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Chapter 1

 

A beam of moonlight fell across the scuffed toes of my boots as I propped them up on my desk. I closed my eyes, leaned back in my chair, and listened to the distant sounds of sirens and the slurred yells of a drunken fight down the street. The music of the night.

Without opening my eyes, I lifted my whiskey bottle to my lips. I didn’t usually bother with a glass these days. You pour your booze into a glass, it means you have to count the drinks. Bad enough that I had to count bottles.

Not so long ago, a good stiff drink was a rare treat for me. A way to celebrate a job well done. Or sometimes a way to drown out the noise of my own thoughts—but when I had wanted to do that, more often than not I had gone down to my favorite local dive bar, where everyone knew my face and no one asked questions. These days, I mostly drank alone.

Alone, and too often. Often enough that I didn’t want to add up the days on my fingers. Wasn’t sure I had enough of them to spare.

I wanted to say I didn’t know when I’d started sliding into bad habits. But I knew when. It was when I’d started expanding the scope of my business beyond ordinary humans and their problems, and dipped a toe back into my own world again. Or what used to be my world, back when I was something more than human.

What’s my business, you ask? On paper, it’s simple enough. I’m a personal security consultant. I sit behind a desk and give people advice on how to keep themselves and their property safe. Following that advice is up to them. I don’t get my hands dirty.

Or that’s what I tell the cops.

The reality is simpler in theory, more complicated in practice. I get justice for those who can’t get it anywhere else. When human knowledge fails, and the authorities turn their backs, people come to me.

Even when their problem is one that would make most humans tell them to find themselves a good psychiatrist. Or especially then.

I tilted the bottle to my lips again. As the burn hit the back of my throat, the scruffy black dog at my feet erupted into a frenzy of bellowing barks. I choked on whiskey. A full drink’s worth of the stuff splashed down over my worn gray t-shirt as my arm spasmed.

My eyes shot open. My feet hit the floor. “What in the name of the Empty Throne are you on about, dog?”

Sparky was standing rigid between me and the window, ears flattened against his head, lips pulled back in a snarl. He let out a low growl. Sparks flew off his shaggy black fur.

I may have neglected to mention that Sparky was no ordinary dog. He was a hellhound. That meant he had a few extra tricks up his sleeve as compared to the ordinary canis familiaris, like those sparks of his. It also meant he stood as high as my desk, even though he wasn’t more than six months old.

And here’s something they don’t tell you when you bring home an adorable little puppy. Dogs go through a teenage phase, same as humans. Moody, ornery, don’t listen to a word you say… basically everything but listening to obnoxious music at top volume at all hours of the night. These days, I could swear I heard a contemptuous groan from him every time I opened my mouth. Forget obeying my commands—I was lucky if he acknowledged my existence.

Not so with Juliana, of course. He listened to her. She got a tail wag every time she walked in the door, too. Even when she wasn’t carrying a treat—which was rare, because she spoiled that dog to no end.

I wished someone had told the two of them Sparky was supposed to be mine.

I peered out the window. Nobody there. I sighed. “If this is about a squirrel again…”

A pale hand reached up and rapped on the glass. I damn near jumped out of my skin. The whiskey in the bottle I was still holding gave a lurch.

Sparky shot me a look over his shoulder. He couldn’t talk, but I could swear those uncanny red eyes of his were saying, I told you so.

I pushed myself up from my chair unsteadily, wishing I’d had a bit less to drink. I kept one hand on my pistol, the other on my sword—well, the sword I’d stolen from the Archangel Michael, which made it mine as far as I was concerned. Until I got a look at who—or what—was out there, I couldn’t be sure which weapon I’d need, the mundane kind or something that packed more of a punch. Best to keep my options open.

I walked over to the window and looked down. A dark figure was crouched in the bushes. The moonlight lit up his back, leaving his face in shadow. All I could see was a muscular frame—and a suit a few shades too fancy for my neighborhood, let alone for skulking around under people’s windows.

That told me two things. One, this wasn’t some garden-variety human criminal. Two, something didn’t add up here—and when things didn’t add up, it rarely went well for me.

I drew my sword. White fire blazed down the blade. With my other hand, I slammed the window open.

“Don’t take my head off!” the figure yelped. “It’s me, Ward. It’s me!”

The sword threw a blaze of white light across Detective Sullivan’s face.

I tucked the sword back in its scabbard and let out a long sigh. “Come in, come in,” I said, motioning him forward with an exaggerated courtly bow. “Make yourself at home. Never mind that I have a perfectly good front door.”

Sullivan climbed through the window. I winced as I got a better look at him. His suit might have been too fancy for this street, but I didn’t think it would serve him well on his detective beat, either. Not until he gave it a good wash. I wrinkled my nose and waved the odor of him away from my face. Better yet, he could go right ahead and burn the thing. How long had it been since he’d changed clothes?

Probably about as long as it had been since he’d gotten a good night’s sleep. The bags under his eyes were a full set of luggage, enough for a trip around the world. The stubble he’d sported at our last late-night encounter wasn’t stubble anymore; it was a scraggly beard that made him look like he ought to have been holding out his cap on the nearest street corner.

Sparky sniffed him down briskly and methodically. Apparently he didn’t find anything he didn’t like, because he didn’t let out another storm of barking. He drew back, his tail between his legs, and gave Sullivan a questioning whine.

“I’ve got the same question as the dog,” I said. “What are you doing here? And why, for the love of the Empty Throne, didn’t you come in the front?”


 

Chapter 2

 

As recently as a few weeks back, I would have known perfectly well what Sullivan was doing in my office. Every time something unexplainable happened in the city, he was quick to lay it at my feet. And sure, more often than not, there was a good reason for that. Didn’t make him any less of a pain in my ass.

Back then, he was the kind of all-American hero I didn’t think they made anymore. A modern-day paladin with a gun and a badge—and the nose of a bloodhound when it came to trouble. Call him Captain America crossed with the Terminator.

Back then, he wouldn’t have dared step outside with a single hair out of place. Let alone a couple weeks’ worth of growth on his chin.

I hadn’t thought it was possible for him to get more irritating than he already was. Then he found out the truth about the supernatural world. He rose to the challenge—fought the bad guys, looked the thousand-year-old monster in the eyes and lived to tell the tale. Good for him. Made me feel a bit like a proud papa, not like I’d admit that to him.

Then he decided it was his mission to drag everything skulking in the darkness out into the light. Never mind that some of us had our reasons for liking the dark. Or that most of the critters out there weren’t as friendly as me… and had much bigger teeth.

He was still alive—which, to be honest, was more than I had expected. But aside from that? Let’s just say his crusade wasn’t treating him well.

“They might be watching the door.” Sullivan shot a wary glance over his shoulder at the open window. He pulled his bedraggled suit jacket tighter around his shoulders. It didn’t hang right on him anymore. He’d lost weight.

I closed the window and fought not to roll my eyes. “Who might be watching?” On second thought, I was glad I’d had that drink after all. From the sound of it, I was going to need it.

“Them,” said Sullivan, with a look that made it clear he thought I was something of a dim bulb just for asking. “Everything out there. They must know I’ve got my eye on them, and you’ve been trying to stop them for years. They’ll notice if I visit too many times. That wouldn’t be good for either of us.”

“And yet that doesn’t seem to stop you,” I murmured. I took another quick swig from the bottle. “I hate to break it to you, but there’s not much out there that feels threatened by the likes of us. We’re small fry to them. Especially you.”

Sullivan frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Why are you here?” I asked, instead of answering. “Did you come to have a drink, bond over fighting the darkness? I normally drink alone, but I could be convinced to share.” Especially if it mellowed Sullivan out a bit. I held out the bottle to him.

He blocked it with a hand. “I’ve got a tip for you.”

I didn’t bother trying to hold back my sigh. “You mean like the one about the sea monster at the aquarium that was actually a great white shark with a skin condition? Or is this more like the one about the strange noises over in Fox Hill Park that turned out not to be any creature more exotic than the proverbial beast with two backs?”

“This one is real, Ward. Hear me out.”

If his latest tip had any meat to it, Sparky was a cat. “Let’s hear it.” The sooner we get this done, the sooner I could get back to my plans for the evening.

“You ever heard of Growing Strong?”

“That’s the anti-drug program the Jarvis PD started up a few years ago, right? Aimed at high-school kids?” Not a rousing success, from what I’d heard. Last I knew, the program’s biggest impact was in spawning a thriving market of unimaginative parody shirts—the program’s logo emblazoned on a crude drawing of a pot leaf, with Growing Weed printed underneath. That kind of thing.

Sullivan nodded. “Anti-drug and anti-gang. They have weekly support groups for kids flagged by their schools as high-risk.” He fumbled in his pocket and brought out a clumsily folded brochure. He held it out to me with two fingers, like the thing was radioactive.

I smoothed it out between my hands. A photo of a couple smiling kids on the cover, bog-standard verbiage inside. I tossed it onto my desk. “Let me guess. The demons are the reason it isn’t working.”

“Don’t get sarcastic with me, Ward. You know what’s out there as well as I do.” He glowered down at the brochure. “And your information is out of date. The program has an incredible success rate now. They’re calling it a model for the rest of the country. Not a single kid in their groups has gone back to drugs or gotten involved with a known gang.” His eyes grew darker. “Not since the program changed hands earlier this year. A couple of beat cops petitioned to take it over—something about giving back to the community—and the guys who’d been in charge were more than happy to be rid of that hot potato.”

“Maybe the new guys have got some good ideas.”

“Good ideas or not, nothing has a one-hundred-percent success rate. And these two used to be classic clock-punchers. They put in the bare minimum effort and left the rest of us to clean up their half-finished work. Now all of a sudden they’re itching to volunteer? They’re running all the support groups themselves, just the two of them, a different one every night. That’s a lot of extra work for a couple of slackers to take on.”

“All right,” I said noncommittally. “Got anything else for me?”

“How about the fact that these two have never been quite right? Before this, they didn’t have a single interest or hobby between them. Not that the rest of us knew about, at least. They went to work. They went home. That was it. Never got lunch at Frank’s, never hung out at the bar, barely said two words to anyone but each other.”

I waited. He opened his hands to me, as if to say, Isn’t that enough?

If Sullivan was going to start climbing through my window every time he ran across somebody a little weird, I was going to need to put in an alarm system. “Go home, Sullivan. Get some sleep.”

“Do I have to connect the dots for you? They’re demons, Ward.”

“I’ll look into it.” I looked longingly at my whiskey bottle.

“I might have gotten a few things wrong in the past, but I’m right about this one. What do you need me to do? Should I bring you back a blood sample? Maybe a strand of hair?”

I imagined the scene if Sullivan tried to get his hands on either of those, and winced. “I’ll take it from here. Tell you what—come around in the morning. Have a talk with Father Keller.”

“The priest? What good would that do?”

“You’ve gone through a lot, these past few weeks. You’re bound to be a bit shaken up. He’s talked me through a fair few changes in my life. Might do you some good to sit down with him.”

“In other words, you’re not going to help.” Sullivan squared his shoulders. “It sounds like this is my battle to fight alone, then.” His face soured. “Thank you for letting me know where we stand.”

I had to restrain myself to keep from reaching for the bottle and draining it right then and there. “This isn’t your fight. Frankly speaking, sounds to me like it isn’t anyone’s. But let’s say you’re right. If you really have found a couple of demons, the last thing you should do is let them know you’re on to them. Don’t go putting yourself in danger. If you feel the need to investigate this, fine. But do it carefully. And by the Empty Throne, do it quietly.”

The thing that scared me the most about this kick Sullivan was on lately was him confronting some beastie in a dark alley and getting his head bitten off. But close behind was the thought of him running his mouth to the wrong person about angels and demons and monsters… and bringing my name into it. I’ve got a bit of a reputation in some circles—whether good or bad depends on who you ask—but for the most part, I keep a low profile. I like it that way. There’s a lot of things out there that would line up to take my head off if they knew where I rested it at night.

“Enjoy your evening, Ward,” Sullivan said sourly, with a pointed glance at the abandoned whiskey bottle. “I’ll be working all night. At least one of us is willing to do it.”

He hoisted one leg out the window. Sparky nuzzled his other leg with a low, questioning wag of his tail, like he was asking, What, leaving so soon? Sullivan jumped and landed hard on the sidewalk with a muffled yelp.

I leaned my head out. “Be safe out there, you hear? Remember, it’s not just your ass on the line. Or your reputation.”

I expect Sullivan didn’t want to acknowledge that I’d seen him fall on his ass, because he fixedly avoided looking at me as he stood and brushed himself off. Without another word, he stalked away into the light of the flickering streetlamp.


 

Chapter 3

 

A wet nose jammed into my cheek. I squinted my eyes open and winced at the thin morning light. I could tell by the angle of the light that it was hours too early to think about waking up, but it was just bright enough that I knew I wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep. All the same, I squeezed my eyes shut again. And not a moment too soon—Sparky’s rough, wet tongue lapped across my eyelids.

I wrinkled my nose. I could smell the kibble he'd had for dinner last night. Also, he was a hellhound, which meant he always had the stink of sulfur on his breath.

I tugged my blanket up around my shoulders and turned my back on him. “Go away,” I muttered. “It’s the middle of the night. Father Keller will feed you when he comes in for work.”

Sparky responded with a cold, wet nose to the back of my neck. He shook himself. Warm sparks rained down on my exposed skin. Each one felt like getting stung by an ant. One must have landed on my blanket, because the acrid odor of smoke hit my nose.

I squinted my eyes open just enough to make sure nothing was actually on fire. Sparky saw, and shoved his doggy face into mine. He leaned his full bulk onto me, his whole body wiggling in frantic happiness.

Downstairs, heavy footsteps clomped across the floor. There was Juliana, right on schedule.

I didn’t know why Sparky felt like he had to announce it to me every time his favorite person walked through the door. If he wanted to go down and say hi, that was fine by me—even if I didn’t get how anyone, human or dog, could be awake at this hour. But why did he have to bring me into it?

The light stabbed at my half-open eyes. I frowned. And not just because of the pain—or the hangover headache threatening at the edges of my temples.

She wasn’t right on schedule. She was late. And Juliana was never late. She started her workout at five in the morning and finished two hours later, practically down to the second. You could set your watch by her.

But she was just getting in, and from the look of it, the sun had been up for an hour at least. Which meant she was late.

That meant I had to drag myself out of bed and find out what was going on, didn’t it? “Fine, dog,” I grumbled. “You win.”

Sparky responded with a tail wag vigorous enough to send a clump of thick black hellhound fur directly into my open mouth. I gagged and spat out bits of hair. Did I mention his fur tasted like sulfur, too? Don’t ask me how I found that out. Let’s just say, you live with a big hairy dog, soon enough you find fur everywhere.

I sat up. The headache moved in for the kill. Maybe those extra couple drinks after Sullivan had left had been a bad idea. In my defense, I didn’t know how else I was supposed to cope with the man. It was enough to make me nostalgic for the days when all he did was threaten to throw me in prison.

I tossed my blanket aside, which sent a different smell into the air, not sulfur but not any more pleasant. I really had to remember to throw in a load of laundry one of these days. I pulled on my fingerless leather gloves and the first shirt I saw, and stumbled down the stairs, forcing my eyes open just enough that I wouldn’t fall on my face and die. The drumming section of Hell’s own marching band beat out an enthusiastic rhythm on the inside of my skull. Sparky almost sent me hurtling to my doom when he squeezed his bulk between me and the wall on his way down.

Father Keller was already at his desk, with the morning’s coffee-and-pastry haul in front of him. Still opening my eyes as little as possible, I grabbed the cup of coffee he’d put on the corner of his desk for me and took a long, desperate swig.

“Good morning to you too, Nic,” said Father Keller.

Sparky raced past me—and slammed into my leg again on the way. It was my bad leg this time, too. I almost lost my balance as a bolt of pain shot through the old gunshot wound. Sparky didn’t notice, already barreling full speed ahead to Juliana—who, from the look of it, was trying to open the basement door as quietly as possible. As if she really thought she could sneak by unnoticed with both Father Keller and Sparky on the case.

“Are you sure you don’t want a muffin?” Father Keller called to her, holding up an oversized handful of chocolate chip goodness.

“Workout,” she muttered, trying to shove her way past Sparky, who had planted himself between her and the door. “Already late.”

I snatched the muffin from Father Keller’s hand. It was still warm from the oven. “Hang on just a minute there,” I said through a mouthful of half-melted chocolate. “You’re never late. Not since you got back on your training schedule, at least. What’s going on?”

“Overslept.” She was a woman of few words today, it seemed. “Come on, dog, move.”

In response, Sparky shook his head at her, flopping his ears noisily against his head. She sighed and succumbed, scratching him behind one ear. He made a deep-throated noise of contentment and leaned into her hand, one leg thumping rhythmically against the floor.

“I don’t buy it,” I said—a bit more grumpily than necessary, maybe. Blame the hangover. “You don’t oversleep. Alarm clocks set their time by you.” I took a sniff and wrinkled my nose. “Also, you’re awfully sweaty for someone who hasn’t worked out yet.”

“Left your tact upstairs in bed, did you?” Father Keller murmured.

Juliana scowled. “You don’t exactly smell fresh as a daisy yourself, Nic. And where I was this morning is none of your business.”

“So you admit you didn’t oversleep.”

Juliana let her breath out through her teeth. “Pretty sure we made an agreement a while back. One where I’d train your dog for you, and you wouldn’t pry into my personal business.”

“I said I wouldn’t ask you about your feelings. This has to do with your whereabouts. Also, considering the dog nearly killed me on his way down the stairs this morning, I’m not so sure you’re living up to your part of the bargain.”

