” Decibel scoffed and turned her back on both of them.

“Friendship isn’t a demon characteristic, so what’s up?” Jez’s expression had changed to puzzlement.

“Friendship? Not the term I’d use,” I admitted. “At least from a human context, but demons have strong loyalties. I would imagine that once a human being lives for hundreds, thousands of years, their loyalties take a different spin as well. Right, Sol?”

Sol continued to stare at me from beneath a set of well-groomed but bushy brows, a sharp contrast to his bald pate. I wasn’t sure what was running through his mind, but I was certain any offer of friendship he might extend to me probably resembled eating broken glass or something equally palatable.

“So what are you?” Jez seemed fixated on the minutiae of our origins. Whatever skills Sol had transferred to her definitely didn’t include civility.

“Does it matter? I’ve been enlisted to help you. Several of you, though it’s hard to find pre-immortals alive these days.” I waited for the next barrage of questions.

“Who asked you to?” Sol perked up. His voice bore a strange timbre of menace and compulsion in an attempt to manipulate me, but parlor tricks weren’t going to work. Not that it stopped him from trying. I could feel the push of his power. However, I wouldn’t have made a good foot soldier for Shalim if I submitted to every push thrown my way.

“I did.” Decibel gave up her confrontational stance to sit on the couch. One leg sensually crossed over the other as her fingers folded in a demure fashion.

Jez looked back and forth between the two of us and Sol. He blinked and shook his head, looking like he needed a stiff drink. “Since when does a demon solicit help to save…humans?”

“Since the immortals are terminated before they can evolve.” Decibel’s clipped answer, short and terse, didn’t promise more information.

Sol focused on Decibel. “Why would you give a damn?”

“My own business.”

Jez turned to me in disbelief. “She really got you involved?”

“Yep.”

She turned back to Dec. “Why him?”

I pointedly let out an audible exhale and checked my watch since the exchange was turning into a bad rendition of a C-rated police interrogation.

Dec shrugged. “He has a reputation for protective acts.”

Jez turned back to me. “And you said yes because—”

“Because she asked so nicely.” My tone was snide enough to make Decibel pop back up to pace in her confines, resembling every bit the caged animal waiting to pounce.

I took pity on her. For whatever reason, she’d twisted herself in knots to help this group. She didn’t deserve their contempt. I, on the other hand, didn’t care what they thought. “Demons were being summoned, coerced, and destroyed against their will. I believe, in connection with this operation. I have a stake in protecting my clan. The joint resources make collaboration efficient.” I shot Dec a glance to keep silent and was surprised when she looked away without provocation.

“So it’s about saving demon hide. No big surprise,” said Sol.

His quick snark made me wonder briefly just what chance humanity really had in the great judgment with immortals so jaded. In spite of his bitterness, I was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt, even if he wasn’t ready just yet with his own olive branch. “From a purely objective standpoint, threats of your extermination have only escalated recently.”

“Murders of immortals have happened for years,” Sol snapped back.

“In these numbers and with this level of focus?” I pushed back with a rise in tone to reflect my impatience. He blinked and considered my question for a second.

“The older attacks were from possessed humans, but those perpetrators were premeditated living beings.” I glanced at Jez. “My last encounters have been with acolytes, fledgling sorcerers, and a few scouts or soulless human vessels.”

“What’s the connection to your precious clans?” Sol’s calmer question didn’t bother avoiding insult.

“I’ve tracked the disappearance of clan members to sites of the Consortium’s activities. I can’t speak to the correlation, but I don’t do coincidences.” I could feel the heated blaze of Decibel’s stare between my shoulder blades. I didn’t have to see her face to detect her anger at my withholding information. Then again, she hadn’t asked. In my book, I withheld Shalim’s business until disclosure was necessary. Given the quorum in the room, I decided the potential for gaining more information was now worth offering a few details.

Not willing to burn a bridge, I walked over to stand beside Decibel. My physical proximity as support didn’t cut it. She refused to look at me.

Sol’s eyes narrowed. “Your take on the change?”

“Maybe the humans recruited weren’t manageable. They proved more of a liability, more exposure for human law enforcement. Or they weren’t getting the job done.” I hesitated on my final conjecture, the most solid and troubling option. “Or the focus has changed, and someone’s timetable has escalated.”

Jez cringed and turned her back. Sol sank into a chair at the rug’s outer edge. I sat on the arm of the couch and watched the mix. Murder was troublesome, soulless vessels and blood rituals more so. Adding in what or who would have the wherewithal to play the demon element into the equation pointed to bad conclusions of someone with infinite time and enormous power. I didn’t have enough pieces to pull together an answer.

Jez moved closer to the couch, leaving Sol between herself and Decibel. “What benefit is there from harnessing demons?”

Decibel straightened her posture. Her brows gave a quick lift and settled while she considered. “We don’t act as a cohesive group. We are subordinate only to our clans, with geographically dispersed territories. No one chain of command to piss off. While some clan leaders are incredibly powerful, most don’t have the desire to play full-time in the human realm, with all but the most ancient restricted by daylight.” Decibel glanced at me. “Most, at any rate.”

“But singular attacks on demons warrant a response. They won’t go unchallenged. Reciprocation is a given. The summons could be practice runs,” I added last.

Sol looked up, for once taken off guard. “In an effort to pick off demon leaders?”

“Demon and immortal,” Decibel added. “The two factions with longevity and power. Disturbing both lines could hardly be a coincidence.”

Sol glared at Decibel as if she’d sprouted horns, but I got the general impression that her hypothesis hadn’t occurred to him. Visualizing the immortals as a singular target worked much better in his book, hate easier to funnel and direct if you’re the only victim. A response from someone left too long isolated in battle.

Jez looked at me. Suspicion flickered across her features, but she reined it in. “How are they able to summon random demons?”

“They aren’t random. The summons target clans of great power but ensnare those least violent and invasive, from a humanity standpoint—the weakest members.”

Everyone looked my way. “Give her the folder.” I gestured to Decibel, who picked up the packet we’d sifted through earlier at the diner. Details Decibel had uncovered of demon disappearances from several of the key clans that surrounded Shalim’s continental holdings. Moderate clans had seen the most activity, ones more likely to retreat from human altercations, ones least likely to collude with the violent sects. Details no computer or human service could provide.

She started to get up to hand it to Jez but stopped as she realized she couldn’t move out of the ward Sol had created.

Jez looked to me expecting help, but I only shrugged. “It’s her information. You want to get in front of this situation, then we all need to contract for a détente.”

“She’s a demon and so are you,” said Sol, his itsy-bitsy measure of patience gone.

“Repetitious, Sol,” I said. “If Decibel were sent to take out Jez, she would have done it. Jez would be ashes now.”

Again the burn of Decibel’s gaze brushed over me for the revelation of her name, but I stayed locked on Jez’s gaze and nodded at the folder still in Decibel’s hand.

Sol eyed the gun I’d set down. I moved back to slide it across the floor to him. “It’s empty, but if it makes you feel better.”

With a blink and a quick breath as if she’d plunged into ice water, Jez stepped over the rug’s edge to Decibel before Sol had time to argue. I gave her a point for courage. My demon cohort relinquished the file and sat back down, while Jez sifted through the papers and returned to Sol.

“I haven’t detected demons at the last several murder sites,” I added.

“Too much strength required for the summons?” Sol looked at me but waited.

“We’d be talking an incredibly powerful sorcerer. More likely this is an orchestration of several high-level sorcerers pooling their power and that of their fledglings.”

Sol closed his eyes. He looked visibly older and shrunken. Jez looked stunned. “You’re joking.”

I put my elbows on my knees and leaned forward with a side glance at Decibel. She pursed her mouth in potential agreement. “Nope. I think it’s possible. Very, very bad. But possible.”

“Why would they do this?”

I opened my hands. “You both could conjecture better why they don’t want immortals to evolve. When did you notice the attacks beginning?” I glanced down at my watch again. Two hours until the hospital shifts changed. Again, no offer of information from Team Immortal. I had too much to do to fuss with people who didn’t want to help themselves.

After grabbing a towel and varnish remover from my project pile, I returned to swab at the markings beneath my rug. Sol postured to move, but I gave him an unpleasant look. I was damn tired of dancing with him. “Play nice or you leave now.”

“Works for me,” responded Sol.

Finally free of her confines, Decibel walked behind the kitchen counter as I moved to Sol’s side. Jez had sidled away with my approach.

I squatted beside his chair, my hands lax on my knees, but ready, and leaned close. I kept my conversation between us while I monitored the concerned looks on Jez’s and Decibel’s faces. “It might work for you, but will it work for your daughter? I can smell what’s happening to you, Marguessa. Try diplomacy, for her sake. You have nothing to lose.”

His eyes widened in surprise, but he made no comment.

“Any information at all?” I tried again.

He glanced away. I stood up, disgusted, grabbed my jacket, and then headed for the elevator without a backward glance. “I’m more than willing to work with you both in order to figure this out. I’m not willing to waste time persuading people about trust. In or out, you choose.”

“Thaddeus Kane.” Sol’s voice rang out across the room, stronger than I would have expected. “The increase in killings—they began twenty-eight years ago.”

That brought me up short, but I didn’t turn around. The fact that the rise coincided with the year of my birth wasn’t something I had an answer for. Another non-coincidence. A long series of them riddled my life, but now I had another item to add to my long list of questions.

I pulled the grill across the elevator, punched the button, and glanced at each one through the grill openings. “Don’t kill each other while I’m gone. See if you can come up with a plan.”

The embroiled anger on Decibel’s face at my departure was righteously funny and almost matched the indignation on Jez’s face. They would make a good pair.

But Sol, yeah, he was a tough nut. He said nothing. Arms crossed, he watched me disappear from sight with a quizzical expression. It beat anger and contempt.

Here’s hoping I had a loft to come back to once those three came to a resolution.




***




I’d left my building around three and arrived at Shalim’s courtyard half an hour later. I had racked up questions, and only a few beings I knew were old enough to have some answers. Only one would let me challenge him for the information.

The other found me on my way to the underground mazes.

“Human.”

With an internal grimace, I paused at the call. I had many names in Shalim’s clan, none of them my own.

“Is Chaz with you?” Fists on his hips, Abraxas glared down at me. Eight feet tall, gold skinned with black sigils, and a swirl of bones, which rose from the skin behind his cheekbones toward the back of his head and combined into an elaborate arc and deadly point. An imposing demon, even without the thick, corded muscles on his arms, chest, and thighs. He was ancient, as well, with a speed matched only by Shalim’s.

Abraxas’ strength and fighting skills were in a league like no other I’d encountered. He also commanded Shalim’s warriors and, to a lesser degree, was my next boss. Given my low status on the totem pole, everyone considered themselves my boss. I acknowledged only three.

“Not since roughly thirty-six hours ago. We confirmed a sorcerer kill, tracked the scout, and I haven’t seen him since.”

“No other sightings?”

“One acolyte destroyed, but no leads for the clan.”

Abraxas grumbled, and long fangs extended from between his lips. It was as close to “well done” as I ever got. He spun a half turn then stopped. “Has he fed?”

Hmm, tricky question. “He showed signs after we found the scout.”

A quick clench of claw reflected the commander’s concern. The same concern I carried for Chaz. Feeding routines, for demons that feed on sexual behavior, typically run in standard cycles, negating bouts of high activity and injury. Because I partnered on missions with Chaz, had for most of my twelve years in the clan, I was fairly familiar with his cycles. So was the commander. But Chaz’s cycles were growing shorter. He posed no harm to anyone, or himself, that I could detect, but I didn’t like unexplained change.

Evidently, neither did Abraxas.

“Tell the fledgling I wish to see him.”

I had no chance to respond before he disappeared. While I don’t consider an entity three hundred years old a fledgling, Abraxas is closer to seven thousand, so his point of reference for Chaz differs from mine.

I passed through the main courtyard’s side mazes, then veered to the lower depths of Shalim’s main compound. The holdings actually spanned hundreds of miles. Segments were allocated to various divisions within the clan hierarchy.

I followed a long, steep passage down. The darkness occasionally receded. Pockets of natural crystals reacted to my movement and illuminated my way. Soft glowing iced pink and yellow lit the path from all sides. The trail finally ended at a small cavern, a shallow phosphorous pool of water the only obvious feature.

The first time, I’d stumbled into the pool. The fluid had sucked me down, and I’d been certain I would drown.

I walked to the center, held back a flinch in expectation of the bone-numbing chill, and waited. Air swirled around me, spinning and lifting the water into micro-fine mist. With a sharp crack, the spin stopped. The ceiling of the cave receded, and the walls expanded. Endless rows of shelving replaced rock and water. Books and scrolls, stuffed in every nook and cranny from floor to ceiling, extended for shelf upon shelf beyond my view. My first visit, I’d landed in this exact spot, sprawled between stacks of tomes and baskets of scrolls filled with words I could neither read nor speak.

Flaming torches held in heavy iron stands reflected glints of gold and silver off the polished-leather bindings. The demon scribe hovered, suspended in air between two aisles of shelving. An intermittent crinkle of paper signaled his deep absorption.

I waited respectfully for his acknowledgement.

Naberius was as dangerous as any of Shalim’s warrior demons, perhaps more so. With a regal bearing and a smooth exoskeleton of bone that comprised most of his face, he was a thing of grace and nightmares. His choice of dress—voluminous folds of floor-length black robes. Both form and dress distracted the eye from his lithe movements and his deadly, hidden armament. He didn’t need the weapons secured beneath the robes. However, he’d always seemed to find them amusing and collected them the way some people did flashy jewelry.

His role in the clan as ancient scribe and scholar, in a life where information was power, enabled the power of Shalim’s rule to exceed that of many larger and more ancient demon clans.

No small feat.

I’d stumbled into Naberius’s lair within six months of my appearance in Shalim’s courtyard, my reading and writing skills nonexistent. Yet Naberius had amused himself with my instruction. He cut my scholarly teeth on tales of the destruction of the library of Alexandria and the betrayal of Atlantis. Not until years later did I learn these texts had long been lost to civilization.

My training was a challenge for him and a sheer hell for me. He had worked me hard, made me copy and translate ancient texts, and forced me to stumble along reading aloud to him from newer ones. His purpose in so much effort has never been clear to me, but I now read and write and carry trivial bits of history in my mind that humans have long since forgotten. More importantly, I can blend into most societies to serve the clan.

Abraxas and his warriors pummeled and honed my external façade. Naberius fine-tuned my mind. Each skill provided better service to Shalim. Perhaps that was all there was to it. But nothing is as it seems with demons and their purposes.

“Child, what brings you here?”

Naberius held the position as one of Shalim’s most prized subjects. He’d never told me his age. I’d never asked, though I suspected he might be older than Shalim. A demon shy of ten thousand years would retain more knowledge than this entire library. Given my limited twenty-eight years, I was glad he considered me a child and not just a single-cell amoeba beneath his notice.

“Sire.” I gave Naberius the same bow of respect I spared only for Shalim. “I have come with questions. And for your conjecture.”

The demon’s eyes lit with a crystal green gleam, a sign of his delight. “Ah, you tease me, child. Proceed.”

How to start? I needed to adhere to Shalim’s “clan first” dictates and still pull details for the larger picture.

“In tracking the disappearance of our two warriors, I’ve run across a connection with immortals.”

Naberius tilted his head and assessed me. His eyes drifted from shades of emerald to shards of ice and back. The effect caused minor explosions of color within his eyes and made for an uncomfortable appraisal. One I usually passed.

“What do you wish to know of the Irin?” he whispered. The torch flames wavered in response to his tone.

I must have looked confused.

He swirled his hand in the air, his long claws sparkling in the lamplight. “The Watchers. The record keepers of God’s final judgment. An aberration of humanity.” He shrugged and turned away to pull several books from the shelves until his arms were laden with texts. Texts that implied my answers were better wrestled from pages than wasting his time. Texts I wasn’t going to read. I didn’t have the time, and to open one without direction would indebt me to the demon. I had enough indebtedness.

In truth, Naberius wouldn’t let me near his most treasured delicate parchments.

“Do they possess abilities beyond their stewardship and immortality?” I asked.

“They are not immortal. Hardly longer in lifespan than…” Naberius glanced over his shoulder and ran his gaze over me.

Okay, point taken. “But in order to contribute to a final judgment, they’d have to live long enough to evaluate generations of mankind.”

He plopped the manuscripts down on a massive granite slab in the nexus of the shelving aisles. The sound reverberated throughout the endless archives, the swirl of dust momentarily changing the torchlight from golden to a brown haze.

“So would there be value to the Consortium in binding demons to kill the Irin? Or enslavement of the Irin by compulsion?” I asked, risking his irritation.

There went the swirls of ice in the eyes again. “Irin, no. They are immune to even demon compulsion. But—” He seemed lost in thought for a moment.

“Before they turn?”

“Yes. No.” The first word came out in a hiss, and the demon plucked the bottommost book and positioned it perilously on top of the stack as his blue-sheened claws turned the vellum pages. “No compulsion of the young. But their deaths…Irin deaths are recorded.”

Really?

“We do not interfere. To impede their evolution delivers a mark of judgment.”

Evidently, a black mark. “Would a bound demon be immune from this repercussion?”

His eyes flickered back to meet mine. “Neither demon, nor clan—both would suffer.”

“And the Irin’s blood?” I considered the bodies I’d found. Few had been Irin. The specific scents had distinguished two separate groups of dead youth, but the Consortium had spared neither, bleeding them both dry. “Does their blood provide some transference of power? Would it provide longevity to others?”

Naberius’s mouth twitched at the corner; his precisely manicured black goatee moved just a fraction. “Develop a bloodlust, child?”

“Uh, no.” I waited, but Naberius didn’t share the answer to my question. “If the Irin are reduced in numbers…”

“Their collective power is finite. Like magic.” He snapped the words, his impatience indicating that I should already know this information. “What is available to the whole is now available to the few.”

Like magic? “Does that work for the wizards?” At his intense look, I hastily reworded. “The sorcerers, as we destroy them, do those remaining ones become stronger? That isn’t the case with demons.”

“We are unique.” His voice and the arched angle of his brow bones reflected his detection of an insult, though a minor one. “The human mutation of magic was an aberration. A vestige of the Nephilims’ greed, the Fallen granting power where it did not belong. The Messengers eradicated their presence, but as with any bad seed, they continue.”

“It’s a big incentive for the Consortium to pluck us off to do their dirty work.” He gave a quick nod, and I continued. “They don’t take the hit, and we bear the mark. What overall gain would they get through reduction of the Irin?”

Naberius considered the question, and I expected him to blow me off again. He turned back to restack his books and moved farther away, in essence dismissing me. Courtesy demanded I wait until he was gone before I left, so I waited.

He spun back around. A sudden flare of the torches illuminated the several-yard stretch between us. “Sorcerers do not have the longevity to benefit from this plan—unless they change their circumstances or align themselves with others of greater power. Seek their partner in the shadows.”

With that he floated farther down the aisle and out of my sight.

I hadn’t had an opportunity to delve further into the “aberrations of humanity” topic. However, Naberius’s words implied the same thing Decibel had told me. The immortals evolved from a random genetic appearance in the human strains. So how did Sol, as an Irin, produce an Irin offspring? Because I had no doubt Jez was his biological child. I was also fairly certain he’d never told her. Why, I couldn’t determine.

I traced my path back to Shalim’s courtyard.

A finite pool of magic. Interesting.

Before my last several missions, Shalim said he had felt a ripple in the underworld. I’d assumed he had waxed poetic. Now I was certain he’d literally felt the vibration caused by the deaths of the Irin youths. He had sensed the power shift in the magical energy and currents across the earth. I suspected he had felt the death of the others as well, though I still had to pinpoint their origins.

So now I could add powerful beings in the shadows to my ever-growing list.

Who had the longevity and power to appeal to the Consortium’s greed? More importantly, what would such a being gain from such a step-down partnership?

I had a bad feeling I didn’t carry a big enough stick to poke in the shadows and survive.




***




Motorcycles work well for surveillance of cars, maybe even buses, but they lack discretion in following people on foot. Frankly, most people would notice a bike coming back for a second look, never mind a third or fourth.

I watched Anne Kidd leave the hospital on foot. If I left my bike and she picked up a ride a few blocks from here or a bus or cab, I’d have to come back to try another time. There had been no listing for her in the phone directory, and there were no driver records for her at the DMV. I’d run several queries against some local databases myself.

All had come up empty.

So either she had covered her tracks or she was too new to the area to leave a footprint. I parked the bike and headed into the hospital.

The third wave of employees arriving for a three-to-eleven shift filled the sidewalk and main entrance. I meandered through them and headed for administration and billing. One young guy was rummaging in a backpack, textbooks piled beside him, a small trolley of incoming interoffice and postal mail ignored to the side.

Not waiting for his attention, I leaned against the counter and spoke right up. “I wonder if I could check on a billing arrangement. I’d like confirm that it has cleared.”

He stopped pulling books from the backpack, shrugged, and headed for a monitor and keyboard on the other side of the counter from me. His hospital ID dangled from the lanyard around his neck. His name, Brian Swope, and an unflattering picture ate up most of the real estate on the card.

“What’s the name?”

“Samuel Jessup.” I leaned across the counter to view the screen. As Brian worked through the Js, I pointed to the name and touched the monitor. The small charge I let loose caused the screen to flash out and Brian to swear in disgust.

“This equipment is older than dirt.” He jiggled the monitor and thwapped the Enter key. With a frustrated exhale, he looked at me and then back around the room for anyone else. “The system must have locked out this access. I’ll need to check on another terminal. I’ll be right back. You need to stay behind the counter.”

Okay, unauthorized personnel aren’t supposed to look at the patient info. I nodded and leaned my elbows on the counter—a man with all the time in the world.

He disappeared to the back room, his recycled-tire sandals flapping a mean rhythm on the vinyl floor. I leaned over the counter, swiveled the monitor toward me, and picked up the keyboard. A brief touch and the screen returned, bright and operational.

Seemed like magic, but I’d reconnected the loose cable at the back of the monitor that I’d pulled during my electrical charge. I skimmed my fingers across the keyboard using my reluctant helper’s login and searched for the human resources system database. Several layers deep, I found Anne Kidd’s home address, 359 Eucalyptus Way, oddly not within walking distance. So where had the RN headed off to?

The firm snap of the clerk’s sandals coincided with my turning the monitor back to his side and a jiggle of the cable again. His squinting eyes reflected his suspicion that I’d have taken liberties while he was gone. Yet the screen appeared black and in its same helpless state. The clerk did tap the keyboard again, just to check. It didn’t erase the scowl on his face.

“Any luck?” My innocent inquiry didn’t erase his suspicion either.

“The Jessup payment is registered but won’t clear the billing system until after midnight tonight. You’d have to call tomorrow to confirm.” In other words, you’re done; now leave.

“Okay, thanks.” I smiled and headed back the way I came, exiting onto the street near my bike. The afternoon heat had yet to dissipate. The warmth floated over the asphalt around my legs in an open oven of heat. Not even walking created enough of a breeze to cool off.

I swung my leg over my bike as my phone vibrated in my pocket. A text from Chaz.

Found sorcerer-portal location.

First one since the other night, but we’d racked up a number in the last few weeks. Where the hell was he? I made a mental note to add tracking him down to my list.

The increase of sightings overall wasn’t good and made it hard for me to manage to be everywhere at once.

Demons had always been able to pick up the energy signatures from unnatural portals, since magic and energy were a deep part of their origins and nature. Follow-through to check out the occurrences had become a riskier proposition given the two clan members who had been lost to separate summons. Hence my increased involvement. Resistant to spells against demons as well as to mind control, I made the ideal guinea pig from Shalim’s standpoint, but I couldn’t cover every instance.

The sorcerers had picked up their pace. Chaz’s message flagging the tenth sighting Shalim’s clan had made this month. I hadn’t worked this many in the several months prior to the incident with Samuel at the warehouse.

Could be that we just hadn’t been diligent enough, but my gut told me it had more to do with the fiasco with Samuel. There was an end game here, and we didn’t know what it was yet. Something had jammed up the works, and I would bet souls that the sorcerers were ramping up for more than just to even the score.

My phone vibrated again.

Confirmation sighting: interchange of Belmont and Eucalyptus.

Another bad coincidence.














CHAPTER 10







I trolled along Belmont. The bike’s engine rumbled at a low speed, not enough to garner attention. The houses were old and small, though well kept. It was still midafternoon, but well-used cars, to match the houses, lined the street. Scattered compact energy-conscious vehicles dotted the driveways and carports.

Chaz’s message had given only the street intersection. My guess was the Consortium planned to meet or home in on a target.

I pulled out the phone and texted back. Exit point?

Scout followed from fault line. Lost within five blocks. Signature picked up at intersection.

Scout. A meeting here seemed far-fetched. This neighborhood was a repository for the elderly, young couples with no kids, and perhaps some singles.

From my experience, the Consortium preferred large, isolated locales. The middle of the afternoon in broad daylight didn’t really fit either.

That left a target. A scout sent by the Consortium to locate another source for what? Blood? This didn’t follow the homeless boys’ abduction pattern along the tracks. Maybe the pattern had changed again, or maybe the target was an Irin in the queue, like Stan Markowski and Ayden Marlow. Although I didn’t remember any listing in this neighbor in Decibel’s research.

How Chaz had intersected a scout’s exit from a fault line left me with a bad feeling as well, causing the phantom cramp of discomfort to tweak between my shoulder blades. The demon sightings I had worked correlated to portals ripped open by sorcerers, emitting strange pulses in energy. The fault lines would reflect no surge, and there were too many exits to cover. It wasn’t as if Chaz could just sit at one gate out of hundreds and wait. So how had he narrowed in on this one?

I parked my bike behind an Escalade, the only shiny new SUV on the block, and took some time removing my helmet to check for the address on the sheet from my pocket. Anne Kidd’s house was three houses up on the right.

Where did she fit into this picture?

I locked up the helmet and headed away from Anne’s house. One block down, I hit the alley that ran behind the houses. Shalim’s crew would cover the street from dark recesses underground. The late-afternoon sun would keep them out of play for another couple of hours.

Unfortunately, the Consortium’s scout could be anyone from the mailman to the little old lady walking her dog. But the scout would have the emotional empathy of a dishrag. Their body, a carcass long since dead to the world, received programming for a specific goal and function. If this one canvassed for an individual, it would check out each house until completing its programmed goal. Initial detection finished, the scout would return to transmit the location or proceed with extermination.

Playing both ends against the middle was something I wanted to do, but I wasn’t reconciled to throwing Anne Kidd to the wolves, be it to the Consortium or a demon clan.

I kept to the alley’s shaded areas and counted the houses until I’d reached the back of her house. A seven-foot-high rickety wooden fence warded off all the homes. Anne’s included one battered aluminum trashcan. Her garage door resisted my efforts and the gate door in her fence had no give either, both locked. Large blue recycle bins on wheels dotted the street.

I pulled big blue closer to the fence and used it to reach the top and work my way onto the limb of a prickly tree too close to the fence for effective security. From the tree, I could hear music from within the house and see a wall of windows that framed a large family room and conjoined kitchen.

I had her window half open when her doorbell rang and knew I’d run out of time.

Anne had one hand on the open door when I spun her backward, away from the outstretched hand of the scout. Holding a rain boot with a fire helmet on his head, the animated corpse was masquerading as a thirty-year-old man collecting for the fireman’s fund.

She yelped in surprise and struggled against me as I pulled her to the floor. My timing wasn’t fast enough.

The scout’s face mirrored determination as he pushed into the house and skimmed his hand down Anne’s bare arm. She gasped in pain and watched a burst of flame launch from his fingers and smolder. I shoved her farther behind me.

Not programmed for me, the scout grabbed me anyway in his attempt to get to Anne. I felt the pain, but the injury slid off me as I grabbed the obsidian blade from the back of my belt and aimed for what should have been his heart.

No blood and no contact. My effort would have been more effective if he’d been alive, but the human heart was gone. The one the Consortium programmed didn’t beat; it merely provided a battery. I needed to remove the source without damaging it.

He kept a hold on my arm while we circled. He inched toward Anne, who had scooted backward on her elbows, away from both of us.

It took most of my strength to hold him back. Not a matter of muscle, more an undeniable attraction. He wanted at her, and his pull toward Anne was close to an immovable force. I could ignite him, but I really didn’t want that option. I needed him incapacitated and whole with a body I could use to lure the Consortium and the demons away from Anne Kidd. Because I had finally figured out what she was. The scent of chocolate and spice released with her terror and clicked the puzzle pieces into place.

The scout and I struggled. He snarled and opened his mouth wider than humanly possible for a live person with good facial structure. That was probably what clued in Anne as to which side she should choose in this—aside from the flame-from-his-finger trick.

I shifted to slide a leg between the scout’s and pressed hard to knock him off center. She beaned him across the back of his skull with a square-based copper lamp. The hit didn’t take him out, but it did throw him off.

Unfortunately, he slid down her leg on the way to the floor. She screamed at the heat and backed away. I punched my hand through the hole my knife had punctured in his chest, gripped the source of the scout’s power, and pulled.

The pain shifted from my fingers to my elbow joint and flared into my shoulder as I held the radiant, flaming ball of red energy. No solid matter, just a twisted, evil energized battery, constructed by the Consortium to keep their “workers” mobile and focused. Without a soul, without a heart, the scouts were empty husks.

I concentrated and directed a cold blue-and-white flame that swirled, an exotic candy cane, to encase the source. Squeezing it bit by bit, I compressed the energy until, with a final fizzle of steam, the flame imploded. Plasma and energy diffused in tendrils of mist around the corpse. A reek of day-old seafood lingered in the air, but the body was still.

Anne had backed away during my process. While she may have been logistically on my side for the battle, the new turn of events had caused her to reconsider. The lamp neck still fisted tight in her hands, her gaze moved between me and the cordless phone on the counter a few steps away. I had been designated a danger to be reckoned with.

Fair. I considered her equally dangerous.

I remained squatting next to the corpse in an attempt not to raise her anxiety level. “I need to get him away from here.”

She grabbed the phone and pointed the lamp at me. “You just stay right where you are. We’ll let the police settle this.”

“Sorry, Anne, I just can’t do that.” I beckoned the phone from her grip to my hand and tucked it in my jacket pocket.

She gasped but recovered enough to slide backward and shift the lamp from hand to hand like a small sword. “Stay away.”

“Fine.” I held up my hands in acceptance. “But the men who sent this guy will send someone to search for him when he doesn’t report back. Soon. The faster and farther I get him away from here, the safer you’ll be.”

“He’s dead. Do they have some sort of GPS thing on his body?”

“Something like that.” I rubbed my hand over my face, not really wanting to get into details right now. “He had a task to do. When he doesn’t come back—”

Her face froze and registered the shock of her understanding. “What was he supposed to do with me?”

I shook my head. “I can’t say for sure.”

“Can’t? Or won’t?”

“I’m not really on the need-to-know list for these people. Trust me, they’re bad news. You probably weren’t meant to survive the meeting.”

“Why would I trust you?” She paused, sucking in an unsteady breath. “You were at the hospital earlier, with the cousin in ICU. Did they do that to him?”

“One of them did.” The specifics of scout vs. sorcerer were something I considered splitting hairs at the moment.

“You stalked me to my home? You’re no better than that thing.” She waved the lamp’s tip at the corpse.

“Really? Have you seen me try to kill you? Or did you see me here helping you? You don’t have to give it all up here, but I think I’ve earned an inch of consideration.”

She raised an eyebrow at me and lowered the lamp a fraction.

I leaned in, picked up the corpse, and then angled my face away from the blossoming foul reek of decomposition. “Open the patio door, please, so I can take him out.”

She let out a breath while deliberating and then walked over and slid the glass door aside. “You may not be any more human than he is. What’s to stop you from coming back and finishing the job on me?”

I walked into the yard with my cargo and turned to her. “I may not be totally human, but neither are you.”

“Right,” she responded in a snorted huff of sarcasm. When I didn’t say more, her mouth pulled into a firm line of disbelief.

“I will come back later. To help you. It’ll be your choice whether you let that knowledge save you or destroy you,” I said. I had made it to the gate and flicked the latch with my free fingers.

“If I’m so much of a danger, why would you want to help me?” she shouted across the sparse lawn, her voice less courageous than her crossed arms and planted feet implied.

I glanced back. “Hell if I know.” Shaking my head, I walked into the rear alleyway and down the street. I could detect the trail from the scout and had maybe twenty minutes to reset his path and get him far enough away that his owners couldn’t track Anne.

A growl from behind warned me I had company seconds before the hot, stinky breath of a lean, muscled boxer mix snaked by my shoulder. I jerked to the side and wedged the corpse between us.

The scout lost a sleeve, and almost an arm, in the encounter. The dog whipped his head back and forth in a happy frenzy. His prize, the sleeve, waved as a victory flag. I reached out to grab the sleeve’s edge and held on to let Brutus play tug-of-war. After a minute, Brutus won and pounded down the alley, cornered around the bush at the end of the street, and headed for parts unknown.

Go Brutus. His travels would only aid my effort.

I stood up with the scout’s waist tucked under my arm and worked my way down the alleyway to my bike. I draped his chest against my back, grabbed his wrists in front of my chest with one hand, and started the bike to retrace his path. It wasn’t graceful by any means, but anyone who bothered to look would probably assume my buddy was drunk.

We meandered along back alleys for a while. Then I left his original trail, broke into high speed, and headed for the rail yard. His legs singed where they rested on the exhaust pipes of the bike. I could smell the burnt flesh despite my helmet, but he was already dead, and I had no other options.

I made my way to the drainage culvert where I’d found Aisha and her brother. Seemed a likely spot for the Consortium portals. I dumped the scout in a heap and opened my hand to char his remains. His creators would be able to detect him, but Anne’s scent would burn off, and this scout wouldn’t be recycled. No threat I would have to see his ugly mug again.

My phone vibrated. I dug it out and listened until Sol’s voice stopped.

“Where are you?” I asked.

I snapped the phone shut and headed the bike out of the culvert. Anne would have to wait.




***




He appeared out of nowhere.

I’d always envied invisibility, but didn’t possess the skill. I was waiting, clearly visible, in the back storage room of Talia’s shelter. Evidently, Sol had done some research since I’d found Jez. Uncertain whether to be concerned for Tally or pleased he’d picked such an obscure location, I opened first. “No shot to the head. No offensive strike?” My sarcasm didn’t even make a dent in the deadpan expression on Sol’s face.

“How did you know?”

I could dicker around with him, but since he’d come this far over the line by requesting to talk to me, I opted for honesty. “I can smell the genetic similarity.” I leaned back against the crates and let out a breath.

“She’s impetuous. Smart, motivated, and too ready to go off half-cocked for her own good.” With a shake of his head, he leaned against the wall opposite me.

“Maybe the truth would buy you time?”

He wasn’t impressed. “The truth would provoke too many questions, create too many other problems.”

“And the Irin?”

“Problems.” He glanced away, his reluctance to let this out reflected in every tense muscle in his face. “Every society has issues. Ours is no different.”

A grab for power and prestige in the group deemed fit to judge everyone else?

“She’s unprepared for what she’ll meet there.” He glanced back. The first frank expression I’d seen crossed his face and aged him. “She needs the protection of her change to safeguard her.”

“Her mother?”

He closed his eyes and sank to a bench opposite me. I felt the odd dismissal I did sometimes with Naberius, another individual who possessed too much age and wisdom to bother communicating with the kid in the room. When he looked up, a gloss of tears shielded his eyes, at odds with the soft curve of joy in his smile. “Such color. Only twenty-two and so vibrant. She provided life in a bleak world where I’d seen only black and white, bad and evil, greed, and the fiercest of betrayal.”

I noticed the comparison had gone downhill fast, and his vehemence accentuated the final statement. Jezrielle’s mother must have been a complication for Sol’s role, but one couldn’t go through an eternity and never touch life. His tone implied unsanctioned joy, a forbidden relationship, but the girl had been of age. Granted he probably had a thousand years on her, but she wasn’t a child. So had the pregnancy been the break of protocol or the relationship with the mother, another immortal? “Jez’s mother, she was Irin as well?”

His shoulders sagged. “So young.” He took a long breath. “I found her by accident. Some of the youngest of our people already had a history of violent infighting, so I hid her. I never really intended—but she—we—”

I let him sit in silence, tried to get a picture in my head of his people and how love and children were a bad thing in anyone’s world.