“What have I taught you?” Juliana chided Sparky. “If you try to kill a demon, be sure you finish the job.” The way she glowered at me, it looked to me like maybe she wished he had finished it. “Fine. I’ll tell you, if it will get you off my back. I was at a martial arts class, all right?”

I was getting the feeling I’d need the rest of my coffee to follow this conversation. Also, the drummers in my head could take a break anytime now. I took another gulp of dark, rich energy. “Not seeing why that’s such a big secret.”

Juliana fidgeted. “It’s… kind of an underground thing. An unlicensed gym. No mundanes allowed.”

“Still doesn’t explain why you don’t want to talk about it. You really think the two of us are going to go running to the cops?”

She fidgeted some more. Stared darkly at the ground. “It’s run by a demon, all right?” she said to the floor.

I blinked and rubbed my ears.

Her dark scowl turned black as midnight. “Don’t be a smart-ass about this, all right? Yes, you heard right. No, you don’t have something stuck in your ears. This is why I didn’t want to say anything.”

I paused to finish my coffee, mostly to buy myself a little time. Which was great until I hit the dregs and still didn’t know what to say.

It wasn’t the thought of a demon running a martial arts studio that was throwing me. There’s lots of demons in Jarvis these days, and while some of them are out to pillage and murder and all the rest, others are just refugees from Hell looking to build a new life for themselves. If one of them wanted to teach people how to fight, more power to them, so long as they weren’t teaching my enemies.

But… see, here’s the thing about Juliana. When we met, she worked for the Inquisition. Yes, that Inquisition. Despite what you might have heard, they’ve never gone away, and their reputation makes them out to be big old softies compared to the reality. Their mission? Protect humanity against the forces of Hell—at any cost.

And although it makes me feel like something of a traitor to admit it—seeing as I spent some time as a demon myself—they used to do good work. Say what you will about their methods, but without them, Hell would have overrun Earth a thousand years ago. But then God bit the big one, and in the aftermath, the Archangel Michael—the scheming bastard—took over the Inquisition. He had designs on the Throne himself, and liked the idea of his own private army. The only mandate the Inquisition follows these days is his.

So Juliana walked away. And she held onto the old ideals, which made working for me more than a little rough at times. She was hard up for allies, so she knew she needed me as much as I needed her. But to an Inquisitor, there’s no such thing as a good demon.

She held her nose and cashed her paychecks, though. Until she found out she wasn’t just working for any old fallen-angel-turned-human. She was working for Nicariel the Fallen. The Slayer of God himself.

Took us a while to put that one behind us. We’ve both got scars, and some of them are physical. But we managed. She’s not trying to kill me anymore, and most days we can carry on a civil conversation. And she doesn’t hold so tight to some of those Inquisition rules anymore. Even went out and got herself drunk one night. Baby steps.

But standing in the same room as a demon who wasn’t me, and not trying to put her axe through his face? That wasn’t the Juliana I knew. I set my empty cup down on Father Keller’s desk and walked up to Juliana. I clapped my hand down on her shoulder.

Juliana looked at my hand warily. “What’s that about?”

“Just making sure there’s nothing walking around in your skin but you.” But the scar on my palm, underneath the leather glove, didn’t do more than seethe with the ambient ache of all the demonic energy Sparky was throwing off. If there’d been a demon in Juliana’s skin, the pain would have shot all the way down to my elbow. “Not possessed,” I reported over my shoulder to Father Keller.

Juliana shook off my hand. “I told you not to be a smartass about this.”

“I’m not. You had me genuinely worried for a second there.” I took a step back. “If that’s all you’re doing, there’s no need to hide it. I think it’s great. Really. I’m proud of you.”

She recoiled like I’d dangled a live eel in her face. “No feelings, Nic. We have an arrangement.”

I held up my hands. “Sorry, sorry. But… you know what I mean. This is a good thing.”

She shuffled her feet and looked longingly at the basement door. I thought she might stomp down without saying another word.

But she paused with her hand on the doorknob. “I’m trying something new, all right?” she said to her shoes. “I thought I’d try taking a page from your book. Every time some sketchy potential client walks in here throwing off don’t-trust-me vibes, you hear them out and don’t make your judgment until you’ve heard the whole story. It seems to work for you. You’re still alive, anyway. So I’m giving it a try. Accepting and welcoming—that’s my new motto.” She glowered at me. “And if it gets me killed, I’m blaming you.”

She threw the basement door open. “Now if we’re done breaking our deal by talking about my feelings, I’ve got a workout to start.”

Father Keller cleared his throat. “Is a two-hour workout really what you want right after a martial-arts class vigorous enough to…” From the look on his face, he was trying to find a polite way to reference her body odor. He failed. “To give you that healthy glow?” he finished.

Juliana shuffled her feet some more and muttered. So she hadn’t been planning on that workout after all—she was just trying to escape the conversation. I held back a smirk. Trust Father Keller to call her on it.

“What I mean is, I have to take the dog for a walk.” Juliana did an abrupt about-face and marched toward the front door. Sparky trotted happily at her heels—she’d said the magic word. She grabbed his leash—the strongest the pet store had, heavy-duty and fire retardant—and hooked it to his collar without breaking her stride. They bulldozed out the door together—and stopped short before they could barrel into the man who’d been about to walk in.

Talk about suits that didn’t belong in the neighborhood. Sullivan’s outfit might have screamed cop, but this guy’s suit made Sullivan’s look like it came off the bargain rack. His short hair was slicked back with a precision that would have made even the old Sullivan weep with envy. His dark sunglasses revealed nothing as he stood in front of the door like a plastic action figure, waiting for Juliana and the dog to move out of the way.

His head moved fractionally as he gave her, then the dog, a once-over. His lips thinned in what might have been disapproval, or maybe just curiosity. I had to admit, the two of them were hardly a common sight.

But around here, people dressed up like him weren’t either.

Sparky moved first. He tugged Juliana around the man, too eager to get his walk underway to give the visitor the usual olfactory interrogation. Juliana shot me a look over her shoulder. I was pretty sure it meant, Don’t let this one get away—he looks like he can more than afford your fee, and I won’t be happy if my paycheck is late again.

Or maybe that was just my belly speaking. I’d had too many ramen nights, these past few weeks. Slow season for business. It happens. Can’t say I’m disappointed when the demons leave the humans in peace for once—but peace doesn’t pay the bills.

The man strode in and eased the door shut silently behind him.

“Can we help you?” Father Keller asked hopefully. He was getting tired of ramen, too.

The man tucked his sunglasses into his front pocket. Dark, sharp eyes slid over Father Keller as if he didn’t exist before coming to rest on me. “You’re Nic Ward,” he said crisply. “Or at least that’s the name you’re using now. You’re in business as a… personal security consultant. That’s what you’re calling yourself, isn’t it?” One corner of those thin lips quirked up in an ironic half-smile.

The smile disappeared as quickly as it had come. “I’d like to hire you. We have a security problem that could benefit from your… unique expertise.”

I leaned my weight back on my good leg and crossed my arms. “And who’s ‘we’?”

“The United States government.” The man reached into his pocket and slid out a business card—plain black text on a crisp white surface. “Your country requires your service.”


 

Chapter 4

 

I sat behind my desk, legs up, putting on a show of nonchalance as I tried to get a read on the man in front of me. No luck. He was a stick of wood in a suit. If he had any personality to him, he must have left it at home this morning.

He even smelled like nothing. It was enough to make me long for a whiff of Sullivan’s old aftershave. I never could get the stink out of my office after he’d come by for a visit, but at least it gave me an impression of who he was. Eau de Self-Righteous Asshole.

I twirled the business card between my fingers. It didn’t have anything on it but his name—Robert Jones, which was just one step below John Smith when it came to bland aliases—and a phone number. The number didn’t have a local area code, and I couldn’t have said where it was from. That was the most information I’d gotten from the man since he walked in the door.

“Let’s start with the basics,” I said. “Who is it you work for, specifically?”

“The United States government. As I told you.”

“Think you could see your way to helping me out with a bit more precision? I don’t follow politics.” I gave him a lopsided smile.

He didn’t return it. “I’m sure you understand that some business is best conducted in secrecy.” He leaned forward fractionally. “Which brings us to the purpose of my visit. A man such as yourself understands, I’m sure, what would happen if the wrong people found out certain truths about the world. The vast majority of citizens are not prepared for that knowledge. There’s a reason people like you conduct their business from the shadows.”

“You won’t find many out there like me. But yeah, I get what you’re saying. Doesn’t bring me any closer to understanding who you are, though. Or what you want from me.”

“There is a certain individual who risks that fragile secrecy. He has a bad habit of saying too much, within earshot of the wrong people. It has not led to disastrous consequences… yet. We cannot trust that this good fortune will continue, especially in the current circumstances.” His dark eyes held mine. “We require this man’s silence. On a permanent basis.”

I didn’t know which it was that got my hackles up—what he was implying, or the look he gave me as he said it, like he expected me to say how high and offer him one of Father Keller’s pastries for good measure. “Can’t help you.”

His eyebrows twitched toward the ceiling. It was the most human expression I’d seen him make so far. “You haven’t heard the details yet. Or what we’re prepared to offer in compensation.”

“Don’t need to.” There was a time when I had no choice but to obey orders given to me in that tone. Even when those orders meant crossing moral lines. Especially then. But I’d made sure I’d never have to follow anyone’s orders again. I’d done it by driving my sword through the heart of the one who gave them to me. Never mind that He had been sitting on the Divine Throne since the beginning of creation. Best thing I ever did in my once-immortal life.

All this to say, I didn’t storm Heaven just so some stuffed shirt from out of town could march into my office and tell me he wanted someone dead.

“I believe you might take more of an interest once you find out the identity of the subject,” said Jones—although I couldn’t help but hear his obvious alias in quotation marks, even in my own head. “You wouldn’t just be doing a service to your country—you would be solving a problem of your own. Wouldn’t you like to be rid of Detective Sullivan?”

It took a lot of effort to keep my feet up on my desk and my nonchalant mask in place. “Sure. Doesn’t mean I’m going to put a bullet in his brain. And it especially doesn’t mean I’ll take your money to do it. Sullivan may be a thorn in my side—or a more uncomfortable place—but he’s one of the good guys.”

I swung my feet down and leaned in, giving him a better look at my eyes. Most people—most humans, that is—couldn’t handle meeting my gaze for more than a few seconds at a time. “And I’m no one’s assassin.”

The man’s face creased in a delicate wince, like someone had farted at the dinner table. “There’s no need to be crude.”

“So you’re telling me you didn’t walk in here intending to hire me to kill a man? My mistake. What was it you needed done, again?”

“Perhaps you misunderstand me. I’m not here to ask you to do anything. We need this man silenced, and you are the ideal person to do it. You will take me on as a client, and be handsomely rewarded—or you will find yourself in the sort of trouble a man like you would find most inconvenient.”

“You mean someone who operates on the wrong side of the law, or someone who isn’t exactly human?”

He didn’t answer. He also didn’t react to that not-precisely-human thing, which gave me a piece of information I’d been looking for.

I didn’t like that. I didn’t like it one bit. Even the people who know enough about me to find my office don’t generally know the details of what I am. Mostly, they think I’m a human with a bit of magical knowledge and a few connections.

Which is true, these days. More or less.

“If you’re powerful enough to make trouble for me,” I said, “you’re powerful enough to take care of this… problem… yourself. So why haven’t you?”

He folded his hands primly in his lap. “My associates and I have a narrow mandate. Our role is to keep the facts of the supernatural world—and the, shall we say, recent political instability in Heaven—from going public. Anything else is outside our purview, I’m afraid.”

“Ah. So you want to keep your own hands clean. I get it.”

“You also have a high level of familiarity with the subject. And are unafraid of… crossing certain lines.”

“Sure, I’ll take out someone who needs it. Doesn’t mean I take money for killing. Haven’t yet, don’t intend to start now. Besides, there’s some things I still don’t understand. Sullivan’s been at this for a while now. I hear he’s getting quite the reputation down at the precinct. So why now?”

His eyes flicked to my desk, then away, almost too fast for me to see. I might not have caught it at all, if not for the fact that it was the first genuine tell I’d seen from him in this entire conversation.

My gaze followed his. Straight to the brochure Sullivan had left me last night.

Instantly, my headache came back, stronger than before. The marching band started up its drumming again.

“Don’t tell me there’s actually something to this latest tip of his,” I groaned. I held up the flyer and waved it in his face. “A world full of humans to torture and murder, and the demons decide to help a bunch of kids say no to drugs?” Damn it, now I was going to have to hear Sullivan say he’d told me so.

Right after I let him know the government was trying to hire an assassin to take him out. Yeah, that was going to be a fun conversation.

His eyes slid smoothly away from the brochure. “I can neither confirm nor deny that.”

“Yeah, I bet. So what’s the deal? Are you guys in cahoots with these demons, or is Sullivan just getting on your nerves with his bogus tips as much as he’s getting on mine?”

“If I could give out classified information about demonic activity,” the man said stiffly, “which I cannot, I would tell you that the details of what demons do on Earth are not within the scope of our mandate. Our job is to ensure that no information reaches the public that could lead to widespread panic. Detective Sullivan’s recent activities threaten that mission.”

Apparently eager to shut down that line of questioning, he slid a small stack of paper across my desk to me. I flipped through it. It was a nondisclosure agreement, six pages double-sided, all in print that I would have needed a magnifying glass to read.

“I’ll need you to sign this before we go over the details of our arrangement,” he said. “If you don’t wish to read through the document yourself, the short version is this: you are forbidden to speak to anyone—human or otherwise, on this plane or any other—about any work you do for us, now and in the future. As well as my visit to your office, and any future meetings we may have. And the fact of our existence.”

I pushed the papers back toward him. “Then it’s a good thing I’m not working for you, isn’t it?”

“Perhaps you didn’t understand me.”

“Oh, I understood perfectly. You want me to kill Detective Sullivan for you. If I don’t, you’re going to make my life hell. Unfortunately for you, I’ve been to Hell—the real one. I got on Beelzebub’s bad side and lived to tell the tale. Hard to get spooked by some human in a suit after that.” I stood. “I think you can find your own way out.”

“This conversation isn’t over.”

“Oh, so you’re so hard up for potential assassins that you’ve got no choice but to keep on hounding me even after I said I’m not interested? Good to know.” I gave him a cold smile. “Think you can find your own way to the door, or do you want to hang around while I call Sullivan down here and make some introductions?”

The man rose to his feet without a sound. “We’ll be in touch.” He swept out of the room, leaving his paperwork behind.

I waited until I heard the door close behind him. Then I sank into my chair and buried my aching head in my hands. Guess it’s true what they say: there’s no problem bad enough the government can’t make it worse.


 

Chapter 5

 

Now that it looked like I was going to have to take Sullivan’s warning seriously, I figured I should get a closer look at this Growing Strong thing, give myself an idea of what Sullivan had stumbled into. Right now, what it looked like was a summer camp with a hippie bent. The kids at tonight’s meeting, about a dozen, sat around a bonfire in a quiet corner of Fox Hill Park, nestled conveniently close to a small copse of trees. Convenient for me, at least. Meant I had a place to hide without trying to keep my invisibility magic up for the entire length of the meeting.

It didn’t look like it was all Kumbaya, though. There was no singing around the fire, no roasting marshmallows, no holding hands. The teenagers were all dressed in their Sunday best, sitting cross-legged with their eyes fixed on the cops and their hands folded in their laps. Every kid, the exact same posture.

Now, I don’t know if you’ve ever hung around a bunch of high schoolers, but they can turn sitting around into a modern art performance. Walk into any gathering of kids between about thirteen and eighteen, and you’ll find them sprawled on their backs, leaning against trees or against each other, and contorted into a variety of improbable positions that make old bones like mine ache just looking at them.

Point is, just one look at these kids, and I would have known something was up even without the visit from our friendly neighborhood government agent.

And then there was the way the two cops were setting off my scars all the way from here. My palms burned like I had a death grip on a pair of hot coals. The last time a human had set off my scars this badly, they’d been fully possessed—the kind of deep possession that means nothing short of death will separate the human body from its demonic passenger.

Only one kid didn’t fit—a scrawny boy in jeans and a hoodie. It looked like he could sense something was wrong just about as well as I could. He was the only one not sitting cross-legged. He kept shifting position, like he couldn’t find a comfortable place to be, while casting nervous glances around at the others. They weren’t looking at him—they were too busy staring up at the cops to even notice he was there.

But the cops were looking at him. Not with disapproval, like you might expect the adults in the group to eye the only one who wasn’t dressed up nice and sitting still. No, they got these thin little smiles on their faces whenever they glanced his way. Which might have just seemed like they were happy to bring another troubled teen into the fold, if not for the way they kept licking their lips.

At eight o’clock on the dot, the two cops stepped into the circle in perfect unison. One of them was a big guy, dark and burly, with more muscle on him than fat. He towered over the other one, a burnt-down matchstick of a man with a short, bushy mop of chestnut hair… and a set of oversized squirrel teeth that flashed into view when he licked his lips again.

Damn it. Now that I had squirrels in my mind, I wasn’t going to stop thinking of these two as Rocky and Bullwinkle.

The kids all followed the cops with their eyes like their eyeballs were glued there—all but the misfit, who started squirming in double-time.

“Welcome to Growing Strong, where we bring teens like you together to find the strength to resist peer pressure,” Rocky recited flatly—and wouldn’t you know it, he had a squirrel voice, too. Between the voice and the canned cheese he’d just unloaded on them, that should have set off a chorus of groans, at minimum. At least from any normal teenagers.

Not this bunch. They stared, expressionless. The flames of the bonfire reflected red and orange off the whites of their wide, empty eyes.