“When she became pregnant, my entire focus changed. I didn’t just hide her; I was determined to keep her. We moved constantly, lived our lives alone in quiet, distant places.” He bent his head, his palms out in front of him, so lost in misery it looked as if he were seeing his flesh for the first time. I could feel his thick sorrow all the way across the room. “They searched for us. For me. I took risks, pushed our limits to the edge of civilization.”

I could figure out the next part on my own, but I let him go on. The emotions radiated off him in layers of pain, grief, and joy. He had probably never voiced his story, the little he parted with now, to anyone else. Given the degeneration of his body, he might not get another chance.

“She died giving birth to Jezrielle. Only three more months and she would have reached twenty-three. She would have been safe.” His fist clenched in his lap. “And still they looked for me.”

“So you brought Jez back and hid her with another family.”

“It seemed safer.”

“When her family was murdered?”

“You can’t imagine the amount of blood at the scene.” His mouth puckered in remembrance. “Such rage.”

“You suspected your own people.” I sucked in a deep breath. “Are the gains so great that they’d murder innocent people? Children?”

He stiffened, glanced back, and a little arrogance slid back into place. “Like demons have some righteous place to stand in judgment? You’ve all been mankind’s nightmares for millennia.”

“Demon fathers are the caretakers of their children. Offspring are so rare they are cherished and revered before anyone in the clan, including our leaders.” I didn’t bother to add that demon females typically abandoned their young. His holier-than-thou attitude irritated me, and he wasn’t on a need-to-know basis for the practices of demon society.

He held up a hand with a sigh. “It doesn’t matter. I gave up my right to judge a long time ago. My people are, for the most part, decent. Distant, but decent. It is the few who cause the concern.” He rubbed his hand across his face. “I am not here to fight with you.”

“What do you want from me, Sol?”

“To help me save my daughter. To make sure she reaches her twenty-third birthday. To help me ensure someone doesn’t take her from this earth before she is safe.”

“You could have included Decibel in this talk. She’s the reason I found Jez.”

The corner of his mouth turned down. “She’s a demon.”

“So am I. Maybe watered down and definitely neophyte, but I fail to see the difference.”

He shrugged. “I’m aware I may have no choice on the other one. She seems determined to connect herself to you. But she was correct. You are different.”

“I’ve heard that one before.”

“Patience and temperance. Two qualities I don’t have, but I know them when I see them.” Sol paused. “I do not believe you would harm my daughter, Kane. I do not believe you would stand by and watch her die.”

The conversation had taken a decidedly uncomfortable turn, and I chose to throw the last elephant in the room between us. “How long do you have?

He met my gaze and shrugged. “You are quite different. What can you tell?”

“Degradation of your major organs, nonexistent cell regeneration, and there’s something off with the scent of your blood.” I’d smelled the encroachment of death from him when I’d stepped off the elevator in my apartment earlier this afternoon.

His eyes flashed wider, and then he took a breath and nodded. “Straightforward. I tried to save Jezrielle’s mother and gave her my blood. My health became suspect a short while later. Some things even we aren’t meant to survive.”

“So this isn’t the normal end for an Irin?”

He shook his head.

“Have you trained Jez in any of the skills she will assume? I gather invisibility is one, but she doesn’t shield herself. Instead, you do that for her.”

“I didn’t tell her of her heritage until very recently. There hasn’t been time to indoctrinate her. I’m not even sure she can access some of these skills before she turns.” He rubbed both hands across his face and looked every bit an overwhelmed and frightened father.

“You should tell her who she is. To you.”

His brown eyes hardened. “Not your call, Kane. You’re not at liberty to divulge any of this information.”

“Ever?” I couldn’t help but push him. He wanted impossible things performed in a vacuum. I’m a firm believer in the more knowledge, the better. “It’s a condition of my help.”

He swallowed hard, the look of heat-laden anger back with a new tension in his face. Pinning Sol into a corner wasn’t something I relished. Not even smart. Because even though I was pretty sure he wouldn’t win the fight, I would have major damage in the battle of wills and bodies. But if Jez was to survive, she needed weapons. The truth would be a good start.

“You’re an asshole.”

Hardly a new observation. “Yeah, well, my psychological makeup can withstand your disdain. All you need to do is tell her she’s your daughter.”

Evidently it was the hardest job Sol had ever contemplated. His jaw clamped together so hard I was surprised I couldn’t hear his teeth grind.

“If I do this, I have your promise?”

“You tell her, and I’ll have a much better shot at convincing her she needs my help.”

“You’ll make sure she reaches her change?” He pushed the words, his volume rising with his insistence, though the end petered off in more desperation than anger. “She has less than four years. Then she’ll be safe. Promise me.”

“Why does my word means something to you?” I crossed my arms over my chest, not really challenging him but curious.

His eyes flared, and he raised his chin to me. “Honor. I can still sense it, sometimes. Promise me.”

When had my moral standards become a thing of public record? It gave me pause. Yet the fact that Sol didn’t expect to be there for most of Jez’s final journey took precedence. “I’ll do everything I can to make sure she survives. Short of self-destruction.”

The growl he gave me wasn’t satisfaction, but he added a curt nod, and his posture deflated with my verbal John Hancock.

The vibration in my pocket grabbed my attention. I gave him a searching look before I checked my phone. His face had paled with his expression shaken. The conversation had sucked the lifeblood from him. I didn’t smell immediate death. He had time. For selfish reasons, I wanted that time to be as long as possible. For more compassionate reasons, I hoped Jez would have enough time with her father. “Is there anything that can be done?”

He closed his eyes, shook his head, and wiped a hand across his face. “Too far gone.”

I glanced at my text message, then slid the phone back and headed for the door, only to turn back. “Don’t overthink it, Sol. Just tell her.”














CHAPTER 11







It took me a good twenty minutes to get from Tally’s place to the Walmart in question.

Timing was always key with sightings, but Chaz’s text had upped the ante with a sighting just before dark and a strange message. Where the F* r u?

I’d responded and queried his location. He’d delayed, not giving an address and instead providing the nearby crossroads, some five streets from the Botanical Gardens as a pinpoint. Not standard notification or procedure. Both worried me. If Chaz had arrived at the location already, given his written scream to me, he was flying solo without backup.

I can’t claim a tight bond, but I’d shielded Chaz more than once in altercations with sorcerers. He’d actually dragged my unconscious body away from a burning building after one battle fallout. Granted, his rough treatment delivered more bruises to my head than the beam that had knocked me unconscious, but I consider all efforts of good faith worthy of merit.

Given his youth, he couldn’t withstand a full-on assault, which had me pushing the speed limit. Three hundred sounds old, but demons aren’t born fully vested, any more than humans. Chaz didn’t have a blink of the firepower Abraxas’s seven thousand years merited, much less Shalim’s. And Shalim had almost fallen to the Consortium when I entered the clan picture over a dozen years ago.

I forced the bike faster; grateful the city’s nightlife traffic didn’t impact my backstreet route, and scanned for incoming vehicles while I judiciously ran red lights. I’d need the freeway soon but, for the time being, I was making more headway without it.

The quick flick of one streetlight to the next blended into one thin stream of white horizontal flame. My mind pushed away images unsuccessfully. The liquid movement of the light mimicked too closely to a flicker of flame in my memories.

Fifteen years old, my throat raw from lack of fluids and my bones pressed against the crinkle of my skin, muscle long since atrophied, I had crawled through rock tunnels following a thin stream of water to a final dead end. The water had escaped through a narrow fissure, but I remained huddled in the niche of rock, prepared to die in the darkness. Cold resignation had surpassed fear as my predominant emotion.

No more effort, no more struggle. I was more than willing to release my glimmer of hope for a final resting place. I had pressed my palm against the wall, a brace as I angled my cheek deeper into the spit of water that made the escape I couldn’t.

The rock gave way. My body flailed, and the shock of flame was so bright to my unexposed retinas that it shielded me from witnessing the fall. The impact of debris to my head forced unconsciousness, relieving me from more pain until a sharp poke at my side and a scrape over raw flesh tingled along my nerves.

Water doused my body, but I couldn’t muster a flinch. The roar and cackle of sound, laughter and garbled speech, brutalized my ears, the sounds a pressure in my brain as well as outside my head. Neither invaded my body’s need for peace and retreat. The vibration of the beings that surrounded me, so different from human, only lulled me back to whatever stood in for sleep. Or death.

I had learned later that they’d left me alone to my fate when unable to get a rise out of me.

Eventually, I had worked one eye open to view my final surroundings, the flicker and flare from a fire in the distance, a vision of sunlight and butter. The warmth was so far from my own skin I couldn’t even fantasize about comfort as seizures from the cold moved down my arms and legs. Spasms shook my muscles, tightened my jaw, and pulled a small feral sound from somewhere deep inside my chest.

They had thrown a jacket over me, maybe to strangle me into silence or just to shield my disgusting body from their sight. Whichever goal, the result had covered me in a smell so foul I’d lost what little I held in my stomach.

The action precipitated interest in me.

I shook away the memories and turned onto Sierra Madre Boulevard, heading north. Still five minutes away and no new response from Chaz. I don’t possess precognition, but even without it, something felt terribly off. I turned down a side alley to avoid a collection of police cars up ahead. The two vehicles didn’t have their lights on, but I couldn’t afford the delay.

Traveling a darker set of backstreets, I wafted back to the incident that had afforded me clan status.

My response and desperation to get away from the jacket had drawn first Abraxas’s, then Shalim’s attention. Their scientific “tests” were rudimentary and brutal. The jacket followed me like a bad plague, the stench of burnt, rancid flesh overlaid with petroleum and a silica mix of asphalt. Each time they covered me, I recoiled at the smell. Only when I didn’t wake up from their latest attempt did the jacket leave. Small measures of water appeared, followed by some liquid gruel, the composition of which I still don’t want to know.

I recovered enough to be alert, to accept a frayed blanket, and to crawl away from the jacket when presented. Finally, when I was strong enough to pull myself up to kneel, the tests evolved. Fortunately, so did the food and water. My compensation for locating the jacket, hidden in a series of lab-rat exercises, was more food, clothing, and warmth.

What more could one want?

The jacket had belonged to a sorcerer who claimed one of Shalim’s younger emissaries. The victim hadn’t been a warrior-class demon but one whose youth and lack of skill had made him an easy and vulnerable pawn. His skills, ones of dreams and visions, were neither a threat nor an exploitable great power. His possession had been vicious and slow, draining him until he was a husk. His demon body had been left to die chained on a remote southern-facing cliff over the Pacific Ocean, half a mile from a major fault line exit in a show by the Consortium to instill fear into Shalim’s soldiers and other demon clans.

The result had been fierce hatred and a reinforced commitment to eradicate the Consortium from the face of the planet. I’d heard only bits and pieces of the episode long after it had taken place. The hate and heat hadn’t diminished over time. Demons never forget.

Once satisfied with my detection skills, Shalim had accepted my addition to the clan and relegated my status to something between slave and treasured pet. My rank earned me a guarded place by the courtyard fire, an upgraded blanket, and constant supervision. Two demons monitored my every move. My bowel movements even garnered enough scrutiny to unhinge a normal person.

I didn’t care. I was alive. Once they’d also determined I didn’t respond to mind control, they left off with the shock attacks. My life was fairly good. Granted they treated me like a slave, though a somewhat valued slave. Better treatment than I’d received from the human tribe that had signed my death warrant.

I had value. Shalim wanted me alive, so I received food and protection, along with personal watchdogs and training. I learned to fight and operate within a team through grueling months of harsh physical conditioning, rigorous example, and laborious repetition. As with any decent soldier.

Everything I achieved was hard-won. From such struggle came pride and loyalty and a miniscule amount of begrudged respect.

I pulled into a strip mall one block away from the Walmart and canvassed the empty parking lot and store entrance. Plywood, chains, and locks sealed the glass front and double doors.

No scent of Chaz lingered on the breeze.

While invisibility isn’t a trainable skill, I could control my environment. With a quick calculation, I let my knife fly. From the extra bit of force behind my throw, the bulb in the parking light closest to the side of the building shattered. It was a shame to waste a good blade, but given my next step was to scale the building to the roof, I needed the cover of darkness more than the weapon. That, and any use of my powers to reclaim it would resonate energy and attract attention.

I reached the gravel asphalt of the roof, pulled up the rope, and disengaged the grappling hook, fitting the palm-size piece of metal into my pocket. Demons had an incredible array of skills, but human beings made and sold tools for even the most power-challenged of the rest of us.

After a quick break of the lock holding the roof door closed, I proceeded, silent and alert, down the service stairs that paralleled the electrical conduits for the building. The stairway ran the full height of the wall, shielded behind man-size perforated steel panels. The conduit disguised the daily ugliness of the utility housing from the general buying public inside. I worked my way down several levels of stairs and squinted through the perforated holes to check the building’s interior when I passed each panel.

An abandoned building like this provided perfect cover for the Consortium. Their aggravated sense of ego preferred the vaulted ceiling—a personal cathedral. The lack of public attention ensured no accidental surveillance.

Then again, their failure to think vertically to secure the roof just reinforced my judgment that they weren’t the planners behind the demon-Irin episodes.

One floor from the ground level, I stopped again and searched for Chaz. It took me several tries, but I found his vibration hidden not far from me, behind the AC compressor and backup generator equipment outside the stairwell. Luckily the units hiding him from me also hid him from the three sorcerers in the center of the vacant store.

I took another big whiff and waited for an armed security thug to pass by, using the time to focus on the sorcerers.

Two were visibly old. Long white wisps of hair stood out on a stoop-shouldered one, who used an empty display case to prop himself up. Despite his disheveled appearance, he seemed to hold the highest rank, given the deference the other two offered him. They waited on his words, and nodded in concert with his discourse.

Of the remaining two, one had equally white hair shorn to a tight buzz cut. Only a blond streak on his white hair and the wrinkled texture of his face marked his features as unnatural.

The final man was younger still but possessed the long facial structure, high cheekbones, and aquiline nose as the others. Relatives?

Possible, though I hated to think what a family unit of domination, greed, and cruelty produced.

They appeared to be in a heated discussion. It might seem a normal business chat if not for the armed guards at the front and rear of the building, the makeshift four-foot altar graced with black candles, and a series of self-contained magic circles painted on the floor by their feet.

I had intimate familiarity with those circles, their use in the summons, and entrapment of demons, among other things. I had followed Shalim into an identical one and pulled him free at the last moment when the Consortium had tried an attempt on him. Evidently, I’m not affected by inducement or summoning circles, but the heat and ripple of Shalim’s power and rage as I wrestled him free is something I can still feel as a strange ache in my bones.

The emptiness of the building gave me a great view. Unfortunately, it would also enhance any sound I made.

The men’s voices escalated. The two younger ones moved closer to the oldest, arguing some fine point. The discussion was just out of my range to comprehend clearly. Only snippets drifted through the open space.

“Perry, if…”

The oldest sorcerer’s voice rose. “Persistence will prove out, Bartholomew. We need very little to succeed.”

The youngest cringed at the censure.

“Don’t even try to smooth everything over, Langston,” said Perry.

The middle sorcerer closed his mouth. A tight thin line showed his displeasure, but he kept his own counsel better than the youngest.

I took the opportunity to open the utility door and sidle closer to Chaz. He caught my movement from the corner of his eye, the snarl of his lips an instinctive reaction to his fright. Whatever adrenaline had propelled him into this building had dissipated while he’d hidden and watched for an opportunity to escape.

I made my way over, still four feet from his side. I couldn’t get any closer without stepping out in the open. In response to my motion for him to shift, his eyes flared with flame. His expression momentarily disoriented, then he shook his head once and glanced at me as if just seeing me. I gestured again, more emphatically, until he nodded once.

A quick shift and his body elongated and folded; his rice-paper star tattoo wavered in the air. Squatting low, I stretched out my hand. The tip of the star snagged my index finger. The design floated over my hand and along my arm. The sensation sizzled against my skin, but the risk of capture kept me focused enough to ignore my nerves. I felt him move along my shoulder, warmth trailing in the wake of his path as he burrowed along the side of my neck beneath my ear.

The oldest sorcerer looked toward the generator where Chaz had hidden. With a wave of his hand, he stopped the others in their discussion.

I’d made my way farther from the site by the time the sorcerer had motioned the guards to check. Unfortunately, that left me with only the front and rear doors for exit, since Chaz’s location had been in front of my stairway to the roof. I had no path to reach either door unnoticed because the clearance event at Walmart had been very successful. Nothing remained to hide me except shelving racks bolted to the concrete floor. Even those were nestled in isolated groupings, the closest one not close enough.

I didn’t have a choice. Chaz was a veritable baby in demon skin and I had to get his ass out of there.

From a crouched position behind one shelf, I eyed the next set of taller units. The distance to the back door was reachable but still a good eight feet from my location. I flexed on the balls of my feet, prepared. Halfway through the vault, I felt a quicksilver sensation across my skin. I hadn’t made it to the next shelving when his royal pompousness, Sorcerer Perry, looked my way, his eyes bearing down on my location. I fell to the floor two feet from my target, expecting to hear his command.

None came.

I rolled to my feet and pushed up to discard the cover of subversion, only to realize that I couldn’t see my hands. Or my feet. Or any of the rest of me. A surge in power pulsed again from Chaz at my neck. Whatever he’d shared with me probably wouldn’t last very long. Not waiting to delve into the mystery of invisibility, I rushed through the shelving, almost sideswiped a guard, and ducked through the back door before it closed behind an entering guard.

I didn’t stop until I reached my bike and paused only long enough to turn the key, push-start the ignition, and hightail it out of there.

Relaying the Consortium site to Shalim would do no good. These sorcerers would be gone in an hour. Perry hadn’t seen me, but I was certain he’d detected my presence. And while I hadn’t seen a hint of who operated with them in the shadows, I now at least had faces to go with the latest deaths.

One bite at a time. That’s how you eat an elephant.




***




I drove my SUV along the dirt lane. Rocks and small branches crackled and crunched beneath the tires as the vehicle made its way around the small lake and higher toward the end of the tree line.

While leaving Chaz at the fault line and directing him to Abraxas, I’d received another message from Decibel. Jez had come up with the bright idea to check out Markowski’s home. He was one of the few Irin to be killed without his family, or so Jez conjectured.

I wasn’t willing to stir the pot on the errors in that judgment, but the idea of Jez going back into a potentially bad situation didn’t strike me as smart either. I’d been vocal with Decibel and insisted she be the same with Sol. Neither had been able to convince the up-and-coming Irin to change her mind. I felt a tug to go with them, but given my most recent exposure to the Consortium’s members, I ranked Anne’s risk higher.

After all, Jez had both Decibel and Sol with her. They should be able to cover one girl for a few hours.

I pulled over before I reached the clearing and parked. I walked the rest of the way and listened for sounds behind and ahead. If my clan or some other was tracking me, I needed to know before I reached the clearing.

Only silence surrounded me.

I ran the events of the last few hours through my mind, painfully aware of the overwhelming number of unanswered questions and growing problems. Foremost in my mind was the order from Shalim for me to intercept the Consortium’s local participants and blow open their plan. He’d expected me to do that full-time, not augment my twenty-four-hour days to help a newly emerging Irin, run interference between teenage drifters and drug dealers, safeguard Consortium victims, and ally myself with a demon of unknown clan ties. The coup de grâce—I was now prepared to instruct a fledgling wizard. Every step I took moved me from bad to worse.

I stepped into the clearing and headed for the small patrol cabin, which had seen better days. Some years back, the park administration targeted this area for recycling. The cabin, no longer useful for the maintained trails, had been earmarked for disassembly to discourage squatters.

I’d run across the location before the final execution of orders and set up a glamour of sorts. To humans, the cabin and clearing no longer existed. Others saw deep overgrown thickets with thick vines and sharp needles, not tantalizing to even the most industrious trailblazer. I came back periodically to make sure my wards and glamour still functioned. I didn’t have many skills, but the ones I did have, I’d perfected. Chaz, in a moment of weakness, had taught me how to create wards and focus my energy on them. With the exception of Decibel, I’d been fairly successful with them. Sol and Jez might have considered themselves skilled, but I’d allowed and expected their entry.

For that reason, I’d given Anne the choice to meet me here.

To say that she’d been reluctant was putting it nicely. She’d flat-out refused. Three times.

My ultimatum was clear. Either she came here, or the next time the Consortium came for her, I would not be there to help. The choice was ultimately hers.

I questioned why I kept trying, but deep down, I knew if I didn’t help her, the Consortium would come for her. Anne Kidd would end up dead or another pawn in their game. Or worse, they’d see her for what she was and turn her into one of them, growing their organization by one. I couldn’t allow that to happen. Even though what I had planned was equally harebrained, I didn’t see another option.

Giving her general directions, I’d left a crystal on her kitchen counter for her to bring with her, and told her look for the signs that I would leave along the way. The crystal was half of a whole, the second piece I kept in the cabin. It was a test of Anne’s ability, to see if she could make it here.

The crystal functioned like a divining rod to seek its other half, driven to reunite and be whole. At junctions closer to the cabin, the crystal would radiate a frequency and glow. She needed only to follow the crystal, for I’d left no other signs.

The cabin remained as I had left it and in far better shape than the park service had last observed it.

I had replaced the rotted support beam in the ceiling, patched the roof, and bolstered the framing for the loft sleeping area. The walls had received more insulation and replacement windows. Two solar panels on the roof powered a generator large enough to handle the small refrigerator in the kitchenette along one wall, lighting, and several outlets. I’d also added two large cylinders along the back of the cabin, which collected rainwater from downspouts off the roof. The generator powered a flow system for the tanks, enough to keep it mosquito-free, and a motor to siphon and filter the water for use in the tub and sink.

It wasn’t seamless, but the cabin was functional for small stints of time.

The toilet—well, I left the outhouse for the time being. Sewage was a little beyond my desire to dabble in. I have my limits.

I pulled the other half of the crystal from the built-in shelving flanking the fireplace on one wall and watched it for a few seconds. It lay warm in my hand, not cold or cool like normal rock. This rock was active, its origins a cavern deep within the earth’s blanket. A dark and dangerous place that I’d survived. The rock remained one of the only things to survive my life before Shalim had added me to his clan.

The crystal vibrated in my hand as light surged from within. The mate was close. I tucked the crystal in my pants pocket, put the few things I’d brought with me in the fridge, and went to wait on the steps outside.

She didn’t appear for several more minutes, and she paused outside the line of wards, hesitant and perplexed. The wards still held, but the crystal would diminish the effect. In essence, she would be able to see the cabin and clearing through the thickets and vines.

It was a test of faith.

Just cross through the veil of thickets and reach the cabin.

Or refuse to see what was in front of you and go home and wait to die.

I watched her reach out a hand to the thicket and flinch, expecting the thorns to rip her skin. Confusion crossed her features. She pulled her hand away and turned it over to check for wounds. With firmer conviction, she dropped her hand to her side and turned sideways. Squinting, she proceeded slowly through the veil.

I waited on the steps. Waited for her to realize she’d made it through and notice that normal life existed in the clearing. Frankly, the wildlife paid no attention to either my wards or the veil, coming and going as they pleased.

As she drew closer, I pulled the crystal’s mate from my pocket and held it out to her.

Again she hesitated, but curiosity overcame her reluctance, and she reached out for the crystal. It snapped, a magnet to its mate, in a seamless seal. With a glow, an iridescent rainbow of colors, it flickered and then extinguished.

“Well. That was a little over the top. So now you’ll explain why people want to kill me?”

I stood up, motioned her into the cabin, and then followed her as she looked around. “Not people. The Consortium, among others.”

She paused in front of the fireplace and turned to me, disbelief written across her face. “I am no threat to anyone, much less this…Consortium. What do they think I’ve done?”

I sat on the arm of the couch and faced her. “The Consortium wants power, and they collect it by taking the blood and souls of people with certain abilities.”

“Mr. Kane, this is absurd. I’m a middle-aged nurse, widow…and mother. My skills are health-care related. No one would benefit from my death.”

“You remember that guy in your house, the one without vital internal organs?”

She shook her head, not in denial, but it seemed an effort to remove the image.

“You didn’t hallucinate, and I don’t group-dream. Trust me, he wasn’t there by accident.”

“So you say. Why should I trust you?”

I wondered lately why anyone should trust me. “I want to help you learn to protect yourself.”

“I can go learn karate at the local dojo, or I can call the police. Again, why should I trust you?”

“Because I can help you develop skills no one else realizes you have.”

“I see. So you think you’re what, some kind of Yoda?”

I ignored her sarcasm. “You promised me twenty-four hours. Don’t you trust yourself that long to find out what you might have that others would kill for? To learn a skill to save yourself?”

She raised her eyebrow but remained silent.

I went to the shelves and brought back one of two leather-bound books, a small wooden bowl, a small carafe of water, and a folded piece of cloth. I laid them all on the wooden table before her.

The book I left on the shelf had been the one item I appropriated from a clan assault on the Consortium. A volume the sorcerers had left behind, discarded in a trash pile as an item of no consequence. I’d hidden the book in my jacket, feeling a brief disloyalty to Shalim for not delivering it, but I’d needed to know, to understand.

In the privacy of my own loft, I learned why the sorcerers had discarded this volume. The book held a treatise for respect and reverence from the perspective of a wizard acolyte. Sentiments neither valued nor cherished by the Consortium.

It had been my first realization that the world held black-and-white viewpoints for those humans born with the magical ability. My exposure to humans with magic, up to this point, had been relegated to the horrors sorcerers imposed on Shalim’s clan. Evidently not all humans with power wished to subscribe to the Consortium’s view of the world. I had hopes for people like Anne. And Aisha. My assessment was still out on Marco.

Anne looked at the objects suspiciously and then to me as if I’d grown two more heads.

“Pour the water into the bowl.”

“Look, I’m not…”

“The water, into the bowl.”

With clear annoyance, she picked up the water, poured it, and placed the carafe down with a resounding thud.

“Now, unfold the cloth.”

She flipped back each fold with brisk, angry movements until the last fold revealed the contents. The silky material of the last fold dropped from her fingers. “Look, I think this isn’t a good…”

“You promised to hear me out. Now, open the book to the page marked.”

“But…”

“Open the book.”

She glared at me.

“Read the first line.”

“It’s in Latin. I can’t read Latin.”

“Do your best. Read the first line.”

She pursed her lips and fisted her hands on her hips. “I may not go to church every Sunday, but I’m a God-fearing woman, and this—”

“Is not what you think. Read it and finish this and you will see you are making something out of nothing.” Well, not actually nothing, but at least it would become clearer. Human beings with unnatural powers need the binding and protection from a power greater than mine, than Shalim’s. While I didn’t put much stock in Caulder’s God, this rite drew a definitive line between Anne’s survival as a wizard and the death of her soul as a sorcerer.

With a strong, deep humph that belied her willingness to proceed, she stumbled through the first line in the book.

“Now, take the cross and chain and place it in the water.”

She picked up the chain from its cloth wrapper and scrutinized it. Her struggle to see how this would turn into a devious plot was obvious. Delicately she placed the cross first in the water and inch by inch lowered the remainder of the chain until she released the last bit. She looked up at me, tilted her head, and smiled when nothing obvious happened. Smugness followed her relief.

I moved to the table. She retreated as I picked up the remaining item on the cloth, an ornate silver blade. Small, intricately crafted, and detailed in design, the blade itself fit in the palm of my hand, but the edge was finely honed. I looked at Anne, who continued to back up, and quickly jerked the blade across my hand. I dripped the blood into the bowl and started to speak.

“Awaken with patience, reverence, and duty your loyal servant, Anne Kidd, daughter of Sarah, daughter of Rebecka, daughter of Patience, daughter of Silas, son of Patrick, son of Arron, son of Rachel…” I recited through the years of Anne’s lineage as she watched me. Astonishment gave over to dread at the details of her family history, which I extolled while my blood layered, drop after drop, into the bowl. “Descended from daughters of Solomon. Accept her path and future into your hands. May it be guided by compassion, justice, and peace.”

She watched me for a moment longer and gave a strangled laugh. “You forgot ‘the American way.’”

I wanted to smile for her. I truly did. As the water and blood in the bowl began to mist and steam and swirl its way into the air, I almost regretted bringing her here.

The mist turned from translucent droplets in the atmosphere to shimmering colors. First gray, then black, then lighter into shades of indigo, blue, and purple. Swirls of white, yellow, and orange joined and twirled in a colorful cord of living, pulsing power. Anne’s expression changed from one of sarcasm to one of fright when the cord rose and swayed and then elongated in warm taffy form. She had little time to move or scream when the cord swung out, grabbed her wrist, and engulfed her in its pulse. For seconds the pulse held her immobile, and then she swayed with the vibration of the cord. Almost as quickly as it began, it was over.

The power, the light, the cord, all gone. Anne was on the floor on her knees, gulping in great gobs of air. She fell back on her rear and stared at me in shock, holding her wrist. “You tried to kill me.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “If I had wanted you dead, you would be.”

“What the hell was that? What was in that book?”

I reached across the table and picked up the leather-bound volume. “This—the one you read from—is a very old version of the Bible.”

“Like hell it is.”

I placed the book back on the shelf and brought back the second. “Cross my heart.”

“What was that all about? How did you know all those people in my family? I don’t even know most of those people.”

I laid the book down, took a second bowl and a candle, and lit the candle. Picking up the small knife, I cleaned it with the remaining water in the carafe and ran the knife through the candle, wiped it, and rewrapped it in the cloth.

“Those people are your legacy. It is from them that you have inherited your abilities. It is through their spirits that you will control the power you have. The ritual to protect you, using the Bible, is from this second book. It contains what you need to know to safely harness your powers.”

“You’re crazy! I don’t have any power.” She struggled to her feet and headed for the door. She tried to pull it open, but it wouldn’t budge. “Let me out of here.”

I finished putting everything back except the bowl. “You promised me twenty-four hours. Now come back and take the cross out of the bowl and put it on.”

“No way. I’m not going near that bowl.”

I went into the kitchen and pulled two beers out of the fridge and came back to sit down at the table. I opened one and waited for Anne to stop pouting at the door.

“I want out. Now.”

“Not until you have a grasp on your powers.”

“You’re insane.”

“I wish.”

She paced back and forth before the door like a trapped animal. “So, now what?”

I turned in the chair and rested my bottle on my knee. “I want you to try to light the fire in the fireplace.”

She raised an eyebrow, stared at me for a minute, and then headed for the fireplace.

“From where you are.”

She stopped. “You are a lunatic.”

I let go a heavy sigh. “Look, I’m really more than a little tired, and is it really so much to ask for everything not to be a battle?”

“Fine, just don’t ask for ridiculous things,” she snapped

I turned to the fireplace and reached out my hand. Flames burst forth from my fingers, lighting the logs in a sparkle of white and blue.

Anne stepped back a bit. “Yeah, forgot for a moment you can do that.”

I waved my hand, and the flames went out. “You can do that, too.”

“Um, no I can’t.”

“You aren’t trying.”

Her lips pursed as her gaze burned with her anger, and I had to hold back a smile. She was finally where I needed her to be, hostile enough to try.

“Fine, then. Here.” She waved her hand in exaggerated motion and nothing happened. “See?”

I put my head in my hands and gave my scalp a brisk rub. “You have to focus. You have to think about the fireplace with the fire visible in your mind and focus.”

Anne blew out a short breath and shook her head. “Fine.” She closed her eyes and rolled her shoulders in some insane prep for yoga or boxing. With her eyes still closed, she waved her hands around.

“Open your eyes, damn it. Watch what you’re doing.” I grabbed a towel from the kitchen and batted out the sparks on the shelf and the arm of the couch.

Anne opened her eyes in shock. “I didn’t do that.”

I finally got the various sparks smothered and glanced at her. “You would know, if you had your eyes open.”

She looked truly perplexed and shook her head, mouth open, ready to refute. The look on my face must have stopped her. She stood still for a moment. Then, squinting, her head slightly turned as if flame would recoil and engulf her, she waved slowly at the fireplace. A small, light spark of white danced along a log and caught fire. It moved in a slow, merry rhythm to the other logs.

Anne stood there, frozen. Her arm dangled, fingers still pointed toward the fireplace. Her face turned to me where I stood with my arms crossed and the singed kitchen towel tucked in one fist. “You?”

I shook my head.

“I—” After a second, reality intruded, and her eyes widened in fear. She turned to me again. “This is why they want to kill me?”

I nodded and handed her the bowl with the cross. I waited for her to loop the silver chain around her neck. “This power is how they tracked you, though here you’re safe. You always had this ability, but n you know you have it. If you can learn to control it, you have some options.”

She was silent for a few more seconds. “What do you get out of this?”

I thought honesty was best. “One less person lured to evil that I have to kill. So, are you good to take a few days off from work?”














CHAPTER 12







I left Anne with the book, the wizard’s compendium to safe-and-eco-green magic. At least safe for the parts I’d skimmed in the volume. The contents revolved around moderate-level healing rituals, use of plants for balms and meals, and holistic magical cleansing, which ran the gamut from simplistic to the water’s edge of deep magic. Most wouldn’t cause her harm or tempt her. She didn’t strike me as power hungry, but her fate would rest on her decisions, not my oversight.

For the remaining exercises, I’d left her with a modest framework of rules. Keeping her eyes open for each exercise and remaining inconspicuous were at the top of the list.

We’d run through how to shield her vibration from detection and an explanation that the energy she used, that I used, was traceable. The most important defense in staying alive was not to be found in the first place.

The cabin’s perimeter would provide camouflage. Once she left the cabin, she would need to maintain a shield at all times. It would take practice. If she spent time and monitored herself, she could get comfortable enough with the routine.

I hoped.

She wasn’t a freshman fledgling, and her age and maturity might help her assimilate faster than a youngster. She also had her talisman, the cross, instilled with the legacy of her forebears. That and a fair measure of common sense would go a long way. With two days off, she was free to practice and dabble in rudimentary skills involving all the elements.

I hoped she and the cabin would both be there when I returned. For now, I had other concerns. Leaning against the back of the elevator, I barely noticed the concrete, garage level of my old firehouse disappear from view.

I paid a bit more attention to the second floor, the architecture still wide open with more construction material littered around the mostly cavernous space. A bathroom and kitchen to match my own accompanied rough framing for several more rooms to keep a vacant feel from the space. Though I doubted I would get time to work on anything in my building until I’d eradicated all the problems on my list. The timeline was questionable, given my problems dealt with live beings, instead of an easy, static to-do list.

“Such a look, baby boy.”

“Thought we were past that term.”

Decibel sat on my coffee table, trim legs crossed at the knee. The short skirt of her tailored navy suit showed just enough tempting thigh to leave me no doubt she was testing my resolve. The tap of a glossy red nail against her lips signaled her moderately peeved level since I’d left her to flounder through the murky waters of Team Irin.

Sliding down on the couch, I placed a boot on the table next to the edge of her derriere. Encroachment? Perhaps, but she seemed to need some sign from me that I considered our affiliation more than just a business arrangement. Proximity was the closest thing I would offer. Though I found her determination to mimic a young urban professional humorous and let it show a bit too much on my face.

Her scowl ended the finger tap.

“I gather Jez survived her reconnaissance of Markowski’s house?”

“Disappointing, but no hidden remains of brutal slaughter. The mother died of cancer several years back. The father and adult daughter are out of town on a business trip. Not enough family to wipe out.” She gave a quick shrug that passed for indifference, but she was too quick with her gestures and too pointed in her reluctance to meet my gaze for me to believe she didn’t feel for the boy’s death. “Definitely not smart to canvass the scene, but I saw no indication she or Sol were spotted.”

Because Miss Casual had kept an eye on them the whole time. Decibel’s emotions had all the transparency of Sol’s.

“Those two are stingy on information,” she added. “If Solomon continues to keep her hidden somewhere, we can’t monitor her safety. We could lose her as easily as the rest.”

Great point. “He didn’t give you any indication of where they were, some way to reach them?”

She shook her head. “What did he speak to you about?”

“Nosy much?”

“He made the call from here.” Her forefinger waved toward the elevator. “Rather obvious. I’m surprised he left her with me to go speak with you.”

Perhaps Sol trusted Decibel more than he’d let on, but he’d made a point to extract the promise from me. He trusted her, yet sensed a lack of commitment on my part and needed to secure a firmer investment on my soul in the cause to safeguard Jez. “Interesting combo, those two.”

One of her brows flashed up and back, rapid thoughts obviously processing behind the movement. I waited, not divulging Sol’s confidence, and hoped Decibel would beat me to the reveal.

“I understood Irin don’t usually flock together,” I added, not having hours to push for information.

Her eyes locked back on mine as she tilted her head, searching for more details in my expression. “Been doing research?” Breaking the contact, she shrugged. “You’re right. The group is very low-key and usually impossible to detect. Though he is very protective of her.”

“Just like demons, at least the males.”

“Really?” I had caught her off guard and she paused to consider the new detail. “I was led to believe producing progeny was impossible in the Irin.” She flicked an invisible piece of dust off her skirt and looked away. “Your comment’s a blatant stereotype, Kane. Some demon mothers are very vicious defenders of their young.”

“Not from what I’ve heard.”

“You haven’t lived long enough to hear all the facts.” A quick hop to her feet and the pacing started. “Hiding his relationship, not a good sign for his kind.”

I nodded in agreement. Sol had gone to lengths to keep Jez hidden from his own people. Whatever the problem in the Irin community, it ranked lower than the Consortium threat, for the time being, but not enough for him to trust them.

“Our field of enemies continues to grow larger.” She let out an exasperated huff.

“I can safely rule out demons wanting to destroy the Irin.”

She turned slowly. “According to you, the demons involved haven’t volunteered.”

“Three from my clan were summoned, added to those on the list you’d already compiled. Two terminated. Bad karma.”

Her eyes flickered with a quick shot of fire. I watched the delicate frogs that buttoned the lapels of her jacket at the hollow of her neck rise with her effort to control her breathing. Annoyance with my withholding information hadn’t dissipated, but at least she stayed calm. She had wanted complete disclosure. I’d avoided that, though I would give her what loyalty I had left, within reason.

“Jez is determined to find more of her own kind. I gather it’s some misguided guilt trip for her family’s death.” Decibel paced again. “That’s going to be a problem. Youngsters have so much energy; they jump at the first thought. Makes it hard for them to see logic.”

“Understandable.” I agreed with Decibel. Jez’s determination put her in harm’s way with increased exposure. “How familiar are you with her potential, her abilities? Can you work with her?”

The scowl returned, not directed at me for once. “I doubt Sol would let me close enough, but perhaps. He should take on that task. Or is the feebleness not a ploy?”

“Sol is all about subterfuge, but he may not have time to deliver what Jez needs.”

“You discerned all that. Quite the eclectic set of skills you command. How do you suggest we find them?”

I stretched my neck; the kink there only dug in deeper. “We have to play this the way Sol and Jez dictate. For now. But if we get a chance, I think you’ll have a better shot with her than I will.” I wasn’t planning to offer more of an explanation, however her silence didn’t let up. “Sol’s cornered me into ensuring her protection. If something should happen…I’d prefer not to mix the heavier hand of guide with that of confidant. She’ll need a place to vent.”

“This is based on his expectations, or does he know something he hasn’t told us?”

“Probably both. If he isn’t in the picture, she’ll trust you more easily than me.” Especially if Jez were to construe Sol’s action of omission as one huge betrayal, I thought. A second male authority figure would have a hard time gaining her trust. I didn’t need omniscience to see the disaster with Jez approaching. Despite Sol’s promise, if he didn’t tell her before something happened to him, his daughter would be one disillusioned fledgling. My gestures of help would be suspect, if for no other reason than Dad picked me as his successor.

The pity on Decibel’s face said she could see the train wreck, too.




***




A quick look around Shalim’s courtyard disclosed nothing. No sneak attacks, no stealth training sessions, and no Chaz.

I’d left him at the entrance to the fault line and had actually watched him enter the church near my building. In a quick surveillance of his quarters, a limestone-and-basalt cavern that he found echoed his tastes, I detected no recent traces of him. I would have miles of Shalim’s domain to search in order to track Chaz down, added to a multitude of sequestered places if he was avoiding me.

Demons in the clan had their own quarters. Most entrances were hidden, even from each other. The clan provided protection, but trust was always up for debate.

Luck rode in on my shoulder. Headed for Abraxas’s training grounds, I ducked at the flap of wings behind my left ear. The maneuver upended me down an unnoticed side tunnel. I slid and floundered to balance upright until I bottomed out in a flat dark pit.

No air circulated in the darkness, but a chill held off a stagnant feel. Beneath the tunnel’s crisp, fragrant scent of earth and roots, I detected a more familiar one of leather and musk. My eyes adjusted as I followed the trail from the pit toward the scent, leading me deeper and farther down into pitch.

I’d lost the fear of darkness a long time ago, and typically, even what appears as solid darkness holds some light. This tunnel wrapped black around me like water, tight with every cell and pore, allowing no valiant shade of the dimmest glimmer either forward or aft. The scent, however, pulled me forward.

Trusting my instincts, I continued and stopped only when my foot contacted with a solid but soft object. Squatting, I felt along with my fingers, surprised by the unexpected brushed-velour fur beneath my hands.

With a quick snap, I lit the darkness and blinked until my pupils responded. The golden globe from my penlight illuminated only two feet from my face. The distance enough to reveal Chaz sitting on an enormous tuffet in the center of a cavern that went out and up beyond my ability to detect. The rush of distant wings, high and muffled, were a fair predictor of the distance.

For all the pomp and presence of Chaz’s human shell, his demon form rang in at a diminutive five foot three. Granted his bulldog bulk of muscles, thick neck, and huge clawed feet made him formidable and fast in a fight.

Chaz, naked and legs folded in tantric position on a tuffet in the dark, didn’t concern me. The pupilless reflection of pale milk chocolate brown—his human eyes, projecting from within his demon body—sent a sharp prickle over my flesh and down my spine. Demons don’t mix their human façade in their demon bodies, with small exceptions. Demon claws can elongate and retract, regardless of personae. Depending on the age of the demon, the fangs can as well. But the human physique—hair, eyes, skin—don’t interchange with demon features.

He looked straight at me with no recognition in those eyes. No blink, no shift of bone or facial structure. He could have been catatonic for all of his response.

“Chaz.”

His breath faltered as one clawed finger twitched slightly.

“Chaz. It’s TK.”

That brought on a blink, though the eye color remained unchanged. “Saw you.” The words slithered out with effort, as if he was fighting through a drugged fog and losing.

“Where?”

He went still again. I considered shaking him but didn’t want to risk any unexpected repercussions.

“When did you last feed?” I’d start with an easy question.

He blinked again, then his hands fisted in his lap. “Jusssst. Prettttyy, dark curlssss.”

Yeah, that sounded a little fucked up, but more typical Chaz. He liked his ladies with lots of long, curly hair. In his human form, the ladies liked him back.

“Went inside. Saw you there.”

Inside? The Walmart. Had that been how he’d become trapped inside, because he thought he’d seen me?

“I got to the site after you, bud.” Maybe he was confused. “Where were you when you thought you saw me?”

He turned his head, meeting my gaze as a touch of flame entered his eyes. I released my breath at his first sign of normalcy. “Here.”

I bowed back a bit, caught off guard by the answer. “This room? Or just Shalim’s”

“Here.” His voice edged closer to his normal tone, deep, steadier, but still a little too parsed out for my preference.

“So you ‘saw’ me in the building here, or in a dream?”

The silver swirls on his green skin pulled tighter across his cheekbones as puzzlement gained in his expression. “TK?”

I reached out and rubbed my palm across the thick braided bones curving from his brow over his head. He closed his eyes and leaned into the touch like a puppy seeking comfort. Exactly my intent. The brow bones are high-pleasure centers for demons. They’re also a pathway to calm and relaxation. An odd Zen I’d encountered early in my habitation in the clan.

I continued the rub until a deep purr rumbled in his chest and his breathing evened out. His fisted claws released, lax over his knees.

Whatever had happened to him, I’d never witnessed anything similar before. It scared the crap out of me. No external magic could penetrate the bowels of Shalim’s compound. My quick scan of Chaz’s body detected no sign of infection or invasion. That reassured me but left me with no answers.

At least here he was safe, asleep or in a trance, if the rhythm of his breathing was any indication. I stopped my petting and waited to make certain he maintained his current image, with no more human eyes waking in the darkness.

When he’d shown no sign of change for five minutes, I retraced my steps to the top of the long tunnel and turned my search to a new candidate.

Fortunately, he found me first.

“Where is he?”

I turned to Abraxas, not sure where to begin. The slow deadly lift of his brow and the quick flicker of flame in his eyes signaled I’d better start fast.

“Chaz is in one of the lower tunnels, but something’s not right.”

“Explain.”

“His eyes didn’t revert with his demon form. His speech is odd, and he’s disoriented.” Abraxas waited for me to continue, but the tension drained from his posture, and the black sigils stopped their violent swirl over his gold skin. “At our last sighting, he’d gone in without me. He says he saw me inside, but I got the text after he was already in the building with three sorcerers.”

Abraxas pivoted away from me. The muscles across his back flexed as his claws scraped against his leather pants. Just as fast, he turned back.

“You got him out?”

“Yes.” Obviously I’d gotten him out. That wasn’t his question. Abraxas had narrowed in on the discrepancy of how as half-human I’d gotten Chaz past three sorcerers. “He shared his power with me. I carried him, but the invisibility got us past everyone in the building.”

A deep growl emanated from his chest. “Take me to him.”

I started back to the tunnel only to have Abraxas’s heavy palm land on my shoulder to stop me.

“You will partner with another warrior. He cannot leave this sanctuary again.”

I bore the weight of his hand and stared back into his eyes, chips of scarlet ice. “Are they luring him?”

I watched him debate disclosure, his assessment of me as fierce as Shalim’s, but he removed his hand and stepped back, obviously deciding on some measure of detail.

“Chaz was a twin,” said Abraxas. He paused in an uncomfortable silence. “Beleth.”

Shalim’s seer, his visionary, the victim of the Consortium’s horrific example of possession and cruelty. “Both twins inherited that skill?”

Abraxas shook his head. “Beleth was born with visions, but Nature fills the void even within our species. The skill, born dormant in Chaz, now runs wild. More deep deprivation and training is required for him to survive the rapid onset. Given his late development, the intensity of such visions makes it impossible for him to discern them from reality. Time and sequence, neither is a benchmark for separating reality from what he perceives. When he masters the skill, his potential may exceed his brother’s. Until then, he is vulnerable.”

“The increased need to feed?”

He nodded. “The skill runs rampant through his system. The feeding actually burns him at the same time the skill evolves, instead of replenishing him. Hibernation is his only option.”

He gave me a long, hard look. He didn’t need to bother. I wasn’t going anywhere without more information, and he grudgingly continued. “I will seek the help he requires, but my order to him, to the others, is that he remains in the compound.” His scrutiny was pointless. I would hardly countermand his dictate. Especially if it could cause Chaz harm.

However, I needed one more answer. My knowledge of the Consortium was taking too many hairpin turns, not to get critical answers. “If they summoned his twin, do they have the knowledge or a connection to summon him?”

A slow hiss issued before Abraxas’s words. “His risk is high. In his current condition, should the Consortium entrap him, he has less ability to resist than his brother did.”

Sickened with the thought, I gave him a quick nod of understanding and directed him back to Chaz’s sensory deprivation tunnel.




***




Talia opened the back door of the shelter. The harsh lines on her face deepened with her frown and tightened lips. Not very inviting, but she let me in and locked the door behind me.

“They’ve got to leave. I’m sympathetic, but I don’t need word of this kind of trouble getting out.”

I raised an eyebrow at her tone, more from concern than affront. It took a lot to crack Tally’s calm, meaning this had to be bad.

I followed her into the small storage room behind the shelter’s kitchen area. The smell of blood overwhelmed my senses. The blood splotches on the concrete floor filled in the story. Someone had tried to clean the mess without much success. The trail ended at a wooden bench covered by a ratty sleeping bag. Sol Marguessa, his skin gray and sickly yellow, lay loosely holding a wadded towel over his chest. The towel wasn’t compressed enough to stanch the blood flow. From the look of the burns and wounds on the rest of Sol’s arms, face, and neck, it was too late to be of help.

Sol didn’t look at me, but Jez glanced up from where she sat with Sol’s head cradled in her lap. Despair veiled her eyes with a silent plea that I had brought some hope.

I hadn’t. I’d responded to Decibel’s message. The familiar address of Talia’s shelter partnered with the word, hurry.

Decibel stood beside Jez, her arms crossed, and her expression blank.

Talia tapped on my arm. “I open in one hour. I need everyone out of here, or someone will leak this to the police.” She looked at Jez and shrugged. “I’m sorry. I want to help, but they’ll close me down if I’m caught concealing this kind of thing. I’ve got people who depend on me.”

I nodded to her. “We understand. Thanks for what you’ve already done.”

Jez looked between the two of us. Her mouth opened with surprise for a split second, then she squinted in anger, preparing to lash out. Decibel moved in front of her as Talia left the room, adding a restraining hand to Jez’s shoulder. The gesture won her a glare, but Jez remained silent until Talia was gone.

I ignored them all and knelt by Sol. He released the towel and grabbed my jacket, pulling my face closer to his, and then glanced up at Jez. “A moment.”

Her reluctance to move diffused as Decibel rested an arm over her shoulder and eased her away with more gentleness than I would have credited my demon counterpart capable of mustering.

“They were waiting for us.” His words rattled. A slight spray of spittle at the corner of his mouth delivered the only moisture he seemed to have.

I covered his hand with mine. “Let me get you to the hospital.”

“Too late. You know that.” He moved the towel, exposing his chest. Several ragged wounds circled his skin, missing the center but appearing to have pierced both lungs. Shredded flesh lent the impression that something had crawled inside him and eaten its way through his chest cavity with small steel teeth. I hoped he had enough energy to give me a clue as to what had done this.

“More barb than bullet. Infected.” He blinked back the pain, his eyes weary. I palmed the back of his head. He tried to move closer and restrict his words for only me to hear. “I feel it mutating. Don’t know the full potential. Perhaps contagious. You must destroy this one. Now.”

“No.” Jez heard that last part and lurched toward Sol. Only Decibel’s hold kept her in place.

Sol gripped my hand with a last frenzied burst of energy. “Get it all. Trace it.” Exhausted, he lay back down and held my gaze. “I meant to tell her…my promise was good…please, keep her safe.”

I nodded. As if waiting on my response, he released his hold. His eyes remained open, though I no longer saw the window to his soul, only emptiness. I lowered his lids, and heard Jez’s cry resonate with the thud of her knees on the floor.

Decibel pressed Jez’s body to her. “Let’s make it quick, Kane.”

Raising a hand over Sol’s chest, I built the flash fire within me to a solid and taut ball, then I released the ice-white and chill-blue swirls. The fire spiraled down and spilled along Sol’s body, dipping inside the wound. A glow of light surrounded him. While I watched, thick pus and blood crept from his ears and eyes. On contact with the air, a high-pitched whine started and clamped to a close. The rust-colored fluid curdled and froze.

I closed my fist. The fire had stopped, but I held an open palm to make sure Decibel didn’t let Jez loose. Close inspection of the fluid showed not blood, as I’d hoped, but bits of toasted crispings, a disturbing likeness to charred bacon fat. The mutation of an organism, perhaps parasite, that Sol had felt. The progression was quick, from chest to brain, but I wondered whether its purpose was merely to kill him or to wrestle information from his mind. Perhaps to send a beacon to the Consortium. Given my current bad day, I’d have to go with all of the above.

“We need to leave.”

“Take the body with us?” Decibel’s question hung in the silence.

“We need to burn the body. His orders.”

Jez pulled her shoulder from Decibel’s grip, but I caught her arms before she was able to get near Sol. “He was infected. He knew that.”

She tried to wrestle away from me, cold anger boiling over. “Bullshit.”

I pulled her around to look at me. “Those bullets contained something to potentially track us.” They would track to Talia, too. I wasn’t about to allow her to be a sideline casualty.

Jez glared at me, then closed her eyes and took a small breath to compose herself, an attempt to force down the anger.

“He’s gone, Jez. He didn’t want you at risk.”

Whatever her current frame of mind, she opened her eyes and looked at me with a version of sanity and steeled control. Her gaze dropped pointedly to where my hands still restrained her and I opened my fingers and backed my hands off a few inches.

“Do it.” She pushed past me and out into the hallway.

Decibel moved to my side with a tilt of her head. “You waste precious time on emotions.”

“It’s my time to waste.”

“Debatable.”

“Let’s just get this done.”

She nodded and, without moving, looked to Sol’s body. Red, orange, and gold wisps danced in her eyes. Flickering and growing, the pressure of her power produced a tangible force against my body. Sol’s body ignited in fire so controlled that he rested in a capsule of flame, the wooden bench beneath him untouched. The liquid gelcap of flame consumed Sol’s body and converted his energy, absorbing it back into the universe where he’d originated. Then he was gone. The whole process didn’t take an entire minute.

Decibel turned and left.

After a glance around, I followed her. There was no mess left. No stains, no towel, no body. Clean, tidy, and while I couldn’t count on sterile, it was empty.

As if Sol Marguessa had never existed.














CHAPTER 13







“So what now?” asked Decibel.

We had headed to the diner near the hospital. The small buzz of people around us and the nearby pulse of the hospital’s backup generators created an electronic footprint strong enough to make a search for our physical signatures difficult. A back booth allowed each of us to monitor an exit. Less an act of teamwork than mutual distrust.

“I need more information on what happened.” I looked to Jez. Her expression relayed nothing. No eye contact, no facial response, and shoulders tense, she sat mute. The lack of tears didn’t worry me yet, but if she continued this way, I’d find her therapy. The bony, white grip of her fingers remained interlaced around a cup of coffee she didn’t bother to drink.

She sat beside me in the booth, but mentally she was miles away. While the timing wasn’t good for this conversation, I didn’t think we had the luxury of more time. Things were escalating, with Jez, with Anne, with Chaz, and I had a bad feeling that more problems lurked in the wings that I wasn’t aware of yet.

I don’t like surprises, especially when I seem to be in the middle of them. It had taken only a millisecond for Jez’s sorrow to melt to anger, but if she stayed true to form, she wouldn’t give up. I was counting on that anger morphing into something else soon. Sol’s training had assured Jezrielle’s diligent focus, and habit is a good fallback in times of uncertainty. As Jez’s rigid posture grew tighter, I prepared to take the brunt of whatever was coming.

“We had a lead on another kid. Sixteen, male, up in the valley, adopted as an infant.” She turned the cup around in her hands and swirled it slowly in a wet slosh on the tabletop. “His profile was a little different than the others.” She paused, and the silence grew.

“As in?” I prodded.

“He had a record. Several minor offenses: underage drinking, joy riding, public disturbance.”

Decibel said nothing but leaned back, her arms crossed, and waited.

A sick, sour taste built in my throat, though I kept my initial thoughts to myself. “You hadn’t run across that before?”

Jez shook her head.

“Sol’s tracked a lot of kids. It figures some might get into trouble.” I offered the out I didn’t actually believe. The whole thing stank of a setup.

She looked up. The tension etched in lines around her eyes and mouth created an expression she was too young to possess. “No, it didn’t. That’s why he wanted to let this one pass.”

I wanted to look away but didn’t. I could feel disaster coming. Whatever my feelings, Jez had it in spades and her regret would last a whole lot longer than mine.

“He didn’t want anything to do with this kid. I was the one desperate to make a connection.” She rolled her eyes and closed them, then gave her head a small shake, accompanied by a bitter look. “I wanted to save one of these kids.”

“And it was a trap.”

When she didn’t reply, I looked to Decibel. “When did you come into this picture?”

“It had already hit the fan.” She nodded to Jez. “They’d followed the kid to a building where he met with this band.” She spat the last word in obvious disbelief.

Jez pursed her lips.

“You knew where they were because…”

“I’d marked Sol.” Decibel delivered the words with the ease of reading a grocery list. Broccoli, chicken, tagging, stalking—no big deal.

I put a hand on Jez’s arm to keep her from launching across the table. Normally, I might take issue with Decibel’s approach. Not today.

Decibel leaned forward and snapped, “If I hadn’t done that, you wouldn’t be alive. All you both had to do was stick with the original agreement.” She waved a finger toward me. “And let me or him know what you had planned. I would have told you this was a trap!”

Though Jez clenched her fists, she glared out the window into the night at the shadowed parking lot. I let out the breath I’d been holding, drew my hand back from Jez’s arm, and leaned my head against the booth for a second, playing the scene through my mind.

“So how did the Consortium know to set up the trap?”

Decibel flicked a crumb off the table. “Too much going on. Too many near saves, too much new involvement. Something flagged their interest, no telling what. You, the kid in the hospital—maybe they can sense her and Sol in close proximity to other targets—then there’s another option.”

My stomach clenched, sensing Decibel preparing to go rogue on me.

“But you’ve already guessed that one, right, Kane?”

Jez scrutinized us both. “What?”

I rotated the coffee spoon in my hand. Up. Down. I slid it through my fingers to ease the slow, cold dread, but Decibel got it out before I did.

“Your clan could have known about Jez and Sol and sold them out.”

I knew that wasn’t true. My glare at Decibel indicated as much. Perhaps she knew and had thrown out the ridiculous accusation to stave off Jez’s desperation. I didn’t reply, hoping to give Jez some time. Time without the ten-ton bag of guilt she carried for targeting the location that had gotten Sol killed. However, I owed Decibel big-time for making my job with Jez harder than it needed to be.




***




The nurse at the critical-care desk gave me a sad shake of her head when I asked about Samuel’s condition, but she told me to go on back to see him.

I had left the two women at the diner. No more substantive conversation would occur with me around. Perhaps Decibel would have better luck with Jez.

I walked into Samuel’s room. He had no roommate, just quiet. The intermittent beep of the monitor that gauged his heart rate and blood pressure was out of rhythm with an erratic flicker from the hallway ceiling light.

The boy was ghostly pale, even after the three transfusions it had taken to keep him alive. Bandages still covered his wrists and neck from the wounds the sorcerer had inflicted. The fact that I’d incinerated his attacker gave me only minimal satisfaction. I would have sacrificed my win to have the boy awake and alert. Then again I had no idea what the condition of his mind would be even if he did come out of his coma.

I sat for a moment beside the bed and watched Samuel’s monitor flicker, because it was easier than searching for the faint breath in the boy’s chest and less painful to watch. He’d lost enough blood that the staff had trouble finding veins to administer fluids and meds. It wasn’t that he didn’t have the veins; they’d just collapsed like everything else in his body.

A rather sick irony was that this was the first time in the last three days that I’d been anywhere with such quiet. Not a price I found tolerable.

Sorting through the information I had so far, delivered a jumble of disconnected pieces. Why would the Consortium choose now to attack the Irin? And the demons, for that matter? According to Sol, Jez and her kind had been around since the dawn of time. The demon clans were notorious for remaining in their territories and not “playing” well with others, but they were no threat. So with the exception of the occasional apocalyptic battles, which usually coincided with human propensities for war and dominance, demons kept to their own agendas. Certainly they posed no new threat. None I could link to the Consortium, anyway.

Samuel’s, Marco’s, and Aisha’s victimization was beyond disgusting. I had pegged them as runaways and strays. Easy targets. Now, based on my knowledge of Anne and my discussion with Naberius, I had a rigid grasp on the insidious nature of the Consortium’s depravity.

Killing their own young—seeking innocent wizard-born humans, beings born with elemental magic not yet turned to the dark and black of evil. A pretty big, but sick, payout for the sorcerers’ Consortium—to eliminate their own kind for the guarantee of more power. Limit the gene pool and increase one’s own potential. A detestable premise.

Another strike against humanity. In spite of all their faults and predilections, at least demons treated their young as treasured beings. Granted, they were few and rare, but definitely another point in their favor.

And the Irin? I had no basis to judge, though Sol had surely sacrificed himself for his child due to threats from his own kind. Based on Jez’s brief history with him, they’d endeavored to save others as well. Whatever their faults, at least the Irin weren’t committing selective genocide.

I leaned forward and reached a hand to cover Samuel’s. His fingers were cold as I cupped my hands around his and focused.

With my eyes closed, I waited through the silence and listened for Samuel’s breathing—faint, but fixed. I rode the sound of his breath and targeted the feel of my hands around his. His vibration fluttered, weak and pale, just like the boy’s visage, with colors so translucent I could only acknowledge them for the gray veil of death.

Samuel hung on the precipice. His vibration echoed sound and tone, though so faint that his breathing almost blocked it out. I forced myself deeper, to inner quiet, and blocked out the sounds outside his body to observe only what was within. This wasn’t his aura; this was the chemistry of who Samuel was to become. The sounds chimed, bells ringing through a waterfall, discordant and wild, lacking symmetry and balance. But they were ringing. Somehow the Consortium had heard them and found him, and perpetrated murder for pints of his blood and the remnants of his power.

I shook off my building rage and focused, using what little I’d gleaned from Sol’s death to monitor deeper within Samuel’s body. Not knowing what to look for earlier, I wouldn’t have found the organism. Now, the sinuous white threads and tentacles were easy for my mind’s eye to detect. The parasite was sucking the life from Samuel, even as the hospital staff pumped every resource they could into his body.

The knowledge didn’t help me. Or Samuel. I could now see the problem, but I had no cure, no resolution.

I released Samuel’s hand, sat back, and slowly released the breath I’d been holding.

My phone vibrated in my pocket, jarring me back to reality. I flipped it open as I headed out into the hallway.

“Kane. Thought you’d want to know the boy’s awake.” Caulder’s voice sounded strong but tired.

“How does he seem?”

“As if he’s been six rounds with someone five levels above his weight class, but I think he’s holding his own.”

“I’ll be there in thirty.”

“Roger that.”

I glanced back at Samuel’s room. The Consortium’s goal was no clearer now than before. They definitely didn’t play within rules that I could predict. The questions pointed to what had put them on this path. I gave more credence to Naberius’s caution of the shadow partner, one as obscure as its name.














CHAPTER 14







Thirty minutes later, I pulled into Caulder’s driveway. I’d switched vehicles back at home and circled through several less-traveled parts of town to confirm no one was on my tail before showing up at his door.

At my knock, multiple locks and levers released from the other side until the door swung open to Ray in his chair, shotgun cradled predictably in his lap. “Took you long enough.”

“Precautions.”

He gestured me inside and re-secured all the mechanisms before he followed. “They’re in the kitchen. He’s none too steady, but he’s up and around a bit.”

I paused before I got within earshot of the kids. “You still okay with them being here?”

He gave me a long look. Not much about this situation had escaped his seasoned assessment. “Their problems are worse than you thought?”

My expression must have given him the confirmation he sought. “Care to share?”

I shrugged. “Not much I can add to what you know, except maybe the kids have more connection to the abductors than I suspected.”

“Relatives?”

“More like human predators.”

He raised a brow. “You’re certain?”

“It’s the only thing I’m positive of at this point.”

“You know I’m not kicking them back onto the streets, no matter what.”

I never doubted it but clasped his shoulder in gratitude.

Aisha and Marco sat at the kitchen table, bowls of half-finished chicken soup doing time before them. A pad of paper at Aisha’s elbow depicted several surprisingly ornate mandalas spattered around some random pencil sketches of Marco’s face.

Pale as a honeydew melon, Marco appeared nervous and jerky. Though, as Ray had noted, he was upright and his pupils were normal, not the size of dimes. He also didn’t recognize me.

Aisha offered me a brief nod but remained still as if waiting for fallout now that I’d arrived.

I pulled out a chair between Ray and Marco. In response, the boy shifted toward his sister. She put her hand on his arm, delaying his escape. “This is Kane.”

That was it, no explanation. From their nervous glances, Aisha had evidently already brought her brother up to speed. It was obvious they hadn’t agreed on whether or not I was a problem.

Marco jerked away from his sister slightly, pretending interest in some riveting spot on the refrigerator. His few inches of distance created a chasm with his sister, though Aisha did nothing to cut the tension.

“So, you’re back,” she said and looked to Ray. “What does that mean for us?”

“Depends entirely on both of you,” I said as amicable and unthreateningly as possible. I even smiled.

She scowled and leaned back in her chair, arms crossed over her chest. “What exactly does that mean?”

“Mr. Caulder is willing to keep you guys here, under his protection, given you comply with a few points.”

Marco had turned back to everyone at the table, as his eyes widened, fear evident. He gave Aisha a quick glance. She shook her head and raised her chin. “We don’t need protection.”

Two minutes in the house and I’d already hit a nerve. One I recognized. Their world wasn’t safe. People who promised them haven and shelter were usually the enemy and nothing was free. Protection came with a price, usually a pound of flesh and always with a fair dose of humiliation and pain.

I held up my hand in an effort to stave off any escalation. “Hear me out. Then you can make your decision.”

She glared from me to Raymond, who slid his weapon into the holster on his chair and folded his hands peacefully in his lap. “What points?”

“These men who came after Marco will try to find him again. It’s not a probability. It’s a matter of when. Your brother isn’t the only one they’ve come after.” I didn’t add the inevitable conclusion. She was smart enough to hear what I didn’t want to voice. That the others hadn’t survived, and Marco was still alive.

She glanced at Marco and swallowed hard. Her brother had turned his gaze to the tabletop, shifting his arms around his body to keep warm, or maybe just attempting to disappear.

“I want to make sure both of you are better hidden, so they won’t be able to find you.”

“You can do that?”

“I can teach you some skills.”

“They didn’t come after me. Only Marco needs the protection.”

“Actually, they’ve seen you,” I said, restating the obvious. “You were with Marco when they came for him. If I’m right about why they want Marco, then they probably want you too. They just aren’t smart enough to realize it yet.”

Again her gaze flickered between Ray and me, her deliberation so intense that I could almost see the wheels turn in her head. She’d rejected what I had told her for her own safety, but she wasn’t ready to risk Marco based on her judgment. “So what do we have to do?”

“First, I want to check Marco.”

She bolted upright from her chair to stand next to Marco with her arms curled around him. He didn’t look up but leaned over and hid his face in the crook of his sister’s elbow. “You don’t touch Marco.”

Ray leaned forward in his chair when I opened my mouth to respond. “Look, little lady. So far you and your brother have a world full of trouble on your doorstep. Some of which it seems you can avoid. Now, regardless of who is after you, we haven’t done anything to warrant your distrust. So how about you consider extending a little of that courtesy to us that’s been offered to you, and we can see where that gets us?”

I waited.

Aisha looked at me. I could see nothing of the young fifteen carefree, happy years that should be lighting her face. Instead a harsh strain of fatigue and fear wove in the lines around her mouth. The cast of her skin was tinged gray from lack of proper diet.

I could sympathize. But she and her brother didn’t have the luxury of being stubborn. This wasn’t just about being streetwise. This was about evolving to a higher level of smart, a reach for far thinking. While that was a luxury these kids hadn’t been able to afford before, the good news was that she seemed to figure out she had it now.

With a short sigh, she moved back from Marco. She let him cling to her arms as she sat back down, resigned to whatever horrible fate was coming.

“So now what?”

I placed my hand on the table, palm up. “I need Marco’s hand.”

She stood again, this time coming around to my side of the table and placing Marco’s hand in mine.

I curled my fingers lightly around his hand and looked at her. “I need you to not be touching him.”

She didn’t move, but she lifted her arms from her brother and held them out, her posture tense, waiting for any false move on my part. Marco gave a whine of protest, but his fear kept him still. I didn’t console him. It would have done him no good.

My probe went quickly this time, since I knew what to look for. I closed my eyes, calmed my breath, and focused on going deep beneath Marco’s skin, beyond the layer of flesh. The drugs still in his system added a layer of disorientation to my search. The hospital drugs had done the same for my search in Samuel. I pushed through the fuzz of concocted substances and searched for the veil, listened for the sounds.

As discordant as they had been with Samuel, they were more so with Marco. The bells, the chimes, erratic, louder, and frenzied. Whether a result of the drugs or an indication of whatever ability Marco had yet to manifest, I couldn’t tell. The volume and the frequency of sound was higher in pitch, though more somber in delivery than in Samuel. In both boys, the sound manifested into aural illusions. My mind filled in the notes and beats to counter for the lack of harmony in the tones and pitch of the bells.

A strange smell emanated from the boy as well. Given how attuned I was to smell, I was surprised I hadn’t noticed it sooner. Normally, I’d expect Marco to radiate both a scent and a sound that, given his lack of experience, he wouldn’t have been able to control but would have signaled his wizard status. I wouldn’t have been cognizant of his status, but I would have found it distinctive and unusual. Someone who knew what to look for would have no problem identifying him.

It led me to conclude the drugs provided Marco a mask from someone like me, who might help him. Or from others of his kind, mature wizards such as Anne who would otherwise have intervened.

I opened my eyes as I released my fingers from Marco’s. He withdrew his hand immediately into the tight confines of his body. I let out a deep breath and ran my other hand across my face.

“You’re a palm reader or something?” Aisha’s voice dripped with sarcasm, fear no longer at the forefront of her thoughts. “You going to check my hand, too?”

My patience was running a little thin. I held out my hand to her and raised a brow. Dare issued.

She blanked her expression, but placed her hand in mine slowly. Dare accepted.

I closed my fingers and my eyes again.

She was young, probably in full puberty, though life on the streets may have altered that progress. I expected her readings to be different from her brother’s if only because she wasn’t on drugs. She schooled herself well in guarding her emotions. She’d done it instinctually to keep them alive for the past several years and her strong resistance to my intrusion took me an extra minute of concentration.

I let my focus run through her, not bothering to be particularly gentle. Aisha wanted to challenge me, and I needed her to understand that her life and her brother’s depended on her working with me, not against me. Strength and power she would understand. She’d resent it, but it was part of a hierarchy of survival. A role I continued to feel forced into and regretted. Regret, a predominant emotion these last few days.

These kids should be in some warm, clean home with parents who would sit down to dinner with them and take them to soccer practice. That’s the TV version of life. I didn’t have that. Aisha and Marco didn’t either. So how do I break through a level of distrust for people who have never had the luxury of trust?

She had no veil, but swirls of indigo and violet channeled through her being, darker than they should be, probably due to stress and battle. Her personal vibration was rhythmic, harmonious in contrast to her brother’s. The beat was as challenging as her personality, steady drums of a hidden army in the jungle, dark with implied threat. Her scent, complex and unexpected—sweet musk and light cocoa mixed with spice, ginger, and pine—more easily mistaken for a confection than a human.

Fortunately, she and Anne both diverged from the asphalt scent and harsh vibration of the Consortium’s sorcerers. I couldn’t tell whether it was the result of the female element or the lack of dark power, or perhaps both.

Aisha also didn’t have her brother’s level of power. Even with the drugs still in his system, he’d registered with a stronger surge. However, she’d been using her ability. The drain resulted in a lighter, elastic pulse. Her power lacked the ritual bond I’d executed with Anne, so she had no means to harness her power efficiently or rebound with the help of those who’d gone before.

My guess was that her talent disclosed itself in random unexpected ways, the eruption mistaken for anger, violence. Ways in direct conflict to the essence I could see in Aisha. Her gifts were being twisted and wrenched in a path counter to her true being. I could feel it as well as see her internal battle for self. The need to survive had utilized her senses in the only way it could. The result was a girl who burned through her essence instead of developing it gradually over time.

All this I learned in a second.

And because I needed her to understand sooner rather than later, I sent vibrations to her. I wrapped her swirls of indigo and violet with pure light. I heard the shock of my presence in her gasp, but continued until I reached the sounds within her and forced her rhythm faster, then slower, changing the color within her by shades and increments.

Her awareness of me crystallized, and she was finally aware of herself because I held on so she couldn’t cower or falter. I tied her to me in that space until she reduced her resistance, and then I simply withdrew.

I released her hand, retreating to stand at the counter of the kitchen and leaned back for support against the wall to give myself some much-needed room. It was only then I noticed Ray had one hand on his weapon and the other on the crucifix around his neck.

“That bad?” I asked.

He looked from me to Aisha and back. “You tell me.”

I shrugged, reached back to work the kinks from my neck and looked to Aisha, who, though shaken, had calmly resumed her seat on the other side of her brother. Guess we both needed more space.

“It’s in their blood. The Consortium sacrifices special kids for their blood. And to take over their…” How to put this?

“Souls.” Raymond took his hand slowly away from his weapon and leaned back in his chair.

Yeah, that was a good analogy. Not sure it worked well for Aisha and Marco, but the connection was appropriately threatening to keep Ray’s attention. He lived to save souls.