“It’s time for our weekly accountability reports,” Rocky continued, as if this was exactly how a meeting with a bunch of teenagers was supposed to go. “Did anyone use any mind-altering substances this week? Or engage in any gang-related activity?”

Engage in any gang-related activity? I was having a hard time keeping a straight face myself here, and I was a few thousand years old. But the kids all kept their poker faces firmly in place. Only the kid in the hoodie snickered, and he shut up fast when he saw no one was joining him.

Rocky nodded down at the kid closest to him, who answered with a single shake of his head and a flat, “I’ve done nothing forbidden by the accountability agreement.”

Now, if a kid said those words to me in that tone, I’d assume he was getting sarcastic with me. But I wasn’t sure any of this bunch remembered how to be sarcastic. It looked like the cops felt much the same as I did, because they didn’t question him further. They just moved on to the next one in the circle.

They all answered the same way—not the exact same words, but close enough. By the time they hit the kid in the hoodie, all the hairs on my arms were standing on end. People like to complain about teenagers, and I can’t say I’m fond of the ones in my neighborhood who toss the occasional egg at my front door. But a group of them this well-behaved? That’s just not natural. Give me a couple hours of scrubbing egg off my door any day.

The kid in the hoodie cleared his throat and looked around at the others. None of them were looking at him. Only the cops, who both looked ready to eat him for lunch.

“I, um, I guess I didn’t do anything either?” He said it as a question. “But I don’t know what this accountability agreement is.”

“Don’t worry,” said Rocky, “we’ll be getting to that later.” I’d never known anyone before who could make a squirrel’s chitter sound that ominous. Probably because squirrel voices don’t normally sound so flat and cold. Or maybe the eerie part was the hungry gleam in his eyes.

And that was it. No follow-up. No questions about that ambiguous I guess. Rocky moved along to the next kid in the circle, as if the answer had never mattered in the first place. Maybe I was wrong, but I got the impression that the kid could have said he’d spent all week shooting up heroin, and Rocky’s reaction would have been the same.

When they got to the end of the circle, something in the cops’ demeanor changed. I couldn’t have said exactly what it was. But after a few years of sitting across from sketchy characters in my office and trying to gauge whether they’d be more trouble than they were worth, I’ve grown to be a fair hand at reading people’s tells. When they don’t work for the government, that is. And these two were settling in like their mother had just set their favorite meal on the table and told them to dig in.

“Now,” said Rocky, his beady little eyes gleaming with anticipation he didn’t bother to hide, “it’s time for sharing.”

No reaction from the kids around the fire. Except for the one in the hoodie, who squeaked out, “What’s that?”

No one answered him. Or even looked at him.

“This isn’t some group hug kind of thing, is it?” He let out a nervous titter. No one reacted.

“Would anyone like to volunteer?” Rocky asked. That flat monotone of his really didn’t fit with his high, nasal squirrel voice. The combined effect made my teeth hurt and my arm hairs stand on end.

No one raised a hand. Or did anything besides keep up their blank stares.

It didn’t look like that surprised the cops any. Rocky looked at Bullwinkle, who silently pointed a finger across the circle at a freckled girl with a pixie cut.

“Anna,” said Rocky. “Why don’t you start? Tell us about your greatest moment of temptation this week. When did you feel the most pressure to break your accountability agreement?”

His words were warm, touchy-feely even. But his voice was cold and flat. The kid in the hoodie shivered and looked at his watch, like he was counting the seconds until it was time for his mom to pick him up.

“I wasn’t tempted,” said the girl named Anna, in the same empty voice I was getting so used to hearing.

“All passion is temptation.” The gleam in Rocky’s eyes brightened. “Positive or negative. Any strong emotion is a doorway that can lead to giving into one’s weaker impulses. Surely you felt something this week.”

Anna stared at him blankly. Frankly, I wasn’t sure what he expected from her. It had only taken me a few minutes with these kids to get the impression none of them knew how to feel much of anything.

But Rocky didn’t let up. His eyes bored into hers. “Remember,” he said, “the accountability contract you signed requires you to share.”

“There was a new boy in my homeroom this week,” said Anna, still in the same empty voice. “I thought he was cute.”

Rocky leaned forward. “Very good, Anna,” he said emotionlessly. “I knew you had something to share. How did you feel when you saw him? Please be specific.”

Anyone should have clammed up at that—either that or told him to fuck off, uniform or no. Not Anna, though. “Happy, excited,” she said, like it was an ordinary question. “Nervous. I wanted him to talk to me. I wanted to talk to him, but I didn’t have the guts.”

“And how did you feel when you didn’t talk to him? Were you disappointed in yourself?”

“More like mad at myself. I wished I were braver.”

Rocky drew in a long breath, like the acrid city air was a fine wine he wanted to savor. “Thank you, Anna. The more we share, the more we help each other be strong. Who’s next?”

He didn’t wait for a volunteer this time. He just looked at Bullwinkle, who pointed at a heavyset boy close to where I was hiding. Rocky called the boy’s name, and the cycle of questions started up again.

I kept a close eye on the two cops. The more I watched them, the less I understood. If I’d had a bit less experience with demons, I would have assumed they were feeding on the kids somehow. But I’d spent several years of my life in Hell, and even before that, I was no stranger to how demons worked. I’d had plenty of encounters with all manner of creatures who fed on the types of energy the human spirit could generate.

And these guys? They weren’t reacting like one of those creatures. No matter how many questions they asked, that hunger in their eyes never got close to being sated. Sure, maybe they just had big bellies to fill. But neither of them had the look of someone savoring a good meal. They just kept right on wanting, sharp-eyed and eager.

But they were clearly taking something from these kids. The freckle-faced Anna had started off with little enough life in her eyes, but after that round of questioning, her gaze was duller and flatter than before. She kept on watching the cops, but it was like she couldn’t focus properly anymore. The light of the fire slid away from her eyes like it couldn’t find anything to reflect off of. Even her hair looked duller than a moment ago. And one by one, as the cops finished with the other teenagers, the same change came over them.

After they’d hit about half the kids in the circle, the boy in the hoodie cleared his throat again. “Sorry,” he said, with another glance around like he was waiting for someone to back him up, “but I’m confused. What does any of this have to do with drugs?”

“You’re new here, aren’t you?” asked Rocky.

The boy next to him nodded. “A teacher caught him drinking,” he volunteered in a gray, wispy voice—Rocky had already drained him tonight. “The principal said he had to come here, or he was off the track team.”

“I’m glad,” said Rocky flatly, with a smile that showed his teeth and didn’t reach his eyes. “Not to hear about your misfortune, of course. But it’s always a pleasure to see a new face. Welcome to Growing Strong.” He swept his eyes over the circle. “Let’s all give our new friend a warm welcome, shall we?”

“Welcome,” they recited in dull voices. All except Bullwinkle. I was getting the impression he was the strong, silent type.

“Do I need to do this… sharing thing?” the new kid asked, visibly squirming. “Because I’m still not sure I understand.”

“No, no,” said Rocky. “You’ll sign the accountability contract first, of course. There’s no point in sharing until you’ve signed the contract.” He held out a hand to Bullwinkle.

Bullwinkle rummaged in a messenger bag at his feet and pulled out a crisp sheet of paper and a ballpoint pen. Rocky passed both to the new kid with a noise of pleasure more suited to sitting down with a big bowl of ice cream than doing anything that involved contracts.

“We’re all here to help each other be strong,” Rocky explained. “That means we all have responsibilities to one another. This contract explains those responsibilities. Signing the contract is the first step toward committing to a new life.”

The two cops watched him with hungry anticipation, bodies still, eyes gleaming in the firelight. The other kids didn’t look anywhere but at the cops. I still wasn’t even completely sure they knew he was there.

The kid frowned down at the contract, moving his lips as he read. Then he looked at Rocky with a thin furrow between his eyes. “I don’t get it. It doesn’t seem like much of this has to do with drugs or drinking or anything.”

“Any passion, positive or negative, is a doorway that leads to temptation,” said Rocky. He took a step toward the new kid, and I got the impression he was restraining himself—barely—from rushing forward, grabbing the kid’s hand in his, and forcing him bodily to sign. “That’s why you share those passions here, in the group, instead of allowing them to fester where you can act on them. You give them to us, and we give you strength in return.”

A full-body shiver ran through the kid. He dropped the pen like it was a live rat and shook his head. “You know what? I don’t think I belong here.”

“Your friend said your spot on the track team was at risk,” Rocky reminded him.

I tensed, and rested one hand on the hilt of my sword. I didn’t have to know what that contract said to know signing it would be an exceedingly bad idea. Seemed to me someone needed to step in to keep this kid from turning into one more zombie.

Rocky picked up the pen and handed it back to the kid. “You can give your temptations to us, and continue to compete,” he said. “Or you can give your life to alcohol, and—”

“Wait,” Bullwinkle grumbled.

Rocky jerked toward him, visibly startled. Looked like I was right, and his partner didn’t talk too often.

“I sense something,” Bullwinkle grunted. “I smell angel.”


 

Chapter 6

 

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and did my best to block out the outside world. Easier said than done, when I could feel Bullwinkle’s dark glower sweeping across the park, searching for whatever he had sensed. Searching for me.

Or rather, for my sword. It’s got a handy enchantment on it that keeps humans and some low-level demons from seeing it for what it is. If anyone notices it at all, they’ll see a perfectly ordinary knife, maybe a little beat up, but nothing worth paying attention to. But there’s only so much even the strongest magic can do to shield an archangel’s sword completely. Those with a nose for the supernatural—especially nonhumans—can sometimes sense something off about it. Something that smells like angels.

Especially when I put my hand on it and start drawing its power into myself.

That power flowed into me now as I pictured a starless sky behind my eyes. I’m not much of a swordsman, truth be told. Mainly, I use it as a magical focus. There’s two types of magic in the world—the kind that comes from Heaven, and the kind that comes from the other place. Angelic magic doesn’t have nearly as many strings attached. The trick is, it runs on faith—and most times, your own faith isn’t enough. You need something that reminds you of what you have faith in, so you can not only tap into that power not only in yourself, but use it as a springboard to access the much larger communal pool of collective human faith.

Some people use an old family Bible. My old magic teacher used a rosary. As for me, God and I never got along, even before I killed Him. There’s only one thing I’ve ever had faith in, and that’s the idea that justice is worth fighting for, even in a world ruled by tyranny and corruption.

And I’ve never felt that faith more strongly than when I drove Michael’s sword—this sword—through the heart of the Almighty.

Faith flooded into me like concentrated summer sunshine. I wrestled a set of angelic glyphs from my resistant gray matter. That’s the other thing about angelic magic—the human brain isn’t built to hold the language of the angels, and even after you’ve memorized a formula—which takes weeks of concerted effort at minimum—you’d better believe the symbols will try to escape at any opportunity. But I’d had enough practice by now that I knew how to hold them in place. They flared across the pure black sky of my inner vision like white fireworks.

“Are you sure it’s an angel?” Rocky’s voice broke through my concentration before I could finish the formula. “Do we need to run?”

The symbols tried to lurch away from me. I clenched my mental fists around them and held tight.

“Not an angel,” Bullwinkle grunted. “Not strong enough. It smells like their magic, but it’s weak. Whatever it is, we can take it.”

“Where?”

“Over there,” Bullwinkle grunted.

I had a bad feeling he was pointing at the trees where I was hiding.

“Uzgon hele,” I whispered. A sharp rush of divine fire flowed out of the sword and up through my scar, and burned along every nerve ending my human body had. I clenched my teeth and waited it out.

The pain faded. Looking at myself, I wouldn’t have been able to tell the magic had done anything. But I knew from experience that if anyone else looked at me, they’d just see a slightly deeper patch of shadow among the dark trees. It wasn’t technically true invisibility, but it was close enough.

“Um… what’s going on?” the kid in the hoodie asked.

Neither of the cops looked at him. The contract lay at his feet, seemingly forgotten.

Bullwinkle scanned the trees. I held my breath and waited. I’d learned that the invisibility formula could shield me from senses other than sight. What I didn’t know was how complete that shielding was. Especially when it came to senses beyond the usual five.

Bullwinkle frowned. The deep furrows in his brow made him look like a piece of construction equipment with a face. “I know there’s something over there.” Yep, he was pointing right at me. “Don’t see anything, though. I’m going to check it out.”

“Um…” The kid with the hoodie stood up. “I’m not sure what’s going on here, but I think I’d better go. I’ll see you next week. Maybe.”

That got Rocky to remember he was there. He grabbed the kid around the wrist, making the kid’s eyes go wide with alarm.

“The contract first,” said Rocky. He pulled his lips back in a smile that didn’t do much to make his flat voice sound less ominous.

Bullwinkle looked over his shoulder at Rocky, gave an annoyed grunt, and marched toward the trees all by his lonesome. I tensed, torn between making a run for it and stepping in to help the kid. Fighting the cops in a public place, in front of a bunch of high schoolers, hadn’t been on my agenda today. And I didn’t much like the thought of picking a fight with a couple of critters when I didn’t know what they were or what they were capable of. But I liked the idea of the kid signing that contract even less.

Then a black blur tore across the field. The dark shape barreled past the kid in the hoodie. He squealed in surprise and jerked his wrist free by reflex. The blur ran past the startled Rocky—and then past the oblivious Bullwinkle, who wasn’t paying attention to anything but the faint scent of angel he had sensed.

The dark figure came to a screeching halt at my feet. It—no, he—sat at my feet, panting, dripping sticky drool on my beat-up boots. Sparky wagged his tail at me and looked up at me with eager red eyes, waiting for his treat for winning our game of hide-and-seek. A game he’d apparently started playing without bothering to tell me.

Looked like there was at least one creature from Hell who had no problem seeing through my invisibility.

I placed a finger to my lips. Sparky, like the ornery teenager he was, did the opposite and let out a demanding yip—Where’s my treat already?

The hellhound had picked a fine time to remember he actually liked me. “Go home, boy,” I hissed, keeping my voice as low as possible. “Go find Juliana. She’s got a bone. You want a bone?”

Not quiet enough, apparently, because Bullwinkle perked up. “I knew someone was there. Show yourself.”

“What was that thing?” the kid in the hoodie asked. “Its eyes… they were red.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Rocky, not bothering to hide his impatience anymore. “Sign the contract. Then you can go home.”

The kid shot a glance toward the trees, where I might not have been visible, but my gigantic hellhound most certainly was. Then he looked at Rocky. The sight of Rocky seemed to unnerve him more. “You know what? Forget about track. I never liked it that much anyway.”

With a track star’s speed, he took off toward the entrance of the park. Rocky started after him. But either he hadn’t been on the track team in high school himself, or he’d figured out that chasing the kid down wasn’t going to inspire him to sign any contracts, because soon enough he jogged to a halt and stalked back toward the fire with a scowl.

Which made my decision easy all of a sudden. Fight a couple of cops where someone could see me, when there was no immediate danger anymore, and risk my dog, besides? Or run like a coward and live to fight another day?

I’ve always thought dignity was overrated, anyway.

I leaned down and murmured in Sparky’s ear. “I’ve got a new game for you. Let’s have a race. First one home gets a bowl of kibble.”

I took off away from Bullwinkle, toward the back entrance of the park. With one last growl in the cops’ direction, Sparky followed at my heels, letting out a series of joyful barks.


 

Chapter 7

 

I think it’s fair to say I’ve committed more than my fair share of sins over my long lifetime. I’ve done my penance, too, and I’m still doing it. That penance looks different on different days. The day after my misadventure in the park, it looked like spending a sunny Saturday afternoon in a high school cafeteria that smelled like sloppy joes.

It was career fair day at West Jarvis High. The tables were all folded up and stacked in a corner, and had been replaced with colorful booths extolling the virtues of careers in everything from interior design to our very own Jarvis Police Department. Some kids marched from booth to booth with white-toothed smiles, clipboards in hand, dressed up like they were running for office. Others slouched along behind their parents, casting longing looks at the high windows and the blue sky outside.

I was standing by the booth staffed by a green-clad and pine-smelling park ranger, doing my best to hold on to the invisibility glyphs. I hadn’t been sure how well the magic would hold up under the harsh cafeteria lights, but so far, no one seemed to notice the extra patch of shadow where I was standing. And since it seemed not many high schoolers in Jarvis were interested in a career as a park ranger, I had a quiet spot where I could scan the room for any familiar faces.

But teenagers’ faces all blend together after a while, despite—or maybe because of—all the effort they put into standing out. Pink hair only does so much to make you look different when every third person your age has it. Or maybe that’s just the old man in me talking. In any case, between that and the fact that the firelight last night hadn’t been good for catching the details of faces, all I saw was a sea of strangers.

I was about ready to call it a day when a flash of short red hair caught my eye. Anna from last night walked through the doors, dressed in a power suit that made her look like a middle-aged businesswoman and clutching a styrofoam cup from a local coffee place. She was sandwiched between a mother with permanent worry lines and a proud papa with his chest puffed out, shoving brochures from every booth into Anna’s yielding hands and boasting to everyone within earshot about how his little girl was ready to start her future.

I leaned back against the wall, kept my grip on the glyphs, and waited for the right moment. That moment didn’t seem to be coming any time soon. I was glad I’d gotten in lots of practice over the past few months with holding onto the invisibility glyphs for longer and longer periods. It looked like I was going to need it today.

Anna stayed stuck between her parents like she was glued there. A couple times, her mother pointed out a thick cluster of teenage girls, but Anna responded with a wooden shake of her head every time. But eventually, her coffee caught up with her. She said something to her parents—I strained to read her lips, and caught the word bathroom. Then she disappeared out the cafeteria doors.

I looked around to make sure no one was watching me. Then I let the invisibility fall. I strode away from my hiding place, like I’d been part of the crowd all along, and ambled toward Anna’s parents.

By the time I walked up to them, I had a good-natured slouch in my shoulders, and was wearing a self-effacing smile. All the same, their hackles went up once they got a look at me. I met the mother’s eyes first, then the father’s. Both slid their gazes away like they were hoping I was looking for someone else.

Couldn’t blame them. Between the mangy beard I never quite got around to shaving off, the patchy leather jacket with more than its share of stains from various demonic attacks, and the wiry hair I couldn’t keep out of my face no matter how hard I tried, I wasn’t the type of person anyone wanted to see hanging around their daughter’s school. Or maybe it had more to do with whatever people saw in my eyes whenever they looked at me.

But I had one thing going for me—I was here in this room, which meant I’d made it through the ID check at the front doors. West Jarvis High School didn’t want to let just anyone in. That was why I’d had to come instead of Father Keller. Unlike me, the good Father has a round, twinkly-eyed face that makes people want to open up to him. I’d once come back to the office to find the meter reader sobbing into a cup of tea about his neglected childhood while Father Keller patted him on the back. He would have had Anna’s parents spilling their guts to him already… if he could have made it through the front doors. I could turn invisible. He couldn’t.

I planted myself directly in their path. “Excuse me,” I said before they could turn around. “Sorry to intrude. But I’ve been asking around, and I haven’t found anyone who can help me yet. I’m looking for anyone who can tell me about…” I lowered my voice and shot a nervous glance from side to side, like I didn’t want anyone to hear what I had to say. “About the Growing Strong program. I, um, a friend of mine might have a kid who needs help.”

I looked down at my feet, slouched my shoulders a little more. I might not know how it felt to have a troubled kid and want to hide it, but I knew desperation, and being trapped in an impossible situation. And I knew shame. I had a few thousand years of it to draw on, after all. I leaned hard on all that as I sneaked a glance up to see how Anna’s parents were taking my act.

The worry lines around Anna’s mother’s face grew deeper. “You should talk to the Jarvis police,” she said. “They run the program. They’d be able to tell you more than we could.”

Anna’s father squeezed her hand. “We don’t have anything to be ashamed of,” he told her in a low voice.

She blinked like he’d surprised her. “I’m not ashamed,” she said fiercely. “Not of our daughter. I just don’t know if I want to…”

“Don’t want to what? Help a fellow parent in need?” He gave me a strong, decisive nod. “We know the program very well. It saved our daughter’s life. Anything you want to ask, we can answer.”

We eased ourselves out of the crowd and took a spot by the snack table. I sipped on fruit punch as I told them my story. Well, not really my story. “The school said he had to attend one of these groups or he’d be off the track team,” I finished. “But I don’t know. I haven’t heard much good about the program since it started. To be frank, it’s a local joke. But… I have to do something.” I picked my voice a couple shades lower. “I don’t want my kid making the same mistakes I did.”

I watched the couple size me up at that, and put my appearance into a new context. They relaxed a little as the pieces fell together into a pattern that made sense. I tried not to look too pleased with myself. Father Keller might have had that magic touch when it came to winning people’s trust, but I could get by.

“It might have been a joke before,” said Anna’s father, “but things have changed. Our daughter joined at the beginning of the school year, and it was a complete turnaround. Last year, she got a new set of friends, and… well, you know how it goes. Parties. Drinking. More than drinking. Staying out doing God-knows-what.” His jaw clenched.

His wife squeezed his hand. A little of the tension went out of his shoulders. “But that’s in the past now,” he said. “This year, she’s like a different kid.”

“Completely different,” the woman echoed. The worry lines stayed firmly in place.

“Homework done as soon as she gets home,” Anna’s father said. “No more looking like she’s going out to work a street corner in the Industrial District. Straight A’s for the first time since middle school. And no more staying out until all hours with those old friends of hers.”

“No more going out at all,” Anna’s mother said quietly. He didn’t seem to hear.

“It sounds like a major turnaround,” I said. “Maybe a bit too extreme.”

Anna’s father shook his head. “When someone pulls your daughter back from the brink, you don’t ask if they pulled too hard.”

Anna came up beside us just then, silent as a ghost. Her eyes were as empty as they had been last night. That look had been unnerving enough in the firelight. Here, in the ordinary daytime crowd, it gave me a shiver, like seeing one of those life-size humanoid robots. Her face had about as much life to it.

She reached past me for a cup of fruit punch. I took the opportunity to ease a little closer, close enough to get my scars in range of any energy she might be throwing off. It wasn’t until about six inches away that they started reacting at all. They got warm, but not hot. The symbols burned into my skin didn’t start twisting and writhing and trying to escape, but they did give a few sluggish twitches that made me want to pull my gloves off and give the skin underneath a good scratch.

She wasn’t possessed. But she had magic clinging to her, for certain. I didn’t think sitting around a circle with a demon once a week would be enough to leave her with that kind of residue. Those demons had their hooks in her, all right. I just didn’t know what those hooks did yet.

“Just in time.” Anna’s father beamed down at her. “We were just answering this man’s questions about Growing Strong.”

“You don’t have to join us if you don’t want to,” her mother hastened to add.

“It’s all right,” said Anna in a gray voice. “You can ask me anything you want.”

My eyes skittered away from her empty ones. I couldn’t help it. I was starting to feel a bit of sympathy for the people who couldn’t look in my eyes for too long. “You’ve been in the program for a few months now?”

“Yes.”

“Do you like it?”

A furrow appeared between her eyes, like she was trying to solve a tricky algebra problem. “I guess.”

“Made any new friends?”

The furrow grew. “Friends?”

“She doesn’t… she spends a lot of time alone these days,” her mother said.

“What’s important is that it got her away from that old crowd of hers,” her father said. “Isn’t that right, Anna?”

“What do you do for fun now that you don’t have your old friends and the things you used to keep busy with?” I quickly raised my hands. “I don’t mean to be nosy. You don’t have to answer if you don’t want. I’ve just got a kid who could use some better things to occupy his time than his current hobbies, if you know what I mean.”

She frowned up at me. Not like she was offended at me being nosy, like any red-blooded teenager should have been. More like she didn’t understand the question.

“She does a lot of babysitting these days,” her father jumped in. “Saving money for college. And she volunteers at the church food pantry on Thursdays.”

I gave her an encouraging nod, although I got the sense it was wasted on her. “I wouldn’t mind if my kid got into that kind of thing. Did the program get you interested in volunteering?”

“Interested?” She sounded like a talking doll with the batteries wearing down.

“We signed her up for all that,” her mother said. “We thought it would be healthy for her to do something besides sit alone in her room.”

“Not that it’s wrong to take some quiet time to think.” Her father’s tone was a little less jolly now, a trifle more defensive. “The world would be a better place if people did more of that.”

Her mother’s worried look turned into a full-fledged frown. “Do you really need to ask all these questions? Does any of this really make a difference about what you want to do for your own son? It’ll keep him away from drinking, and everything else. That’s good enough.” She squeezed Anna’s shoulder. “It’s good enough,” she repeated quietly.

I lowered my voice. “I think you know something’s not right here,” I said. “It’s plain enough to me, and I don’t know your daughter. You do.”

Her hand tightened around Anna’s shoulder. “You didn’t see her before. You don’t know what we…” She swallowed. Her eyes went wet around the edges.

Anna’s father took a step forward, bringing him closer than human politeness usually allowed. “How about you tell us what this is really about? If you really had a kid in trouble, you wouldn’t be looking at a perfectly-behaved young woman and saying something is wrong. You’d be down on your knees begging to have our problems.”

I shot a glance toward the exit. The crowd was thin. I had a clear path, if I had to make a run for it. “I just want to make sure I’m clear on all my options,” I said mildly.

“I knew I didn’t like the look of you. Are you some kind of reporter, looking for dirt? There’s none to find. I know the program sounds too good to be true—I’ve heard it all before. But it’s real. And I won’t let anyone threaten the thing that gave us our daughter back.” He took another step forward, which brought him so close he was practically standing on my toes. I smelled bacon and eggs on his breath. “Do you even have a kid at this school? What’s his name?”

I hesitated a second too long. The man balled his hand into a fist, then quickly released it and turned on his heel. “I’m giving your description to security. You’ll be gone by the time they get here, if you know what’s good for you.”

I didn’t need any more encouragement than that. With an apologetic nod to Anna and her mother, I slipped easily through the crowd and found my way to the door. When I looked over my shoulder, they were still standing where I’d left them, the mother’s white fingers clutched around her daughter’s rigid shoulder.


 

Chapter 8

 

I was looking forward to my next stop even less than the career fair, and that was saying something.

The apartment wasn’t what I expected. I pulled into a parking lot somewhere between the bad part of Jarvis and the almost-good, on a little street that no part of town wanted to claim. It was a waystation street, close to the highway, not much but gas stations and convenience stores. And one little row of apartments, with the anonymous look of a motel where everyone had forgotten to check out years ago.

Sullivan’s car stood out here almost as much as it did on my street. Not as much as it used to, though. He used to dote on his beloved gray Dodge Charger like it was a Ferrari. With how much it used to gleam, I wouldn’t have been surprised if he spent every weekend waxing the thing. Now it had a couple fresh scratches and dings, and a big glob of bird shit straight down the middle of the windshield.

A man sat out in front of the building on a beat-up lawn chair, having a smoke. He watched me warily as I approached. I gave him a quick nod to tell him I wasn’t here to bug him, then looked away and left him to his business. He looked more like someone Sullivan was likely to arrest than someone I’d find him sharing a wall with.

But then, Jarvis doesn’t pay its cops well. There are plenty of other sources of income available to the Jarvis police, and all they have to do for the money is do their jobs a little less well. Sullivan was probably one of only a handful of cops trying to live only on what the city paid him. No wonder he was living in this place.

I felt like I was getting a bit too intimate a look at the man just by standing here. I didn’t want to know the truth of his living conditions any more than I wanted to see him scruffy-faced and desperate-eyed and climbing through my window.

All I had to do was knock on his door and tell him what I knew. Then I could go back to my office, and we could both forget this had ever happened. And hopefully, Sullivan would take a hint and stop running off his mouth to his fellow cops—and making midnight visits to my office.

I was about to knock on the door to Sullivan’s unit when I heard his voice through the door, raised in a shout. “You have to believe me—there’s something wrong with that program! Nothing works that well! Not in Jarvis.”

I waited, my hand hovering in front of the door. Maybe he was talking to himself. But I didn’t think he was that far gone yet.

Sure enough, a woman’s voice answered. “Right,” she said, sounding weary. Her voice was faint; after a second of hesitation, I pressed my ear to the door to hear the rest. “Like I had to believe you about the aquarium? Or the monster in the park?”

“You’re telling me those two don’t give you the creeps? When you walk by them in the hallway, they don’t make the hair on the back of your neck stand on end?”

“They’re good cops.” A pause. “Well… they’re adequate cops. Not everyone can have your singular drive. And it does seem as if they’ve found their calling. I wouldn’t have thought you, of all people, would complain about your fellow officers being too effective or caring too much about their work. Not when you’ve been complaining about the opposite problem for years.”

“There are things you don’t know about this situation. And about this city.”

“Yes. So you’ve said. Things only you can understand… dark hints of mysterious conspiracies… you have to see how this looks, don’t you? And we both know something hasn’t been right with you for a while now. Not since Kevin Fisher went free.”

“Not since you wouldn’t listen to me when I figured out who murdered him,” Sullivan corrected.

“This is exactly what I’m talking about. You’ve always been… driven. Too much so, some might say. But you were a good cop. Exceptional, in fact. Until you started letting your other responsibilities slide so you could indulge your obsession with this Ward character.”

“I was wrong about Ward.” Sullivan sounded like it cost him something to say it. Me, I about fell over. Sullivan defending me—never thought I’d see the day.

“And you abruptly changing your mind about him is as troubling as anything else you’ve done lately,” said the woman. “But let’s back up. After Kevin Fisher, there was your fixation on the Holly Bennett case, even after it became clear that the tainted evidence meant the case could never go anywhere. And after that, you insisted that something untoward had happened the night Mayor Larimer was elected. You were never clear on what exactly that was, but I distinctly heard you mention mind control on at least one occasion.”

That was when Sullivan should have told her she’d misheard—not that it would have helped his case at this late date. Instead, he dug in his heels, as Sullivan does, and said in the stubborn tone I knew so well, “Can you explain all the strange arrests that night? The suspects who came in black and blue, arrested on charges no one bothered to enter into the system?”

“And now there’s… all this,” said the woman, like his question wasn’t worth answering. She didn’t sound confrontational. More like a worried mother. Or a worried friend. “The changes in your appearance. Taking unscheduled days off work to go haring off after conspiracies no one but you knows about. Monsters or aliens or the Illuminati or what-have-you, in the park and at the aquarium… and now, apparently, educating teenagers about the dangers of illegal drugs.”

“I never said a thing about monsters or all the rest.”

“No, not directly. You’ve never come right out and said you’re blaming the city’s troubles on ghosts, or E.T., or the Loch Ness monster. But you’ve done everything but say the words. Can you look me in the eye and tell me that isn’t what you’ve been implying?”

Sullivan didn’t answer.

“You used to be the best detective I had,” the woman said. “And the only one I could trust not to be in the pocket of Vincent Dean and his cronies. That’s the only reason I’ve let things go as far as they have. And it’s the only reason I’m visiting you here at home, instead of asking for your badge and your gun. But Sullivan… this can’t go on. It’s already gone further than I should have allowed.”

“You’re giving me a warning, but you’re going to let the two of them keep doing whatever they’re doing with those kids?”

“Stop, Sullivan. Just… stop. I can’t turn a blind eye to this anymore. Not after what happened today. Rummaging through your fellow officers’ desks like they’re suspects. Accusing them of… I don’t even know what. I didn’t understand half that rant of yours. I’m not sure even you know. Clean yourself up, Sullivan. Get some help. One more wrong step, a single half-baked rant… hell, one more day of that beard of yours… and I’m putting you on an indefinite leave of absence.”

“If you do that, you’ll regret it. You need me more than you know.”

“I did you a favor by coming here instead of making this conversation public,” the woman said. “But it’s the last favor I’m going to do you. Get help, Sullivan. Fix this. I’ve done all I can. The rest is up to you.”

The faint sound of footsteps was all the warning I got. I backed away from the door, pressed myself hard against the wall, and hastily called up the invisibility formula. I whispered the words just as the door swung open.

A wiry woman with short salt-and-pepper hair walked out of the apartment, shaking her head. Her downcast eyes were haunted. She looked like she’d seen a few things in her time she’d rather not have seen. She looked like one of them was Sullivan.

She let go of the door, and strode briskly away as it swung closed. She didn’t turn around to see an invisible hand catch it and hold it open as a shadow slipped inside.


 

Chapter 9

 

I’d always figured Sullivan was the type to keep his apartment spotless. I’m talking the kind of spotless where you don’t dare wear your shoes inside, for fear of leaving a streak of mud across the floor. Most likely, that had been true until recently. Now, a visitor would be lucky to catch a glimpse of the floor underneath all the old mail and older pizza boxes. Empty beer bottles lay on the couch next to a pair of boxer shorts. Polka dot. I looked away. Sullivan’s underwear—now that was a sight I hadn’t needed today.

A bottle clinked from the other room. The fridge door slammed shut with a force that shook the whole apartment. Sullivan slunk into the living room, bent-backed and haggard. He plunked down on the couch with two fresh bottles, one for each fist. He tilted one to his lips and drank with a grim set to his jaw, like getting himself drunk was an unpleasant but necessary mission.

I dropped the invisibility. “Is one of those for me?”

Sullivan jerked so hard, liquid jumped out of the bottles and onto his lap. The sour smell of cheap beer filled the room. “Don’t do that, Ward.”

I sat gingerly down on the edge of the couch, giving bottles and boxers both a wide berth. I grimaced as something sticky squished under my leg. Then I plucked the spare bottle from his hand and took a swig.

I grimaced. “This stuff is cheap even for me. But I guess you’re not drinking it for the taste.”

“Why are you here, Ward?”

“What, you can drop in on me unannounced, but I can’t return the favor? I’m here for the same reason you keep coming around: I’ve come with a warning.” I paused. “And an apology.”

Sullivan sagged back against the couch. “Don’t play games, Ward. This day has been bad enough already.”

“I heard.” I shook my head at him as I took another small sip of the beer. It had a disconcerting oniony aftertaste. “What have you been getting yourself up to? I thought you and I had a talk about keeping a low profile.”

“You were the one who talked about staying in the shadows. The problem with working from the shadows is, that’s where the monsters hide. I did tell you I planned on bringing your world out into the light.”

“And how’s that going for you?” I didn’t wait for him to answer. “You’ve got to stop. Did you really think you could get the Jarvis PD crusading against ghoulies and ghosties and critters from Hell? I thought you were smarter than that.”

“I tried to be subtle. But I don’t know how they can be so blind to everything that’s happening under their noses. This is why the police department exists, even if some of my fellow officers think our main job is to extract bribes from criminals. We’re here to fight the bad guys. To keep the city safe. Now the enemy is wearing our uniform, Ward. They’re getting their hands on innocent kids. Am I supposed to stand by and let that happen?”

“You’re sure as hell not supposed to go running your mouth to a bunch of mundanes who have a lot invested in the fiction that they’re at the top of the food chain.” I took another sip of beer, grimaced, and pushed aside what looked like some old case files to make space for the bottle on Sullivan’s coffee table. “You didn’t fall apart like this when we had a thousand-year-old vampire demon to fight. I’ll be honest, that guy scared even me. But you looked him in the eye and you did what you had to do. What happened between then and now?”