Aisha reached to comfort her brother, but he recoiled. “Marco?”

“You—glowed.”

With a shake of her head, she attempted denial but slumped in her chair in defeat when he kept his distance.

“So now what?” asked Raymond.

I let out a long, hot breath. Good question. “We need something strong and easily accessible to safeguard these two, some way to keep others from finding them. Got any ideas?”

“Like an anti-hex or something.”

I snorted with a laugh. “Yeah, an anti-hex.”

Raymond frowned and then stared at Aisha’s notepad on the table. He lifted the crucifix from around his neck and laid it on top of the drawing. “Will something like that work?”

I considered one and then the other for potential. Aisha’s creations carried reflections of her power. A suitable foundation with the pieces Ray and I could add. “Yeah, with maybe just a little alteration. We’re going to need a bowl, some holy water, some ink, and maybe a…feather or some writing instrument?” I took the folded cloth I’d brought from the cabin out of my jacket pocket and withdrew the small blade. The eyes on both kids grew huge, and Aisha and Marco shot out of their chairs.

“You promised no one would hurt us.”

“Sit down. Not one word.” A single breath would sever my patience right now, and the tone of my voice must have said it all. Both kids sat down without a peep.

Raymond dropped a bowl on the table from the counter behind him and then rolled into the living room and back with the rest of the items. I ran the blade across my hand for the second time today and squeezed my fist into the bowl. Then, snapping the ink cartridge, I dribbled several drops onto my blood and tilted several drops of holy water to top off the mixture. After wiping the blade, I sliced the end of the feather diagonally and slid it with the cross to Aisha.

“Can you draw this?” I asked, pointing to her design.

She seemed surprised. “Well…sure.”

I waved the feather toward her brother. “On him?”

Her eyes widened. “Yuck.”

My face must have matched my anger, because she snatched the feather. “Sure, not a problem.”

“You’ll need to draw one on yourself, too.”

She looked at the bowl reluctantly but only said, “Okay.”

“I need you to bless the bowl, Reverend.”

Raymond scowled as he plucked his Bible from one of the many pouches on his chair and with reverence even the kids acknowledged in silence, concluded the process.

Both kids were calmer once they realized no one was going to be subjected to the blade, and even the grossness of the blood mixture seemed lost on them once Aisha started to draw.

“How long do you think this protection is going to last?” asked Ray.

“This should ward them until the tattoo fades. Maybe we can get one done for them professionally after that.” Aisha glanced up with a frown. I rolled my eyes. Everyone’s a critic. “Or maybe I can think of something else by then.”

My phone buzzed. A text message from Decibel: Home. Now.

Aisha paused in her work to look to me for any sign of new issues.

“You guys hang out here and keep a really low profile.”

“Or bad guys like you are going to get us?” Marco’s sarcasm made Ray’s frown deepen, but the snark was the first sign the boy might be recovering and he offered no censure.

“The guys who are after you are a hundred times worse than me, kid.”

There was no comment from Aisha. She just shook her head and continued with the tattoo on her brother’s arm.

Ray let me out his fortress of a front door, and I headed back to town.




***




I rested my head against the bars of the elevator cage and stretched my neck. I had kinks in my kinks, but at least I hadn’t seen any sign of the organism in either Marco or his sister. Since I didn’t really know the origins and behavior of the creature, that information wasn’t as consoling as I would have liked.

Decibel hadn’t given me any context in her message so my expectations weren’t set for good news.

The elevator lurched to a halt, and I slid the grate to the side, glancing across the room. Decibel sat on the edge of the couch with a satisfied smile, her amber eyes sparkling. It made me feel like a dark-chocolate morsel and not in a good way.

I paused and looked again around the loft. Everything appeared pretty much the way I’d left it, though the last time I’d been here, Sol was still alive and I hadn’t had to work protection detail on three wizards. Life on my toes back in Shalim’s camp seemed downright peaceful by comparison.

“What’s up?” I made it to the coffee table, intending to sit, when I collided with a solid, translucent form and staggered back a step or two. “What the…”

I reached out to get definition of the form and felt the force before it connected with my chest. There was no time to get out of the way before a blip of energy knocked my shoulder and sent me careening into the wall behind me. My Ansel Adams print of El Capitan and the Merced River slid down the wall in a crash of glass and metal, looking as if the picture had spilled out onto my hardwood floor. I rolled to my hands and knees to gauge the direction of the next attack.

“Jez?” I didn’t see her, but the hit I’d taken had a distinctive flair and scent. “I thought we were on the same side,” I said as Decibel’s laugh jarred the ache in my head and reverberated through my tendons. Her wider smile confirmed the game was under way. I’d asked her to train Jez, and she’d created a monster.

“Look, I don’t want to hurt you. Just come out.”

Jez flickered into view and then out again. The air stirred to my right. I surged left as energy whipped by me and knocked several books off the shelf behind me.

“Whoops.” Jez flickered back into view. “I didn’t mean to do that. I was only aiming for you.”

I lifted my hand at the same time Decibel cried out a sharp warning to her. Too late. I’d focused tendrils of white power. The vines of light encircled Jez so she could neither move nor shield. “Silence is always your best defense.” I pulled her closer despite the mutinous look on her face and the jerk of her body as she struggled.

I glanced at Decibel. “So I’m the sparring buddy? How about we call a truce?”

Jez nodded a reluctant assent. I slowly released the tendrils, and she shook off the residual hold.

“I’m not ready to call it quits.” She spat the words at me. The bright anger in her eyes had little to do with a practice fight session. She actually still believed that Shalim’s clan, my clan, had betrayed her and removed her beloved protector.

“Fine.” I flexed the muscles in my shoulder, prepared for more battle.

“You don’t pack much of a punch,” she said smugly.

“I wasn’t trying to hurt you.” I circled around Jez. “But you, on the other hand…”

“Come on, bring it.”

She flew at me with all of her hot built-up anger. She brought the loss of her family, the isolation of living under Sol’s rules, the hole left from not knowing her real parents. I let her take her shots.

Her arms flew, and her legs kicked with bursts of energy. The minutes passed, while her frustration and fatigue increased. All the attacks in the world weren’t going to bring Sol back, and they weren’t going to absolve her of her own self-imposed guilt.

I blocked her shots with my hands, arms, and spins. I watched her energy flag and grabbed her, both arms captured within my hold as I took her to her knees and then face down on the floor. Her face twisted away from me as I pinned her wrists above her head.

“I didn’t kill Sol. I did promise him I’d look out for you. So go ahead and fight. But do it for him, not for some misguided suicide attempt. Or because you can’t see the truth through your anger.” I held her there as her frenzied movements shifted to stillness, then her shivers transitioned to deep, dry sobs. When the sobs racked her whole body, I rolled from her and left her to purge her misery as I sat up and wiped at the blood from a crack in my lip where she’d managed to get in a good strike to my face.

“She isn’t half bad.” Decibel came forward to look at my face but didn’t offer help to Jez or me.

Her comment brought Jez back to earth. She reined in her grief and crawled to prop herself against the chair opposite me.

“He’s right,” Decibel continued, not missing her opportunity to extend the lesson. “Given the chance, he, or any demon, would be more than you could hold off. But battling him isn’t the point.”

Elbows on her knees, Jez lowered her head to rest on the heels of her hands. “Keep shielded and keep my mouth shut.”

Decibel gave a satisfied nod. “Correct. It’s about survival, not self-defense.” She turned to look back at my face. “Or revenge. When you turn of age, it will be different, but even then there will be those more powerful than you. Practicality should always win out.”

I walked the long way around the two to the kitchen and grabbed a beer from the fridge. Decibel raised an eyebrow as the bottle almost reached my lips. I reached in for another and tossed it to her. She pursed her lips at the inevitable explosion of foam but opened the bottle and held it over my hardwood floor out of spite. I tossed the whole paper towel roll to her, which she promptly dropped and moved around with the toe of her foot in a less than helpful manner.

We weren’t the best role models for Jez, but we’d all had a long day.

“What about me?” asked Jez. Evidently we were okay to drink together even if she wanted to kill me.

“Underage. I won’t add abetting underage drinking to my list of sins.”

“I’m old enough to be killed by humans, demons, and sorcerers, but I can’t have a beer?”

I thought about it for a minute and shrugged. “My house, my rules. So it seems you’ve been busy since the diner.”

Decibel swung the neck of the bottle between her fingers and sat on the coffee table, spiky heels on my leather couch. I waved my bottle at her feet. She snorted but pulled her legs beneath her on the table to sit cross-legged. No attempt at a sensual exhibition, since she’d changed to a tightly fitted pantsuit.

“Were you able to find out more about who staged the attack?” I asked.

Jez levered herself up into the overstuffed chair behind Decibel. “We went through the messages that alerted us to the boy. Dec found a discrepancy in the boy’s background data. It had been altered to reflect the adoption.”

“The boy wasn’t one of the Irin,” said Decibel.

“Were you able to tell if he was something else?”

She gave me a strange look.

“When you helped Jez escape, did you notice anything unexpected?” I persisted. “Could he have been a demon or something else?”

“You think the other children they use aren’t human.”

Okay, that had been a little too quick delivery of detail on my part. Decibel was an unpredictable commodity and I didn’t need her to catch on to my thoughts too soon. “Just thinking out loud.”

The look in her eyes implied calculation of how she could get more information. “I may be able to find the boy.”

Shit. She was gone before I could stop her. I hadn’t been forthcoming so she’d opted for her own reconnaissance.

Jez leaned forward and grasped Decibel’s beer. “Guess that just leaves you and me.” She smiled over the top of the bottle. Her brown eyes were still mutinous, but she squelched the outward show of animosity and poured all the allure she could into her smile for a sexy moment. Then her tongue rimmed the head of the bottle and licked at the foam.

I froze. A new ploy—damn Decibel. This tactic was so like her. If a first approach failed, try the reverse. The strategy was sound. I just regretted my position as the training dummy. And the approach was more dangerous than a full-on battle, at least to me. Straightforward or dirty, fights I could handle. No problem. It’s not that I’m not attracted to beautiful women, and I’m certainly not immune to nineteen-year-old hotness, but it’s an area where I tread very carefully. Bad history. That said, I’m also too old to be conned by false seduction, usually.

Another good thing about Shalim’s group, I don’t get this kind of trouble, or experience, from my clan of demons. At least not the males. In Shalim’s clan, females were few and far between, seriously predatory, and sort of nomadic by nature. Sex among demons is not the same as with humans, and that wasn’t a tidbit that Decibel had passed on to this unsuspecting Irin. She was in way over her head.

“I’m not up for any more battles, so just forget it.”

She shrugged. “Whatever. I probably need someone more my age anyway.” The implication hung in the air between us, an invitation for me to sway her.

I shook my head and ignored the come-on. “Just for your information, the older the demon, the more you need to watch out for them. They have more control and more power.” I rinsed out the bottle in the kitchen sink. “But don’t write me off in the old-geezer category quite yet.”

She laughed, “Why is that? You’ve found the fountain of youth?”

Her laugh cut short in a high-pitched screech as a large, well-muscled arm grabbed her around the neck and another pinned her arms to her body. The air around Jez rippled and crackled as space split in two. I leapt from behind the kitchen counter and made it from my living room in time to strike the hard rock surface of the space beyond the dimensional split. A kick to my ribs and a garbled snarl was enough to ground me in the arena of Shalim’s courtyard.

I rolled at a sound, a large clawed foot just missing my ear. Adrenaline kept me moving until I’d reached the stairs to Shalim’s throne. Several rolls, one tuck, and a push and I was upright, if not actually ready to do battle with my clan’s fellow demons.

“Cease.” Shalim’s voice echoed across the cavern, causing the ground to rumble. Pissed didn’t even begin to describe his mood.

Brazko froze, breathing down my neck with barely leashed aggression. His eyes glimmered with red embers, prepared for assault as he waited for any signal to continue.

I cast a furtive glance around for Jez but found nothing. She had shielded herself when Moloch grabbed her, and while she wasn’t visible, that wouldn’t keep her from detection in Shalim’s stronghold. This wasn’t the most volatile of clans, but my demon brothers weren’t much for forbearance either. They wouldn’t suffer a human or even another demon in their domain. Odds were, an Irin wouldn’t fare any better. Naberius wasn’t here to point out that ignorance of the rule for noninterference with the Irin didn’t discount my clans’ conviction of the crime if they messed with them.

“You were to report back to me.”

I lowered my eyes to keep at least an outward semblance of deference. I didn’t really want to be in Shalim’s bad graces and I would need his support to get Jez out of the stronghold alive. “The problem with the sorcerers is more complicated than expected.”

“Is this the complication?” Shalim glared at Jez held before him. He’d forced down her shields, her arms locked in a rigid hold between Zepar and Moloch.

“She’s an Irin I’m using as bait for the Consortium,” I muttered, maintaining my subservient posture.

Jez gasped. Then her mouth pinched tight, her eyes hostile with her immediate acceptance of my betrayal. Lack of trust was an issue we would have to work on. Although in this case, her hostility would give credence to my story and keep her alive.

“Irin.” Shalim spat the word as if it were holy water.

“Let me deal with his failure, Master.”

Brazko was getting on my last nerve. Fighting up the chain to gain rank and power was typical demon practice. Brazko, however, given his youth, was full of energy and violence but he possessed little control or intelligence. He might eventually succeed at rank, if he survived long enough. Power wasn’t in his DNA.

“Silence.”

Brazko backed down, obvious confusion in his big ox-like features before he retreated to guard the courtyard’s threshold.

“What purpose does the Consortium have for the Irin?” Shalim’s words snapped as he paced, his anger vibrating along the stones beneath my feet.

“They use their summoned victims to kill and harvest the Irin’s blood.”

“To what end?”

“I haven’t determined that yet. But the kills are escalating: more bodies, less concern over visibility, and with broader impact across clans and species.”

“Across other clans?” Shalim moved closer, his leathery skin shimmering in the torchlight of the courtyard. The black glyphs and patterns on his body quivered across his red flesh in the heat and light, dancing across his skin independent of his motion. The disconcerting knowledge that they had the potential to possess independent form had crossed my mind many times. I’d been present only once for the release of a glyph, for a brief time, to pursue its own desire. The desire had been cold and vicious revenge. The resulting blood and terror, more than most people would see in a lifetime. I still carry the image of carnage with me.

“My suspicion is yes. I believe the Consortium wages war across many fronts.” I nodded to Jez. “Ours, hers, and others yet unable to take up the battle.” That was sufficiently mushy and vague, but for some reason, Shalim accepted my less than detailed hypothesis.

“This I will use to my benefit.” He turned away, offering me no view of his expression, but the glyphs had paused with his statement.

“As you wish, Master.” I bowed my head. “It will be done when we know the Consortium’s true plan.”

“And yet you waste time protecting others,” Shalim hissed. Brazko shifted at the potential behind his master’s displeasure, sensing a new opportunity.

“Safeguarding the Consortium’s targets has forced the sorcerers to operate outside of their plan. I aim to bring them to my place and point of battle,” I said.

Shalim nodded, his eyes misting with sparks of black, the flicker of flame within them momentarily hidden. “A battle there shall be.”

“Yes, Master.”

Shalim moved back to Jez. Twice her size, he towered over her; still, Zepar and Moloch forced her to her knees before him.

I anticipated her response and moved quickly but not fast enough.

Shalim had grabbed her hand with a speed beyond my eye’s capacity to track, and Jez’s, forcing the energy back at her that she had tried to push his way. He held that energy around her, slowly suffocating her and squeezing her internal organs. His fingers circled hers as she fought to remain conscious.

“She is a key to defeating the Consortium.” My voice was louder than I intended and more forceful than acceptable, for Zepar and Moloch turned their faces away so as not to witness Shalim’s wrath or the outcome. Witnessing clan members’ discipline is never a good thing and every member present froze at the prospect of my punishment.

For a second, I held my breath as Shalim turned to face me, full flame and ice visible in his eyes. His height grew with his rage, the glyphs now spinning at a dizzying pace over red skin. “She is expendable.”

I nodded slowly and kept my gaze fixed on the growing hellfire in Shalim’s glare. He would have the same knowledge of the Irin as Naberius, but Jez had pissed him off. I had pushed him beyond his limit and he wasn’t seeing reason. He needed another frame of logic. “She is a child and what they seek. Her kind is difficult to find. It will waste time to find another to use.”

Time drifted, maybe seconds, maybe minutes. It seemed an eternity.

He held out his other hand to me. “If you intend to use her, then she will be a burden you carry.” I offered my hand and he grabbed it, the long talon extending from his thumb to pierce the flesh of my palm. To the hand still around Jez’s, he did the same and then moved the two together, binding me to her with a pain of fire unlike any I’d felt before. Jez cried out and shrank away from Shalim, trying to remove herself from his grip. I closed my eyes and endured the pain, for like all the other times, I knew it would end eventually.

He and his clan couldn’t actually destroy me, not to say they hadn’t tried over the years. However, if Jez were to make another move against him, I would experience every moment of her death as if it were my own. She would feel my pain as well. Despite my words, Shalim knew that I considered her an innocent. One I chose to protect, her welfare an oath I had promised, no matter how reluctantly, to a dying man. Her death at their hands would be a dark shadow I would never shake and one I’d carry with me forever.

Shalim raised our hands to his tongue and laved our skin, applying a spark of lightning, painful and sharp, then suddenly, he let go. Jez sank to the ground, holding her wounded hand. “Use her quickly, Kane, and do not fail me.”

I nodded and pulled a reluctant Jez beside me as I made my way out of the stronghold to the fault lines. She didn’t want to stay with me, but her backward glances set her priorities. The need to put distance between her and the clan kept her sandwiched to me.

We exited the fault line at the back of a chapel around the corner from my building and Jez pulled to leave. I held fast to her wrist and forced her close so I wouldn’t need to raise my voice. “We are going back to my apartment, and we are going to discuss this.”

“No way. You sold me out…” She almost said again.

I squeezed her wrist. “You were foolish enough to think you could take on a high demon and his clan.”

Tears of anger and frustration sprang to her eyes, but her jaw clenched with her obvious refusal to release them. “I’m not going with you.”

“You have limited choices.”

“I’ll scream.”

“You do and you can make the trip unconscious. Your choice. And if you run, I promise you, I’ll make it my last mission in life to hunt you down. I refuse to allow your suicide, even if you seem determined to choose that for yourself.”

She pulled away from me, her energy evaporated, and blinked. Two fat tears traced quick paths down her cheeks; then she leaned back against the wall of the entryway of the church, submissive. I turned for home without another word.




***




Jez kept her silence until we reached the apartment. I prepared for the full brunt of her mood shift and had to slam the key code combination in several times before I calmed down enough to get it right.

I entered the living room and raised my hands to contain my head, which felt as if it was about to explode. This used to be my retreat. It wasn’t hidden from my clan, but it was mine, my work, my few belongings, my space. My air. Lately, my refuge had become a beacon for everything that contributed to the cymbals crashing in my head.

I’d lived my relatively short years taking care of myself. Not always well, but I’d survived. The only time I’d been accountable for someone else’s welfare had been disastrous. I never wanted a repeat.

Now, through no fault of my own, I’d amassed the burden of others left and right. I was drowning from safeguarding every innocent I came in contact with. Most of them were fighting me to let them die. When had I lost so much control of my life? And all these damn women. There was no reasoning with any of them.

“I was only gone a short while, Kane; surely it can’t be that bad.” Decibel stood silently in the corner with a wry smile on her face. Not compassionate, just quizzical.

Jez pointed a righteous forefinger in my direction. “He outed me to his entire clan.”

I glared at her over my shoulder. “And you did absolutely nothing?”

“I defended myself.”

“Where exactly did you defend yourself?” asked Decibel, a slight increase in the depth of her tone. A warning Jez ignored.

“I was taken. Forcibly abducted. I used the shield, but that obviously doesn’t work too well in their pen.” She glared at Decibel with annoyance, as if she’d withheld some key point during their training.

Decibel tilted her head at Jez, her next words very slow and precise. “You shielded yourself and then?”

“Then they unshielded me and he—” Again the finger pointed at me. “He told them I was an Irin. He admitted using me to flush out the Consortium. Just as Sol warned that he would.”

Decibel was silent.

“Tell her the rest. Go ahead. Show her your hand,” I shouted and walked off to the bathroom to find something to put on my poor, abused hand. More times than I cared to remember in the last few days, this one hand had undergone the proverbial slice: for Shalim, for Anne, for Aisha, again for Shalim.

I picked up the hydrogen peroxide, some tape, and gauze and came back to the kitchen counter.

Decibel stood with her arms folded across her chest, looking at the floor. “So let me get this straight. You used the shield that I taught you so you could remain inconspicuous and flaunted it in front of one more powerful. You used the energy surge, which I taught you so you could make a quick escape to retaliate against the same powerful individual, against a high demon. An ancient leader of his clan. In his own stronghold. Surrounded by his clan, all those bound to him by oath. And you did this in defiance of the only person present who has been committed to stopping the Consortium from annihilating your race. In front of the master he has taken an oath to serve. Did I get that right?”

Jez opened her mouth to say something. She thought it over, uncertainty gaining a foothold in her expression. With nothing more to say, she glared at me followed by a glance at Decibel, and then nodded.

“Is it starting to sink in that Kane saved your life? What exactly did you expect to have happen? The heavens were going to open up and offer you some beautifully packaged solution? Because we all know that life is all about black and white, and only you know the truth!”

At Decibel’s blatant sarcasm, Jez opened her mouth and closed it again.

“Understand this and understand it well. He is now bound to you. That means others can trace him by you. He is what stands between you and the hounds of hell, and now they can track him through you. You, a vulnerable neophyte. You, who possess minimal power, are now his Achilles’ heel.”

Decibel reached over for the supplies and placed them in front of Jez. “This means you need to think before you react. Before you think on some whim of revenge, know it will mean life or death to others besides yourself. I’m certain Solomon, your father, would have wanted you to understand that nuance. He would have wanted you to understand that he handpicked Kane to protect you because of his skills. Ones you have put at risk.”

Shock glazed over Jez’s eyes, and her mouth dropped on in a silent cry. Hardly sucking in air, she sank to the floor by the coffee table. If she concentrated, I was certain she might actually dissolve through the floorboards.

Decibel shook her head, hands on her hips, and turned to look at me. “Kids.”

“You didn’t need to tell her that way,” I muttered under my breath as I passed her. With a sigh, I crouched beside the coffee table, picked up the peroxide, and reached for Jez’s hand.

She didn’t try to shrug me away. She just gave up the hand and shook her head in denial.

“He was going to tell you.” I dabbed the cotton over the wound to soak up the excess blood and peroxide foam. “He just didn’t have time, Jez. Everything he did was to save you.”

She said nothing. I patched her hand, then put the supplies back in the bathroom, and leaned against the doorjamb to watch both of them.

“So now what?” I asked, hoping we could free enough air in the room to fill our lungs with something other than tragedy.

Decibel sat on the table. “I have news.”

“Good or bad?”

She looked at me, brows lowered, mouth resigned in a straight line. “When was the last time you had any good news?”

“Good point.”

“The hospital called. They don’t expect Samuel to survive the night.”

I hadn’t braced myself for that. Rubbing my hand over my chest, I tried for some of that air. No luck. The cold, empty knot in the pit of my stomach felt like I’d lost something tangible and infinitely fragile. And I didn’t even know the kid.




***




“I can’t guarantee this will work.”

Decibel’s high heels clipped on the hospital’s cement sidewalk as she cast a glance my way, too full of sympathy for me to stomach.

“Doesn’t matter. Without this option, he has no chance.” I gestured her through the door into the lobby and mentally ran through the scenario we’d set up.

Fortunately, Anne was free and clear of the hospital and Decibel’s detection, one small bit of grace to keep this situation from exploding beyond my control. Yet what we were about to do exceeded the scope of my life experiences.

“You’re certain of the timeframes?” Decibel asked.

“I’m not certain of anything.” I stopped, exhaled sharply, and gave her a hard look. I wished I could retract the snap and edge in my voice. Samuel and his situation weren’t Decibel’s fault. Demon or not, she was stretching her boundaries beyond the limit to help me here. “I’m sorry—”

Her hand cut me off as she stepped closer and placed her palm over my chest. “Just focus on the task. It’s going to get harder, so don’t waste mush and apologies now.”

I let loose a scoff of sarcasm and shook my head. No wasted grand sympathy from my partner, just military precision and structure, on the outside. However, on the inside, I didn’t need a binding with Decibel to feel her twinge of sadness and apprehension. It hovered just beneath the cool, polished façade. I covered her hand with mine and pressed the elevator button. Once inside, we both moved apart, safe in our personal spaces at opposite corners of the car as it rose to Samuel’s floor.

“No one saw you?” The statement was my follow-through. She’d been careful. I knew that, but she detailed the steps to calm my mind and fill in the silence.

“I entered his room, administered the injection, and was out without witnesses. Didn’t leave any needle marks either.”

I raised an eyebrow, wondering how she’d managed that, but she shook her head.

“Don’t ask. They won’t find anything.”

“And the paperwork to deny an autopsy is all good?” Asking the question made me queasy.

She stared at the doors. “I was very clear on the phone with the hospital. And I’ve also spoken with the technician at the morgue.” She gave a small laugh. “Evidently, he’s quite devoted for someone in his position. I suspect he’ll guard the body with his life.”

I nodded. The hospital had called two hours ago with the notification of Samuel’s death. From their perspective, all vital signs had stopped on the equipment they had hooked to him. My brief call to Anne had detailed for me the hospital procedures following death and the specifics for the moving of the body to the morgue, hence the timeline in question. Decibel had selected the drug to administer to Samuel, one that induced paralysis and emulated the physical symptoms of death.

The doors slid open, and I caught the eye of the young nurse behind the desk. Her gaze shifted away from mine too quickly, showing her discomfort with death and family—an understandable reaction. She disappeared through a rear doorway, and seconds later, an older, firmer, and more stoic nurse approached me, maintaining full eye contact. This was the seasoned pro prepared to deliver bad news and handle family emotional meltdowns. And I thought my job was hard.

“Mr. Kane, I’m very sorry for your loss. We’ve moved your cousin downstairs. I apologize for the speed, but I can escort you both.”

She made the rush sound like some sort of spontaneous, uncontrollable event, rooms needed for a multicar collision on the freeway or a building explosion. In truth, Anne had warned me that dead bodies on the wards upset the other patients, the visitors, and the nurses. Then there was the issue of what happens to the flesh and organs after death.

The goal is to move bodies as quickly as possible to refrigeration.

I nodded. We were ushered back into the elevator for a slow, silent progression back to the lobby and two levels below.

The nurse and the morgue technician left us in the cool chill of light blue walls and stainless-steel cabinets and tables. I didn’t even register they’d left.

The pale features of Samuel’s face looked too much like death, and I felt my chest tighten again. “You’re sure this will work.”

Decibel reached a finger to trace the boy’s cheek. “He’s only catatonic, Kane. This part is easy.”

“What of the cell where you’re taking him?”

She flinched at my term, but it was an accurate one. The cells deep in the demon enclaves provided immobilization, a torture of deprivation. Breathing was reduced to minimum, just enough to sustain a very long existence. The typical inhabitant would remain rigid in the confines of demonic energy, unable to speak or move, regardless of stimulus. Sight and sound remained active, enhancing the horror exponentially, with no outlet to voice the silent screams.

Granted, the cells weren’t always torturous, and I’d never heard of them used in Shalim’s clan, though I’d heard tales about other clans. I suspected that was where Abraxas would secure Chaz to isolate him from excessive stimulus. Sometimes less is better.

For Samuel, the cell would arrest the virus in his system and stem the weakening of his body’s defenses, a way to ward off death. Decibel would implement the process after reviving him from the toxin she’d administered. Samuel would likely remain in his coma and drift in a sea of whatever stimulus she designed. In theory, he could exist in that state for months or years and never change, never age. Such was the control of the demon domain.

“I already promised he’d come to no outside harm there. I’ll leave him with soft music, the sound of birds, and a gurgling brook, if you wish.”

I nodded and realized my silence had actually upset her, but my words were all stuck and jumbled inside of me. He looked every bit young, delicate, and cold on the steel table with only the sheet to cover him. I rubbed my hands over my face and looked at Decibel.

“Twelve hours of this and then…”

“Then I’ll transport him personally,” she said and gave one more caress to Samuel’s face before she pulled the sheet over his head.

My stomach lurched at her action, before I swallowed back the wasted emotion. I was doing all I could.

Even though I didn’t have a cure for him, I’d found him, dragged him to safety, and killed to keep him alive. Not able to accept the inevitability of his death from the Consortium’s actions, I had little choice but to trust in Decibel’s option. There were no guarantees, but we’d bought Samuel some time.














CHAPTER 15







“So explain to me again how you caused the crater in the clearing?”

Anne pursed her lips and leaned her head on the hand braced against the passenger door as she counted off the steps on her fingers. “First, I’d taken a candle to the clearing because I figured I wouldn’t burn down the cabin that way, and I’d placed it on a stump there. Then I just focused.”

“What were you thinking about?”

“The candle. No, the flame.” She shook her head. “Actually, I had a thought that if I’d learned this all sooner, I would have this under control and be on to bigger things. Then I realized how ridiculous this all was anyway.”

“Focus is key. It provides a container, like bottled water. Without the bottle, the water just goes everywhere. No focus and energy goes everywhere.”

I was on the interstate, headed back to the hospital. I’d left my two other female depictions of tragedy back at the apartment, banishing them to the second floor to give Jez all the room she needed without me. And providing Decibel all the room she needed to train Jez without involving me. I’d even dragged a mattress and some sheets down to the new chick-level of my building.

In truth, I’d bailed. I needed space and a moment of peace to think. My analysis had led me to retrieve Anne.

She wasn’t due back to work for another two days, but I needed information on the parasite’s role in Samuel’s deterioration, and my friend in patient records wasn’t going to be any help.

The good news was that when I arrived Anne was whole, and so was the cabin. The wildlife still flourished, unaffected. The huge car-size divot in the clearing was…a learning exercise.

“If you add emotions such as fear, regret, and anger, they amplify the energy but not in a controllable manner.”

She played on the thought for a minute. “I caused it to spill over?”

“It appears so.” I smiled, relieved to deal with a non-crisis, for a change.

Fortunately, she’d been outside the cabin, or I would have been minus one roof and precious walls. Luckily, the wards had a constraining effect on the area. No energy would leak out, but the burn patch had radiated a good thirty feet in diameter, and fortunately, Anne hadn’t been injured. Learning was hard. There were bound to be some detours on the path. I just hoped encouraging her in educational growth wouldn’t come back to bite me later.

“I thought you were focusing on visibility within objects. Not so much on manipulation.”

She shrugged. “Watching the grass grow wasn’t doing much for me.”

I gave her a quick look. “Could you see it grow?”

She pushed a strand of ash-blonde hair behind her ear and laughed. “Yeah. For a few minutes. Then I got a little bored and, well—”

“Wanted to see some physical display of your abilities?”

“Something like that.” She waited a minute. “Sorry about your cousin. Friend. What was he really?”

“A kid in trouble. One I can’t help.” I’d given her sparse details. Enough to understand that Samuel wouldn’t recover where he was and the hospital was no longer safe for him.

“Yeah.”

“Another friend has made arrangements for Samuel’s body.”

“But he’s not really related to you, so why are you going to all this trouble?”

I glanced at her. “Someone should.” At the back of my mind nagged the thought that no one would bother for me. Then again, I was hardly a yardstick to measure anyone else’s life against.

“So what do you need me to do, since you don’t want a copy of his medical record?”

I took a breath. “I need you to try to focus on Samuel’s body and see what has infected him. If the basis is natural or induced or whether it can be reversed. Take some samples, carefully.”

Her hands twitched in her lap. “I can’t do that.”

“Yes, you can.”

“A little flame manipulation or watching grass grow doesn’t qualify me to do—that.” She waved her hand at the dashboard.

“You’re a nurse. Your training provides you intimate knowledge of the human body, so you know what is normal. I need you to ‘watch the grass grow’ within Samuel’s body. Search through and see what shouldn’t be there. This is a practical application of your ability.”

“I don’t think I can do this,” she whispered and looked out the window in silence.

“I know this seems tough. Trust me. However, there are much harder ways to have to come up to speed.”

“Good to know.”

We’d reached the hospital. I pulled around the corner to the back entrance and parked in a spot where I would be able to see everyone come and go and reached a hand to her shoulder. To her credit, she didn’t shake me off.

“Anne, I get this is new and weird. I get that people trying to kill you isn’t normal. Your skills aren’t typical, but this is now part of who you are. It’s no different than being able to drive or swim.”

She turned to stare at me, her gray eyes blinking a little too fast. “Hardly.”

I nodded agreement and put my hands on the wheel. My mind felt a brief brush, as if someone had called my name. Just a hint and then it was gone.

“Can you do this?” she asked.

“Run the check on Samuel?”

“Yes.”

I leaned back in the driver’s seat. “I checked him before his prognosis became fatal. But I looked for something specific.”

“And you found it?”

“Not initially. Not until I knew just what to look for.”

“What did you find?”

I remained silent.

Her voice came out soft, certain. “You checked to see if he was like me?”

I didn’t move. I didn’t look at her. I didn’t acknowledge her question. It didn’t need an answer. I hadn’t really wanted her to feel so connected to Samuel or so threatened by his demise. There was no avoiding either.

She sat there for a moment. We both did, just staring out the front windshield. Then she wedged her purse under her arm and opened the door. “You’ll be here?”

“Right here. I won’t leave without you.”

With that, she headed across the street and into the rear entrance.

I knew I had pushed her. I had no choice. I could feel her on the edge, alone, battling consequences that had no precedence in her life. No precedence in the life of anyone she’d known. That type of disconnect was hard to deal with and had the potential to invite erratic response, sometimes madness. So far she’d handled it well. And while I felt responsible for Anne’s circumstances, she was no different than the rest because I was rushing everyone.

Decibel was searching for any information on the parasite.

Jez was checking for signs of the data tinkering the Consortium might have used to lure us out.

I had pushed Aisha and Marco into the same learning space I had Anne, one they weren’t ready to deal with. One they might never be ready to deal with.

Each of these people was a time bomb. Each ready to explode, given the wrong sequence of circumstances. None of them played well with others. If they all found out about each other at the same time, I was doomed. I had amassed lethal protégés left and right, and I was the last person on earth with the skills to guide them, much less keep them safe.

That left Shalim, who waited on the fringes for answers.

And Chaz—he was his own peculiar version of a time bomb.

I’d had almost no chance to save Samuel. His death warrant seemed sealed before I’d shown up at the warehouse. It hadn’t stopped me from trying. I wasn’t even sure that his stasis in a demon cell would even hold him alive long enough for a cure. My ability to affect a positive outcome for others was a little unrealistic.

Damned if I did. Damned if I didn’t.

Given the choice, I opted for the sin of commission, since the sin of doing nothing struck me as neutral and tepid. I could live with committing an act and getting it wrong. Doing nothing and having things go wrong was worthless.




***




The push tingled against my brain again, fluttered, and then wisped away. I closed my eyes and caught the drift of the sensation as it receded. I followed the vibration across the city, the telltale signature a butterfly on the breeze. A distinctive scent—Jez.

So had she decided to test the bond or had something happened to activate the link?

With nothing else to do but sit and wait for Anne to get back, I tested as well.

I brought Jez up in my mind’s eye, the look of her black hair, the dark-oak color of her eyes, the fresh scent of her youth with the energy to match. I pushed a thought, like the waft from a fan across a room. If her test was premeditated, she would get a hint of me in that breeze. If she had connected accidentally, she would feel only the stir of air.

I let the connection drop and waited.

The pain I received in response was instantaneous as the bond’s floodgates opened. My hand seared with a fire’s heat where Shalim had connected us both, the image of my master’s face grossly distorted with evil in a vision of Jez’s creation.

My reaction was equal to her response but on a completely different level. I had a thing or two to teach Jez about a cooperative bond. Not every interaction had to be an altercation. Not everyone was out to get you, even if the odds didn’t appear to be in your favor. And not every demon wanted to kill you.

She wasn’t the only one to struggle, and she wasn’t alone and isolated, as she wanted to believe. If she wanted to throw stones, then she needed a little time in the other person’s shoes. If she wasn’t up for empathy, then experience would have to suffice.