“What happened?” Sullivan looked at me with eyes too exhausted to muster up any real anger. “I went back to work the next day and got put on a shoplifting case. Someone stole three hundred dollars' worth of designer soaps. Over in homicide, my buddies were dealing with a murder they couldn’t make sense of. A body ripped open in an alley, throat to groin, intestines gone like someone had torn them out with their teeth.”

“Humans do that kind of thing all the time, sorry to say. The demons aren’t the only monsters out there. I’m sure that’s not news to you.”

“A human can’t make wounds like that. The lead detective on the case knows it, too. He just doesn’t have another explanation. I’ve been keeping tabs on it. It’s still unsolved, and it’s not the only one. You want to hear about all the other strange cases that have popped up in the past few weeks?” He gestured toward the thick stacks of files on the table.

Then he took a long swig of beer. If the taste bothered him, he didn’t show it. “And do you want to know what I’ve done in that time? I arrested the kid who stole the soaps. He wanted to make a few bucks selling them online. I also arrested a mugger who beat a little old lady’s face in, which might have counted for something if he hadn’t been out again the next day.”

Sullivan drained the bottle. Then he reached for the one I had abandoned.

I grabbed it before he could, and held it out of his reach. “You know as well as I do that what you’re doing right now won’t get you anywhere. You’re an inch away from losing your job, and I don’t know what you expect to do about the demons once you’re out on the street. But that’s not what I’m here to talk about. To be blunt, I don’t give a damn about your career. Once, you were the kind of cop this city needed, even if it did make you a pain in my ass. But the way you’re going, you’re not doing anyone any good, whether you’re on the force or not.”

“Give me my beer and get out, Ward.”

“If you keep on like this, you’re risking more than your job. Someone doesn’t like the stuff you’ve been saying. Someone with more power to do something about it than your boss. I got a visit yesterday from someone wanting to hire me to kill you. Sounded like he was willing to offer a big chunk of change, too.”

Sullivan jerked away from me, scanning my hands for weapons.

I sighed at him. “I’m not going to do it. What do you take me for? I’m no one’s assassin, and if I were, I wouldn’t sit you down for a chat beforehand and give you the chance to get the drop on me. As much as it galls me to say it, I’m here to help you. So as a security consultant, here’s my professional advice. Shut your mouth. Shave your face. Toe the line. Or you’ll lose a lot more than your badge and gun.”

“Who wants me dead?” Sullivan had a wary look in his eyes, like he still wasn’t certain I had turned down the job. “Lucifer?”

That surprised a laugh out of me. “Even if the boss down under was still giving orders, he’s got bigger fish to fry than some local detective. No, this order came directly from the United States government. Congratulations—you’re officially a threat to national security.”

“The government wants me dead,” Sullivan said flatly. He sounded like he’d have found it easier to believe it was Lucifer.

“I’m taking care of it,” I promised. “All you’ve got to do is keep your head down. I need you to shape up, make nice with your boss, and pretend the last few weeks never happened. And not just because that’s what it’ll take to keep your sorry ass alive.” I sighed. “Here’s where that apology comes in.”

“Can we get back to the part where the government is trying to kill me?”

“I told you, I’ve got it handled. If they came to me to do the job, it means they don’t trust anyone else to do it. Not surprising, since most people who have the means, the know-how, and more than a passing knowledge of the supernatural world aren’t people anyone would want to do business with. I’m the last resort—for the government as well as everyone else, sounds like. That means we’ve got ourselves a little time to figure this out. But in the meantime, there’s something else I need from you.”

“I’m not hiding, Ward. I’m not going to sweep all this under the rug like you people have done since the dawn of time, and let more bodies turn up mutilated in alleys.”

“Hear me out, all right? This is hard enough. Don’t make it harder.” I let out a long breath. “This is likely the last time you’ll hear this from me, so you’d best savor it. You were right.”

He looked even more suspicious at that than he had at the news that someone wanted him dead—and who could blame him? “Right about what?”

“About those cops. And I need your help getting to the bottom of this. I’ll do what I can from the outside, but you’re the one who sees these people—or whatever they are—every day. I need you to get me whatever you can on them and this program. But discreetly, all right? No more going through their desks. At least not while anyone can see you.”

“You… you believe me.” Sullivan sounded like someone had whacked him in the face with a frying pan. Unexpectedly, he blinked hard.

“Don’t cry on me, all right? You cry on me, we’re done. Bad enough I’m sitting here next to your dirty underwear, smelling how much you need a shower. Speaking of which, that’s our first step. You can’t help me if you lose your job. So you’re going to drag yourself to the shower, and when you get out, you’re going to shave that mangy hamster off your face and see if you can do something about your hair. Then you’re going to put in a load of laundry. You’ll waltz into the station tomorrow as crisp as a new hundred-dollar bill, and smelling like a metaphorical asshole instead of a literal one.”

Just the sound of all that made Sullivan slouch back against the back of the couch again, eyelids drooping like the thought exhausted him. “I don’t know what you expect me to find for you. I went through their desks today. No evidence whatsoever. I even got hold of their expense report for Growing Strong, dating back to when they took over. Nothing out of the ordinary. I made copies of every single piece of paperwork associated with that program. I don’t know why I bothered.” He shook his head heavily. “To be honest, before you said anything, I was starting to wonder if I was wrong about them.”

I sat up straight. “Every piece of paperwork?”

He nodded. “But none of it will do you any good.”

“I’ll be the judge of that. Tell me you got your hands on the accountability contract.”

“That’s just something they have the kids sign. It’s not an official—”

“Do you have it?”

The intensity in my voice must have gotten through to him, because he shut up. He rummaged through one of the piles on the coffee table, making the empty bottle wobble precariously. At last, he pulled out a sheet of paper identical to the one Rocky had asked the new kid to sign last night.

He passed it to me. Silently, I read it over. Then read it again.

“What do you expect to find in—” Sullivan started.

I held a hand up. He stopped talking.

It wasn’t until my third readthrough that I got some idea of what I was looking at. It was a clever little document. On the surface, it looked as cheesy as anything the cops had said last night, something that teenagers who hadn’t been drained into brain-dead zombies would have rightfully mocked. Drugs are bad, it’s hard to say no, on your own you’re weak but with us you’re strong. The Twelve Steps as sung by Barney the purple dinosaur.

It was in the specific wording that things got interesting. Underneath all the cheese, layer after gooey layer of the stuff, the phrasing here was as precise as any contract drawn up by Hell’s own lawyers. And I should know—I’ve done business with Beelzebub’s law firm once or twice.

Anyone who signed this contract was promising every bit of their emotional energy to the cops in charge. No wonder Anna had sounded like a robot earlier. No wonder she couldn’t remember what having fun meant. She’d signed all that away the day she started going to Growing Strong.

I set the paper facedown on the coffee table, and wiped my hands off on my jeans like I could get the residue of the words off me. Cheese or no, that was a demonic contract, all right.

Sullivan, watching my reaction, eyed the piece of paper like he thought it might explode on him. “It won’t hurt you,” I assured him. “At least as long as you keep your signature off it.” Quickly, in as simple words as I could manage, I explained to him what I’d seen.

He had the grace not to gloat about being proven right. Or maybe he just didn’t care. All I saw on his face was anger at what the cops were doing to those kids. Maybe that was the only part he cared about. After all—much as it sticks in my craw to admit it—Sullivan is a better man than me.

Me, I would have gloated. Just a bit.

“There’s one more thing that bothers me,” I said, once I’d given him the gist. “Demonic contracts are precise. They don’t leave anything to chance. Demons are the masters of creating loopholes that benefit them, while closing any that might benefit the person signing on the dotted line.”

“So you’re saying they went to law school.”

“I’m saying the best lawyers learned all their tricks from them. My point is, demonic contracts don’t leave anything open-ended unless it benefits them. And there’s a big glaring omission in that contract. Namely, how long it’s supposed to last.” Reluctantly, I picked up the paper between two fingers and scanned it again to confirm. “This program is only for high schoolers, right? Once you age out, you’re on your own.”

Sullivan gave me a nod of confirmation.

“But according to this, the deal doesn’t end when they leave high school. Or turn eighteen. Or any other natural ending point you can think of. A human might have figured that was implied. A demon would have spelled it out—unless leaving it open put them at an advantage.”

Sullivan scanned the contract alongside me. “In other words, the demons are free to drain these kids for the rest of their lives.”

“Worse than that. See, from what I saw last night, the demons need to talk to the kids to drain them. It’s not an automatic process. I don’t think they plan to go around visiting all these kids in the nursing home in a few decades. So what I’m thinking is, either they’re planning some drastic changes to the program, making it a lifelong kind of thing… or they don’t plan on these kids making it out of high school.”

“And I’m spending my time chasing down soap thieves,” Sullivan muttered. “Tell me we’re going to stop them.”

“We’re going to stop them. Now we have confirmation on what it is they’re taking, and how. All we need is to figure out what they’re doing with it.”

“The first thing we do is get these kids out from under their thumb,” said Sullivan. “Before it’s too late. Then we can worry about shutting them down for good.”

I sighed. I knew what was coming next. But I still hoped he wouldn’t ask the question.

No such luck. “How do we break the contract?” Sullivan asked.

I sent the paper back down. “There’s the bad news,” I said. “There’s no breaking a demonic contract. Once you make a deal with a demon, even dying isn’t enough to get you out of it. There’s no endpoint on this, which means the deals those kids made? They’re all for life. The best chance we’ve got is to figure out how to kill those things… and hope that’s enough to set the kids free.”


 

Chapter 10

 

I convinced Sullivan to take that shower. While he was scrubbing himself back to some semblance of respectability, I tossed away a few of the furrier food specimens inhabiting his fridge and cleared a walking path from the kitchen to the front door. If he wanted anything more than that, he could hire a maid service.

When he emerged, he was wearing a different suit, but one no less in need of a trip through the wash. He no longer had a small furry animal growing on his chin, though, so I called it good enough.

“Come on,” I said, motioning him to the door. “We’re going to my office.”

Felt strange, sharing my car with Sullivan. I wasn’t sure why it put me on edge so badly, seeing as I’d driven the Archangel Michael around, and he was about a thousand percent more likely to express his hatred of me by sticking a sword through my gut. Maybe it was that I’d sort of figured the only time I’d ever share a car with Sullivan was if he finally found a way to stick me in handcuffs.

Sullivan didn’t look any more comfortable with the arrangement than I was. Although that might have had something to do with the fact that my car didn’t look like it could travel twenty feet without starting to lose parts. Which, by the way, wasn’t true. The only part I’ve ever lost was the back bumper, and I got it taped on nice and tight after the last time. It would stay put now. Probably.

We rode in silence. I didn’t even turn on the radio. Sullivan didn’t need to know my tastes in music. Wasn’t like a man could get locked up for being partial to classic rock, but the two of us knew too much about each other at this junction as it was.

By the end of the drive, my nose was sorely regretting not having him do that load of laundry before we got in the car. But the sun was marching inexorably toward the horizon, and those kids were marching toward whatever doom the demons had in store for them. And if we were going to have a serious strategy session, it was going to be in my office, with my team around me.

When we got to my office, I pushed the door open to the sound of shouts and growls. Father Keller was chasing Sparky in circles around the desk, huffing and puffing and pleading for the dog to stop. Sparky, his namesake sparks flying off his madly wagging tail, looked like he was enjoying the game immensely. The game being to keep the papers clutched between his teeth away from Father Keller.

Father Keller lunged for Sparky, missed, and windmilled his arms to keep from falling on his face. “Give… those… back,” he panted. “I was supposed to pay that bill last week. You want our lights to stay on, don’t you?”

Sparky answered with a playful growl and dodged under the desk. Only his furry black hindquarters stuck out. His wagging tail stood straight up like a flag, taunting Father Keller. “If you make me crawl under there with you…” Then Father Keller jumped back, staring at something I couldn’t see. “Not up here! That’s what the basement is for!”

Juliana somersaulted into view, and came up with a kick that nearly took out my coat rack. “I’ve got to practice what I’m learning somehow,” she said, not sounding the least bit out of breath. “The basement is a controlled environment. I need to know I can pull off these moves with furniture and people around me.” Her other foot swung out, and stopped just short of taking Father Keller’s legs out from under him.

Father Keller brushed imaginary grime from his sweater. “If you insist on using me for your practice, at least warn me beforehand. Better yet, put yourself to work wrestling those papers away from Sparky.”

“If I warn a person, they’ll be ready. That doesn’t do anything to approximate real-world conditions.” But she obediently strode toward the desk. “Come on, Sparky,” she said, in the gruff tone she used with him to cover up the fact that she’d rather be using syrupy baby talk. “What have you got? Give it here.”

“I don’t see how it approximates real-world conditions to attack somebody who’s minding his own business,” Father Keller muttered. “If you wish to prepare for a proper fight, save those moves for someone who wants to kill you.”

“She keeps on annoying you like that, she’ll get you there,” I said. Sullivan had frozen up with his first glimpse of the scene inside, an alarmed look on his face. I tugged him through the door. “All right, guys. Playtime is over. We’ve got a visitor.”

Father Keller did a double take at the sight of Sullivan all cleaned up. Then he smiled, dimples appearing on his round cheeks. Father Keller is the only man I know who can muster a genuine smile at the sight of Sullivan.

“A pleasure to see you again, Detective Sullivan.” He sounded like he actually meant it. “Let me put on some water for tea. Or do you prefer coffee?”

Juliana emerged from the desk, drool-dampened papers in hand. She plunked them down hard on Father Keller’s desk as she and Sullivan sized each other up.

I watched both of them carefully, waiting to see if I was going to have to step in. Those two had little enough love for each other. Juliana was the vigilante who’d spent weeks terrorizing Sullivan’s city and making a mockery of the rule of law he valued so highly. The fact that she’d been under the influence of a magical relic at the time wasn’t something Sullivan knew about, and I doubted it would hold much water for him if he did.

And to Juliana, Sullivan represented the life she’d lost so long ago, before the Inquisition got their hands on her. She used to be that justice-minded cop who refused to turn a blind eye to the bribes everyone else was raking in. She was so good at her job, in fact, that her bosses had needed to frame her for corruption and stick her in prison to shut her up.

The two of them had made a temporary truce when we’d first brought Sullivan on board, but it had taken a fight with a thousand-year-old demon to do it. And even then, the cooperation between them had more to do with one-upping each other than anything else.

“Ms. Dietrich,” said Sullivan, in a voice that could have frozen Lucifer’s beard. “I wasn’t aware you’d be in tonight.”

“Right,” I muttered. “I probably should have mentioned that part.”

Juliana eyed Sullivan for a long moment. Then she strode up and slapped him on the back.

“Good to see you,” she said briskly. “So we’re working together again, huh? Glad to hear it. You always bring a unique perspective.”

I eyed her, searching for the sarcasm. Sarcasm wasn’t Juliana’s style—but then, neither was this. “You feeling all right, Juliana?”

“Never better,” she grunted. “I’m turning over a new leaf, remember? Welcoming and accepting. To everyone.” She held out a hand to Sullivan.

Sullivan shook it. Probably because he was afraid of what might happen if he didn’t. Juliana gave his arm a couple of brisk pumps. When she let go, he rubbed his hand and tried to suppress a wince of pain.

Father Keller came back with a cup of hot water, tea bag steeping inside. “Nic mentioned you came around the other night with another tip,” he said carefully, holding out the mug to Sullivan. “He also mentioned it might be good for you and I to have a talk. Why don’t you have a seat?”

“Change of plans,” I told Father Keller. “The detective’s not crying wolf this time. Turns out he sniffed out a couple of genuine demons in the police department.” I swept a theatrical hand toward Sullivan. “Father Keller? Juliana? Meet our new client.”

Then I paused. I hadn’t told Father Keller this part. Hadn’t wanted to worry him. But my employees should know what was going on, if only so they could tell Mr. United States Government to screw off the next time he came around looking for me.

“Oh, and the man who came around yesterday?” I said it fast, like they wouldn’t stop to think about it if I didn’t give them the time. “He’s from the government, and he wants Sullivan dead to shut him up. Needless to say, we’re not taking the job.”

Father Keller’s eyebrows lurched toward the ceiling. Juliana gave Sullivan a speculative look. “How much did he say he was paying?”

I shot her a glare. She sighed at me. “It was a joke. I told you—welcoming and accepting.”

“You don’t make jokes.”

“New leaf, remember? So what are we doing about the spook, if we’re not taking his money?”

“I’ve got some thoughts on that,” I said to Juliana. “You and I will talk later. But for now, let’s focus on what they don’t want getting out.”

“Before we do,” Father Keller said, still blinking like he was trying to recover from the government-agent thing, “I’d like to offer a minor correction. You called Detective Sullivan our new client. After our work together against Nosferatu, I would say we’re past that point.” He addressed his next words to Sullivan. “I think it’s more accurate to call you the newest member of our team. Don’t you agree?”


 

Chapter 11

 

I choked on nothing. Soon as I recovered from the coughing fit Father Keller’s words had sent me into, I cleared my throat. “Hang on now. He may know the truth of the world now, but that doesn’t mean he’s on our side. He doesn’t like the way we operate, and he’d be more than happy to throw us in jail given half a chance. He’s made that clear to me on more than one occasion.”

“The man’s a cop,” Juliana agreed. Then she caught herself, and added in a slightly strangled tone, “Not that that’s a bad thing. I’ve known a lot of good cops. Well, a couple of good cops.” She frowned. “Well… I was a good cop. Until they threw me in jail for it.”

“And even if he has changed his tune…” I opened my mouth to talk about all the times he’d shown up at my office with a bogus tip over the past few weeks. The debacle at the aquarium, which had almost gotten me arrested—that was the last time I’d come running when he called. Then there was the drinking, the bags under his eyes, the lack of hygiene, to say nothing of his climbing through my window in the middle of the night…

I closed my mouth without finishing my sentence. I looked down at myself, and fingered my own scraggly beard. Then I looked across the room at Father Keller, the priest who’d walked away from his quiet parish to join up with Heaven’s most wanted. And Juliana—ex-cop, ex-con, ex-Inquisitor, ex-vigilante. Her fists moved faster than her brain a good bit of the time, and she had a nasty habit of turning them on people who were supposed to be on our side. Mostly when she was under the influence of a magical artifact. Mostly. But not always.

I let out a long sigh. “You know what? The Father is right. You’d fit right in with this bunch. More now than back when you still remembered to shave every once in a while. You want in, you’re in. Just don’t pull out those handcuffs around us, and we’re good.”

Sullivan got a stricken look. I didn’t know what scared him—the idea of him being a full-fledged member of the team, or that I’d said he fit right in.

“Thank you,” he said—the most insincere thanks I’d ever heard. “But no. You had it right earlier. I need to clean myself up and recommit to my job. My real job. Even if that means hunting down soap thieves. If I screw this up, I’m out of chances.”

“Does that mean you’re back to looking for a reason to slap those handcuffs on us?” I asked. “Because if so, there’s going to be a serious conflict of interest if we take you on as a client.”

Sullivan shook his head. “Maybe you don’t know what honor looks like, but I do. I’m not going to ask you for your help and then turn around and arrest you. As much as I don’t like it, I’m growing resigned to the fact that we need each other.” The look in his eyes told me how little he wanted to be saying those words. “But I’ve told you before, and it hasn’t changed—your style of fighting doesn’t work for me. I’m not the kind of person who can hide in the shadows. I need to be out there fighting, and the Jarvis PD is where I need to be to do that. I may not be in a position to make a difference yet, but that means I’ll just have to work harder to make it happen.”

“I hate to break it to you, but that’s a losing battle,” said Juliana. “Take it from someone who’s been there. I didn’t even know how the world worked back then. Not about the things hiding in the darkness, at least. All I knew was that the corruption I hated ran deeper than I thought. I figured I could fight it from the inside. You know where that got me.”

“I’m not you, Ms. Dietrich. I have some measure of self-control. During the Last Inquisitor incident, I looked into your history. Not just your arrest and trial, but everything that came before—including two separate citations for excessive force. You weren’t the squeaky-clean hero you think you were.”

Juliana shrugged. “The police force didn’t value my talents. I found people who did, and a place where I could do some genuine good. You could do the same, if you’re willing to let go.”

“So you’re saying that if I turn in my badge and gun, I could become like you. I’m sure you understand why that isn’t a selling point.”

Juliana let out a gravelly sigh. “Look, I’m trying to help you out here. This is genuine advice from the new welcoming-and-accepting me. I’m trying to get you out of the same bad place I was in a decade ago, so you don’t find yourself where I was. Or worse—toeing the line in a dead-end position forever, trying to convince yourself you’re making a difference.”

“I’m a cop,” said Sullivan, in the same tone he used every time he accused me of making Kevin Fisher disappear. It was the tone that said he’d made up his mind, and no one and nothing on this earth would get him to back down. “I’ve got no interest in being anything else. Are we going to have the conversation you brought me here to have, or do I need to walk away from this circus act and figure this out myself?”

I hastily stepped between him and the door. I shot Juliana a can-it look. She shot me a look right back, but she zipped her lips.

“Congratulations,” I told Sullivan. “You’re an official client. My fee is…” I thought about the shabby apartment, and how Sullivan was one crossed line away from unemployment. I sighed. If you’d told me a few months ago I’d find myself cutting Sullivan, of all people, a break, I would have laughed in your face.

“Never mind that,” I said, waving away my earlier words. “Consider it a favor for a friend.”

Sullivan looked a bit sour at the thought of me considering him a friend, but he let it go. Probably because the alternative was forking over a chunk of cash he didn’t have.

“Is there anything I need to sign?” He looked a bit apprehensive at the thought. Probably thinking back to that contract on his coffee table.

I let out a sharp bark of a laugh. “You’re kidding, right? More paperwork means more chances for the cops to…” Belatedly, I remembered who I was talking to. “Let’s just say I prefer to keep things simple.” I started toward my inner office door. “The first thing I do with any new client is sit down for a good long talk. Come with me. I want to know everything you know about these cops.”


 

Chapter 12

 

I woke up to a pack of wild dogs barking inches from my ear. I forced my eyes open and saw darkness, with the faint hint of dawn creeping in around the edges. A familiar dark shape sat next to my bed, pawing at the mattress. Just the one dog, then, but he was making enough noise to wake all the demons in Hell itself.

“Go back to sleep,” I groaned in a muzzy voice. “If Juliana’s here, you can go ask her for a treat all by your lonesome.”

Sparky whined and jammed his cold nose into my cheek. His red eyes stared imploringly into mine. That wasn’t the look he got when he wanted to tell me his favorite person was here. His tail wasn’t thumping against the floor, either. A thick ridge of hair all the way down his back was standing on end.

No, that wasn’t a dog looking forward to a treat and a walk. And that dawn light meant it was too early for Juliana, if she was still going to that early-morning martial arts class. I sat up, rubbed my eyes, and tried to bring myself around. “What’s going on?” my words coming out a bit more coherent this time.

In answer, Sparky trotted to the stairs. He lowered his head as he stared down them, letting out a sound from deep in his throat that was somewhere halfway between a whine and a growl.

The hair on the back of my neck twitched at that sound. I tossed my blanket aside and grabbed my belt, sword and sheath still attached. I strapped it around my sweatpants. Might look funny, but I wanted my sword close at hand, and there wasn’t time to get dressed.

Sparky’s tail gave a single faint wag when he saw I was following him. He led me down the stairs, looking over his shoulder every few steps to make sure I was sticking close. When we hit the bottom of the stairs, he let out a sharp bark and raced into my inner office.

I got the message. I ran in after him, hand on my sword. It was only when my bare skin made contact with the angelic metal that I realized I hadn’t pulled on a pair of gloves.

There was a man in my client chair. He had his back to me, but I didn’t have to see his face to recognize that fancy suit, or the officious set to his shoulders. Sparky sat down in front of him and challenged him to a staring contest, head lowered, letting out a long, low growl. Sparky’s eyes glowed a bright red in the dim light.

Jones tried to suppress his flinch. When he looked over his shoulder, he didn’t seem too surprised to see me. “Call off your animal,” he said, in a voice that made it clear he wasn’t used to people saying no to him. “We can hardly have a civil conversation if I have to wonder whether it will attempt to tear out my throat.”

I tucked one hand behind my back so he couldn’t catch sight of my writhing scars. The other, I kept firmly on the hilt of my sword, which would appear as nothing more than an ordinary defensive knife to him. “Attempt? If he wanted to rip your throat out, neither one of us could stop him. And you ought to be grateful he announced you. If he hadn’t woken me, you would’ve been waiting in here for a long time. A lot longer than if you had, say, knocked on the door.”

“I wanted to make a point,” Jones said. “We are everywhere, and we are always watching. When we take an interest in you, there is nothing you can do that we don’t know about. And we can get to you any time we like.”

I leaned against the doorframe. “You’d think if that was true, you’d have been prepared for the dog.”

“We know you took Detective Sullivan on as a client,” he said, as if I hadn’t spoken. “This presents a considerable conflict of interest.”

“Or it would if I had agreed to work for you.”

“I thought I made it clear at our last meeting that it isn’t a matter of agreement. You’ve been working for us since I walked through your door.”

I tightened my hand around the sword. I reminded myself that taking off the head of a government agent wouldn’t do anything but compound my problems in the long term. No matter how good it would feel to keep him from ever giving me another order again.

I was proud of myself for keeping my voice mostly level as I spoke. “And I thought I made myself clear that I’ve got no interest in this job. As for Sullivan, we had a talk. He’s going to clean up his act and keep his mouth shut. In return, I’ll take care of that demon problem for him—and discreetly enough to make you happy, since I have a vested interest in not drawing undue attention to the things that go bump in the night. Problem solved, no violence necessary.” I paused. “Seeing as I’ve fixed your Sullivan problem for you, I don’t suppose I can still get that chunk of cash that was on offer.”

“I’m afraid it’s too late for a nonviolent solution. Detective Sullivan has shown himself to be a potential threat. We don’t wait for potential threats to live up to that potential. We shut them down.”

“Why’s secrecy such a big deal to you people, anyway?” I asked. “Doesn’t seem like the mobs with torches and pitchforks would line up at your door if things went public. They’d be too busy coming after me and those like me. Unless it’s true that most of the suits down in Washington have made a deal with some unsavory beastie or other.”

“Have you ever visited a grocery store the day before a snowstorm?” Jones asked.

I blinked at the non sequitur. “A man changes the subject that quickly, it’s usually because he’s got something to hide. Touched a nerve, did I?”

“The forecast can call for a mere dusting of snow, and half the city will rush to the store to stock up on canned goods and bottled water. How do you think they would react if they knew they had demons in their midst—and more, that there was no one available to answer their prayers?”

“Ah,” I said softly. He’d answered a curiosity of mine. “So you know about that, do you?”

“Torches and pitchforks would be the least of it. We’re talking mass panic on a national… no, a global scale. Leaving aside the matter of monsters walking the streets, how do you think ordinary citizens would react if they received definitive proof there was no God in Heaven anymore? We’ve run the models. We’d be looking at the near-total collapse of the social order within fourteen days at the outside.”

“Seems to me, no matter how much proof smacks people between the eyes, they’re intent on believing whatever they want to believe,” I said. “Or that’s been my experience, anyway. And if they did find out what’s really out there—and who isn’t—they’d adjust. People have a tendency to do that.”

Privately, though, I had to admit the man might have a point. I wasn’t sure I bought all this about their models and the collapse of civilization. But things could get bad out there if the public got a whiff of the truth—a whiff strong enough to make them believe it, that is. At least for people like me and some of the good demons I knew, the ones just trying to live their lives in peace.

“You don’t have to agree with our reasoning,” Jones said. “You just have to do your job. And in order to smooth out this disagreement between us and get the ball rolling faster, I’ve been granted permission to offer you twice what I was originally prepared to pay.” He took out another of those plain white business cards and wrote out a number on the back in square, anonymous printing. He set the card down in the center of my desk and waited.

I walked over, slid into my chair, and picked it up.

I blinked down at the number. And blinked again. That sure was a lot of zeroes.


 

Chapter 13

 

I slid the card across the desk to him. “I may work for my money, but that doesn’t mean I can be bought. You’d think you’d know that, if you know as much about me as you say.”

“Believe me, we know a great deal about you, Nic Ward.” I didn’t like the inflection he gave my name. Like he also knew the one I used to go by, and wanted me to know he knew.

I liked it even less when he cast a pointed look at my hands. Too late, I remembered I’d grabbed that card without thinking to hide my scars. The scars that were red and squirming from being so close to my sword.

“We’ve amassed quite a bit of information on your employees, as well,” the man continued, sliding his gaze smoothly away from my hands as if that little unspoken communication had never happened. “The woman, Juliana Dietrich—she bears a startling resemblance to a police sketch of the vigilante that was terrorizing this city a while back. The Last Inquisitor, was it?”

I tucked my hands away on my lap. I leaned back in my chair, like I didn’t have a care in the world. “Threaten me all you like,” I said, light and casual, like we were sitting down for a chat over morning coffee. “I’d be more than happy to show you what I can do in return. But threaten my people? You do that, and we’re going to have a problem. You’re already pushing your luck, coming in here and snapping your fingers like I’m a trained dog and you expect me to heel. I’m not sure you understand how thin the ice you’re walking on is. What you did just now was take out a blowtorch and start it melting. You’d best put it away before you find out how deep the water is.”

“Does that act often work for you, Mr. Ward?” Jones asked. “I imagine it does, when facing down some human criminal, or even an upstart demon with more bark than bite. But threats and posturing don’t work against the United States government. We are not your enemy, Mr. Ward. We are a machine, and a machine does not make enemies. It simply does what it was designed to do, as anyone who gets their hands too close to the gears finds out in short order.”

Instead of answering, I got up and walked to the window. I flicked the lock closed, holding his gaze as I did it. “You forgot something,” I said.

His eye twitched.

“Or I guess I should say I forgot something,” I said. “I forgot to lock my window last night, didn’t I? Careless of me. You’d think I’d know better, after five years in this neighborhood.”

I kept on looking him in the eye. I counted the seconds until he dropped his gaze to the desk. My lips curved in a thin, unfriendly smile.

“Or maybe I didn’t,” I said. “Maybe I left it unlocked because I knew you’d be coming around soon enough for that follow-up conversation, and I figured you’d want to show off a bit by not using the door. Maybe I didn’t want to risk you damaging something on your way in. I’ve had enough repair bills, these past few months. And money’s been tight lately. Not tight enough that I’d be tempted to take your offer, mind.”

I returned to my chair, leaned back, and put my feet up. I kept a close eye on the man, in case he took exception to my making a fool of him. Some people get twitchy about that kind of thing. Makes them want to retaliate.

“You said I didn’t know what I was dealing with,” I said. “You’re the one who’s in over your head. I’m not sure you even know how far. Forget what I said about thin ice. It’s already cracked under your feet, and you’ve sunk so far you can’t see daylight. And you’re too much of a fool to realize you’re drowning.”

“If you expected to prove something with that little trick, you were mistaken,” said the man. “All you demonstrated was that you knew you had no hope of keeping us out, so your only option was to surrender. The sooner you apply that attitude to what we’re asking of you, the happier we’ll all be.”

I waggled my finger at him. “I don’t think so. I saw that twitch of yours. You really thought I was that careless, didn’t you? Here’s another question for you—what have I got on my belt?”

His face settled back into a mask of superiority. He was back on familiar ground now. “If you think that little knife is enough to threaten me, you’re more desperate than I thought.”

I drew the sword in a quick motion. I waited just long enough for white fire to blaze down the length of the metal, then tucked it away again before he could get to wondering just what he’d seen. I didn’t want him guessing the truth just yet. I wanted him off-balance.

“Thanks for proving my point for me so handily,” I said with a crooked smile. “That point being, you don’t know what you’re doing. You’re in over your head here. You’re new to this game, aren’t you? You’re used to throwing your weight around with regular old humans. Bet it even works on them. But if you’re so quick to underestimate me, I hate to think what’ll happen when you meet someone truly dangerous.”

Abruptly, I dropped the smile from my face.

“Or maybe you already have,” I said flatly. “I think you’d better be on your way before you have a chance to find out.”

Jones bristled. “So you have a couple of magic tricks. That doesn’t change the fact that we have the best training and the best data your tax dollars can buy, while you have… this.” He cast a pointed look around my small, shabby office. “If you’d like to test your resources against ours, be my guest. But that would be a waste of time and energy for all of us, especially since the outcome is already assured.”

“And what are you doing with all that training and all that data?” I asked. “You’re putting out a hit on a small-time detective instead of, say, solving the demon problem he ran across. That tells me either you don’t understand what a real threat looks like, or you’re not equipped to handle it. Either way, it amounts to the same thing. You’re punching above your weight class. And soon enough, someone’s going to punch back.”

“You do not set the terms here,” he said through clenched teeth. “You do not make the demands. And I didn’t come here to entertain your threats and your bluster.”

I shrugged. “If that’s the way you want it. It’s not like I needed one more headache in my life, but on your head be it. Tell you what—I’ll give you one chance to come to your senses and walk away. You and your entire organization. I see you again, I’ll take that to mean you decided not to take me up on it.”

“Then your answer is still no.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “Have you been listening at all?”

He rose to his feet with as much dignity as he could muster. Instantly, the hair on Sparky’s back bristled to life again. The growl in his throat started back up. He pulled his lips back just enough to show a hint of teeth.

“It’s all right, Sparky,” I said. “Let him go.”

Sparky kept right on growling.

I shot the man an apologetic look. “He’s going through some kind of teenage phase. Did you know puppies did that? Me neither, until I brought him home. Point is, he doesn’t like to listen to me these days. You might want to get ready to run. Just in case.”

The man fixed me with a stony stare. “You’ve been a big fish in a small pond for too long. It’s given you an inflated sense of your own importance. You don’t understand the magnitude of what I represent. That power could work for you…. or it could work against you. I’ll leave that for you to think about until our next meeting.”

Having given himself the last word, he slid his sunglasses back on and strode for the door. He tried very hard not to look at Sparky. But he couldn’t resist a couple of nervous glances over his shoulder.

Sparky’s growl grew louder. As Jones stepped through the inner door, the growl turned to a storm of barks. Jones abandoned his dignity and scampered for the front door. I heard him fumble the lock with clumsy impatience, then slam the door behind him a second later.

Sparky turned to me, tongue hanging out of his mouth. He looked for all the world like he was laughing.

I ruffled the fur on top of his head. “Good boy.”

Then I turned my attention to my inner office, and I went hunting.

Jones had to have overheard my conversation with Sullivan somehow. And he didn’t seem the type to listen at windows.

When I was done scouring the building, I’d found three bugs in my office, two more in the outer room, and one upstairs in my small living quarters. I dunked them all in a glass of water until their circuits were good and fried, then crushed them under my heel for good measure.

Then I called Juliana and told her my idea for how to handle this little problem.

“Think you can do it?” I asked.

“Don’t insult me,” she said, and hung up.

I took that as a yes.