I reached deep and framed the memories of my first indoctrination into demon-fighting instruction. My limbs and legs had developed fleetness and agility, while my peripheral vision developed anticipation and alertness, all the result of my maneuvers through a small obstacle course to avoid Abraxas’s whip of fire. I was actually better than average at the course, surpassing several neophyte demons, and considered the memory semi-harmless.

I wrapped my images and threw them across the connection. It took some effort to dim our connection, but my experience and strength far exceeded hers.

Before I had a chance to wipe my thoughts, a vivid image of Brazko erupted before my eyes. Not a solid image but a violent, lucid one, lush with his anger and rage, layered with awe and fear. Not an image that matched my own, for what Brazko evoked in me was instantaneous calculation and strategy for fight and survival.

This was Jezrielle’s image of Brazko, her idea of threat and violence. Brazko was larger than reality with the flame, teeth, and claws of a monster. Shalim reappeared, darker, transparently evil in total black, the crushing strength of his grip and claws transferred to my skin with her impression.

Intending to target my fear with the image, she instead reflected her own. The scene twisted, not as the outcome had evolved in Shalim’s court, but with me pummeled by Brazko and hauled broken and bloody before Shalim to endure a wrath of fire and brimstone. How cliché.

I suppressed a laugh. The depictions were of demons from human literature and fairytales.

Then she followed with another quick shot. A woman curled on a floor, a child visible beneath her arm. An older man a few feet away, presumably her husband, his body positioned in a gross version of a question mark. The room shifted. An image of Moloch moved across the space, intersecting with the dark spattered walls. His claws dripped with black ooze. The distinct rumble of Shalim’s growl permeated the stillness. The total effect delivered in a gradation of gray to black, the overall image grainy and false. Not a physical memory of Jez’s but a view from pictures, meshed with a terrified imagination and her fears.

I clamped the connection shut.

Whatever her issues, this was not the way to play nicely with someone you were bonded to and couldn’t escape. She had no concept of my true demons, but I could give her a taste. She didn’t need to conjure falsehoods for me.

I closed my eyes and dredged my mind for the sensations and memories I’d worked hard to submerge. To bring them forward, I needed to feel the bruises, the raw sting of open cuts, and the deep aches of bones broken slowly. I swirled the sensations around in my mind and opened the gateway to Jez.

I didn’t bring forth the picture of the cave before the stone rolled into place, permanently sealing me in for my death, because I hadn’t really seen it. One eye had been swollen shut and the other had been so caked in blood it was almost useless.

Instead I gave a brief image of the rocks that gouged my flesh and clubs that struck broken, swollen limbs and fingers. The long string of the Hunta tribe members lined in a gauntlet, my one-time saviors turned final executioners. Men, women, and children, their attacks almost stoic, funneled my progress up the steep slope of the mountain. They efficiently severed my feeble connection from their social network and secured my end as I lay in my filth on the dirt floor of my tomb.

I couldn’t see. Yet I was aware of the change from light to emptiness around me as the villagers maneuvered the stone into place. To say that the cave was black was sort of like saying night is dark. It’s a little underdone. I lay for a long time and waited for death to take me. It didn’t happen. The cuts and bruises on my body throbbed in a harsh drumbeat along my nerves. If I didn’t move, the nausea from several broken ribs and the broken arm died down. I would just lie in one spot, forever.

But then I heard things.

Quiet, sporadic slithers came from beyond my head while I embraced the dirt. Indistinct shuffles from unknown locations rebounded off the rock walls and confused my senses.

I crawled to the rock and leaned against the cold, rough surface. What had seemed small when I had landed on the floor of the cave was more than my height, more than my arm span and hopelessly beyond any energy I would have to dislodge it.

I slid facedown on the ground with a dry sob of panic. I’d never leave this cave. I wouldn’t survive, and no one would ever know. No one would ever care.

But Itzel had cared, and that was why I was here. I was fifteen years old, and because of her death, I deserved this. I didn’t kill her, but I couldn’t save her. My fate was to die here. If I tried, perhaps I could see her beautiful young smile before me while I died.

Life didn’t let me go.

The cave sounds diminished. The pain from my dislocated shoulder pulsed hot and red behind my eyelids. The darkness had no effect on the colors of pain. I shifted and rolled to my only unbroken side to spit blood into the dirt. I think a tooth also, but I couldn’t see to confirm that.

It might have been minutes; most likely it was hours. I’d lain there and realized that while blackness surrounded me, shades of gray and dirty white shimmered in the distance.

I could almost make it out. I ground my face into my arm to wipe the blood from my better eye and tried again to focus on the layers of darkness. Focus and shift, focus and blink. It shouldn’t have made any difference, but I could make out distant pinpoints, bizarre stars in the far end of the cave. Given no hope if I remained at the sealed entrance, I crawled my way towards the points in a stupid, hopeless drive to survive.

Shuffles and scurrying sounds met my ears and gave me the impetus to pull myself up. Wounded with a few broken ribs and immobile arm, at least my legs were still functional in spite of the blood that ran from my open wounds. I dragged myself along, and the sounds shifted from ground level to above my head. The cave had elongated and widened. Sounds echoed, and though the light didn’t change course, it stayed always before me. Only the texture and angle of the ground altered.

I headed down slick rock instead of dry dirt. Somewhere, moisture was able to enter. Hope sprang for a way out.

I scrambled far enough through the passages and followed the light I never reached that I lost stability and fell several feet. I flung my arms wide in a hopeless attempt to brace myself. My injured shoulder and broken arm hit first. I rolled, fighting the sick wave of pain that threatened to swallow my brain and landed in a small stream of water. The dank smell of the water rose as it trickled beneath me, but I wasn’t in a position to be choosy. The water circulated around my body, coolness turning to blissful, icy numbness. I could die this way without much pain.

I didn’t get that lucky.

Noises had followed me. I lifted my head from the shallow pool. Opening my good eye, now free of blood thanks to the water, I saw the gray lights flicker in the distance. My body wanted to stay, to stay immobile and drift away.

My mind just couldn’t disengage hope. My spirit wanted to try. It wanted me to fight. My brain heard the sounds clear and loud and urged me to the lights that beckoned. I pulled to my knees and sat back on my heels, broken arm cradled useless in my lap. With resignation, I jostled forward on my knees, for the roof of the tunnel no longer allowed me to stand.

I pushed forward; one hand and my elbow kept pressure off my broken arm. I crawled along with the water, my body chilled and shaking from the damp. The wounds and bruises that were free of the water stung and ached; the ones submerged beneath the iciness had ceased to feel. My muscles and the rest of me ached from the tension of fighting the cold.

I moved forward for several hours at a time, occasionally finding wider sections where I could crawl out of the water and rest. Fatigue fought with hypothermia to put me under, but the noises and light invaded my peace. I drank the water because I had no choice. I would retch it up yards farther along, but some worked its way into my system.

Days after I had been left to die in the cave by the Hunta, I crawled into the dead-end niche.

Finally prepared to give up, I’d fallen into the edge of Shalim’s farthest reaches.

The demons didn’t speak to me or acknowledge my presence except to toss the jacket over my body. The jacket’s stench and vibration wouldn’t let me rest, but I hardly had the energy to push it aside and throw up.

“Humans, so fragile with their repulsion to blood.” The rasp of the voice ended in a low-pitched laugh.

What little bit of pride I had lit to life. I turned back and ground out my words, trying to override the pungent stink of tar. “Not blood, evil…”

When my eyes opened again, it was to Shalim’s radiant obsidian eyes. “Bring him water. Let’s see if he can repeat his trick.”

The car door slammed closed and so did my connection to Jez. I could barely shake the nearness of my past. I hadn’t returned to these memories in years, and now, in the course of several days, I’d relived this twice.

Anne looked at me. “You okay?”

I let out a sigh. “Thinking of…acquaintances.”

“You have friends. Good to know.”

I laughed. Whether I had friends was debatable, but I could count the few people on one hand who weren’t officially endeavoring to kill or possess me. You had to look on the bright side. “What did you find out?”

“I didn’t know what to expect. It took me a while. You know, to wander through him. I even tried it on another—” She gave me a startled glance. “I mean, I tried it on a conscious patient afterward so I could be sure I’d done it right.”

Risky. I nodded for her to continue.

“I’m not sure what I found, but it wasn’t part of his physiology. It shouldn’t have been there.”

“A little help here?”

“He was transfused several times. He should have had sufficient levels of blood to at least maintain him, and he should have had active antibodies in the areas of the wounds.” She tapped her fingers to her lips in thought. “The blood count was surprisingly low, and the antibodies are almost nonexistent. Strands ran through his body that shouldn’t be there. Not muscle or fibrous tissue. It was like something had hatched and was eating through the blood and antibodies. And while I’m saying something, the thing was one long…”

“Organism.”

She nodded. “It’s eating him from the inside out.”

Sol wasn’t their first guinea pig. I refused to think there were others.

“You’ve seen this before?” she asked.

“Something similar. I think it’s possible the organism is tailored—to individual victims.”

She leaned away in shock. “Why?”

“I think the people who are targeting you are very specific about who they kill and what it takes to accomplish that. I can’t rule out that they can control the organism and control the person until they are ready to use them.”

“How would they tailor something so specific?”

I shook my head, not having even a hypothesis for that.

She mulled that over for a second. “So we strike first?”

“Whoa, grasshopper. How about we take baby steps? No preemptive strike, just handle reconnaissance.”

She looked puzzled but settled back in her seat. “So what, then?”

“I think we need a way to counteract that parasite. How is your chemistry? We need to understand how to retard the infection. I’m not ruling out that they used magic to generate the organism. So we may need to consider similar options for elimination.”

Her eyes widened with a concerned purse to her lips. Seemed just when she’d developed a modicum of comfort with her new skills, I pulled the rug out from under her.




***




I turned off my car as the signal of the security door in the garage flashed from red to green for locked and secure.

“And where have we been?”

I’d detected the chill from Decibel a second before she spoke. With a quick effort, I cleared my thoughts and blocked my mind. It wasn’t enough to shake the feeling of constant surveillance. I tired of the battle to stay one step ahead of an ancient demon who could pop in and out at will.

“What secrets do you have, Kane, that you hide them so tightly?”

“You asked for my help, not marriage. You aren’t entitled to my secrets.”

She gave me a raised brow in silence and followed me to the elevator cage, though she could have more quickly shifted her way to my loft than ride with me.

“What did you find out about Sol’s attack?” I asked her.

“Nothing.”

That was a surprise.

“Well, almost nothing. The site of Sol’s assault is gone.”

“Define gone?”

“The building had been incinerated. Outside, along the perimeter, the essence of the henchmen still prevailed. The Consortium’s lackeys are careless.”

“They can force servitude but not intelligence.”

“Exactly.” She nodded. “I followed the signs to the rail yard.”

“Near the storm culverts?”

“Yes,” she agreed distractedly. “Then again farther on toward the foothills.”

“That’s a portal we didn’t know about.”

“Perhaps.”

I looked at her for more information, but she seemed reluctant to share. We’d reached my loft, and I reached for the security panel, realizing it was deactivated. I flung back the gate. “Jez?”

She didn’t answer, but I could see her from the foyer. She was on the couch in front of the open laptop and appeared unharmed, though incredibly still.

“Did you leave the security off?” I asked.

She turned to me, and I could see the tense pull of the muscles across her cheeks. The images I’d sent her had more than knocked her off guard.

“I turned it off when you pulled into the garage.”

Okay, I’d delivered too much information. I’d only intended to give her a glimpse of the power of a bond, the ability to walk in someone else’s shoes, and show her that demons weren’t the worst of life’s creations. Her experience, though horrible, wasn’t anywhere near the worst end of the spectrum.

Frustration on my part hadn’t been an excuse to overload her with images from my past.

“What have you done, blue-eyed boy?” Decibel spoke in a whisper. She didn’t need to ask. She could read Jez’s thoughts, could see the images I’d sent to Jez, could feel the scenes I’d made Jez relive.

I wasn’t proud of the images. They’d revealed betrayal at the hands of humans who had rescued me as an infant. Their final actions had left me feeling culpable and tarnished. While I’d revealed my escape through the fault lines to Shalim’s clan, I’d left out my harsh endurance of life in his team, of the indoctrination and ultimate acceptance I’d gained there.

Jez had summarily received my earlier terror in the matter of a few minutes, images of life from within the husk of my body and what was left of my soul.

I walked over and squatted beside her. I ran a hand across my head and struggled for the right words, searching for anything to make any of this more palatable for her without providing a false sense of security.

After taking a deep breath, she just looked at me. “So whatever happened with Shalim’s clan was better than what went before?”

I had no intention of expounding on my life with the Hunta. I looked at the floor but found no answers there. “Shalim’s demons feed viscerally on human emotions. They aren’t blood-crazy terrors.”

She looked confused. “When you first found them, they didn’t attack you?”

“Attack? I couldn’t even move. I wouldn’t have provided entertainment for a kitten.” I walked over to a chair and sank back into its comfort. “Don’t get me wrong; they’re not sweet innocents. Later they tried to invade my mind, my dreams, and my every waking moment. But for some reason, that apparently doesn’t work on me. They tried to push all of my buttons, but by then I provided necessary services to keep the clan safe. They have some limits with me.”

She thought about that, and I realized the assumption she’d leapt to, before she voiced it, and the anger riding its crest. “So the demon fight today was all a play?”

“No. Shalim was pissed. He doesn’t share my skills or my time with anyone. Your presence escalated their suspicions. They would have killed you for the threat you posed.”

She paused, confused. “But not killed you?”

“That doesn’t really work with me. Not impossible, just hard.” I looked away from her, not wanting her to catch on to the fact that they would have killed her, painfully and slowly, as a lesson to me, the end result being much worse than my own death. “They used to physically push me around. That only lasted for a while. I learned how to withhold traits that made me vulnerable, and they learned to fine tune the talents I have.”

She still looked confused.

“Boys eventually grow up,” I said. “And boys who have demons for sparring partners grow up a lot stronger than most.”

“What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” she said with a scowl.

I took pity on her. “It wasn’t all bad.”

At Jez’s sharp intake of breath, I could see she was off-kilter again, her arms wrapped around her. To fend me off?

“I just wanted to know how the bond worked.” She dropped her gaze from mine with the lie. Her guilt gave me some hope we’d made progress between us. “No, I was angry to be forced into it.”

“Now you know.” I gave her a second to regain a measure of self-control. “I appreciate your honesty, but I didn’t force you into this arrangement. And Shalim’s clan had nothing to do with Sol’s death or the death of your foster family.”

“You need to think before you act, child.” Decibel’s comment was directed to Jez, but her look of admonishment was to me.

“Yep. Actions, consequences. I get it,” Jez said.

“Yeah, well…it doesn’t have to be a negative connection.” I rubbed at a nonexistent spot on my jeans, or maybe it was blood from Shalim’s punishment. “Sometimes pain is easier when shared, and faster communication with someone more seasoned can be a help. You’re not on your own, Jez.”

She shook her head and glanced from me to Decibel. “You didn’t even know I existed a week ago. I’m just dropped here, and you expect me to trust everything you say.”

“No, I’ll give you proof.” I moved back beside her to grasp her hand. “Ready?”

She shrugged but left her hand in mine.

I opened the channel and sent her the images of my conversation with Sol, images of her father. I waited while her eyes closed and she sifted through the dialogue. She must have run through it several times based on the amount of time she remained quiet.

Thick tears coated her dark lashes and finally spilled over to track silently down her cheeks. Whether it would have helped if Sol had told her earlier, I don’t know. When she finally blinked several times to see me clearly, the backlight of anger was gone from her eyes. She pulled her hand from mine, wiped at her face, and looked at the wound on her hand then to mine.

“He really was my father.”

I nodded. “He knows we’re your best shot. That’s all that mattered to him.”

She glanced at both of us, and Decibel gave a slow nod.

I looked away, embarrassed at the raw need in Jez’s eyes. She was nineteen, but she was still a kid. My only saving grace was that the images I’d sent from the car were a small portion of my early life. She most likely knew that. So did Decibel.

They both knew the warning I’d sent and why. They both knew what I was capable of and what I could withstand. Jez now knew I wasn’t a playground for her to exercise her frustration and anger. It had not been my intent to break her, only to make her aware. It seemed I’d succeeded in the latter. The former was yet to be determined.

“What webs we weave, Kane.” Decibel’s voice, still low and strangely soothing, intruded on Jez’s somber mood, for she took a long, deep breath.

I put my hand on Jez’s shoulder, and she didn’t move away. It was a start. “There are ways to shield your mind.” I glanced to Decibel pointedly. “And your thoughts. We can teach you if you wish.”

Jez made one more wipe at her face and nodded, then turned back to the computer. “I also think I’ve found some more false leads.”














CHAPTER 16







No success with the organism but some with the fluid.

Anne’s message was sketchy, but even sketchy was better than nothing.

I arrived down the street from her house and waited for her neighbors to finish putting out their trash before I undid the wards and went through the back gate.

She looked up from the computer and a microscope on her kitchen table. “That was quick.”

“Speed is next to godliness.” I possessed neither, but had only been several blocks away when she messaged me.

“Yeah, right. So look at this.” She moved aside and allowed me a view through the microscope.

I gave it a quick glance and then opened my hands gesturing for some information, because looking at the blood slide didn’t offer me insight.

“The parasites’ remnants are different with each host,” she said.

“And you were able to figure this out how? I’m not seeing anything different through the microscope than I can with the naked eye.”

“Actually, I have a friend at a biotech company downtown who I shared some of the blood samples with and he confirmed our suspicions. I also shared one set of your…Samuel’s blood and some blood from the shirt wrapped around him when you brought him to the hospital. Their samples were different.”

I nodded. Back in the warehouse, I’d come in close contact with both boys, the first one already beyond help.

She held a hand up to hold off my questions. “I’ve found abnormalities.”

“Like?”

“Like the reaction of the parasite to stimulus.”

“It’s still active?” I should never have brought her into this mess.

“I don’t think so. It’s not regenerating, and the blood doesn’t appear to feed it, but I’m being very careful anyway.” She picked up two slides, holding one in each gloved hand and moved near a lighted candle she had on the table. The light from the candle expanded and split. One wick, two flames. As I watched, the flames elongated as Anne maneuvered the slides, one slide to each segment of light. Interestingly, the strands of organism in the blood responded to the candlelight—retreating—the organism seemed to cringe at the edge of the blood sample.

“See it now?”

“Yes. You can’t stay away from playing with fire power, can you?” I said, teasing her. Her control over the flame was good and her increased confidence level encouraged me that she would come up to speed quickly with other skills as well.

She gave an exasperated sigh, released her tug on the candle, and placed the slides in boxes on her desk. “I thought you would be impressed with my progress.”

It was only with a second’s warning of a cold chill that I moved in time to push Anne to the floor and shield her from the blast. She crouched beneath her table and looked around my legs to see one angry-ass demon.

Decibel moved with purpose, intending to get around me.

“I have an explanation,” I said.

“There is no explanation.” Decibel released another volt of energy and nicked the chair next to Anne.

“She’s not part of the Consortium.”

“What a relief. So you’re protecting her until she decides to join them?”

She moved again.

“She’s researching the organism.”

Decibel paused and narrowed her eyes. “You are a fool. She probably constructed the parasites.”

“She hasn’t constructed anything. She just learned about her abilities recently.”

“You know this how?” Decibel’s eyes opened wider. “You will not tell me you helped turn a sorcerer on to her powers?”

“Wizard. Not sorcerer.” I struggled to my feet, crossed my arms, and glared back at her as she paced back and forth before me. She was still waiting for an opening to disintegrate Anne into cinders. “The Consortium is killing their own.”

“This should be a point to rejoice. Not a time to salvage them so they can rise again.”

“That would make us no better than them.”

“They are killing our own. That makes them fair targets.”

“She’s helping me. I won’t allow you to harm her.”

“You mistakenly think you are impervious to death, Kane. And you mistakenly think I care whether you live.”

I never had a lot of doubt on either point, but I knew she needed me alive for more reasons than she’d vocalized. I flexed my hands, preparing for an assault, just in case I was wrong. “The goal here is to stop the Consortium, to stop the murders of the Irin and the enslavement of demons. I only added a few more people to the mix.”

Decibel offered me a mean, sarcastic smile. “And to our efforts we now add saving all the sor—wizard neophytes. I think not.”

“I’m not here to save the world. I’m just asking you to leave her alone.” I let out an exasperated sigh. “Let her help us.”

Decibel glared at both of us. Wisely, Anne had been silent. “A promise, Kane. No more wizards.”

I stretched my neck for a second. All my best efforts were imploding. I could feel the vortex close in, about to suffocate me in my own good intentions. “I can’t do that.”

“You have more of them.” Decibel stomped away and back again. “You are addled in the brain. One of these battles must have caused catastrophic hemorrhage. You’ve lost the ability to reason.”

I waited, knowing she’d wind down soon. Given her vocal assault in lieu of a physical one, I could feel an end in sight. Though after she blew out this bit of fury, I couldn’t guarantee that she wouldn’t take another swipe at Anne, but I counted every minute as one more for Decibel to come closer to my terms.

She waved a frenzied hand in my face. “Do you have a club of little wizcateers? Little misbegotten children that have to be saved? Have you no sense what these creatures are capable of?”

“I am very clear on the danger from the Consortium.”

“Not so.” She waved a hand at Anne behind me.

“Samuel is one,” I said quietly.

She stopped and stared. The mutinous look was still on her face, but she’d paused in her tirade. “Unfortunate. But no excuse.” However, her anger had ratcheted down several notches.

“There is a young brother and sister as well.”

She snorted her anger and raised her hands in defeat. “You do have a stash of them. What? Is she the mother you’ve rounded up for all of them? A Wendy Darling for the Peter Pan of lost wizard children.” She peered around me to Anne. “Make that grandmother.”

“Hey,” shouted Anne.

I knew I was too lucky for the quiet behind me to last for long.

“Children are one thing. He has a weakness for them.” Decibel shook a finger at Anne. “You are expendable.”

“Look, you pushy bit of horned goddess, or whatever you are—” Anne revved up, ready to fight back.

“STOP.” I pushed with enough force to move them both back several steps. At least the distraction got them to shut up for a moment. “I don’t have the time to arbitrate this fiasco.”

I turned to Decibel. “I chose to shelter Anne. I chose to initiate her powers over allowing her death. I chose to have her help us.”

I turned back to Anne, who was looking smugly at her demon counterpart. “And you need to learn to work with her. You don’t have to like each other to work toward the same end. She is fighting to save lives.”

Anne glared at Decibel, who folded her arms and glared right back.

Just what I needed, to have to referee a demon-mage chick battle. At least they remained quiet, so I took a stab at focusing back on the serious problem. “We need to figure out how to neutralize the parasite, regardless of the mutation.”

Anne took a deep breath and pulled out a chair at the table. “That’s a tall order given we don’t know all the permutations it can handle.”

“How about something like chemo?” I asked.

“The application might as easily kill the host.”

“She won’t be able to help us,” Decibel muttered and turned her back to look around Anne’s house.

Anne watched Decibel move through the room and frowned.

I snapped my fingers in front of her nose. “Back to our problem.”

“Yeah. Well, maybe an antibiotic. Something that cohabitates with and inhibits the mutation.”

“Better. But we’ll need a work-around in case anyone gets infected before we have that.”

She nodded. “Tricky, given we don’t have any of the unmutated parasites.”

Decibel’s body swayed with exaggerated sarcasm. “Right. Let’s get her some parasites so she can play with them.”

I ignored them for a minute and thought back to the images in candlelight.

“Do we know for certain how they survive in the body?”

“Not entirely.”

Decibel snorted, and Anne glared at the demon.

“But since they become active in the bloodstream and Samuel’s interact only inside his wounds, it’s a fair assumption that fresh blood is initially the key. That doesn’t rule out that they can act independently of their connection with blood,” Anne said.

“Genius.” Decibel snapped her fingers in sarcasm. “We already knew that from Sol’s infection. They moved to his brain.”

“They may have been programmed to mutate there.” Anne added as a perplexed look morphed in her features. “Was Sol human?”

“No,” Decibel snapped back. “But they use the humans for low-level tasks. They must have assumed he was. He knew the infection was there and that he had lost control at the end. Perhaps the parasites attack the mind to wrestle control so it’s easier to retrieve information.”

Decibel looked to the floor for a second and back to me. “Even I didn’t detect their presence.”

“Probably because they are part organic,” Anne said. “A component would naturally blend with the body and the rest—”

Decibel frowned at the implications.

“How would they know what to look for in designing the parasite for specific hosts?” I asked.

“They would just need time and resources,” said Decibel.

“Time they’ve had.” How much time concerned me, given the Consortium’s activities spanned years.

“Would they have used their power to come up with this organism?” Anne asked.

Decibel looked suitably horrified, but she gave Anne’s comment some thought. “It’s possible. I know little about the makeup of the members of the Consortium. They could have biomedical engineers in the group, for all we know.”

Creepy thought. It was bad enough to have magic out of control without adding complex science into the mix.

“Or a creative artist,” said Anne.

I glance at Anne, puzzled.

“Well, like watching grass grow. If I can see it grow, I can speed it up or slow it down. Or construct something similar. I don’t need to know how it works. I assume that if one can imagine a concept, it might be possible to actually…” She opened her palm, searching for a word and then shrugged. “Create it, I suppose.”

“Manifest,” said Decibel.

Anne snapped her fingers. “Exactly, manifest it into reality?”

I let out a strained sigh. Shit. “What if the organism was dormant and not active yet? Would I be able to detect it? Or could they manifest at will?”

“Double shit,” said Decibel.

I turned away from the two women, considering the possibility that Marco carried the parasite, one specifically designed for the wizard skills he possessed. If so, what about Aisha?

The Consortium seemed unaware of female wizards. I’d run into none in my work for Shalim, so it could be that they were either scarce, or the current members of the Consortium weren’t aware that they existed. It took real ego to think that only men were imbued with great magical power. Granted, the Consortium didn’t lack for ego.

“If I get you some more samples, can you safely check fresh blood for parasites? We need a fix or stall for the problem, quickly.”

Decibel raised an eyebrow at me but said nothing.

“I believe so. Yes,” said Anne. “Not sure about the fix, Kane.”

“If wishes and buts were candy and nuts—” Decibel started.

I held up my hand. “Fine, we’ll be back later. Maybe you’ll be able to find something to unmanifest the organism.”

“Anything’s possible, but don’t hold your breath,” said Anne.

I headed for the back door, held it open, and then gestured for Decibel to precede me.

“So now you want me to accompany you?”

“For the time being.” For once, I wanted her under my very watchful eye.




***




We stopped long enough for Decibel to misappropriate some supplies at the hospital to take blood cultures and then headed out to Ray’s. I delivered a dire warning for her not to frighten or attack the kids. I didn’t know if she would comply, but she was at least silent until we got halfway to the house.

“They’re consolidating their power base,” she said.

The Consortium?

“Yes,” she said.

“Don’t do that. Stay out of my head.”

“You could talk to me instead of shielding yourself all the time.”

I stifled the urge to give her a dose of my annoyance. “To what end?”

She picked up where she left off. “The Consortium sorcerers are all born human. They aren’t random mutations like the Irin. Their power expands to whatever level they can achieve, but their pool of resources is finite and their longevity as well.”

“You already knew this.” I’d gone to all the effort with Naberius to find the same details, and she had the information all along.

She nodded. “That you confirmed it is helpful. Some details are so old it is difficult to separate truth from fable.”

Now if we could just determine who was running the endgame.

“I concur with a higher motive and another player.”

“Dec, stay out of my thoughts.” I considered the puzzle and turned it around. Fewer wizards, more power for the few who turned sorcerer. More wizards, less power and a weaker sorcerer base. “If there were enough of them, they would, essentially, have no power. They’d be almost human.” I was nudging her toward viewing Anne’s and the kids’ presence as a good thing.

She snorted, having none of it and obviously still mind reading. “Or one could eradicate the entire pool of resources and have no problem as well.”

“Can that be done?”

“Once before.”

There was new information. “When?”

“In a long-ago purging.” A need-to-know tidbit that Decibel wasn’t giving up.

“Then how is it back?”

She sighed. “A random event in the human genetic chain, a result of the children of Enoch. At some point, it reappeared over hundreds of years. Those with the ability worked back to a level of adaptation and manipulation.”

Okay, interesting, but it didn’t help me right now. We got out of the car and headed to the front door. Ray let us both inside but kept his weapon secure in his lap and kept his distance from Decibel. The man had good instincts.

“So what brings you back so quick?”

“I need to check the kids, and I need some of their blood.” I hefted the blood culture kit so he could see it clearly.

Ray scrutinized Decibel but waved us to the living room, where the kids were ensconced on the couch, watching TV. He kept himself silently between her and the kids.

Decibel ignored him, but her eyes narrowed as she scrutinized Aisha and Marco. I could almost feel the thoughts coming out of her head, but her flaming fingers remained motionless.

Aisha looked up as I walked over. Her expression was hesitant and cautious, though without fear. At least I hadn’t permanently scarred her earlier today. Marco paid no attention at all. He lay on the couch, eyes closed, feigning sleep.

“What’s up?” asked Aisha.

I sat on the coffee table and set the blood kit next to me as she eyed the kit skeptically, waiting for an answer. “I need to show you how to run a test on yourself and your brother. How to detect if there is something that’s not supposed to be in your body.” I put a hand on the kit. “And then I need to take a blood sample from each of you.”

Marco’s eyes suddenly opened wide. “No.”

Aisha reached for her brother, but he cringed away.

I looked to her and held out my hand. “If we start with you, he can see that it’s not going to hurt.”

She gave a look that clearly said I was full of shit, but she pursed her lips and gave me her hand.

“I’m going to teach you a method for scanning.”

“Like before?”

“Not exactly. I’m going to focus on you. You need to relax and accept the focus. Then I can guide you through it and point out what to look for.”

Again with the skeptical look.

“Just close your eyes and relax your breathing. Count your breaths in and out.”

“Silly yoga stuff?”

Decibel met my look over Aisha’s head and rolled her eyes. I frowned at her with a quick thought in my mind not to disrupt the girl.

“Yes, like that. Now relax.”

I waited for her to begin; then I closed my eyes and focused. When her breathing measured light and steady, I proceeded through her hand and deep into her body. Aisha was still young, her essence soft and palpable to me. I focused around her veins and her heart and gave a gentle touch. Her heart thumped erratically in response. I focused a shield around her essence, a soft cotton sheeting wrapped loosely around her, and slid her with me through various places in her body. We checked her heart and her major arteries, her spinal column, her brain. I was a breeze that floated through her, pausing for her to sense, feel, and take in what she saw. What seemed like hours were only minutes, but they would be draining minutes for someone this young and inexperienced. I didn’t linger but pulled out gently and released my focus on her.

She opened her eyes and glanced around the room. Her gaze shifted quickly to Marco, who stared intently at her, evidently scanning for signs of abuse. She shrugged and held out her hands, like “no problem.”

“Now let’s try Marco.”

He shrank back into the couch cushions again.

She looked at me, and I nodded for her to take his hand.

“Come on, you didn’t use to be such a pussy,” she taunted her brother. He snapped his hand into hers with a frown.

I glanced back toward Ray, who had shifted uncomfortably in his chair at the comment and the breaking of his rules, but I made a gesture to stop any remark he might make.

She looked to me for the next step, and I took her other hand.

“I want you to focus again, but you need to concentrate your focus on Marco. I’ll help this time. First think about his hand, how it feels in yours, then his breathing, and then follow with me.”

She was uncertain but nodded and closed her eyes. It took several minutes for her breathing to steady. I met her focus where her hand joined with Marco’s and I followed the connection into the boy’s body. When she didn’t cross with me, I circled back to attach her with me. I couldn’t shield her and take her in because I needed her to know what this felt like so she could establish the same path later on her own. The attachment would pull her along with me, but leave her free to sensations.

Together we crossed deep into Marco. Her resistance diminished as we followed along in his body and checked the same organs that we’d checked in hers. I saw no sign of parasites, but there was damage to the heart and lungs, evidence of the drug use. Aisha’s focus fluttered as she became aware of the same thing. I gave her a gentle push, and we retreated from Marco’s body.

She opened her eyes, fatigue and worry lingering there. I could do nothing about the worry. A little well-placed fear could be the difference between life and death. The fatigue would diminish with rest and, ultimately, when she had exercised her skills enough.

“I have one more thing to show you.” I held out my hand, and this time she was reluctant, as if she sensed this would be bad. “It will only be a second, and it is only an image.”

She placed her hand in mine and closed her eyes.

I kept my eyes open and framed the image of the organism in Sol’s and Samuel’s bodies. I would have kept the blood and the wound from her if I could have, but I couldn’t doctor the image. It was reality. I had no ability to conjure dreams.

I felt her hand jerk in mine as she received the image, but I held her firmly and showed her the movement of the mini-organisms, the growth, and the process. Task complete, I pulled away from the image and released her.

She let out a ragged exhale, moved the hand I’d held to her lips, and stared at me, eyes wide. “That’s what I need to look for?” she murmured from behind her fingers.

“Anything unusual or similar.” I held open my hands. “It may not look exactly that way, but you know what normal looks like. For you both. If you see anything that isn’t normal, let me know immediately.”

“And then, what happens?” I knew she was revisiting Sol’s image, all that blood, and his death.

“We will find a way to fix it.”

“But not for him?”

“We had nothing then. Now I’ve got someone working on a solution.”

She nodded slowly. “How often do I…look?”

“Try once a day for a few days. Just to get used to doing it. Then, it depends on whether you guys go out or not. If you do, check every time you come back inside.”

“Be simpler if I just kept them in?” said Ray.

I shook my head and looked at him. “They’re not hamsters. They’ll need to have some air outside this house eventually.”

He pursed his lips and considered the idea. “Preferably later than sooner.”

I waved a hand in defeat. It was his call. His neck was on the line watching these kids.

Decibel had been silent, lids lowered. She’d watched the process with the scrutiny of a guard dog, but she’d done nothing.

Taking blood samples turned out to be easier than the scan for parasites, because they were exhausted from the process. I carefully took the blood and repackaged the vials in the small padded box and had Decibel incinerate the additional supplies we used. Better safe than sorry.

Ray looked uncomfortable with the incineration, but he was uncomfortable with most of my actions that reminded him that I wasn’t entirely human. I left his discomfort to him and his god.

Finally done, Decibel sat in the car beside me, staring straight ahead. Her silence weighed a ton and became heavier with each mile we drove farther from Ray’s house.

“I need your promise you will stay clear of those kids. You won’t give them a surprise attack. No turning them over to the Consortium, nothing deceitful.”

She finally crossed her arms and turned to look at me. “Demon. What did you expect?”

I rolled my eyes. I expected a lot. Despite the agreement I was asking for, I trusted her not to hurt these kids. I just wanted her verbal commitment. “Work with me here.”

“The same way you’ve worked with me? You’ve hidden more information in the last several days than I could have thought humanly possible.”

“Not human.”

“Such delusions.” She disappeared.














CHAPTER 17







I called Jez, told her to take my SUV and meet me a block from Anne’s house. I managed to beat her to the location. After a wave from my car window, she followed me and drove down the back alley to park next to Anne’s car in the garage. I parked my car in the alley behind her, closed the garage door, and ushered her through the adjoining door into Anne’s backyard.

“You bring the laptop?”

She patted the satchel over her shoulder as I opened the sliding door from the patio to the family room and preceded her inside.

“Anne.” I nodded next to me. “This is Jezrielle.”

I glanced back. The skin between Jez’s brows wrinkled in confusion, but she only looked at me and waited for clarification. We were evidently making headway in the trust department or else she didn’t sense any fear from me and was shielding her distrust.

Anne, on the other hand, spoke right up. “As long as you don’t send a fireball my way, you’re welcome to come in and sit down.”

“Anne’s isolating the organism to target a cure.” I spoke over my shoulder to Jez and lowered the cooler I’d brought with me onto the dining room table in front of Anne. “I brought samples from the two kids. I think they’re clean, but you need some way to protect yourself and the space when you work on them. Any thoughts?”

She motioned me back to Jez and snapped her fingers. Candles flared to life in sequence around the perimeter of the dining area. Four in the center of the table finished the display.

“Do you know this will work, or have you just developed a thrill for fire?” I asked.

She moved the cooler between the four table candles and stepped back gingerly. “I’m not willing to nick myself and test against the parasite, but flame definitely repels the organism.” She gave me a small smile. “I do like the control, though.”