 

Chapter 14

 

The house where Grady—Rocky’s real name—had grown up was as loud as it was small. Outside, a passel of grandkids bounced a ball off the peeling walls, arguing loudly about the rules to some game they seemed to have made up on the spot. Inside, something savory simmered on the stove while something sweet baked in the oven. The smells clashed wildly, but not in an unpleasant way.

The white-haired woman who’d answered the door had smears of flour on her patched apron and a dimple in her squirrel-pudgy cheeks. She had the same teeth as Grady. Behind her, two dogs sprawled on a couch with the upholstery worn thin from years of family movie nights. She got the familiar skeptical look in her eye when she gave me the once-over, but the dimple didn’t fade. “What can I do for you?” she asked. She almost sounded pleasant about it.

On the other hand, that probably had less to do with me and more with the man standing next to me. You show up somewhere with a priest, people are liable to assume they can trust you, even if their instincts tell them otherwise. Father Keller didn’t normally wear the collar anymore, but he’d dragged it out for this occasion.

He spoke for me. “We’re here to ask you some questions about your son Brian Grady, if you have a few minutes,” he said, with an easy smile to tell her no one was in trouble here. “Nothing difficult, I promise. We’re doing a series of profiles on police officers who bring their faith into their work. We think Brian would be a natural choice, especially given his recent work with the Growing Strong program.”

I’d looked up the mom and found that she was a regular churchgoer. Even taught Sunday school every week. I’d figured that made the religion angle a good bet. Even if Grady wasn’t religious—and it was safe to say his demonic passenger wasn’t—his mom would like to believe he was.

“Of course, of course,” she said warmly, although something sharp and vulnerable flickered in her eyes when Father Keller said her son’s name. “It’s no trouble at all.” She started to wave us in, then paused, looking at me all over again. “But… if you don’t mind my asking…”

“He’s a seminary student I’ve been working with,” said Father Keller, answering her question before she could ask it. “A bit… unconventional, perhaps. But Nic here is one of the best men I know.”

He smiled at me as he said it. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought he meant it. I squirmed and shuffled my feet.

Then I straightened my back and lowered my eyes and did my best to look religious as she looked me over yet again. “Of course,” she said again, and this time she did wave us in. “Please come in. I apologize for the state of the house. I wasn’t expecting visitors.”

And there was Father Keller’s mojo at work. The mundane type of magic is sometimes better than any amount of sparks I can throw around.

The two dogs lifted their heads and growled as I walked into the room. Grady’s mother shooed them out the back door with a good-natured roll of her eyes. “I don’t know what’s gotten into them,” she said. “Normally they love to meet new people.”

I knew what the problem was—it was me. Dogs didn’t like me, Sparky excepted. They could always sense that there was something not quite right about me. I sat down in the space the dogs had vacated. Father Keller joined me.

Grady’s mother sat in the chair opposite us. “I’m honored on Brian’s behalf that you’d choose to write about him,” she said. “Although I can’t say I’m surprised. He’s been a high achiever since he hit high school. Destined for great things, that one.” That flicker of pain came into her eyes again. She blinked too hard.

High achiever? Destined for great things? That sure didn’t fit the impression Sullivan had given me. He’d made it sound like these two had been marking time, doing what they needed to do to keep their jobs and not an iota more.

When one of the kids from outside burst through the front door with grubby shoes, Grady’s mother sprang up and pasted a smile on her face, seeming grateful for the interruption—even though less than a minute ago she’d been talking about how glad she was to help us out. “Take those shoes off if you’re coming inside,” she ordered briskly. “Milk’s in the fridge. No soda, you hear me? Your mother may let you drink all you like, but this isn’t her house.”

When she settled back into her chair, her brief melancholy was gone. Almost. But I could still sense it hovering around the edges of her smile, and in the lines around her eyes.

“Those kids,” she said, shaking her head affectionately. “Brian was just like them. Always making trouble, getting into everything. If when he was that age, you’d told me someday a priest would show up at my door looking to write a story about him, I’d have thought someone was playing a trick on me. He was my youngest, and they do say the youngest is always a handful.”

The little boy raced back from the kitchen, milk sloshing over the sides of his overfull glass. He stuck his face in mine. “Who are you?” he demanded. Without waiting for an answer, he came over and picked at my leather jacket, eyeing my fingerless gloves. “Are you in a biker gang? You look like you’re in a biker gang.”

Beside me, Father Keller stifled a laugh. “It sounds like Brian came out of that phase faster than most boys do,” he said to the woman.

“Yes. Yes, he did.” The melancholy was back. “I swear it was like he changed overnight. One day, he was a little hellion.” She leaned forward to ruffle her grandson’s hair. “The next, he was a model child. Perfect manners. Best grades in his class.” She shook her head. A darkness came over her eyes. “I guess he grew up,” she said softly, sadly. “Like children do.”

Her words twanged at me like an out-of-tune guitar string. I thought about Anna. About what her parents had said about her. The pieces should have slotted easily together—whatever had hold of Anna had gotten its hooks into Grady at her age. His story and hers were of a piece.

Only it didn’t fit. Because Anna didn’t have a demon riding around inside her skin, and Grady did. Or at least, I’d never yet encountered anything else that could set off my scars that strongly.

“Like his passion was gone all of a sudden?” I asked.

The woman shot me a surprised look. I couldn’t blame her. This was hardly in the standard repertoire of interview questions. “I wouldn’t have put it that way, but yes, that’s a good description. It was like someone had pressed the mute button on him. I even brought him to the doctor, but she gave him a clean bill of health. She didn’t know what to make of me bringing a child in because he was too well-behaved.” She laughed, but didn’t sound like her heart was in it.

“Watching our children grow up is never easy,” said Father Keller.

“No,” she agreed, looking grateful for the easy out he’d given her. “No, it never is, is it? I knew I should count my blessings, after some of the antics his brothers got up to. But a mother worries. My heart wasn’t fully at ease until he came back to life again.”

Father Keller and I looked at each other. “Tell us about that,” he said carefully. “Was that when he gained an interest in charitable work?”

“Oh, yes,” his mother said. “It was another overnight change. I don’t know why, but he set his heart on becoming a police officer, and that’s exactly what he did. I’d been hoping he would go to college—I never got the chance, myself—but it was so good to see him excited about something again that I didn’t even argue. And he wanted to do something that would help people. How could I complain about that?”

Again, that didn’t fit with Sullivan’s image of this guy. He’d gotten all excited about becoming a police officer… why? To spend the next couple decades sleepwalking through his job?

Father Keller pretended to write something down. “Was there anyone in particular who helped him find that sense of purpose?” he asked. “Maybe what he’s doing now is a way to pay it forward.”

“Now that you mention it, yes,” his mother said. “He had a pair of mentors at our church—an older couple. They left the neighborhood when he was young, but came back when they were ready to settle down, as people do.” Another flash of sadness in her eyes. “Most people, at least. They saw potential in Brian, even when he was a young hellion. And when he got interested in the police, it was them who put the idea in his head.” She frowned thoughtfully. “I never did thank them for what they did for my boy. I suppose I should bring them flowers.”

I tried not to let her see me go tense all of a sudden. Father Keller kept the same serene smile on his face, but I knew he understood how close we were to an answer. I hoped. “Did this couple reach out to any other children at your church, or just him?” Father Keller asked.

“There was one other boy. He and Brian were never close, though. What was that boy’s name? Freddie, I think. He had some long and complicated last name, too hard to pronounce, let alone remember—although that wasn’t his fault, I suppose.”

“Fred Bartkowicz?” I asked. Bullwinkle’s real name—I’d looked it up when I found Grady’s.

She snapped her fingers. “That’s the one. I wonder whatever happened to him.”

“You said he and Brian weren’t close?”

She shook her head. “Church was the only time those two boys ever saw each other, I’m pretty sure. They didn’t run in the same circles.”

“I don’t suppose you could tell us how to get in touch with their mentors,” said Father Keller. “I’d like to interview them for our profile.”

But she shook her head. “They died suddenly, not long after Brian decided to become a police officer. Heart attacks, I think, and both on the same day. I guess they’d done what they were put on this earth to do.”

Father Keller asked a few more questions, just to keep up pretenses. He kept Grady’s mom happy talking about her son’s childhood, a few anecdotes for our imaginary article. I fidgeted and tried to keep a smile on my face as the little grandson ran out the door and came back with two others, all of whom took turns rubbing at my jacket and pulling my beard.

My phone rang, saving me from doing any more time as a zoo exhibit. With a murmured apology, I ducked out onto the porch, where the remaining grandkids stared at me as I pulled out my phone. The screen said it was Juliana calling.

I put the phone to my ear. “Run into any trouble?”

She scoffed. “Have some faith in me, Nic. No, it’s all set. Just like you asked for. Come on home—I’ve got a present for you, all wrapped up and waiting.”

I raised my eyebrows. “That was fast.”

“You’re talking to a professional, Nic.”

I thanked her, told her I’d be back soon, and hung up. Then I ducked my head back into the house. “We have to go,” I told Father Keller.

“Do you have everything you need?” asked Grady’s mom. “I’d be happy to share more stories, if you like. It’s not often I get the chance to talk about Brian. I have pictures, if you’d like, going back all the way to when he came home from the hospital.” Her voice ached with suppressed longing.

“We have everything we need,” said Father Keller with a note of apology in his voice. “But if we need anything else, we’ll be sure to come back.”

“You do that. My door is always open.” She stood and smoothed her skirt. “And if you see him, you tell him that, all right? Tell him to come around and see his family. I’m glad he’s doing good work out there in the world, but surely he can spare a few minutes to have dinner with his mother one of these days.”

She smiled and waved goodbye. The smile almost covered up the sadness underneath.


 

Chapter 15

 

Before hiring Juliana, I didn’t use the basement of my building for much but storing my spare junk. These days, Juliana had it set up as her training room. Foam mat on the floor, a beat-up practice dummy against one wall, an impressive array of weaponry hanging along the walls she’d painted military gray. It was always slightly warmer down here than in the rest of the building, like her body heat lingered even after she was gone. And the air held the thick, wholesome smell of sweat that always made me a bit too conscious of how I was falling short in the fitness department.

But that wasn’t the only thing she used it for. Every so often, my basement did double duty as a place to conduct a quiet interrogation. Inquisitors weren’t just trained to fight monsters. They were also experts at extracting information from humans. I didn’t much like making use of that particular skill set of Juliana’s, but every so often, it became necessary.

It was necessary today.

Juliana had dragged my client chair down here. It sat in the center of the floor, safely away from the weapons on the wall. Jones was sitting there, and looked like he’d rather be just about anywhere else. There wasn’t much he could do about that, though, on account of the duct tape securing his wrists and ankles. Another strip of tape covered his mouth, but his angry eyes spoke volumes.

His sunglasses lay at his feet, snapped in two.

When I reached the bottom of the stairs, Juliana preened like a cat dragging home a dead mouse. “I told you I could manage. Credit where credit is due—he gave me a bit more trouble than I expected. The man is a professional. Lucky for you, so am I.”

I gave her a nod, then answered the silent curses his eyes were throwing my way. “She had orders not to do anything unless you came too close to my office or Sullivan’s place. If you’d paid any attention to my warning, you wouldn’t be here right now.”

Juliana ripped the tape away from his mouth. He let out a muffled yell. His fingers flexed.

His eyes were hot with anger, but his voice was cold. “You have no idea of what you’ve just done,” he said. “I would think very carefully about your next move. You’ve already earned yourself a very long time locked away in a cell where no one will ever find you. It’s fortunate for you that we still need your help. If you play your cards right, we can still make a deal.”

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Still can’t find anyone else to do your dirty work for you, huh? That’s where I’ve got the advantage over you.” I jerked a thumb at Juliana. “You seem to know a fair bit more than you should about the supernatural world. Tell me this, then—how much do you know about the Inquisition?”

“I am not at liberty to share classified information.”

“Then it’s a good thing I’ve got a source of my own. Juliana, why don’t you give him the basics, in case Uncle Sam’s files are missing some key information?”

“The Inquisition was created by the Vatican a thousand years ago, and placed under the direct authority of Heaven itself,” said Juliana. “Our mission is to protect humanity against demonic threats by any means necessary. In plain English, that means we kill the things that go bump in the night, and make sure the humans who bring them here don’t get the chance to do it again. Whatever you’ve heard of us, I can promise you, our reputation doesn’t do us justice.”

The man swallowed. Apparently he’d heard a few things.

“Well, I guess I shouldn’t be saying ‘we,’” Juliana said thoughtfully. “I’m not one of them anymore. I left on account of some philosophical differences with their new leader. That means I still have all the training, but they’ve got rules they need to follow, and I don’t.” She cracked her knuckles.

Jones swallowed hard. “I’m familiar with the Inquisition. We have resources you can only dream of. There isn’t much we don’t know.”

“You could have said that right away, and saved us some time,” I said. “Instead of giving us the classified-information runaround.”

Juliana turned to me. “You know what I really don’t like, Nic?” she said conversationally. “When people waste my time. I’m a busy woman. Places to go, monsters to kill.”

“I’ve got my doubts about how far this knowledge of yours goes,” I said to Jones. “You still don’t know what this is, after all.” I patted the hilt of my sword. “But I’m happy to hear you’re familiar with the Inquisition. You probably already know what they do to the humans who get on their bad side, which means we don’t need to waste time explaining it to you. You might have heard she doesn’t like people who waste her time.” I jerked my chin toward Juliana. “If there’s any confusion, though, we could easily arrange for a demonstration.”

Jones swallowed again.

“The Inquisition is responsible for containing demonic threats,” he said. “My organization has not associated with the forces of Hell, nor do we have any plans to do so. That means we fall outside the Inquisition’s purview.”

“Maybe you missed the part where I don’t work for the Inquisition anymore. I work for him now.” She nodded at me. “I’ve got a bit more latitude in my job description these days.”

“Her job description says she does whatever I need her to do. And you know what I really need right about now?” I stepped back and leaned against the wall, next to the weapon rack. “I need you out of my hair. And I wouldn’t mind finding out a bit more about this mysterious organization of yours, while we’re at it.”

“Seems reasonable,” said Juliana. “Seeing as this guy is insisting you two work together, and all. It’s nice to know who you’re working with.” She narrowed her eyes at Jones. “What do you say? Feel like having a chat?”

His eyes darted away from Juliana, then came back to her as if pulled by a magnet. “I’ve shared all I am at liberty to divulge.”

I let out a long sigh. “That’s what I was afraid you’d say. I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this. This is my basement, after all. I’m the one who has to scrub it out when it gets all messy. But you haven’t given me much of a choice. You keep coming around where you’re not wanted. Breaking into my office in the middle of the night… a man might take that as a threat.

“Worse than that, I know you’re out to kill my… ugh… I suppose I have to call him my friend now. Not to mention how you’ve threatened to expose certain details about the people who work for me. You didn’t really expect me to let that stand, did you?”

“I’m prepared to give you one more chance,” Jones said to me, with ice in his voice and a plea in his eyes. “Agree to do this job for us, and I’m prepared to forget any of this happened. My superiors never need to hear about what you’ve done tonight.”

“He’s already hit the bargaining stage,” said Juliana. “Impressive. I haven’t even touched him yet.”

She gave her knuckles another crack as she walked up a little closer to him.

“Normally,” she said, looming over him with every inch of her impressive height, “this would be when things would get physical. I’d give you… hmm…” She narrowed her eyes and gave him a professional once-over. “Twenty minutes before you told me everything you know. Maybe twenty-five.”

“If I disappear, people will come looking for me. And they won’t be as willing to make a deal as I am.”

“Again with the deals. Don’t worry, there’s no need for that. We’re not going that route tonight. This is your lucky day. See, I’m turning over a new leaf. I’m trying out this thing where I give people the benefit of the doubt instead of jumping straight to violence. So what do you say we have that chat after all? You want something to drink? We’ve got tea, booze, and good old Jarvis tap water.”

Jones looked between us, unable to hide the confusion on his face. “If this is a trick to get me to lower my guard, don’t expect it to work on me.”

I didn’t have the first clue what this was. Didn’t think it was a good idea to share that with him, though. I stayed where I was, crossed my arms across my chest, and tried to look like everything was going according to plan.

Juliana plunked herself down on the lowest step. “Let’s get to know each other,” she said. “Seems like we’ve got a few things in common, you and I. We both fight monsters for a living, although from what Nic tells me, it sounds like you prefer to hire other people to do your fighting for you. We both work for organizations we don’t much like to talk about in public—or, well, you do and I used to. And we’ve both got reason to be unhappy with the people in charge of said organizations. Or if you’re not, you should be, seeing as they’re the ones who sent you here. All that seems like a good basis for a friendship, if you ask me.”

The man looked at her like he was trying to figure out whether she was joking. Truth be told, I was trying to determine the same thing. Trouble is, I knew Juliana. And Juliana wasn’t one for jokes.

“Come on,” Juliana coaxed. “Give me something here. We don’t have to talk about your work yet, if you don’t want. Help me get to know you. Hobbies? Favorite color? Anything?”

He turned his head away from her to face straight ahead, toward the wall. He didn’t say anything.

Juliana heaved a sigh. “Nothing, huh? Guess I’m not too good at this whole making-friends thing yet. I’m new at this. Still need more practice. In the meantime, guess I’ve got to fall back on what I know.”

Her fingers clenched eagerly into fists as she rose up from the stairs.

She retrieved her black duffel bag from a corner of the basement. She didn’t get that bag out much, these days. Like I said, that’s not what I need her for most of the time. But I’d seen it once or twice, and gotten a peek at what was inside. I’d seen—and heard—what happened once she got it open. I rubbed my ears, which were ringing all of a sudden with the echoes of remembered screams.