“Promise me you’ll learn to manage water with as much intensity.” That my suggestion hadn’t occurred to her was obvious. I stifled a groan, took a deep breath, and scrubbed at my face.

“I’m learning as fast as I can.”

“Kane, why am I here?” asked Jez, finally voicing the concern I could feel swell inside her.

“I need you to perform some research. Anything you can find about the final end of the Irin and help Anne, if she needs questions answered while she works. Don’t even rule out conspiracy theories. Hopefully, combined brain power can bust through the wall for answers.”

“You a demon?” Anne asked.

“No.” Jez glanced at me and rolled her lips, clearly deciding how to proceed in the conversation. I didn’t give her any prompt one way or the other. “If I survive, I’ll be an Irin, a Watcher. And you?”

“Wizard.”

Jez froze. She didn’t even look at me.

I leaned close to her ear. “Wizard, not sorcerer. The same way that Decibel and I are demons who aren’t trying to kill you. Just wizard.”

She licked her lips. “Strange group of friends you’ve collected, Kane.”

“That’s my hope, Jez.”

“I don’t know where Decibel is, but I expect she’ll be back,” I said.

“Great.”

At Anne’s sarcasm, Jez’s eyebrows shot up. I nudged her with my elbow until she looked at me. “Hopefully your being here will encourage Decibel to temper her outrage and enable us to work on this together.”

Jez looked a little dubious.

“You two want some iced tea?” Anne headed back into the kitchen, as if recognizing the need to give Jez a moment to settle. She had maturity and social skills. It gave me hope that we could all get through this without murdering each other.

“No.”

“Sure,” I said and nudged Jez again.

She rolled her eyes. “Maybe a small one, thank you.”

I accepted the cold glass and took a swallow, feeling a bit like I had with Aisha, convincing Jez there wasn’t poison in every good gesture. My cell buzzed in my pocket. A text message from Moloch—double sighting two miles southeast of my current location. I sent a reply and turned to Jez. “I need to go for this, but I’ll be back.”

“What if they come prepared with those organisms?” She gave a quick glance at Anne, but I got the distinct impression Jez considered my course of action more dangerous than my leaving her here alone.

“The demons we lost to the summons weren’t destroyed by the organism used on Samuel or Sol.” They were bound to a master and starved to death, denied the ability to feed from their bound host. A long, cruel death. I hadn’t intended for Jez to know, but I forgot to shield myself fast enough, and she closed her eyes as she deciphered the truth from my thoughts.

“Perhaps they’re immune to the organism?” Jez said softly. “Can the sorcerers absorb the demon powers?

“High Demons were creations of the rank and file of the Fallen, or before, not true offspring of humans, like wizards. Demon power passes to progeny, but it’s not transferable to mortal beings. On the other hand, once bound, the sorcerers control the demon. Perhaps they are able to share an increase in energy from their demon slaves.”

“If the Consortium’s plan is broad in scale and spans species and groups, I’m not sure we can rule anything out.” Anne sorted through the contents of the cooler but looked at both of us as she spoke. “They could adapt this organism to demons if it suits their purposes. It’s possible that the courses of action we now consider safe could evolve into unexpected and dangerous avenues.”

Jez nodded and turned back to me.

“I don’t have a choice here, ladies. My clan’s going in, and I’m not as vulnerable as they are. I can’t take the risk one of them will fall because I was afraid to show up.”

Anne stood up; her chair screeched on the floor with the move. “Kane, you’ve admitted the Consortium knows you saved the boy and his sister and that you’re linked with the demons. You’ve got two strikes with these men. I can think optimistically, but I really need you to come back.”

I nodded to Anne and squeezed Jez’s arm in reassurance. “Let Jez know what I’ve told you about the kids, and just keep focused on finding answers.”

My phone buzzed again as I reached the backyard.

Where r u?

Chaz. Shit.

I didn’t need confirmation to know he was already at the site.




***




I parked on the perimeter of the deserted high school. Deserted, vacant, and, from the foot-high vigorous weeds that riddled the wrinkled cracks in the blacktop, long since decommissioned.

Empty mom-and-pop businesses surrounded the school grounds for six consecutive blocks. Small billboards announcing the construction of a strip mall and adjacent parking garage were in the same disrepair as the buildings. Evidently, urban progress had hit a wall with the economic slowdown. All lack of progress worked in the Consortium’s favor to provide them with a nice isolated space and plenty of protection from prying eyes.

I checked the shadows, moved to a doorway half a block up the street, and waited for Moloch as I texted Abraxas about Chaz.

A beat-up Chevy pickup drove by the school and disappeared around back, the sound of the gummed-up carburetor falling silent after several minutes. A couple of heartbeats later, the driver moved along the brick perimeter of the building to a blackened side door. The scout stood at attention, head at an odd angle and hands dangling, impossibly still. Several minutes later, two more joined the soulless shell, and the door opened outward to give them entry.

I’d waited on Moloch, but he’d run out of time. If Chaz was inside with the three scouts I’d seen, and it stood to reason that more might exist inside, then I didn’t have the luxury to waste time on my new partner.

Before I could move from my position, Moloch sauntered from the shadows of the alleyway opposite me, Brazko and Zepar at his back. He’d evidently been there the whole time, but Moloch was old-school. He’d survived several thousand years with humans by being cautious. He wasn’t as old as Shalim. However, he was seasoned and honed through decades of mankind’s highest advancements and worst atrocities. He’d developed a walking list of rules for dissociation and had trained me in most of them. It had saved my skin on more than one occasion but that didn’t mean he cared for me or considered me harmless.

“How many before I got here?”

Moloch raised four clawed fingers and pointed to a spot farther down the street, the opposite direction from the three scouts that had just gone inside.

“Chaz is in there.”

Moloch’s eyes widened. His skin was mostly black, with gradations of purple. In normal light, the purple formed into hundreds of lightning bolts, all active and pulsing on his skin. Tonight all I saw was the fire in his eyes.

“Don’t proceed until I’m in place,” I said.

Moloch nodded. Whatever his personal feelings about me, we’d been on enough missions together for him to understand what I offered. I would be the shield and stand between whatever was inside and the clan members here tonight. I wasn’t a hero. This plan had worked successfully many times before. The first time by accident, but we’d refined our strategy over the years. Everyone didn’t always make it out unscathed, but usually the Consortium took a hit, and we came out with nicks and bruises.

Moloch vanished. Not old enough to possess teleportation skills, Brazko and Zepar headed quickly to the far end of the school grounds on silent feet.

Before I could move, a claw gripped my shoulder, and Abraxas yanked me back into the darkness. “You know he’s inside?” he hissed beside my head.

“Yes.” Chaz had only sent me a message, but I could feel him here, the result of the years hauling his tattoo around and I had an inkling of his location. What humans would equate to a gut reaction to Chaz’s presence, except with a little more specificity in exact location—the exception being in a heavily shielded area such as Shalim’s compound.

“Where?”

I nodded to the large square section of the building toward the far side, the gymnasium. Having had time to think before Moloch had shown himself, I’d determined that was the only space large enough to contain the energy surges the sorcerers recklessly let loose. Moloch was handling reconnaissance from the fifty-foot-high windows. He was one of the few in our clan with wings. Brazko and Zepar entered from the school’s kitchen. Even with the appliances gone, there should be enough metal counters, backsplashes, and doors to scramble their vibrations long enough from them to shield and maneuver closer.

“Can you get me into the locker room?” I asked. I could use any running water to give myself cover, given that the plumbing still worked. The water would also briefly interrupt the sorcerers’ energy field and give me cover for entry and an escape route to get Chaz out. The sorcerers might sense a break in their perimeter, but based on the number of scouts, last count seven, they’d have their hands full maintaining order.

Unless the Consortium was in strong attendance. Given the territorial ambitions that propelled them to kill their young for power, I doubted they cared to expose themselves to each other in large groups. Ponderous greed, exalted egos, and rampant paranoia coupled well in a predictable pattern.

Abraxas clenched me with both claws. The air split before my face. My hands and knees caught cold tile as the split closed behind us. Gripping the countertop, I stood and tried the first faucet. Nothing. Then the next. A small trickle of water. Pathetic, but I didn’t need much.

It wasn’t lost on me that he’d dumped me in the girl’s locker room, doors on all the toilet stalls and a distinct lack of urinals.

“Wait here,” I said

“Do not think to order me, human.”

The clan was at more risk if they captured Abraxas than Chaz, but I didn’t have time to argue with him. “Fine, then, I’ll take you in.”

His grumble didn’t bode well.

“We’re wasting time. Change now.” I’d snarled the command a little too forcefully, but concern for Chaz took precedence over my commander’s ego.

Abraxas’s eyes turned to pure flame. Fortunately, a sound from outside the locker-room door permeated his anger. He elongated, swirled, and aimed his flat tattoo dragon straight for my neck, making a point to circle several times around my body and sear my skin with his touch.

Ancients are such touchy creatures.

As if he heard my thoughts, he tightened his hold over my skin with a brief crush to my ribs. Not a subtle warning. I held my breath for a minute and then grasped the door handle and glanced into the hallway.

The flicker of flames from the gym cast long, shimmering shadows, but the hallway was clear of guards or scouts. I made my way to the main entrance and took stock.

Assembled around the centerline of the basketball court were the same three sorcerer amigos from the Walmart. More aged than the last time I’d seen him, Perry hunkered stoop-shouldered, the point of his athame tapping a brisk rhythm on his thigh. Several paces away, Langston stood over Bart’s squatted form, monitoring his focus on a pendulum suspended over a map on the floor. With an unintelligible mutter, Langston pointed at a different grid, and Bart moved his suspension to the new area. Even minutes after relocation, the pendulum refused to tighten its circular swirl and pinpoint a location.

I could think of several people they might be searching for and hoped a protection shield covered everyone on my list.

Candles on several metal footlockers lit a fifty-foot diameter patch for their activity, though the space beyond was visible in deeper gray. The dimpled floor barely showed the foul lines and end zones. However, clearly depicted were the black outlines of several large hexagrams.

Close to me, a luminous white demon body lay constrained within one set of floor markings. Inert on its side, the creature’s tail was wrapped the extent of its body and tight enough over the head that I couldn’t make out the facial features. The ribs protruded at painful angles from the chest cavity. The white skin, bare parchment over the bone, and the hoarse rattle of breath made me cringe. The markings on the shoulder were familiar but not of my clan or of any in close proximity to Shalim’s holdings. I gained no peace from the knowledge.

A set of expanded bleachers spanned one side of the gym. Ancient construction explained wooden planks missing on several risers, leaving black gaping maws of dead space. Twelve to fifteen scouts stood lined up like marionettes at the base of the bleachers. They neither moved nor blinked.

Human guards with assault rifles, posted at each end of the bleachers, were seriously out of place against the backdrop of magic in the room. The steel in their eyes reflected harsh, cold disinterest. Mercenaries, no doubt, halfway to soulless themselves.

Perry paced before the line, the tense stomp of his unsteady gait and the twitch of his white hair as he muttered were a testament to his state of mind. While he moved along in his unhappy inspection, I caught a glimpse of the occupant of the farthest hexagram.

Coiled in layers, creating one large shiny black pyramid with a head like a lighthouse beacon, was an enormous serpent. The width of each coil was thicker than my waist, the length probably ten times my height. Eyes closed in rest, the beast’s tongue quivered in rhythm with its breathing.

Then the head rose, tilted, and stretched higher. The tongue elongated and tested the air, probably catching a tasty morsel of me on the breeze. Some shiver of reaction pulsed from behind the head. I watched it shimmer along the coils of the body and cause a slight shift of the thick loops. Chaz’s head was visible in the break of the coils, his eyes closed, body encased in the nest of the serpent’s body.

Crap.

Blood beat at my temples with a vengeance.

The serpent’s eyes snapped open and focused on me. The pupils wide, wet, and black, delivered a total pronouncement of a dangerous nighttime predator, part reality, part conjure. It was another example of the sorcerers’ blatant determination to bend the will of creatures past and present for their sick games.

I felt Abraxas shudder against my skin as he recognized Chaz. A plan. We needed a plan. Beyond Chaz’s hexagram were several cages. They all appeared empty but barred the rear exit.

“Anything?” Perry shouted.

Langston responded with a terse shake of his head.

“No,” said Bart.

“Worthless.” Perry’s hand clenched. With swiftness belying his age, he drove his athame deep into the chest of the first scout and ignited the energy within to flames. The body performed a jerky dance as it disintegrated and disappeared. “A dozen of these imbeciles and no sign of the vessel.”

Immune to his tantrum, the remaining scouts made no reaction to Perry’s attack.

The guards, however, shifted uncomfortably. As Perry neared the end of the line, a soldier stepped forward from the shadows, his rifle lax in his hands. His stance and confrontational attitude indicated he didn’t acknowledge Perry’s wishes as his main objective. All human, the mercenaries obviously reported through a separate chain of command. Linked to the secret partner in the shadows?

“If there are no more to round up and let in, I’ll take my men back to report.”

Perry gave a quick glance to the open hexagram, the implication too obvious to the mercenary. He gestured to his men with his head and moved closer to Perry. “My men are not your playthings, Professor Perry. You would be well advised to remember that.”

Perry briefly turned my way with a glare, not seeing me in the darkness. His profile had given me a good view of his disdain and annoyance, though he did nothing to stop the retreat of the mercenaries.

I was equally disappointed to see my best option for a distraction now gone. Worse, I had no way to follow the mercenaries for more answers. Their departure revealed a movement in one of the cages at the far end of the room. Evidently not all of them were empty, and from the shift in the shadows, I gauged the occupant was large. Not the size of the serpent but worth avoiding.

I spun through my options. Moloch would have seen the same scenario I did. With luck he was keeping Brazko and Zepar away. Especially with Perry so well prepared for a demon capture. Freeform battle was out.

Too bad we couldn’t communicate.

For a brief second, I had an image of Decibel and her constant intrusion in my mind, ready with a smart reply. I’d always shielded myself tightly around the clan out of necessity. Vulnerability on the home front is never a good thing. As a result, I’d never actually tried to let someone read my thoughts. Even Chaz, while a mission partner, wasn’t someone I trusted in my head.

Abraxas had roughly the same seniority as Decibel. My challenge would be to shield the information I didn’t want him to see while interacting in some useful exchange. Or maybe just a one-way feed from me to him?

Perry stalked over to Bart and Langston, his hands fisted on his hips. They spoke in tones I couldn’t hear, but Perry’s interim signals to the empty hexagram were clear enough to interpret.

“Abraxas, can you communicate with Moloch?” I felt a thick pain behind my eyes but held tight to my shield.

“Just give me a physical sign.”

His tattoo squeezed tight around my chest in retaliation for my efforts to keep him from my mind, but at least he acknowledged the question.

“We can use what’s in the cage to distract the serpent.”

Another slight rake of tattooed claws scraped beneath my lowest rib. Not really painful and easier to breathe through than the squeeze.

“We wait for another break, and the others come in far enough to open that cage.”

His claws moved up a rib, a bit gentler, or maybe I had gotten used to this.

“The control is unstable,” Langston’s voice rose in response to Perry’s last comment.

Perry stomped to the centerline of the room. “I can control it. They’ll do anything for food.” He glanced over his shoulder toward the snake. “And we have a snack.”

“The last time, the spell didn’t—”

“I don’t give a damn about last time. Get the hell over here and prepare for the summons.”

Shit. I froze. If he tried to summon Shalim, we would have to split our focus, and my plan would be a bust.

Bart moved a candle closer to his map and set a bowl between him and Langston on the floor. Each man donated blood and several items I couldn’t make out. The incantation came from Perry, with an alternate litany uttered forth from Langston and Bart. The entire process proceeded in a confused and sloppy manner.

In spite of my opinion, a breeze picked up from the stale air, first gusts buffeted from all sides, and then they centered over the hexagram. Flickers of static and sharper strikes of light shot from the circumference as the air took the form of a funnel and the hue of luminous pea green. The tip hovered above the hexagram; the large open end above connected to a split in the dimension for the object of the sorcerers’ summons.

I held my breath and debated the prudence of stopping the summons. I had no way to determine if the victim would survive in midstream. The pressure against my ears increased with a droning, isolated push of my insides out of synch with my outsides.

Claws nipped at my collarbone as Abraxas scrambled higher so his dragon could see the result of the summons. The fire of his rage burned along the entire tattoo, but I didn’t bother with a comment. He was angry. So was I. Both of us in total agreement on the horror unraveling on the court.

A sharp crack rent the air in conjunction with a burst of light, then the wind and funnel disappeared.

I let out my breath as the demon inside the hexagram fumed. The final verses of Perry’s binding spell inflicted a permanent tether between them with painful, invisible strands. Tied to the sorcerer for the extent of Perry’s lifetime, the demon lord would be totally dependent on the master for every personal need and unable to retaliate under penalty of death. The worst demon humiliation known—subservience to a human master.

Fortunately, the demon within the hexagram wasn’t Shalim.

Perry had summoned a female blood demon from a far-eastern clan. My knowledge of her was academic, not personal, though I knew her clan to be smaller, nomadic, and less violent than most of her kind. The blood demons were the precursors of the vampire myth, yet unlike the romantic tales of fiction and movies, they merely needed to feed on blood for survival. As with any other clan, one doesn’t “convert.” One is born demon.

My recollection from Shalim’s few discussions, as well as Naberius’s books, was that this female’s clan—her numerous skin markings and complex skull bones flagging her as their leader—had chosen to live among humans. They existed in symbiosis with their human neighbors, not hostility and aggression.

Now, a proud ancient of beauty and grace, she stood prisoner, a sorcerer’s pawn.

Langston stood on the side. He’d made no gesture during Perry’s tirade or the summons, neither one of reluctance nor support. His expression revealed nothing, though his eyes gleamed brightly as he inspected the demon lord. He appeared strangely pleased with the progress, or lack of progress, so far. A reflection of his own agenda, perhaps subtly hidden from Perry, and one I’d seen in the eyes of wild dogs who waited for the signal that their alpha was too weak to lead. Langston outwardly showed signs of partnership, but his aloof demeanor depicted the snake he was, waiting for his moment. I stowed the information away for later use.

All three men looked worse for wear. Bart now showed a streak of white in his hair, Langston’s was full silver, and Perry appeared more shriveled with age.

The spell had a price. Good to know. It was hard to assess the effect on the brain, though maybe the drain of power was the cause of Perry’s madness.

Perry stepped into the hexagram, and the demon lunged at him, her claws unsheathed as her well-muscled, white and black, tiger-striped body rippled with rage. She hit an invisible brick wall inches from his face. With a sneer and eyes bright with cruelty, he stared at her and exerted his will. He forced her body down like an accordion until she lay crumpled and bent at his feet. With a laugh, he grabbed her around the neck and forced her back to the floor and embedded his athame in her stomach. She arched into the act with a painful, sharp sound.

My hand fisted at her abuse, but, while she was a captive, I didn’t count her out quite yet.

A weak growl resonated from the demon imprisoned closest to me. His claws ground into the wood floor as he struggled unsuccessfully against the confines at the edge of his circle. His demon master suffering feet from his prison incited new energy and fury and a wash of emotions, leaving me to wonder at his role in her clan. He didn’t have the musculature for a warrior, but like Naberius and Chaz’s roles in our clan, there were equally significant positions, power not denoted by physique or size.

Rage rippled inside the gymnasium—a fortunate thing that the sorcerers were lax in their attention. My anger pulsed. Abraxas’s burned, and the furious tremors from Moloch, Zepar, and Brazko buffeted in waves against my skin. The female’s connection to a competing clan was negligible compared to the abuse she received at Perry’s hands. Any demon would have raged at her suffering. The sorcerer would bleed her until she was weak and then force her in to slavery as his minion.

Evidently, the serpent felt the vibrations too. His head weaved from side to side in anticipation of violence or blood. Or both.

Demons feed viscerally. Few find sustenance in the torture of their own kind, especially at the hands of humans. They also have very long memories for vengeance.

“Open the cage now and release the rear doors.” The message I sent to Abraxas focused the anger toward a common objective.

The gate of the cage swung up with an almost undetectable metallic ping. The shadow inside shuffled forward, and the light of the flames revealed one long, hairy pincer leg after another. The orange bulb of the body, no smaller than a cow, swayed, suspended on eight legs.

I looked away, not wanting to investigate magic’s evolution of “bugs gone bad.” Whether snakes in the wild eat spiders or not, these two recognized each other in an instant as mortal enemies. The serpent flared a wide colorful hood I hadn’t detected in the dark and uncurled as the spider raised one leg. Each postured for dominance, Chaz to be the reward for the victor.

Langston glanced over his shoulder at the sound of movement and responded by dispersing the scouts toward both creatures.

Bart stared wide-eyed for a second before he snatched a satchel and headed for the locker room.

The demoness wiggled far enough away from Perry to extricate the athame, and while his hold was firm, his distraction allowed her time to bellow and take a swipe at his shoulder. A clean line of blood showed through his pressed white shirt, but it was the she-demon who screamed and flinched—a reciprocal pain as a result of the binding.

I didn’t wait for the outcome. I shot from my hiding place, grabbed the tail of the desiccated albino blood-demon on my way by, breaking the circle of his restraint, and slung him free. He would be of no help to his mistress, but he could return to his clan for others. The demoness’s screech and the creatures’ fight covered his cry, but Langston picked that moment to look my way.

I maneuvered between scouts, avoiding a sharp spider leg, and rolled beneath the snake belly and to the other side before it landed with a tremor on the gym floor.

“Shift outside.” I shoved the command to Abraxas, but he held off while I ducked to get Chaz. My partner was alive. No obvious snakebites, but he wavered in his catatonic state and lifted his head with a brief moment of consciousness. “TK.”

“Hang in there. Abraxas will take you home.”

“Saw you.”

“Yeah.” I pulled him along the floor and barely avoided the slither of the reptile body. Scouts, demons, creatures—all moved quickly as shots rang out.

“I saw you in the fire,” Chaz said. His claws dug into my arm.

“Okay, buddy.” I didn’t have time to talk gibberish with Chaz. Hoisting his body over my shoulder, I ran a jagged pattern for the back exit.

“Abraxas.” I felt the commander release from my body. Brazko had drifted too far into the gym, now behind me instead of closer to the exit, but Zepar was running interference as mist. From the corner of my eye, I saw Langston step forward, gun trained on Chaz.

I spun around, covered Chaz’s head, and paced backward.

The first shot went wide.

Moloch shifted to fly above in a distraction to give us time to move outside.

No sign of Abraxas as I vaulted for the door. Several more shots, and Brazko stumbled beside me, but he lumbered through the exit.

Moloch grabbed Brazko and disappeared. Zepar was gone as well.

I moved faster into the cold night and left the sounds behind me. A fierce suction of energy uprooted a lamppost and slammed it against the exit doors, sealing the opening for precious minutes as Abraxas transferred Chaz’s body to his hold and disappeared.

Several quick steps and I faltered. I brushed at my skin where Abraxas had curled. The flesh was sensitive and hot, and the palm I pulled away from my body glistened in the shadows.

I hadn’t felt the shot, but I could feel the unnatural surge of energy ripping lesions beneath my skin. The pain blossomed and moved, shifting from my stomach to my chest. I dropped to my knees with a bone-crunching impact on the asphalt. I struggled to raise my head and force my legs to work as my flesh became a mass of boiling pain.

Perhaps intended for a human, Langston’s shot had been effective with Solomon and now with me.

If I left and sought help, I would lead the sorcerers to Shalim and Decibel, Jez and Anne, or Aisha, Marco and Ray. No good choices. The Consortium would have access to everyone I had promised to hide. The realization made me try to block my pain and my thoughts from Jez. She shouldn’t suffer with me. I could only hope that Decibel would be able to help her at the end.

Being dead would be better than risking their lives.

That would have been my last thought before I passed out if the softness of a feminine thigh hadn’t brushed against my hand.

Strong arms hoisted me over a shoulder.

For a brief second, I was able to fight back the gulf of pain, blink back the veil of frosty white, and take in a delicious view of crystalline blue flesh. Swirls of silver feathered over long, sleek legs, a rounded derriere to die for, and a pert, narrow tail that swished across sculpted calves as the legs increased speed and took flight.

Not a bad way to die.














CHAPTER 18







The light was intense, and the surface I was on, hard. I squinted against the brightness and pain, seeing nothing. There wasn’t a part of my body that didn’t feel as if my flesh had dissolved from my bones. I heard murmurs to my left and turned my head toward the sound.

“It’s too much. He can’t take it.”

“There is no choice.”

“He won’t survive!”

“Then wake him. He’ll agree. It’s the only option.” Decibel’s voice cut through the fog in my brain.

“Where?” I asked. It was all I could get out. Even my throat felt flayed from the inside out.

“At the she-devil’s house.”

“Bitch,” said Anne.

“Stop it. Both of you.” Jez’s voice cut through the snarling words of the other two.

“Anne.” I garbled the name.

“I’m here.”

“Get it out.”

“I don’t have a solution yet that won’t kill you.”

“Burn it out.” Chaz had seen me in fire; perhaps it was the end intended for me to go. One way or another, the destruction of the organism was the only option.

“I can’t control the flame that well. Not in a body,” said Anne.

“Just do it.” I tried for a breath. My throat rattled under the effort. “And Anne.”

“Yes.”

“Get it all. Don’t hold back—just do it, no matter what.”

Their voices faded, and what I had taken to be searing pain paled in comparison to heat so strong it felt frigid. I heard voices cry out, or perhaps it was mine. The sensation of pain cut off too soon. I could still feel the itch beneath my skin.

“Don’t stop,” I choked out.

It started again and continued in waves. Each was worse than before and rose until I was sure my blood would boil and my head would explode from the pressure. I shrank from reality, cleaved myself from the pain, and drifted away from the body. I could see everything. Anne crouched beside me, Jez ensconced in Decibel’s arms. Each right there, yet so far away.

Tunnels of gray, like clouds, separated me from them, then hours and miles. The wisps broke as I drifted over the red desert lands of Shalim’s southern holding. I floated, light and effortless, through the caverns beneath the mountains. I watched the creatures and insects that had sung horror in my ears and gnawed on my bones. Each night of my journey from the Hunta, they’d followed me. Each day my body had knit back just enough to give them new fodder for their pleasure. I saw only ghosts of the past with no pain and even less emotion.

The gray wafted in on a winged whisper and receded. I drifted to the great boulder the Hunta people had rolled in front of the cavern after they left me for dead, my punishment for loving one of their own.

I drifted through the line of men and women and back down the mountain toward the village.

I floated past the stream where Itzel lay, still and pale, her head and legs bloodied. Tokwal crouched beside her, his body still bearing her blood. He’d forced himself on her, angered at her rejection of him, even while she’d fought him. Her death was an accident of lust and passion, punishment for her poor judgment in choosing me as a friend and someone worthy to love. He’d exacted his vengeance on her delicate body through pain and force.

I’d found her in the clearing near the river where the shaman preferred his mushrooms gathered. Her eyes were cloudy and blank, fixed on the tree limbs in the canopy far above. The soft, warm light I knew, gone. I’d touched her neck and, finding no pulse beneath my fingers, cradled her in my arms.

Tokwal brought his father, the chief, and several elders. The accusations were clear on their faces as they witnessed me holding her, my grief evident in my possession of her body. A sly smile of satisfaction lit Tokwal’s face. He couldn’t have Itzel, but I could see he felt my death was a fair trade. I was to take the punishment in his place and no one would ever know of his crime.

I’d had no chance against the tribal judgment. I made no attempt to redeem myself. They would never have taken my word over Tokwal’s. To the shaman, my benefactor, I had professed my innocence. He had nodded with resignation. There was nothing he could do for me. I knew it, and so did he.

I drifted further back through wisps of gray to the shaman’s hut, to the small chair where he had branded tattoos to my five-year-old chest to cover those I’d been born with. To protect me, he’d said. To keep the demons from invading my spirit and taking me.

There was no protection for me. There was no protection for those I cared for. There was only doom for those who chose to stand beside me.

The gray circled and lifted me. I floated above the crumpled carcass of the plane that had buried me in these isolated jungle mountains as an infant. The plane had never reached its destination and left a one-year-old infant the sole survivor.

Over that rusted shell, covered with underbrush and growth, I floated, curled in a ball, waiting in nothingness. The peace ended in one large wave of splitting light and pain that shredded my mind and cut the air from my lungs.

Then the true darkness came.




***




“How do we know if they’ve already extracted information?” Anne’s voice, sound and solid, permeated the cotton in my brain.

“Well, they’re not here yet. That’s got to be a good sign.” Jez’s voice.

“Most likely we are not their immediate target.” Decibel’s throaty voice cut through the nothing in my brain.

“How do you know?” asked Anne.

“Shh, you two. I think he’s awake,” said Jez.

I could feel the presence of their bodies around me—warmth, female scents, wrapped in a blanket of worry—even though none of them touched me.

“Are you just going to stare at me?” I opened my eyes slowly to diminish the jab of ice picks, shooting from my eyeballs to the back of my head.

Anne’s fingers forced a pill between my lips. Her hand cradled my skull so I couldn’t avoid a straw. The water was cold, and I had trouble choking any of it down.

“That should help a little.”

Easy for her to say. She didn’t need to relearn how to swallow.

“You don’t need to baby him.” Decibel’s annoyance rang out.

“It’s not his fault,” said Jez.

“Yes, actually, it is. He chose to answer the demon summons to attack the Consortium. He should have been working on an offensive plan, not playing defensive strategies. Now we have none.” She crossed her arms in annoyance.

“That’s not fair. He’s not omnipotent.” Jez leaned forward and got a look at me from above. I saw ceiling and the ugly chandelier in Anne’s living room just over Jez’s shoulder.

I was lying on sheets on the carpet in Anne’s living room. I tried to move, but the wrapping around my body stopped me.

“You should just lie still,” Anne said. “There’s a lot of damage, and I don’t want you to pull off any of the scabs. Wounds might fester. I’ll remove some of the bandages a bit at a time.”

“How did I get here?” My tongue felt thick and I wasn’t sure if it was from the medication she’d given me, the layers of bandages around my face and body, or damage to my brain. I couldn’t remember much past the look of shock on Brazko’s face as the bullets tore through his chest.

Anne nodded to Jez. “She could feel you were in trouble and…the other one found you and brought you back.” She left for the kitchen. Jez sat there and stared at me as if I’d grown two more heads. Given the way I’d felt, I couldn’t rule that out.

Decibel appeared over her shoulder, her face calm and stoic as ever except for the telltale tremor at the corner of her mouth.

“Thanks for the save,” I said. “And just for the record, you left me first. After Ray’s.”

No witty reply. She just lowered her head a bit in acknowledgement.

“You okay?” I asked Jez. She looked normal, except for the puffy eyes and small red wrinkles of strain around the corners of her mouth. I asked because of our bond, though I couldn’t sense any emotion from her now.

“I didn’t feel much after the first few minutes.” She looked away and avoided my gaze. “There was a little stuff later, but…that sort of stopped too.”

A partial lie. Based on the determined set of her chin, it was all I was going to get from her. She now took lessons in stubbornness from Decibel as well. While she might not have felt everything, I had no doubt she’d seen every image my tortured mind had revisited. I couldn’t even deal with what I’d seen. I never desired for her to make that journey.

Anne returned with two bowls of water and some small towels, which she placed on the floor beside me. “I’m sorry about the accommodations, but there are so many spots.” She waved a hand toward my body. “It’s easier to get to everything on a flat surface.”

Decibel’s eyebrow jumped, and her mouth twitched in humor. “It had the added benefit you wouldn’t roll to the floor while you’re unconscious.”

“Great.”

“This may hurt a bit.” Anne reached for the wrapping at my shoulder and started to pull away the bandage. Bits of skin flaked away with the bandage, but nothing horrific invaded my calm.

“How long have I been out?”

“Three days.”

I started to lurch up. Shalim needed to know about the parasite. And Aisha and Marco.

“No.” Anne and Jez both put a hand on my shoulders and forced me back to the floor. Just the effort to move felt like ninjas on speed had pummeled my body. It was nothing compared to my rising panic as I ran through the list of people at risk while I had lain here, unconscious and infected with a parasite that was potentially sending information on our whereabouts to our enemies.

Decibel squatted by my side. “Your wizcateers are fine.”

I squinted at her. “Ray would never let you in to check on them.”

“No need.” She held up her phone. “I can see them from the window, and they can speak.” She rolled her eyes. “At least the girl child is capable of communication. There may be some hope for that one.” She stood and walked away to leave Anne to her task of stripping off bandages.

I felt a sensitive poke here, one there, none of the pain I’d experienced earlier. “Are you sure you were able to get rid of all of it?”

Anne stopped. “Yes.” Her voice came out in a whisper. I could feel the raw emotion spill out as she recalled the treatment, but I needed to be certain.

“How do you know?”

“I did what you said. I burned the disgusting thing. Everywhere.” Her hands shook, but she went back to removing the bandages.

“Good.”

“We’ll see if you agree when the bandages are off.”

“It doesn’t hurt much.”

“I’ve given you some pretty strong pain medication.” She sat back and looked at the portion she’d uncovered. A puzzled expression marred her features. With the back of her hand, she pushed away her hair and stared at me.

“You can tell me.”

She glanced up at me as if she’d forgotten I was there. “This section looks pretty good actually.”

“I heal quickly.”

“Okay.” She continued with the next segment and placed the strips in one bowl. Using a sponge and cool water from the other, she washed away layers of dead skin. She sat back at one point, lost in thought, and then with new determination, she removed a bandage from my face. Her lips tight in concentration, she gently removed the remaining gauze around my head.

The tension on my face eased once my skin made contact with air. I closed my eyes, blinked, and pursed my lips. It felt good not to be mummified.

Anne stared at me again. Her fingers pressed around my cheeks and my forehead. She gently moved my head from one side to the other and then checked my ears.

“Guess the hair’s gone?” The cool feeling on my scalp clued me in.

Jez shook her head. “It’s growing back. You have a buzz cut and a little beard stubble to go with it.

“I told you. I heal quickly. I would never have survived as a demon if I didn’t.”

“We should clone you.” Anne was less gentle removing the remainder of the bandages.

I worried she was becoming a little overzealous in her determination to see how much I’d healed.

“The spread was thorough. That’s why the burn was necessary—inside and out.” She muttered more to herself than me. “It was horrible. Took several minutes of holding you within the flame to get it to retreat. The thing was voracious. Didn’t want to let go.” A quick inhalation of her breath and she fell back on her seat. “What the hell is that?”

Decibel and Jez leaned closer. A canopy of heads above me inspected my abdomen and pulled back at the sheet that covered my hips.

I grabbed the sheet and shooed them back. “I’m not a cadaver, and this isn’t Biology 101.” I managed to lean to one side, a bit wobbly, but persistence helped me to sit and keep the sheet around my privates. I don’t enjoy exhibitionism.

The pain was manageable. I looked down at my arms and chest, which, while pink, looked more like sunburn than flayed skin. A good thing, except the shaman’s artwork was gone and my own birthmark had emerged instead and grown. “Unless any of you ladies want a private, personal viewing.” I attempted a smile, wiggled my eyebrows, and tapped the edge of the sheet at my hip.

Jez pulled back quickly. “You letch, and to think I felt sorry for you.”

“Shame.” Anne shook her head. “I’m old enough to be your mother.”

I widened the smile. “Not my mother.”

Both women rose and stood in the perceived safety of the other side of the kitchen counter.

Decibel remained with a cold, strange calculation visible in her eyes. I couldn’t decide if it was revulsion or some other emotion. I’d never seen the look on her before, and it wasn’t comforting.

“So, beautiful blue-eyed child, your true nature persists,” she said.

I looked down at my right hip, showing from beneath the sheet. Swirls of the black and blue sigil covered my skin and crawled up my side to my shoulder. The glyph was an expanded version of the one I’d been born with. Gone was the brand seared into me as a child by the shaman, the one to save me from demons. I had always thought that ironic, since I’d become one anyway.

“My demon sign.” I grimaced and stroked at the marks now visible for everyone to see. A residual tingle sang back from my touch.

“No.” She shook her head and turned away. “That is angelic script.”

“What are you talking about?” My voice sounded strained and gravelly, even to my ears.

Decibel stood at the far end of the room and moved her finger as if stroking across the marks on my flesh. “Before Shalim’s clan, where were you?”

I shrugged. “I survived a plane crash in the mountains of South America. Fifteen years later, I stumbled into Shalim’s territory.”

“And what of the time in between?”

“Growing pains. Competition, murder, and a little revenge.”

“And your parents?”

“I have no knowledge of my parents. No background, just the name from a plastic hospital band, which I’ve never traced to anything. Oh, and some unique skills.” I shifted to lean back against the couch and looked for my clothes.

She picked up a pair of sweatpants from the table and tossed them to me. I grabbed them as I struggled to get up, finding it harder than I expected. I’d never felt so weak. A little dizzy too. My legs floundered, unsteady, as if I’d been in bed for weeks.

She remained watching me. So much for privacy. I dropped the sheet. True to her demonic self, she took several long seconds before she turned sideways, not giving me complete privacy, but I didn’t really care. I felt like shit and probably looked like a poster child for some bad science experiment.

“Picked up some of my clothes?” I asked, since it was obvious Decibel had been back to my apartment. The thought of her prowling around there didn’t bother me as it once had.

“Unless you were planning on wearing the sheet.”

I nodded in acceptance. “Thanks.”

“And the others in the plane?” She spoke over her shoulder.

“They were dead. There was only a pilot and another male passenger. I was in the back, strapped in an infant carrier. Evidently that section broke off, but I was trapped there.”

“You were what, twelve months old?”

I didn’t bother with confirmation, still struggling to get the pants over my tender skin. Healing quickly doesn’t mean it’s painless. I skipped the shirt and held on to it while I sank slowly onto the couch, relieved to sit. The purge of the organism must have taken a huge chunk of my energy.

“And your mark. It was different before?”

I suspected she knew the answer. Only Decibel could have shielded Jez enough to protect her from the brutality of my memories. She had seen my past, but at least she was gracious enough to pretend ignorance. “The shaman branded over it.” I laughed and braced my elbow on the couch arm and put my head in my hand. “To protect me.”

She nodded. “It did keep you from being detected. Your father had quite the sense of humor.”

“My father had nothing to do with me, my life, or my survival.”

“The odds of that are unlikely. At such a young age, you would have become a target for those who would ‘cleanse’ a marked child from this world.” She walked around behind the couch. “The perfect hiding place for a child marked by angels—first isolation and then within a den of demons.”

Humor laced her words but no disdain. Yet I still couldn’t decipher the odd vibration of emotion I picked up from her.

I didn’t find this as funny as she did. Frankly, my faith was nonexistent, marked by angels or not. The marks were either for my protection or more likely to warn others of my threat. Given my past, I was willing to bet on the latter.

“It doesn’t require your faith,” she said.

“That’s good, because I don’t have any.”

“You will be who you are meant to be.”

“I control who I am.”

“No one can avoid their destiny.”

I glared at Decibel, and her resigned expression was enough to push me over a perilous brink. I’d fought. I’d survived. I’d existed on the edge of every society I’d ever known, and I had maintained my sense of self. Now, with her persistence rankling, I could feel the heat and boil of years of frustration and anguish push their way to the surface. I would not be what she wanted. I would not play into the hands of fate. I would not relinquish the self I had achieved through raw determination.

My anger and denial lashed out. A wave of energy thrust outward in a quick, brutal rush. Instinct, not planned. It happened in a split second, and the thoughts were still in my mind as the wave of energy hit her. The unexpected speed and force flung Decibel across the room and into the dining room wall.

I froze in shock, engulfed in instant regret. I hadn’t intended an assault.

She moved to pick herself up from where she lay on the floor near the kitchen. Pushing up with one hand, I started to leave the couch to help her, but she shook her head and raised her other hand. “Do not.”

The commotion sent Anne and Jez farther back into the relative safety of the kitchen. One look between Decibel and me brought varied expressions of confusion and concern from them both.

“You need to learn to control your powers,” Decibel said and motioned to Anne and Jez. “Both of you leave us.”

Jez started to object.

“Now.” Decibel’s voice rumbled like thunder and reverberated through the walls to shake the floorboards and jiggle the light fixtures.

To Jez’s credit, she looked less frightened than annoyed. “Fine.”

Anne, on the other hand, looked highly offended at the potential damage to her home.

Neither woman seemed the least bit concerned with either Decibel or me. They stepped across Decibel, passed by me on the couch, headed out the patio door, and into the backyard without question.

“I’m sorry, it—”

Decibel spoke over me. “That brand over your mark has not only hidden you from others. It also leashed other natural abilities.” She stood and dusted herself off but remained on the far side of the room. “It will be much like learning all over again, I imagine.”

I shook my head. Like hell. “Forget it.”

She crossed her arms across her chest, narrowed her eyes, and tapped a finger on her arm. “How did you learn the defense and demon skills that you have acquired?”

Bad topic, but I’d just tossed her across the room, so I supposed I owed her something in return. “Trial and error with the Hunta tribe. More years of trial and error with Shalim’s clan.”

“I’m not asking how you honed your skills, but how you learned of their existence. The things you do, the skills you possess, are not normal for human or demon.”

I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. I didn’t want to go there. I tried not to remember the times my abilities had slipped past my careful restraint. Always as instinctive reactions, pulled from some deep well I had no control over.

“Whatever you may be, you can no longer hide, blue-eyed boy. You do not have the luxury of denial. You don’t have years to acclimate. First, the demon clans will see you as a traitor. Then you may have to deal with the repercussions from angelic hosts. Some of your kind were hunted to extinction. You learn to survive, or we will wish you’d never been born. Your choice.”

I lifted my head. “Those are the only choices I ever get.”

“Except this time there are others who will suffer with you.”

She was right. It was a little late to step out of the game. I’d dragged Aisha, Marco, Anne, and Jez in with me. Despite the large-and-in-charge attitude from Decibel, she was still a demon who had bargained with the bastard of God-only-knew what. By association, she was at risk from my clan and her own. I’d always known I wasn’t quite human. Now my category was an extinct species.

I would have preferred demon.

If Decibel knew more about what I was, she apparently wasn’t giving it up. She also didn’t bail. I detected little surprise within her barely shielded emotions. No hesitation, no doubt, no sign of second thoughts. But an odd sense of resignation blanketed her expression.

“How long have you known?”

She leaned back against the wall and watched me. “I owe you nothing, child.”

“Stop calling me child.”

“You would prefer Nephilim?”

“What do you know about my past?” I broke the cardinal rule in dealing with demons. Never voice what you want. They will always use it against you. I should have known better.

“Aren’t you curious about her?”

I was still. “Who?” I felt a cold chill inch up my spine.

“Your mother,” she whispered.

Panic, like a vise, locked around my lungs, tight and hard with a twist. I dreaded this answer. Because deep down in my soul, fathoms deep, I knew the answer had bad repercussions. I’d imagined my mother dead. For what loving woman would give up a one-year-old infant to the care of strangers? My companions in the plane crash had been men, both elderly. Brief tidbits relayed by my shaman rescuer years after the crash implied one was Asian, the other of pigmentation that aligned with a tribe much farther south. He’d burned the IDs of both men, photos feared as unholy relics. By his description, neither man corresponded with my features.

Decibel knew the answer. Had all along. She’d sought me out and manipulated me into being responsible for the lives I now carried on my shoulders. She had planned and participated to keep events on course for her own ends. Which I knew no more about now than I had when she’d first approached me.

But I’d had enough. “Get out.”

“Don’t you want to know? What woman grants an angel the use of her body to produce offspring?”

“Get out now.” I gripped the couch to stand; the cold seize in my chest became warm, inflamed, and bright. Her eyes widened, and her stance changed, feet shifting for fight. Or flight. “I will give you time. But you will need this answer, Kane.” Then she disappeared.

I don’t know what she saw in me that caused her to rouse out of her calm and controlled façade. If it was also part of her plan to rile me, she hid it admirably.

I turned to ease back down onto the couch and caught an image from the mirror on the far wall. Not my reflection, for the brightness was too intense to see a clear outline of a body. I momentarily mistook it for the influx of sunlight through the sliding glass door behind me, but the sun was setting, Anne’s living room deep in lengthening shadows.

Shit. New, uncontrollable, damning powers.

My phone vibrated, and I dug it out of what was left of my pants pocket in the pile of shreds on the floor. Amazing, my jeans were in tatters from the fight, but the cell phone was fine. Guess the ladies took them off me before Anne fried my body—priorities. And I’d been worried about overexposure. I flipped it open.

Kids gone. Stayed longer than expected—Caulder.

Great.














CHAPTER 19







I looked around for a shirt and found it in my hands right where I’d left it. Putting it on took tender care. With any luck, my skin would rebound in a few hours. In the meantime, I showed the aftereffects of a full spa treatment. Apply sea salt, loofah, and scrub well with a pumice rock for hours. Skin guaranteed to glow.

The ethereal glow diminished after Decibel left. Anger evidently a trigger for my star-bright potential, but the how and why to control the deadly new skill proved elusive.

I glanced around for the keys to my Accord. Anne and Jez stood at the open patio door and scrutinized me as if I had rabies. “I need a ride.”

They looked at each other. Anne nodded to Jez, whose expression was skeptical, but she shook her head and shrugged. “Whatever.”

She snatched up my SUV keys from the kitchen counter. Because I’d let her drive it, she’d evidently taken possession of the vehicle. “Now where to?”

I held up the phone. “I’ve got to find these kids before the Consortium does. And I have to warn Shalim about the organism.”

“Shalim, why? And these kids are what? Irin? Demons? Wizard? Or like you?” She rattled the keys for incentive when I refused to give more information.

“No one should be like me.” I tried to snatch the keys and winced at the twinge from my chest muscles. “I gave an oath to Shalim to protect the clan and serve his interests.”

She raised a brow, not convinced.

“The kids are homeless. Didn’t you tell her?” I asked Anne, my tone a bit harsh while I scrounged for a jacket in the pile of clothes Decibel had brought from my loft.

“We got distracted, what with all the pain and suffering,” Anne lobbed back with her own bit of sarcasm.

I caught Jez’s frown. So she had felt all my nightmares.

“And?” said Jez.

“They’re wizards,” I said. “Defenseless, children, nothing more than meals of power and blood to the Consortium. Hoping they’ll survive if I don’t do anything isn’t a strategy.”

She closed her eyes. I expected her to back out of the ride. I started another search for the keys to the car I’d driven to Anne’s, only to realize it was still parked a block from the high school. After a moment, Jez shook her head, opened her eyes, sighed, and gave me a sad smile. “I would rather believe you choose to make this hard, but there aren’t any easy choices, are there?”

“Rarely.”

“You know you aren’t a demon now.” Anne moved behind me, her body planted between us and the front door. Her fists on her hips, elbows splayed to take up more real estate and her face full of righteous indignation, she shifted with me to block my exit. “You don’t need to warn the clan. What have they done for you? They dragged you into that fight where the Consortium shot you, and then left you to die. You don’t need to prove yourself.”

I wanted to laugh. The concept of “killed with kindness” was suddenly clear, physical, and standing before me.

She was angry. She was angry with me and for me, and her first response was to question my motives with the reprimand of a stern mother. Like Jez and Decibel, she was changing before my eyes. It had been a hard couple of days, and none of us would leave this connection the way we’d entered.

Anne couldn’t regain her innocent human existence and I was probably the only connection she had to envisioning her future as something other than fractured and combustible. She’d acknowledged her widowhood and motherhood. I had suspicions of her heartache there. Treasured locations along the bookshelves and on end tables displayed pictures of a young boy. No pictures past the age of perhaps ten, a sign that signaled a tragedy. A fresh start in a new city with a new job might cover for the loss, but from the pictures, a loving mother couldn’t let go. I suspected Anne was very alone. It was scary. I understood better than most.

But my issues took priority.

“I’m as much demon as anything else. I won’t turn my back on them, on any of them. This is about responsibility, not debt.”

“What if they aren’t worth it? What if none of us are worth what you’re doing?” demanded Anne.

“Who determines what constitutes worth?” I moved closer to her but glanced at Jez to make sure she knew this was coming her way too. “You? Me? The Consortium? Worth doesn’t determine whether I make the effort or not.”

“What does?”

I started to turn away and hesitated. “I will be back.”

“You can’t even keep that promise.”

“I’ll make it anyway. I made it the last time, and here I am.”

She swept an arm into the air and flicked her hand at me. “Only because Jez knew you were in trouble, and the hard-ass spawn dragged you back, and I just about killed myself to save you.”

“And that’s why this works—teamwork.” I stepped back and pulled Anne into a quick hug. After a few seconds of stiffness, she gave up.

“Don’t go for the death wish. Just come back,” she whispered.

I had no response. I’d come to the conclusion long ago that I had no control over my life. I was one of the lost ones, perhaps unsalvageable. Yet I could survive better than those more fragile. Maybe I could help the few thrown in my path from meeting my fate.

Jez climbed into the driver’s side, shut the door, and let out a breath, evidently ready to say her piece.

“I hate to agree with her, but she’s right. You must have some kind of a death wish.”

“So far I haven’t hit the wall.”

“It’s not for lack of trying. Which first?”

“The kids.”

“They were somewhere you were keeping an eye on them?”

“With a friend, but they’ve bailed,” I said.

“And that’s unexpected?”

Her gaze skimmed the sidewalks and houses along Anne’s street, looking for hostile targets. Given her years of training with Sol, probably a good response.

“I’ve got a feeling it’s less that they’ve run than that they were summoned,” I said.

She glanced back at me. “Then how are we going to find them?”

I turned in my seat to face her and squared my shoulders, going for the strong, dictatorial approach. It didn’t come across well with my wince. “We aren’t. I need you to take me down near the shipping docks and then leave to handle another task.”

“I can do more than chauffeur and run errands.” She waited, keys in the ignition, her hands on the wheel, but she didn’t start the car. “Or don’t you trust me? I realize I wasn’t exactly open when we started out, but I’m here now. We’re stuck with each other. I have some skills. So let me help while I do my indentured servitude.”

“Servitude, my ass.” I couldn’t resist the snort. “You’re hardly under my thumb. This isn’t about any doubt in your abilities either. I trust you to make sure that the man I asked to watch the kids is not in jeopardy. I need you to let Caulder know the risk he might be in if they didn’t just run. You can get him to safety.”

“And you want to keep me safe from the Consortium.”

“And I want you safe.” I nodded and turned back to face the dash. “You have three years plus spit, and then you transform—according to Decibel.” And Sol, I thought. “You will be safe then. After that, if you choose, you can participate in all sorts of dangerous and deviant behavior. For the time being, I won’t put you at risk. How about you just make it to your twenty-third-year mark?”

I glanced back.

She was silent for a moment. “Deviant, huh?” She let her gaze run up my thigh and across my chest to my face. I didn’t need the link between us to feel the intent in her look. She could push her point, and while she was officially legal, she wasn’t old enough in my book. Too much fear and trauma, too young. She could make it tempting, but I had more trouble right now than I could handle.

I reached over, pulled her head close, stared at her for a minute, and then slowly and purposefully kissed her forehead as if she were a beloved child. Then released her. “Behave. Three years.”

I pointedly turned away from her to look out the window, but I could still see her reflection in the glass.

She let out an exaggerated sigh and didn’t laugh, but a smirk remained fixed to her face. The fact that she’d discovered a way to get under my skin gave her too much enjoyment. However I also felt her relief that I hadn’t accepted her taunt. She’d tested, and my response had reassured her that I wouldn’t take advantage of her.

Good, I wanted her to have stability. Given the way things were going, I wasn’t sure how long I’d be around to deliver.

She pulled away from the curb.

The sun seemed to drop faster the farther we got from Anne’s neighborhood. I wasn’t worried about the dark. Between the lights of the city and the urban sprawl that ran for miles, it never really seemed to go dark in L.A. It had initially struck me as an unlikely place for the Consortium to set up shop under the bright lights in the midst of almost ten million people. Then again, what better place to hide than in a crowd.

I was concerned that the night would bring additional complications.

My phone buzzed again and I put the call on speaker.

“Yeah, Ray.”

“I just wanted you to know I think there’s something wrong with the boy.”

“Wrong how?”

“Last night he got really quiet. I know you’ve hardly heard him speak two complete sentences, but I had pulled out an old video-game unit someone passed on to me. He got totally engrossed in playing with his sister. We’re talking hours. That lasted for a few days. Then last night, he lost all interest.”

“Did Aisha check him?”

There was an uncomfortable pause. “He put up a struggle. Never seen him balk at anything she asked. But he definitely didn’t want her to touch him.”

“Then what?”

“His reactions really upset her. I left the room and gave them a little space. Kind of hoped he’d calm down. When I came back, they were sitting on the couch. Together.”

“Like nothing had happened.”

“Except she was as tense as the day you brought her here, and he—the kid’s expression was like nothing I’d ever seen.”

“Blank?”

“Cold, Kane. He-couldn’t-care-less and nobody’s-home cold.”

“But she didn’t call me.”

“It’s a hard call to admit someone you love is so damaged. She’s sixteen, and he’s all she’s got.”

Not all she’s got. I glanced at Jez and shook my head at the question in her expression.

“There’s one more thing,” Ray continued. “I called around. Tried to get a fix on where they were going. The checker at the Stop-n-Shop saw them hanging around. A truck full of migrant workers picked them up and headed toward the freeway and downtown.”

“Thanks, Ray.”

“Kane?”

I waited.

“If you find them, let them know they’re welcome back.”

No, those kids weren’t alone. They had more than a few people in their corner.

“Will do, Reverend.” I snapped the phone shut and considered my best options. A downtown drop-off for Marco and Aisha would have been easy. If the brother had a link with one of the sorcerers, finding them would have been quick work. The Consortium had consistently located Marco in the past. An easy pickup once the kids made it downtown.

I knew Aisha and Marco had walked into a well-framed trap. I, at least, followed them with my eyes wide open. Even with complications, I had little choice.

We were still fifteen blocks away from the waterfront when I felt the surge.

There is a specific frequency and vibration that I recognize when a group of demons converge in a single location. I hadn’t felt it often because the vibration is somewhat neutralized in a clan’s home base, be it from the proximity to the fault lines or the age and strength of Shalim’s magic. In spite of prevalent human fears through the ages, demons rarely saunter en masse into human populations. Demonic needs rarely require groups of force, just well-officiated singular interactions. Small teams, varied combinations of skills, can handle most altercations. An efficient delegation of duties doesn’t jeopardize the whole.

But this vibration I’d felt before. Once.

After Beleth’s death, after I’d found the clan, Shalim had surfaced with the whole clan for retribution against the Consortium. Another well-laid sorcerers’ trap but inevitable because Shalim, like me, shared that fatal flaw of responsibility.

The only reason it hadn’t ended in disaster was that I’d pulled Shalim from the binding circle. The only clan member not a full demon, I was the only one who could have achieved the rescue. The odds and the success of that outcome now rewound through my mind with an uncomfortable sense of déjà vu. I didn’t know if I could pull off a repeat performance with so many potential victims.

If he was here with the clan, then something unforeseen had occurred, and I’d run out of time with his goodwill. Shalim would be here only to rectify betrayal. Mine. My window of opportunity to find the kids, get them out safely, and turn the Consortium’s goal around was uncomfortably narrow. About to be sandwiched between sorcerers with an unknown objective and hostile demons, I reconsidered my options, because despite what most people think, there are things much worse than death.

“Pull over.”

Jez gave me a puzzled look. “We’re nowhere near the warehouse district.”

“Just let me out here.”

“Okay.” She aimed for an open parking space farther up the street.

“Here.” I started to push open the door even though the car was still moving, and she swerved to a stop. “Head out to Caulder’s and don’t come back here.”

She opened her mouth to protest.

“This is how I need your help, Jez. I need to know this isn’t for nothing.”

Her lips pinched together in annoyance, but she nodded once.

“Promise you won’t come back here,” I added.

She raised her chin to retaliate, but I watched it click in her brain as she determined I wasn’t going to back down. “Fine. I promise,” she snapped. “What if something happens to you?”

I was halfway out of the car and turned around to open my palm, our connection forever inscribed in my hand. “You’ll know.”




***




I jogged off into the alley up ahead, hoping to cut off several blocks. It took me five minutes, but I reached the end of the few streets, turned the corner, and could feel the thrum of malevolence in an Indian drumbeat that stirred my blood.

I could feel evil too. It resonated around me, pressed close in a cold, damp fog that left a slick, oily taste in my mouth and a raw, burnt stink in my nose and throat. I’d picked up a sorcerer’s trail several blocks back in the car, interlaced with the sweet spice and chocolate of Aisha and the dank sweat of fear.

My talent picked up the scent and vibration, but both ratcheted higher from an overlay of cold, malicious intent to harm. The sick side dish of pleasure I sensed in the pure evil made me run faster.

Demons and other fantastical beings are associated in literature with pure evil, but from my experience, humans top them both. Pleasure differentiated whether need or desire drove an act of violence. With free will, the ultimate malice was to choose to derive pleasure from evil. A human trait, in my book.

The three-story brick building in front of me was an old theater that had seen better days and spanned the full length of a city block. No other inhabitants were within clear view.

The property across from the theater offered a long string of one-story white cement and tin-roofed buildings, rows of storage units surrounded by a ten-foot-high chain-link fence. No threat of exposure from neighbors on that front. To the left and right, empty lots of brush and asphalt provided a channel between more abandoned buildings. Two small warehouses and a ratty textile building, abandoned and in various stages of disuse, filled in what I could see of the surroundings.

Newer, mismatched bricks covered the two large sets of the theater’s front doors, and boards blocked the concession window. The makeshift alterations hid none of the original structure. Two floors of blacked-out windows rose above the remains of the marquee. The sheen of the last few rays of the sun reflected oddly against the glass. Judging by the angle of reflection, I had roughly ten minutes until sundown.

I walked around the outside of the building, found no entrance, and came full circle with the front of the theater.

Somehow the sorcerers’ guards and extras were able to get inside. Aisha and Marco were inside as well; I could smell them. I didn’t have time to find the hidden entrance, and I didn’t have time to find the nearest fault line to maneuver into the theater from below ground. Though Shalim’s attack would come from that entry.

I jogged back to the rear of building and looked for another option.

Across the alley was a trash Dumpster for the building. That would work.

I looked around, but the streets were empty, quiet, and dead. I wedged behind the Dumpster and, with no small effort, leaned my shoulder into the baked metal and pushed. I get that Dumpsters are heavy, and while this one had wheels, the twenty-by-seven cubic yards of metal, half-filled with crap, wasn’t cooperative at first. Once I got a good foothold, it creaked and moved.

I suspected my new sigil kicked in some extra strength, since the effort got easier. No pain or tenderness nagged from my skin or muscles either. The noise, on the other hand, grated across the alleyway and ripped through the silence with a mechanical screech.

I pushed faster. The noise was unavoidable, but I didn’t need to drag it out.

There were only two windows on the backside of the building, neither close enough for me to get in, but one was close enough to the fire escape, which started about ten to twelve feet above the alleyway.

After scrambling to the top of the Dumpster, I grabbed the bottom rung of the fire escape. The slide bar that should have extended to the alley was missing. I worked my way up the ladder, angled my head away from the window, and used my shoe to smash the glass. A few more careful kicks evened out the jagged edges. Definitely not a quiet entry.

The room inside was small. Racks of steel shelving lined two of the walls—probably a storage location for the projection equipment and supplies. I crossed to the door and gripped the knob—not a budge. Everything nailed shut, tight, and secure.

I released a string of foul words that seemed appropriate for the situation and looked for a way to force open the door. The shelving to my left was built into the wall and vacant except for layers of dust and several tin boxes. The shelving on the other side was freestanding, probably set up later, and rickety, unevenly placed against the wall. I moved the shelves, expecting to have to construct a battering ram. Instead, I found the final wall housed a sliding door, sealed with an unusual dead bolt.

Finally, a break. The dead bolt mechanism locked from the other side, but at least my access held a key lock.

Two well-aimed whacks from the leg of the steel shelving and the key-lock mechanism snapped off. With several pokes of my knife, I hooked the exposed tumblers, twisted the dead bolt free of the doorjamb, and pushed my way into the projection room. Across the room, the projection hole looked down into the multilevel seating of the theater for a good view of who and what I was dealing with. At least it would if the window hadn’t been boarded shut from the other side, leaving only narrow cracks.

Sucking back the frustration clawing at me, I moved to the room’s second door and paused to take stock. I had no time to deal with emotions, but the wave of anger surged through me, and I counted. Fifty. Forty-nine. Forty-eight. I made it to thirty-seven before I stopped the launch of my unpredictable new talents.

I was so close to the collection of sorcerers that the vibration I’d felt earlier from them now amplified my own feelings back to me. Control. I needed control. Slow and steady, I regulated my breath. Emotions finally tamped down, my control and focus settled into place.

On the floors below were an undetermined number of Consortium members to deal with, two kids to extract, and a swirling miasma of demons ready to jump into the fray. Not to mention scouts, likely armed guards, and whatever new pets had been conjured. I didn’t have time to waste on mistakes.

I cracked open the door, checked for live bodies, and eased down the dark hallway to a stairway lit by flickers from two floors down. The basement level? Made sense. There hadn’t been casement windows to signal a basement, though the insulation on that level would restrict sound. It was an ideal place to keep captives without detection, with plenty of opportunity to do any number of bad things.

I pushed those thoughts away.

The stairwells were wide and winding, stripped of whatever carpet may have once made them grand and regal, and now just functional and creaky. Squeezing as close to the wall as possible, I reached the next level on what had been the concourse entry to the lobby. With a bricked front entry, the lighting in the lobby consisted of a bit of sun, escaping through the cracks in the boarded ticket-window.

The lobby was empty but activity echoed from within the theater. On the far side of the lobby, I could make out an adjoining stairway. I descended the stairs until I reached a metal fire door at the bottom.

I didn’t need a window to know the sun had faded and I was almost out of time. The minute I cracked the door, fluorescent lighting flickered from the ceiling of the hall ahead and spilled out into the stairway. I entered, pulled the door closed behind me, and scanned both sides of the hall for a hint as to where the kids might be held. The overhead flickered off, but a series of ankle-level running lights cut through the inky blackness.

The clear scent of spice and ginger from the back of the door and the wall beside me caught me off guard and froze my movement. With a turn, I leaned closer and inhaled. Aisha. Along the wall I could detect her again, not a faint smell but one that resonated from full contact. I raised two fingers to test a dark smudge a few steps ahead. Blood coated my fingers, still wet and correlating with Aisha’s scent.

I had promised her I could find her, that I could track her by smell. She had not only listened but remembered. Given the position of her marks, she’d gone out of her way to leave me a trail. An action her captors had retaliated to with violence. I gritted my teeth, wiped her blood between my fingers, and assessed the doors lining one side of the hallway. She damn well better be alive, or I would test the full limits of my newfound anger and power.

The other side of the hallway was open but blocked by piled crates, huge dollies, pillars, and statues fanning out from a platform and crane several yards in. Small emergency lights dotted here and there like frozen fireflies. I quickly calculated my vulnerability to attack.

I could see how this place would appeal to Perry’s overrun sense of drama and self-importance.

Evidently, the theater had originally been a playhouse, with a basement for storage and stage access from below, before its migration to reel and film. There was no clear view up to the stage area, and what I could see amounted to years of stage supplies, which had been discarded somewhere beneath the theater’s seating area.

I kept to the wall with the doors and opened the first to find the electric closet for the building. Compact and efficient, the patch panels and wiring weren’t what I’d expected from a circa 1950s abandoned building. Slim steel panels and racks housed network cables and stacks of routers with active flickering tiny green lights. The building had undergone some major renovations, with someone tapped into the Internet in a big way. Not just a stopping point for Perry and his friends. Perhaps a major Consortium meeting spot?

I closed that door and headed to the next. The knob held firm, locked without a key entry on my side. Hearing muffled sounds, I moved behind a stack of crates just as the door swung open.

From a crack between the crates, I watched two people exit the room, both illuminated beneath the reactivated bright ceiling lights. The satisfied look on Bart’s face disturbed me, but the cold, malicious smile on the face of Marco as he turned to leave with him made me taste bile.

Bart turned back to a third man. “When the others arrive, I’ll signal for you to bring her to the hoist and secure her.”

The third man, an armed guard in black slacks, a matching shirt, and combat boots, nodded, his rifle casually fisted in his hand as if he didn’t expect trouble.

I took a slow, deep breath. This had narrowed my goals: one kid to extract, one nest of sorcerers to exterminate, and one clan of demons to head off. Seeing Marco’s black eyes gifted me with a grim clarity of insight.

I’d been too late. The vessel had been filled. I didn’t need confirmation to know that Perry had achieved his objective. He’d successfully migrated from his dilapidated carcass into Marco’s body, anticipating a new burst of longevity and the added use of the boy’s powers.

Bart’s comment also confirmed this was about Shalim and his clan.

If I didn’t figure out a way around this quickly, the wrong team was going to win.














CHAPTER 20







For the successful approach of a clan en masse, the cover of dark is preferable. Night protects the younger members, and the addition of a waning moon ups the ante of demonic energy. Tonight was two days post the last full moon. Energy influences every organism. Mystical entities, like demons, draw power from the expansion as well as the void of energy—an anomaly.

A waning moon and collective energy are all good for demon convergence. Unfortunately, the same is also true for sorcerers.

On a good day, I could spar within my clan and keep from sustaining debilitating injuries. That’s pitting me against one, two, maybe three of my own. Not my taking on Shalim and however many dozens of warriors he’d dragged with him.

I had recovered from my injuries. I might even be new and improved, but from my standpoint, my skills and strengths were pretty much unknown and unreliable.

Unfortunately, if Bart and Marco were any indication, the sorcerers were in peak shape and the Consortium-hired guards provided muscle and firepower. Whatever issue had existed between Perry and the main commander seemed resolved or removed. And now in Marco’s body, Perry was going to be a problem with a fit body and a ramp-up of power.

Between the two groups, my odds and Aisha’s looked bad. Quite bad, like bad to the power of ten bad. Then again, I never have good odds.

I stepped out from behind the crates. The guard turned to me and raised his weapon in one hand. The Taser in his other hand concerned me more.

I swung at his face with an andiron I’d scrounged from the prop pile behind me. A grasp of his Taser hand pulled me close enough to make his rifle useless. We grappled for two seconds, his mouth fitted with a wide smile, convinced he was better armed and more capable.

Fortunately, I was more determined. The Taser twisted back into his stomach. I squeezed his hand to execute the charge until his shaking forced him to release his rifle. With a quick snap of my palm, I smashed his head back into the concrete foundation wall. After the audible pop of his head and the roll of his eyes northward, he dropped to the floor.

Kicking his legs aside, I picked up the weapons and opened the door. It took a second to acclimate to the dim interior, but I made out the outline of a lump at the base of the opposite wall. The lump whimpered and tried to move, but the rattle of chains signaled the situation.

“Aisha.” I knelt down next to her. She flinched when I pushed the hair out of her face. In the light from the hall, I could see her bloodshot eyes, pupils large and unfocused. Streaked with dirt and tear tracks, her face sported a dark discoloration on one cheek with a swollen and split lip to match. I bit back my response, picked up one of her hands, and eyed the raw wounds around her wrists.

She squeezed her eyes tight and choked back a sob. Her arms pulled ineffectively at the shackles holding her, the chain strung from a sewage pipe along the wall.

“Marco,” she whispered.

“I saw him.” I touched her head softly and leaned closer to her ear. “I need to get you out of here.”

“I can’t leave him.”

“You don’t have a choice, Ish.” I spoke quietly to keep her calm. “I only have a few minutes to do this.”

“Not really.” The bulb above us flickered on with a bright white light that blinded me for a moment before my eyes refocused.

Cimejes, Shalim’s favorite strong-arm, knocked me out with a fist to my temple.




***




I came to hanging upside down in front of Shalim. His eyes full-flamed with fire reflected the bloodlust I could feel emanating in waves from the others behind me. I couldn’t move, but demons lined the walls. Their energy pulsated, and their images shimmered. I didn’t see Aisha.

I opened my mouth, and Cimejes’s fist slammed against my jaw. With a shake, I spat out blood and homed in on Shalim’s face. “You need to get out of here.”

“Son of man.” He didn’t mean that as a compliment. “Betrayal, like your namesake.”

The fist came again from the other side. I tried to blink back the pain. “Didn’t—” I paused to spit out more blood and heard a whimper from behind me. Fists held my ankles and more hands secured my arms, but they’d already tied my wrists behind my back. I couldn’t even twist around to see if she was okay.

Shalim crouched, his face close to mine. “I will flay her before your eyes, and then I will throw you back to the pit you crawled from.” I could feel the heat and pressure of his energy on my face, a blast from the furnace of a steam engine. “And I will dedicate all that is mine to ensure you never get free.” Shalim turned away.

Trust is a fragile commodity; once broken it’s incredibly hard to repair. My choices had pulverized Shalim’s trust. Even if I wasn’t responsible for this mess, I’d chosen to save the kids before I’d gone to Shalim with my findings on the Consortium. And though I may have prioritized my choices inappropriately in his estimation, it didn’t mean I wanted the clan to die. Even so, I wasn’t about to let Aisha die because of them. I needed him to listen to me. “You need to leave.”

Shalim turned back. His rage touched me from across the room. “You presume to tell me anything?”

I held on to my will even as he pressed to crush it from me. “Trying to warn you.”

Cimejes’s face came even with mine and he spat. The glob coated the blossoming pain in my jaw.

“We have all seen the product of your deceit.” The plumbing pipes on the wall started to jangle in concert with Shalim’s rage. “Did you not think we would see through your plan to use Brazko to bring us down? Your betrayal of Chaz, your destruction of Abraxas. They are all gone because of you. Your Consortium will be decimated.”

My Consortium. Gone? What? No.




***




“Well, all the little gremlins have come to roost. How convenient.” Bart’s voice dripped with sarcasm and joy, an unpleasant mixture. I couldn’t see him, but I could see Shalim’s face twist in rage. I also felt the pressure on my body change before Cimejes flung me at Bart. I still couldn’t move, but Shalim had sacrificed me as a distraction, a steak to an angry dog.

Bart didn’t want me and lunged aside.

I landed in the hallway, just outside the room, with a hard crack on the floor at his feet. He rolled me over with his foot. “Would appear you’ve worn out your welcome on all fronts.”

I blinked, finally able to get a quick glance around me.

The clan had shifted and released their corporeal forms as demons for a more convenient attack method of mist, but Shalim’s clan seemed confined to the space of the basement. Several large electrical sparks flashed in the air around the area for several seconds, and then the mist sank to floor level and hovered. Aisha lay in the midst of the haze, still shackled, her expression one of disorientation and fear. Bart gestured behind me to one of his plebes. “Take him with the girl and prepare them.”

“How do we get her out?”

“We let them out.” Bart pressed a switch on a remote in his hand. The panel slid back in the ceiling above the platform and crane. A trap door used to position props and stage material during productions. The mist rose through the ceiling, each demon vying for freedom. The hard clink of metal slid shut behind them.

“Take them now.”

Rough hands grabbed my shirt and hauled me across the concrete floor to a small wooden pallet. Aisha slammed to the pallet next to me with her new captor behind her. The whole platform started to rise, hoisted from above to the next level. A section of the ceiling slid closed behind us as we reached the floor of the orchestra pit.

Pulling us up by our shoulders, the guards shoved us to the stage and then separated us.

The section Bart had opened for the demons emptied into a cylindrical cage, crisscrossed with silver bars from floor to ceiling, and charged with electrical energy. The demons had risen to escape and been trapped within an energy field on the stage. They could neither leave nor return to their corporeal form. The energy grid covered the floor and ceiling as well as the sides of their new prison, leaving demon mist swirling to avoid contact.

Caged and trapped in their shapeless form, the demons whipped in a frenzy. The rage from the collective rebounded within their trap. The bars vibrated with their attempts to flee. Their screeches and whispers filled my mind as their colors pulsed in mad streaks of red, orange, and purple.

The clan was definitely pissed.

The guard had lifted Aisha, carried her to the table by the back wall of the stage, and secured her wrists and ankles with leather straps affixed to each table leg. Her fists clenched with her struggle, but her knees couldn’t bend because of the awkward angle. Fear and horror reflected in her eyes as Marco advanced toward her, athame in hand.

A glazed sheen of ecstasy contorted his face into something wizened and ugly. A sweaty film covered his flesh and a bright feverish gleam spilled from his eyes. Not Marco’s eyes. Those young fragile eyes had been hazel like his sister’s.

Perry’s black eyes glistened from Marco’s face, a freakish possession of the skin and bone that was Marco but no longer the soul that had been Aisha’s brother.

She gave a desperate sob and twisted on the table, but there was nowhere for her to go.

I jerked at my restraints. The guards had slapped cuffs on me before the pallet had cleared the stage floor. I could flex my hands, but it was little help as they shackled me to a support post at the far end of the stage. I stood bound, ten feet from the cage that contained Shalim and his clan, the demon soup still swimming in the air to avoid the electrical field.

Langston appeared behind Bart. Neither reacted to the demon furor. Perhaps the raucous sound was loud only to me from my connection with the clan and my guilt. From their perspective, I was free and they held me responsible. From my perspective, I hadn’t found a way to circumvent this offensive.

The female demon lord Perry had bound to him lay curled in a ball on the far side of the electronic cage. The excited anger of my clan didn’t intrude on her misery either. I’d remembered her skin as a dynamic display of black-and-white tiger stripes. The black striping had widened, the crystal white dimmed to gray. Evidently, Perry/Marco intended to keep her weak given the number of unhealed cuts and wounds on her body.

One empty hexagram within a vacant summoning circle resided at the far edge of Aisha’s table, completing an awkward pattern to our confinement. Lines across the floor linked the cage, the circle, the demoness’s position, Aisha, and me as tips to a star, to another hexagram. Each of us, a target for parts in the sorcerers’ script and the empty circle obviously destined for yet another demon, one powerful enough to warrant so many victims. Yet while we were all captive, we still presented potential threat.

I pulled at my wrists. The metal restraints didn’t give. The guards hadn’t risked using rope that I might have been able to work free. This would be a righteously good time to lose control and see what a glow could produce, but I couldn’t funnel the sensation inside me. I was angry, but the glow bounced at the edge of my consciousness and avoided my grasp.

Images flooded my mind. I fought to maintain sanity and consciousness while pictures in a fast film clip pummeled my senses: Moloch, Zepar, and Brazko returned from the earlier fight. Brazko injured and mutated, his anguish let loose on the clan in violence and fury. Shalim’s tragic intervention to avoid further destruction.

I understood what had happened. I suspected I knew who projected the images. I focused to shut them off, to stop the transmission, to construct large iron doors and swing them shut, padlocking off more contact, locking Chaz from my mind. He most likely intended some knowledge transfer but I knew more than I could deal with for the present. After several moments, the quiet returned to my head, but an ache behind my eyes torqued in time with my pulse.

Brazko’s infection had occurred like mine, in the battle. He then brought the organism back to the clan, where the Consortium, or specifically Langston, intended him to infect the group and target the clan lord for summoning. The parasites couldn’t have infected the demons in their translucent form; the other clan members in the battle were aware of that restriction. But Brazko had fought in solid form, being a young demon and full of unfocused energy, ego, and pride. He’d considered himself only injured and not realized the full extent of his risk to the clan.

Chaz and Abraxas had not returned and neither had I. The explanation of betrayal was simple from Shalim’s standpoint. Destruction of Brazko had been for the good of the whole, but it depleted the clan’s energy and capped off the tragedy.

Regardless of the fact that I couldn’t have saved Brazko, I had chosen to help Aisha and Marco before reporting to Shalim. Once all the details were clear, that would still be an infraction of the first order.

A low-pitched whine escaped Aisha’s lips as Marco’s knife slid into her skin, at first along her wrist and then at an ankle. She struggled with no success, her blood dripping into stone bowls on the floor around the table.

I watched the demoness writhe in her ball as she caught the scent of fresh blood in the air. Marco glanced her way and smirked. He wouldn’t allow her to feed, but her presence would serve to fill the summons and torture her.

Bart pulled a crystal amulet from around his neck and began an incantation as he poured the blood from one of the stone bowls into a silver chalice in preparation for the rite. Langston leaned on a table at the far side of the stage and observed. His concentration on the steps of Bart’s spell seemed one of mutual involvement—not that of a distanced teacher. I realized Langston aided Bart in this conjuring, and it was taking both of them to execute the plan.

Perhaps I had allowed appearance to impair my judgment. I’d assumed Perry to be the lead merely because he originally looked the oldest. Based on the coordinated order in front of me, it seemed more likely that Langston had orchestrated the whole shebang.

Bart stopped and inhaled, surprise and satisfaction in his expression. “She’ll work even better.”

Langston walked to the table and reached a finger to catch a drop of blood from Aisha’s wrist, tasted it, and then looked from her to me.

“And you knew? The irony, her blood is the ultimate ingredient for another tool. A shame we didn’t know in time to save her for a vessel.” He closed his eyes for a minute, savored Aisha’s blood, and then frowned. “Though perhaps not powerful enough.” His speech was slow and exacting, whether from Aisha’s blood or from the power it took for him to sustain the spell that Bart was working, I couldn’t tell. What was obvious was that he could taste the wizard in Aisha, and he had no compunction about ending the life of a female, wizard or not.

It was also apparent that he didn’t seem to care what demon he summoned. One tool would work as well as the next. It also implied that my clan was a means to an end and not his specific.

Aisha looked toward me and blinked, her face pale and her breathing more labored. With the wounds Marco had inflicted, she would bleed out in an hour. I turned my head from Langston and Bart in disgust, battling with rage and desperation as I caught a glimpse of movement from the rear of the stage.

The sorcerers had a thug army of a dozen mercenaries. Some were at the edge of the stage. Several remained below the stage. Two were on either side of Marco, and two maintained backup behind the demon cage. Which was ludicrous given they wouldn’t stand a chance if Shalim’s clan escaped their bondage.

Scouts lined the back wall of the theater like ushers waiting for intermission.

But no one was backstage. At least not anyone positioned by either Langston or Bart. All their little minions had been assigned duties and other locations at the start of this macabre display.

Yet, I could discern an occasional flicker behind the tatter of curtains pulled to the stage’s edge. Not one of the Consortium thugs. Not one of Shalim’s crew, and it had better not be Jez. Whoever was by the backstage door shimmered in and out. There, but not.

“Too much for you to stomach? You poor miserable human wretch. Made a bad choice with the demons. Did you think they would give you some standing?” Langston grabbed my chin and forced me to look up at him as he swiped my cheek with Aisha’s blood. I forced myself to flinch from his touch and jerked my head back. He didn’t scare me, but he didn’t need to know that.

“Pathetic coward.” He pushed my head back into the post with enough force that I saw stars, then he walked back to his disciples. I feigned pain and hung my head. Now able to keep a discreet eye on what was backstage, I would refrain from engaging the sorcerers until I was ready.

Then my suspicion proved true. I focused in time to see Decibel shift in and then out again. The next time I was able to see the blade she carried, her focus centered on Marco and Aisha. I had one flicker of doubt and almost gave in to the knee-jerk reaction to stifle it, but I was out of time.

As the heat started to rise in my body, I flashed back to Decibel’s angry comments in Anne’s house and my power’s response. Forcing rage, I fed every image through my mind that I could remember—her promise to destroy all the threats in her path; Shalim’s vow to destroy Jez. The heat swelled inside me. I pushed deeper and faster. Chaz captive as a serpent and spider appetizer. Perry’s eyes reflected from within Marco’s body as he infused Aisha with a permanent nightmare of her brother’s loss and betrayal.

Decibel winked back in behind the stage for a second, and her eyes met mine. The connection, her power focusing my memory as my mind flashed to the awakening of my marks, fresh and vivid.

A cleansing pain washed through me.

Bart had finished his chant and moved to add the blood from the bowls around Aisha’s ankles to his chalice. The smell of burned tar and brimstone saturated the air. The demon mist pixilated from vibrant colors to black and back to molten orange. Theirs would be a forced incineration in molten ether.

Bart’s spell was activating, and they were all going to die, the clan and Aisha. With the Consortium free, the Irin would be eliminated and the wizard progeny with them.

I watched Decibel pull her arm back to take aim as she headed for Marco and Bart. She had picked her target, and I needed to save mine.

I lunged—shackles, bolts, and all. Fire burned through my flesh. Rage painted a red veil before my eyes as energy surged around me like a python sliding from the marks at my side. It entwined around my chest and slithered up my arms and out of my hands. The fabric of my shirt toasted to ash as I dragged on my wrists until either the metal gave way or my limbs would be free of my hands.

A noise. A roar. An immense cry of rage I didn’t recognize reverberated through the theater. I twisted and pushed from deep within my soul to shoot a physical bolt of flame toward the contortion of Decibel, Marco, and Bart writhing in struggle.

Bart gave a frantic cry and turned to me. The hesitation was his undoing for now he was cornered. The bowl crashed to the floor with the remnants of the spell’s props swept across the stage, dispersing the incineration spell on the demons in the cage. He didn’t pay attention to the repercussions.

I did.

Shards of stone and Aisha’s blood landed on the guard behind the demon cage. It startled the man into dropping the remote for the electronic field. I pushed a wave at the remote. White fire roiled from my palms, engulfed the guard, and whipped him into the audience seating. The remote sparked and exploded from the fire’s contact.

With the electrical field extinguished, the silver bars receded into the floor, and the demon mist poured onstage, forming strong demon bodies with muscle, bone, and claws. All headed for any victim in their path.

I aimed for Bart, heat and light still spreading in my path and covering my vision. He cringed from me and put himself behind Marco. Decibel had already delivered her final blow to Marco, the blade still embedded in the boy’s chest.

I added a final strike to her attack with one of my own. Pure white flame engulfed Marco. Instead of burning his flesh, he became an opaque mass of white-hot light. Then his body, Perry’s last vessel, exploded in fire. Oil and water collided in the heat with a pop and then sank to a slick pool of crude on the floor.

The altercation left Bart with no place to hide.

I didn’t have to bother with finishing him.

The female demon lord, released from Perry’s binding by Marco’s death, lunged at Bart, the nearest food source. He wailed like a child. It evoked no sympathy in me. He and his kind had killed innocent people with malicious joy in their greed to become gods.

My need for justice sanctified the demoness’s attack as her fangs sank deep into Bart. Holding his chest to her mouth, she looked at me over his body, her fangs moving, her eyes red and crazed from her suffering. Bloodlust barely satiated, the demoness glanced toward Aisha while finishing Bart.

Her moment of indecision allowed me to shove one of the buckets of Aisha’s blood her way and shield the girl. With a harsh glare, I kept my stance between them.

She owed me a boon. I had released one of her clan in the last battle. I allowed her respite and freedom now, though Decibel had planted the fatal wound on Marco.

A sluggish haze of reason filtered into her red eyes. With shaky hands, she dropped Bart’s body and then drained the bucket of blood. She glanced toward Shalim’s clan raging havoc, gave me a terse nod of thanks, and disappeared.

I squatted and ran my fingertips across the goo spot that had been Marco. My fingers came away clean. Nothing remained. The fire had wiped away every trace of him. No, not quite true.

Marco’s soul had left his body before I had ever reached the theater this evening. It was now free of the Consortium, for what little peace that would provide Aisha. It provided very little for me.

Langston had probably enabled the possession when he summoned Marco and commanded he lure Aisha to leave Caulder’s house.

I was determined to believe that. Otherwise Perry would have capped the final blow to Marco’s spirit with Aisha’s betrayal. Because as damaged as Marco’s psyche had been before the Consortium had targeted him, the ruin of the only person on earth who’d cared if he lived or died would have destroyed him. I couldn’t accept that outcome. For Aisha’s sake, I refused to. Decibel’s knife had merely given Marco’s spirit release and Perry’s spirit the damnation it deserved.

I glanced around the theater. Langston was nowhere to be seen, and the demons were making headway with the scouts and guards, though the number of both had tripled.

Whether from loss of blood or from seeing her brother destroyed before her eyes, Aisha remained unconscious. I slit her bonds and sliced strips from her shirt to tie her wounds. I gingerly picked her up and turned to find Decibel behind the stage curtains with her arms out.

“I can take her to safety as you cannot.”

I took a deep breath but held tight to Aisha. Decibel had killed Marco, but Marco had been beyond help.

“I will safeguard her for you. And this will be your debt to me.”

I still hesitated, but I could hear the battle behind me. The clan still needed help, and Decibel was correct. I couldn’t get Aisha to safety fast enough to counteract the blood loss.

“Your oath.”

Decibel gave me a tight-lipped look. “My word, child of angels.”

“Fallen angels don’t count as the real thing.” But I handed her Aisha anyway and they disappeared.

I turned to the mayhem behind me. Langston appeared at the edge of the stage, his gun prepared and aimed toward Shalim.

The clan had covered Langston’s army, circled them in a tightening sphere. They crushed and strangled each man, then closed in on Langston, even though he seemed protected in his narrow space.

I moved closer, fingers burning, prepared to end the fight. I just wasn’t certain how accurate my aim would be. It wasn’t going to stop me.

Langston looked briefly at me, as if he suddenly realized his risk. “Demon spawn is beneath our contempt. Surely you won’t lower yourself to help their kind?”

A transparent fog encased his body. He had planned a back exit, and suddenly I didn’t care. If he left here without infecting any more of my clan, I’d consider it a win. I would find him one day. The world was just too small.

“They’re rejects, forced beneath the earth—the contempt of every great predator on earth,” he said.

Shalim had paused in his attacks; the neck of a guard hung from each of his fists. He and the clan slowed to watch for Langston’s purpose.

I gritted my teeth in disgust. “Demons, like lions, are the kings of their domains. As with all great beasts, they do not take more than they need. Nature in balance.”

“We still have more to offer you.” Langston narrowed his eyes as he looked at my body. I knew that my fire had left my skin covered in white dust and my clothes in tatters, with my sigil exposed. I could feel it move on my skin, the heat reflecting a glow around me.

“You have potential with us.” He waved the parasite gun at Moloch. “With them you will become what you see.”

“Better than you.” I kicked at Bart’s body. The jolt seemed to unnerve Langston, though his reaction fled before I could be certain. “You destroy, you survive on children. That isn’t power. It’s stagnation. The will of a few, driven by greed—a sin a hundred times worse than any demon crime. I will always choose them.”

“They will never choose you.”

“Still better.”

Langston’s portal cracked behind him. He took one step backward, waved the gun barrel at me with a smile, and vanished.

Shalim unclenched his hands, and the dead bodies dropped to the floor. With a raise of his hand, he signaled a finish to the clan’s demolition. Several combatants remained, and the demons unleashed the final vestiges of their anger. I refused to take that from them.

I glanced back at Shalim. He didn’t bother to acknowledge me. His leashed anger didn’t signal forgiveness, nor would he forgive me. His veiled look as he turned and took me in from toes to head spoke to my exile.

I looked down at myself in response. I looked like I’d exploded. My jeans and shoes were mostly intact but covered in dust. What was left of my shirt hung in shreds from my neck. And my marks. Well, they were still present and accounted for, rippling across my side like independent beings. The palm I pressed to my flesh absorbed warmth as a wave emitted from my touch, one I could see and hear. Fluid pale yellow rode the crest of a conjoined harmonious sound. Birds, voices, maybe song? I couldn’t filter through to any discrete part. The color and resonance became indistinguishable and yet they fed an emotion I barely recognized. Calm.

The demolition stopped. Demon pupils of fire diminished from flame to cobalt and jade and gold.

I looked at Shalim.

He wouldn’t meet my gaze, his own fixated on the marks on my side. “They will pursue us.”

Around the theater, little of the soldiers’ or the scouts’ bodies remained, just an appendage here and there. Ash and carbon hung raw and thick in the air.

“It will take them a bit to regroup,” I said.

“And you will help them seek us out?”

He couldn’t really believe that, but he wanted my renunciation of the Consortium’s plan spoken aloud. Everyone was here. My words would carry more weight than action. Words committed to speech were an oath. The reason I’d pressed Decibel for her promise of Aisha’s safety. He hadn’t believed my oath before, but for some reason he needed it now. “The Consortium is a twisted, evil collection of sorcerers and they must be destroyed.”

“Wizards,” he hissed.

“No. The Consortium are sorcerers. The wizards, the Irin, just like demons, are victims of the Consortium’s greed. Those sorcerers have chosen the black arts by freewill. They, and only they, are culpable. They damn themselves by their actions.”

“In the mirror of time, do you see them, Kane?”

“That is not my calling,” I said, a little confused and startled by his reference and his use of my name.

“No, yours is a darker heritage.”

“You don’t seem surprised.”

“When you were human or demon, it mattered not to me.” Shalim shrugged. “I used what I was given. You served me either way.” He turned away. “No longer.”

“Meaning what?”

He didn’t answer but signaled, and one by one, each of the clan disappeared. I was left standing on the empty stage. Alone.














CHAPTER 21







As it turned out, the entrance to the theater was a door in the building across the street. With the sorcerers’ guards dead, the demons gone, and the building empty, I had little choice but to find the way out on my own.

Decibel had fled with Aisha in that direction, so I picked my way through the boxes and crates behind the stage. A stagehand stairwell circled down behind the basement storage area into a new hallway. Fresh construction sported open support beams, reinforced pillars, and framing barren of drywall or paint.

Snarls led me to a cage at the far end of the hallway.

Confined in a space not large enough to turn or move, hot obsidian eyes challenged me from within a wide expanse of fur. The beast’s muzzle dripped saliva through the bars, and a thick puddle surrounded the concrete beneath the steel three-by-four prison. The confines didn’t allow the creature to lift its head enough to open the foot-wide maw more than two inches. Muscles strained beneath choppy black, gold, and white fur that poked through the bars, offering little definition to the half-dog, half-jackal. Ugly didn’t begin to describe the creature, but in those eyes was the same rage and humiliation I’d seen in the dragon of the warehouse.

The same look I’d seen in the female demoness under Perry’s commands—a result of cruel and unconscionable slavery.

I walked to the creature’s rear and poked my fingers through the metal bars. My touch elicited a frenzy violent enough to bounce the cage and pivot the front. Digging deeper, I held on to coarse fur and a meaty segment of hindquarter with one hand. I blocked out the gravel whine and growl of protest and covered my mark with my free palm.

What I lacked in the ability to harness my blossoming powers, I hoped to make up for in determination. I had no interest in killing this creature. He didn’t belong here anymore than the others creatures Perry and Bart had summoned. Come daybreak, the hellhound would fade into the mystical ether. With its creator destroyed, there was no hold left to keep it from returning home. It just needed to survive without killing for the few waning hours of night. I judged it more afraid than confrontational.

Warmth pulsed beneath my palm, the wave of sound and light barely a ripple this time. The hindquarters beneath my fingers went lax. The huge brow of the beast bowed as much as the cage allowed, and he braced his head against the front gate in a pose I took for relief. Sounds evidently do calm the savage beast.

After a few seconds, I released the gate, prepared for the alternative if my actions weren’t successful. The creature staggered from his prison, rolled a head as wide across as the length of my forearm, and glanced over its shoulder at me. The rage had dissipated from the black eyes, replaced by sadness. Then again, maybe I had imprinted my feelings on him. He gave a low, hoarse mewl, turned his body toward me and head-butted my hip with a rub of his red-furred ear before he launched down the hallway to freedom.

I followed him through the tunnel and exited inside an open storage unit across the street from the old theater.

The units had provided an inconspicuous entry. No busy traffic, so no witnesses, and the ability to pull cars or trucks into the storage facility to unload people and equipment offered a good setup. The location and the details inside, had taken advanced planning. I scaled the chain-link fence and walked down the street, heading back the way I’d come when Jez had dropped me off earlier. Night had blanketed the city since then, and this area didn’t have many streetlights. I kept a steady pace, hands fisted in my pockets, and moved quickly.

Several blocks along, I heard the thunder behind me from the explosion I’d rigged. There had been enough supplies in the basement to offer a good selection of options. The building’s collapse and the fire would erase the evidence of any bodies left. An investigation would most likely conclude homeless people in the building had ignited an electrical spark.

I was dressed partially in an old costume I’d found in one of the chests in the basement. A flashy burgundy Prussian jacket with way too many brass buckles to be stylish, no matter what lifestyle one claimed. At least it covered my mark.

I mentally pieced through the information I’d collected.

In my estimation, neither Bart nor Perry had the patience or persistence to have planned this hideout. Langston had the intellectual competence, although I suspected he lacked enough background knowledge or dedication. My presence and my origin had surprised him, as if he hadn’t even considered my existence or been confused by it. A fact Shalim and Decibel, with their years of knowledge, had taken in stride, even though neither seemed pleased. Someone closer to their level of prowess manipulated events from the background.

That left a connection I hadn’t yet met.

Someone who understood the implications of the broader scope: the threat from the Irin’s final judgment, the wizards’ potential, and the high demons’ power linked on a larger scale. Someone orchestrated the Consortium’s efforts and coached them on expanding their power in payment for some greater goal. A power that great would find the Consortium expendable at some point.

However, Shalim was right; the Consortium would be back to seek him out, though I suspected his clan wouldn’t be a target anytime soon. The sorcerers had other high demons and their clans to choose from, and Langston hadn’t been particularly zealous regarding Shalim. He had even treated the female demon lord with mere specimen interest. He’d wanted only to complete the task. Procure high demons. Check.

He worked for greater rewards, but I was too weary to consider what horrors those could be.

It was likely other demon clans had already suffered major losses. And while demons don’t necessarily cross-pollinate, it is a community where bad news spreads quickly. I would eventually hear about it, because this wasn’t over.

In the meantime, I needed to check on Aisha. Make sure she was alive and could be hidden somewhere she considered safe.

Headlights bore down on me. My shadow elongated down the length of the sidewalk behind me and then to my side. It circled like a sundial’s gnomon until the car pulled up next to me and stopped.

“Didn’t I tell you not to come back? You promised.”

Jez gave me a worried look from the driver’s side of the car. Evidently, she had found my Accord and picked it up. I would need to lock the keys to my bike somewhere safe before she took possession of that as well.

“I checked in with Caulder. We both thought it would be safe enough if I kept a watch about ten blocks out. But I figured,” she said, nodding back to the flames and smoke that swirled in a Halloween display in the night sky behind us, “I should check a little closer. The kids?”

I let out a heavy breath, hung my head, and then looked back at the sky. “Marco’s dead.” I could hear fire engines and a police siren in the distance getting closer.

She reached over and pushed the passenger door open. “How about you get in, and you can tell me while we get out of here?”

I slid into the passenger seat.

“Where to?” Jez gave me a brief look when I didn’t answer quickly enough. “Do you want to head back to Caulder’s in case Marco led the Consortium to him?”

“We’ll go there next, but Marco was their main objective. Caulder needs to be careful, and we’ll watch out for him, but I think the Consortium will change strategy now. First, I need to confirm where Decibel took Aisha.” I pulled out my cell phone and keyed in a message but got no response. “Let’s head over to the hospital.”

“Maybe you want to put on a real shirt or wash your face first, so they don’t arrest you?”

I looked down at the blood and grime on my pants, my skin visible between the lapels of my Sergeant Pepper’s jacket, and then flipped the visor mirror down to get a look at my face and grimaced. “Good point. Would you head by my place? Please.”

“’kay.” She turned left on the Long Beach Freeway toward my loft and nodded to my phone. “You think Decibel would take her there? She didn’t seem too keen on the live wizards.”

“She knows I’d look there. She knows Anne can get us in past security. And she promised me she’d keep Aisha safe.”

Jez opened her mouth to debate that with me, but she looked my way and reconsidered. “Is the girl all right?”

I bit back a sigh. It felt too much like giving in. “She’ll live if she wants to badly enough.”

“Will they be able to find her?”

“Decibel’s pretty good at covering her tracks.” I looked at Jez, knowing her real question. Aisha and Jez weren’t really that different. A few years in age and different abilities, but both had been on the run for several years. Both had lost the people they loved. Both still had a hard road to travel before they could be safe. I didn’t have any words of comfort to add.

Jez dropped me at my place and headed back to Caulder’s. I cleaned up and drove over to the hospital alone.

I met Anne in the lobby. “She was brought in to emergency. No one seems to remember who brought her in or how she got here. You have a couple of hours before Child Services gets here and tries to move her to County. They would normally have put her in the psych ward because of the wrist wounds, but she has bruises, internal injuries, and we don’t see cases of suicide where people cut their ankles too. ”

“So she’s in ICU? What’s the hospital need?”

She grimaced, then shrugged and pushed the button to the intensive care unit. “The usual, a relative and money.”

“Got it.” I relaxed, confident that Decibel was already setting it up.

We made it to the nurse’s desk at ICU. They asked for my ID, which I gave. My relationship to the girl—cousin, but I listed Caulder as her uncle. I went against protocol and sent a quick prayer that Aisha wouldn’t go the way of my last adopted relative. I knew this girl. I’d watched her struggle. I needed her courage to survive this catastrophe. It was purely selfish. I needed her to survive for me.

Anne gave details of my weeks of “searching” for my missing cousin and the searches I’d done of the hospitals in the area.

I gave Caulder’s name, number, and physical disability as a reason for why I’d been doing the legwork to find Aisha. I gave the same billing information used for Samuel. The nurse called Raymond for confirmation and then let me go in to see Aisha. Anne accompanied me.

There were several large rooms; a variety of emergency equipment waited along the walls for whatever the need. The doctors had hooked enough of them to Aisha to worry me. One fed blood back into her drained body, and others beeped and flickered in waves of simulated life. She looked tiny in the big bed. Her eyes had deep, dark circles under them, and her skin was so pale it had a bluish tinge.

“Has she been awake?”

“She hasn’t regained consciousness since they brought her up here. It’ll probably be a couple of hours.” Anne gave me a quick glance. “If they can stabilize her, then they’ll move her to a regular room.”

“Will they let me stay with her?”

Anne checked the ICU desk and then glanced back at me. “You’ve passed the front gate.” She smiled at me. “They’ve no reason to doubt your story. So unless she starts to set off the alarms, they’ll let you stay.”

I nodded, moved between the equipment, and pulled a chair close to the side of Aisha’s bed.

“What happens when she wakes up and remembers?” Anne asked quietly while she checked the IV bags and Aisha’s bandages.

“That’s why I’ll be here.” I closed my hand over Aisha’s smaller one. “So she knows she’s safe, and we’ve got her back.”

“Is she? Safe?”

“For now.”

“That’s not much.”

I shrugged. “Isn’t that all normal people have anyway?”

She thought about it, then nodded and smiled. “Yeah, and she’s got friends.” She pressed my shoulder with her hand and left me to the machines’ beeps and lights. I’d take my comfort in them until Aisha woke up.




***




“You are not welcome here.”

I pushed by Zepar, sidestepped Moloch, and avoided Cimejes. The last had been doing his duty at the theater, but I still couldn’t shrug off his beating. I’m just not that big of a man. He’d enjoyed it too much.

With relief, I noticed Abraxas at the far end of the courtyard. He wouldn’t be much help to me, and he was giving Shalim a wide berth, but visual confirmation that he’d survived assured me Chaz was okay as well. While Shalim would still be pissed, he had his second-in-command back and a potential demon visionary. More than he’d expected when we’d last seen each other. Whether it made a difference in my standing, I would find out very quickly.

I moved forward and stopped in front of Shalim. “If you had a mortal child—”

“I would have abandoned him as a weak half-breed,” said Shalim. He crossed his arms and refused to meet my gaze, pressing his point. Though it was a total lie. I knew better, having seen Shalim risk full-grown members to save the clan’s offspring, any offspring.

“And if he’d found his way to you?”

He glared at me. The fire increased in his eyes and the black glyphs danced over his body.

“If he survived and refused to leave?” I pressed.

“He would be treated as the lowest of consequence.”

“This is haven. The only home and protection I have ever known. I gave my oath here.” I stepped closer, my voice rising. “Spilled my blood here. Earned my marks here. I have never betrayed this clan and I’ve earned the right to return as I choose.”

Vibrations of rage reverberated around the chamber from my insolence, but I ignored them, instead facing Shalim, confronting the only father figure I’d ever known in a showdown that would either regain status for me or close the door to the clan forever.

“I refuse to turn my back on this clan because of a sign,” I continued.

“You are here to level God’s will.”

“I’m the last person to claim any affiliation or understanding of that deity.”

“And yet you wear his commander’s mark.”

I frowned at the odd comment. “A mark that targets me as more of an outcast than I was—a Nephilim.”

“No. You bear HIS mark, by direct order of God.”

I must have looked too puzzled. He stepped back several paces, spun away, and turned back. A swirl of hot air whipped up the dust around him. “An archangel’s your sire. Not as an act of defiance or lust. Your creation through Michael can only be God’s dictate for retribution.”

I swallowed hard and chewed on the newest bit of disturbing information. It just kept raining in my personal space. I should have been reassured, now purged of association with the fallen race of angels bent on humanity’s destruction. I wasn’t. It was just as disquieting to once again be in another league of my own. “No.”

“Yes.” Shalim spat the word, marched to me, and pinched my side, his claws digging into my mark beneath my shirt. “I was born before the final battle. I have seen the Right Hand of God. I know his mark well.”

The fear I saw in Shalim’s face stunned me. It was the same fear I’d seen in Decibel’s eyes, along with her resignation, and that finally clued me in. I grasped his claws, pushed them deep into my flesh, and pressed my body closer to my demon master. “No matter who made me, I am not here to do you harm. Your death will not be at my hand or come from my actions.”

I waited, without a wince, as my blood coated the blades of his razored fingertips. I’d wait all day and night until he understood my determination and promise. “I don’t give a rat’s ass who fathered me. I’ve given you my oath. I will not turn on my people.”

He leaned close. “I will not allow you to exact holy vengeance on me and mine.” His voice, a heavy rasp, echoed in my mind, but I didn’t flinch.

“I’ve exacted vengeance only for those I protect. This clan is under my realm of protection, never my target.”

A faint sneer quirked his mouth, but doubt laced his gaze. “We are not innocents in need of your protection.”

His actions spoke differently. I leaned closer. “I don’t know my father. He didn’t claim me as an infant. He didn’t save me from death at the hands of men. He didn’t pull me from starvation in the caverns and offer me life.”

My hand pressed harder over his claws. “You and this clan are my family. I will stand between you and any that would harm my own.”

He stared at me as if trying to see within my mind. My thoughts past and future were there, and perhaps he could.

“Quite a promise, Son of the Arm of God.”

At long last, a name. Granted a pretty cumbersome name and not one I was comfortable with, but I’d look at it as progress. Despite my questionable parentage, twelve years in the clan and my new threat level had awarded me a name. “Innocent or not, this clan has need of me. I will fulfill my duties.”

“What of your allegiance?” Doubt was gone; only a fierce glare filled his eyes. The pride of  an ancient leader of hundreds of demons roused in the depths of his gaze as confidence and measurement of my worth returned to the forefront of his attention. “To the demon of the tribe of Naamah?”

I let out a mental curse, not that Shalim’s reference to Decibel was unexpected. It was, however, damn tricky.

“The sorcerers pose a menace to all the clans. Had I knowledge of another demon during the battle, before the battle…had this other provided insight and opportunity for your freedom, I would have taken advantage. Had another offered this protection to us, a boon would be expected from our clan.”

Shalim’s eyes started to glow a dangerous shade of red fire, the black of his pupils receding to pinpoints, but I forced myself to continue.

“I don’t recall any such demon. Perhaps my memory is weak. Should such an instance have occurred, I would take the boon on myself. Mine is the burden of protection. My only request, silence in honor of their sacrifice, for to aid this clan would garner them a death knell—surely an unfair reward.”

He withdrew his claws and licked each one clean mere inches from my eyes. I kept my gaze steady and riveted to Shalim’s face. The sight of my blood didn’t bother me as it once had. The need to regain his trust was more important than keeping down my lunch.

“Silence you shall have, though within this clan, you are a ghost.”

My stomach sank. I’d failed.

“Even I cannot circumvent the will of a Prince of the Light. But for all outside, I will claim you. And you will serve me.” His words ended in a dark smile of promise.

I bowed my head to hide my relief. His concession was a good one.

In truth, I couldn’t expect him to turn back time and pretend nothing had happened. He had more knowledge of history and the interaction of the clans with devils and angels than I did. I wouldn’t mislead myself that he’d place me above the muckrakers in his ranks, but his pledge indicated he’d allow no other clan to take liberties with me.

I was the bastard member of the clan.

But they were still my clan.

Pretty much like always.




***




I threw my keys to the coffee table. They slammed noisily, slid to the edge, and off onto the carpet. Yeah, that was pretty much the hit and miss I’d been feeling for days. And it had been only eleven days since I’d found the first sorcerer back at the warehouse with Samuel.

With a flop onto my couch, I contemplated never having to get up. I scrubbed my hands over my face as I tried to figure out what I’d achieved in the last few days.

Four kids dead. Very bad.

One boy hidden in a demon cell in a state of perpetual coma. Not good, but definitely not bad, given the alternative.

The Consortium knocked from their current mission and kicked from their new digs, but not down and out by any means. Though I’d be surprised if I saw them anytime soon. Not good—but I’d call it a draw.

I’d gone from my hiatus in the topside world and a part-time alliance with Shalim’s clan to being persona non grata in the clan and temporarily out of work. Fortunately, I’d hoarded gold from my work long enough to retire several times over. Shalim would eventually back down and summon me. In spite of his attitude, he was rather used to having me at his beck and call, right under his thumb when he needed me. Prince of the Light, Arm of God, whatever.

I’d acquired strange alliances. A female demon whose ultimate goals I was no more familiar with now than when she’d solicited me at the hospital. A pre-emerging Irin from a group I had heretofore not known existed. Two fledgling female wizards rounded out the group: uneducated, dangerous, and at risk from the rest of their contingent. Definite potential in the makeshift team, and scary, but I didn’t count any of them in the negative category.

On the good side, I was alive, and so were all of my new allies.

Aisha had woken up, devastated, in pain, and confused. I did what I could to keep her nightmares at bay. It didn’t always work. At least she knew, for the time being, that she was safe and that I wasn’t giving up on her.

When finally released from the hospital, she’ll have choices to make, but I have confidence in her willpower. Aisha had run from an abusive home, sheltered a younger sibling who had turned to drugs and ultimately fallen to an enemy no young girl could have fought. She would survive with luck and a lot of help, though she would never be quite okay.

I got that. We’re all a little damaged, so she was in excellent company.

“Rest for the wicked?”

I didn’t bother to open my eyes. “I’m not moving. Just so you know.”

“You found the youngster.”

“Right where I knew you would leave her.”

“Did you?” she asked. “So certain I would take her there?”

Decibel wasn’t asking about the hospital. Her question concerned Aisha’s safety. She’d known I had doubts about trusting Aisha to her keeping—brief doubts. “You promised.”

I cracked an eye and saw her wave a hand in the air as if sending away a stray thought. “Trust. A peculiar human concept. One I have no confidence that you’ve mastered appropriately.”

I forced a frown. “Here I am, so flawed, and yet you still want my help? I sense a soft gooey center to your tough crusty shell.”

She tilted her head and looked at me, a faint lift to the corner of her mouth. “You’re an odd man, Thaddeus Kane.”

“So what brings you here now? You want payback already?”

She smiled, though it didn’t reach her vibrant amber eyes. “I have something that I promised you when you agreed to help me.”

I let out a short breath and rubbed my hands across my face, leaving them there. It wouldn’t make her go or stop the conversation, but I rather liked hiding behind the cool darkness. Not being that much of a coward, I met her gaze. “We haven’t made great headway on saving the Irin.”

“Perhaps not. Though the odds are against our saving many. Still, there is Jezrielle.” She reached into her jeans pocket and with two shellacked red fingernails flipped a piece of paper onto the coffee table. “Until later, Thaddeus Kane.” She disappeared.

With regret, I reached forward and picked up the folded slip of paper. Emblazoned in flowing script was NouvaTech - Sara Christenson.

Had I really expected full disclosure from Decibel?

Who was I kidding?




***




If you enjoyed The Mark of Kane, I would appreciate it if you would help others enjoy this book, too.




Recommend it. Please help other readers find this book by recommending it to friends, readers’ groups and discussion boards.

Review it. Please consider telling other readers why you liked this book by reviewing it. If you do write a review, please feel free to send me at lwherndon at (@) Comcast.net so I can thank you with a personal email.

Notification. Visit http://www.lwherndon.com to sign up for her newsletter and get information about new releases, free giveaways, and more.
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