“Wait,” the man said.


 

Chapter 16

 

Juliana paused with one hand reaching into the bag. She looked over her shoulder at Jones, one eyebrow raised in a silent question.

“You have to understand,” he said. “Even answering the simplest questions about our work is strictly forbidden, and for good reason. The nature of what we do requires that we operate in absolute secrecy.”

“You up for bending some rules today?” asked Juliana. “Because I am.”

The man took a look at the bag. And then Juliana’s face. She wasn’t putting on some kind of tough act. She looked entirely casual, like all this was no big deal to her. If I’d been in his position, that would have scared me more than a bunch of posturing.

Or maybe his files on the Inquisition were good enough that he knew exactly what she was capable of.

“Our organization was formed five years ago, shortly after certain highly placed figures in the government discovered the truth about the recent events in Heaven,” the man said. “Very few people know we exist. Even the president isn’t aware of us, although several people close to him are.”

Juliana took her hand out of the bag and straightened up. But she didn’t close the bag up just yet. “So what three-letter agency are you attached to? CIA? NSA?”

“Neither. We report to the Department of Defense, but we operate independently. No single agency can claim us, to make our funding intentionally difficult to trace. We don’t even have an official name. When people find it absolutely necessary to discuss our work, they call us Cleaners.”

“Cleaners,” I repeated slowly. “Did you guys happen to do any cleaning here in Jarvis a few weeks back, by any chance? After a series of vampire attacks, maybe?”

Alarm flickered in his eyes. “I’m not at liberty to divulge that information.”

“If that was you, you did a half-assed job of it. You didn’t stop the cops from noticing bodies turning up with bite marks. All you did was let them know that not only were there a bunch of vampire victims in the morgue, but someone was making some of the bodies disappear. You did a better job when you cleaned up the demon bodies at that charity in the Industrial District a couple months back. Very thorough. Well done. That was you guys too, wasn’t it?”

“I’m not at liberty to—”

Juliana’s eyes flicked toward the bag.

“Yes,” he said through his teeth. “Yes, that was us. And if anyone finds out I told you even that much, I’ll be in that dark cell next to you.”

“That’s a good incentive to make sure no one finds out,” I said. “You don’t strike me as a pleasant cellmate.”

“As for our failures when it comes to the vampire attacks,” he said, “Jarvis is a notoriously difficult city to operate in. There are too many demons here—as well as certain rogue elements who make it difficult to know what to expect.” He shot me a significant look.

“You guys do anything else besides clean up other people’s messes?” asked Juliana.

“Directly engaging with supernatural threats is beyond the scope of our mandate.”

“You mean you know you’d be outmatched if you went up against what’s out there,” I said.

He sent a glare my way, but he didn’t argue.

“You said you’re a small organization,” she said. “What does that mean, exactly?”

“Small enough not to attract notice. Large enough to do our work effectively.”

“Who is it you report to? I’d appreciate a list of names, if you wouldn’t mind. Either in alphabetical order or by rank—I’m not picky.”

“Polite,” I murmured.

“Welcoming and accepting,” she murmured back. Then she turned back to Jones. “Names can wait. How many of you are currently operating in Jarvis?”

“I’m not privy to the details of other agents’ operations.”

“Make a guess for me,” said Juliana. “Or else just tell me how many others are on this operation. I know it’s not just you, unless you were lying about your organization being big enough to do your work effectively.”

“What I’ve already told you might be something my superiors would forgive, considering the extenuating circumstances,” he said. “It isn’t likely, but there’s an outside chance. But giving specifics? Names and numbers? Secrecy is what we are, Mr. Ward. It’s our mission and our life purpose. It’s what we live for, and if necessary, what we give our lives for. Be satisfied with what I’ve already given you.” His eyes flicked toward the bag again, like he didn’t mean to do it. “Please.”

Juliana took my arm and pulled me aside. “How much do you want that information?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Knowing your enemy is important. I’ll take any information I can get. Is it worth having to scrub the basement down after, though? Probably not.” I shot a glance past her toward Jones, who was staring down at that bag again. “Besides, I sort of feel for the guy. And it’s not like it’ll appreciably change my plans to know whether there’s one of him here in Jarvis or ten.”

Juliana nodded. She strode back to the man and clapped her hands briskly, making him jump.

“All right,” she said, “here’s what we’re going to do. When I let you out of here, I’m going to need you to go back to your buddies and tell them Jarvis is off-limits. It belongs to Nic Ward, and he’ll keep it as clean as he wants to keep it. Understood?”

Jones opened his mouth. Juliana lifted a finger. “Before you answer, I should remind you that I’ve decided not to ask you any more of those questions you didn’t want to answer… for now. A little gratitude might be in order.”

“I can’t do what you want,” Jones said with clear reluctance. “My superiors are the ones who give me orders, not the other way around. I can’t go back and tell them a rogue element has decided his city is no longer governed by the same laws as the rest of the country.”

“What laws?” asked Juliana. “There are no laws against demons, last I heard.”

“But there are laws against publicizing information that is a threat to national security. And as of five years ago, all information pertaining to angels, demons, or the political situation in Heaven qualifies. And one city can’t be siloed off from the rest of the country so easily. If Detective Sullivan, or anyone else, says the wrong thing to the wrong person, the rumors could be halfway across the world within hours.”

Juliana studied him for a long moment. He squirmed under her gaze. His collar was damp with sweat.

“Welcoming and accepting,” she muttered to herself. A little louder, she said, “Tell you what. I’ll give you a little time alone to think. After that, I’ll come back, make another go at the getting-to-know-you thing. By then, you might be a bit more open to the idea of being friends. Maybe I can even convince you to come around to our way of thinking.”

I had no idea whether she meant what she was saying, or if this was her way of making a veiled threat. From the queasy look on the man’s face, he didn’t know either.

Juliana checked the man’s bonds. When she was satisfied they were secure, she strode up the stairs. “I’ll be back in a few hours,” she said. “We’ll chat. It’ll be nice.”

He swallowed hard as I turned my back on him and followed her.


 

Chapter 17

 

When the sun started going down, I headed out. There was another Growing Strong meeting tonight, a different group of kids this time. I’d checked the schedule, and Sullivan was right—those two cops really didn’t take any days off. This meeting was happening down in Fox Hill Park like the last one, but that wasn’t where I was going. I already knew how those meetings went. Tonight, I was after something different.

Grady and Bartkowicz lived together in a shabby little house along the edge of Ashley Hill—one of the worst neighborhoods in Jarvis, although not as bad by reputation as mine. They kept their home locked up tight, but I broke a back window to sneak inside. Around here, a broken window wouldn’t raise too many alarms, especially if I took a few things to make it look like a robbery. I wasn’t going to lose any sleep over stealing from a demon.

But when I squeezed through the window, I saw the problem with that plan. There wasn’t anything valuable to steal. I could tell that right away. Not even a TV on the wall. The house was sterile inside, white walls and beige carpeting, just enough furniture to make it look like a home… in the loosest sense of the term. This certainly didn’t feel like anyone’s home. It felt like a showroom.

I rested one hand on the couch and pushed down softly. The upholstery had no give to it. This wasn’t like the couch at Grady’s mother’s house, saggy and worn from decades of use. If either of them had sat on this thing a single time, I would have been surprised.

The rest of the house was the same. Gleaming appliances, unused. An empty refrigerator. No plates in the kitchen sink, or in the cabinets either. This whole place was an illusion, and not even a very convincing one. The closet was full of identical outfits—white shirts, black slacks. And that was it for the house.

I stalked through the rooms a second time, hoping to spot something I’d missed on the first go-round. There had to be something. I could believe Anna or someone like her living in a place like this. But these guys were the ones doing the draining. What did they do for fun when they weren’t teaching kids to say no to drugs? Even demons had to blow off steam once in a while, and most of them enjoyed trashy TV as much as the next human.

But not these two, apparently. What were they? What did they want?

On my second look into the closet, I found something. I almost missed it—by that point, I was frustrated and ready to pack it in. But when I scanned the floor, I saw a little box tucked into a corner far in the back. The wood was worn smooth from handling. It looked like a child’s treasure box.

I made quick work of the simple lock. But if I’d been hoping for easy answers inside, I would have been disappointed. There was nothing in there but a few iridescent flakes of some hard material, a shiny black that shone green in the right light.

I picked one of them up and rested it in my gloved palm. It was about the size of one of my fingernails, and iron-hard. It looked like a fish scale, but thicker.

And it radiated demonic energy.

I held it for as long as I could stand it, squinting at it like a jeweler who needed to figure out if a diamond was genuine. Then I tucked it in my pocket and shook my hand out like I could wave away the magical residue.

I was about to make a final sweep through the house when a soft noise from below made me freeze. It was a quiet thump, like someone landing slowly and carefully after a leap. Quick footsteps followed.

Too many feet to be human.

I tensed and grasped the hilt of my sword. I eased myself behind the bedroom door and slowly, carefully, peered around the corner toward the stairs.

A dark shape hurtled up the stairs. A dark shape with glowing red eyes.

Sparky barreled into the bedroom and sniffed me from shoulders to toes with brisk and businesslike precision. When he was done, he sat back on his haunches and tilted his head at me in a wordless question that I read as something like, Hey, you okay?

I let go of the sword and waited for my heart to slow its pounding. “What are you doing here, dog?”

Sparky shot me a look at that to let me know what he thought of my intellect if I had to ask the question. He pointedly nosed around the room, ending on the wooden box in the closet. He drew back to look at me again and let out a low, huffing growl. This place smells wrong.

“I’ve got it handled,” I assured him. “Trust me, pup, I know what I’m doing—I’ve been at this job since before you were born.”

The look Sparky gave me was distinctly skeptical.

I sighed. “Thanks for running to the rescue. But I can take care of myself. I didn’t need your help in the park, and I don’t need it tonight.” I paused. “Also, I sure hope you didn’t break any windows on your way in here.”

Sparky looked away.

“You’ve got to stop doing this, buddy,” I said. “You’re not helping. All you’re doing is drawing more attention. And whatever you may think, I can take care of myself.”

Sparky hung his head and whined.

I let out a longer sigh. “Look, if I’m actually in danger, by all means, come swoop in and save my life. But otherwise, trust me to do my job, all right? I don’t try to chew your bones for you. Don’t try to fight my battles for me.”

He lifted his head again at the mention of bones. He gave me a hopeful stare. 

I scratched his head. He, of course, lifted his snout and looked away, like I wasn’t worthy of His Majesty’s attention. But his tail gave a single happy thump.

“Can’t fool me, boy,” I whispered. “If you didn’t care about me, you wouldn’t have come all this way on my account. I don’t know how you even knew where I was. That’s some impressive tracking right there—no mundane dog could have done it, that’s for sure. And getting out of my apartment was impressive all on its own.” I sighed. “Let me guess—Grady and Bartkowicz aren’t the only ones who’ve got a window to replace.”

He looked at me just long enough for me to catch the distinctly guilty look in his eyes before he looked away again.

I sighed. “We’re going to need to have a talk about that later. And about this new protective streak of yours. You might be growing up, but you’ve got no business putting yourself in the middle of a fight. Guns are dangerous, demons are worse, and I face both on a regular basis. And like it or not, you’re still a puppy.”

He heaved a doggy sigh, lifting his head high and then shrugging it low as if it took his whole body to express his disdain for my mere human opinion.

“You get yourself killed on my account, I’ll never forgive myself.” I stared down at him, hands on my hips. “So knock it off, all right?” I paused. “But also, thanks. If I’d really been in danger, you just might have saved my bacon.”

At that, he looked up at me with hopeful eyes, licking his lips.

“It’s an expression. I don’t actually have any—” My phone rang, cutting me off. I pulled it from my pocket. Juliana. “Will you look at that? It’s your favorite person. Probably calling me to let me know you flew the coop. I’ve got to decide whether to tell her to give you an extra bone tomorrow for coming to save my life—even if I didn’t need it—or no bones for a week for running off.”

He gave a worried whine.

I put the phone to my ear. “It’s all right,” I said. “He’s with me.”

“What?” she snapped. I held the phone away from my ear. I had expected relief, not alarm—and definitely not at that volume.

“Yeah, he tracked me clear across the city,” I said. “Don’t ask me how.”

Juliana let out a string of creative curses. “I don’t know how he got out,” she said, once she’d gotten it out of her system. “I was right by the front door the whole time. I should have heard something.”

“It’s all right. I’ve got him now.” I gave him another scratch. He ignored me, straining up toward the phone like he wanted his chance to say hello.

“Did he hurt you?” Juliana asked. “You need someone to come pick you up?”

“No, we’re good. It won’t be the first time he’s ridden in my backseat.”

“Wait, what?”

Too late, the rest of what she’d said caught up with me. “What do you mean, did he hurt me?” I looked down at Sparky. “There’s something you’re not telling me, boy?” I stared into his red eyes. He wagged his tail at me.

“I’m confused,” said Juliana.

“That makes two of us.” I frowned. “Who are we talking about again?”

“Our friend the government agent,” Juliana said impatiently. “Who did you think we were talking about?”

“Wait. He got out?”

“You mean he’s not actually with you?” Juliana asked at the same moment.

I looked around. The night seemed darker all of a sudden. I felt invisible eyes on me from all directions.

“Come on, Sparky,” I said, hooking my fingers into his collar. “We’ve got business back home.”


 

Chapter 18

 

As soon as I walked in the door, I knew where to find Juliana. Partly because the main floor of the building was dark and deserted, but mostly because of the loud thumps coming from the basement, punctuated by the occasional grunt of exertion.

I headed for the basement stairs. Sparky trotted after me. “Stay up here for now, all right, buddy?” I said. “This is human business. I don’t think Juliana is in any mood to hand out skritches and treats right now.” I stared into his red eyes. “You stay put, you hear? No more running off.”

He tried to squeeze past me through the basement door, like I hadn’t said a word. I latched it tight behind me before he could. On the other side, I heard him flop to the ground with a heartbroken groan.

“It’s me,” I called down into the basement, and hoped Juliana could hear me over the drumbeat of her rhythmic blows. “Don’t hurt me, all right? I come in peace.”

A splintering sound was the only response I got. The drumming didn’t let up.

I inched my way down the stairs. I expected to find Juliana taking out her anger on the practice dummy. I was only half right. She was taking out her anger, all right—but there was no practice dummy anymore. Just shards of wood strewn across the floor. As I watched from the bottom step, she drove a wooden practice sword through the eye of the dummy’s disembodied head. The head cracked in two.

I had half a mind to creep right back up the stairs before she noticed me and decided I was her next target. It looked like she’d pretty well worn out the ones she had, and she seemed nowhere near in the mood to stop.

“Juliana?” I called.

She paused and looked over her shoulder, sweeping sweat-damp hair out of her murderous eyes. She gave me a curt nod of acknowledgment, then turned back to the head—now in two pieces—and took another jab at the place where its gray matter would have been.

“I think it’s dead,” I said.

She didn’t answer, just got to work quartering the dummy’s skull.

“What happened?” I asked, even though all my human self-preservation instincts were screaming at me to run while I could.

She paused her attack just long enough to shoot me a look of annoyance. “What I told you on the phone. He got away. I went down to have that conversation with him, and he was gone.” She nodded to the corner, where a mug full of dark liquid sat on the floor, miraculously unbroken. “I made him a cup of tea and everything,” she said in a tone that was just this side of sulky.

I looked around the windowless basement. “How’d he get out without you hearing?”

Instantly, I regretted the question. As soon as I asked it, she raised the practice sword above her head and swept it down onto what remained of the practice dummy’s skull. The wood exploded into splinters. I ducked to keep the shards from burying themselves in my eyes.

“I don’t know, okay?” she growled. “I was right upstairs the whole time. He shouldn’t have gotten past me without me noticing. The door was still locked afterward—I checked. So were all the windows.”

“Shouldn’t have been able to get out of that tape, either. I saw how tight you had it.”

“He sliced right through it. Or someone did it for him.” She nodded to the far corner of the basement. The chair lay in splinters, in worse shape than the practice dummy. I could just barely glimpse a couple scraps of duct tape in there. Sliced clean, just like she said.

I sighed. “That was my client chair, you know. What do you expect me to do now, ask them to stand?”

“I’ll buy you another one.” She spun in a slow circle, eyes narrowed, searching for her next victim.

I raised my hands. “I’m an innocent bystander,” I reminded her.

“In any case, destroying everything in sight might be cathartic and all, but it’s not going to help with our Cleaner problem. Or our demon-cop problem. If you’re about done, I could use your thoughts on both.”

Juliana slumped. The practice sword slid from her fingers and clattered to the floor.

When she looked at me, her eyes were dull. All the anger had abruptly drained away. “I don’t know what you expect me to do for you.”

I shrug. “Same thing you always do. Give me a sounding board to bounce ideas off of. Maybe argue with me a bit, or give me an idea I haven’t thought of. Then go bash some heads in.”

Juliana gestured to the destroyed basement. Her eyes lingered on the chair. “And how well did I do at that the last time?” She shook her head heavily. “I knew I couldn’t think of myself as an Inquisitor anymore when I found out the truth about you. I didn’t figure it’d be a problem—I’d left the Inquisition five years earlier, and that didn’t change much except that I didn’t have backup anymore. But now…”

When she looked at me, her eyes held a look so alien on her that it took me a minute to figure out what I was seeing. Vulnerability. 

“Have I lost the thing that makes me good at what I do?” she said quietly. “If I can’t be an Inquisitor, am I just a regular old mundane who can’t keep track of a human prisoner for a few hours, let alone go up against a demon?”

“You were doing fine before this welcoming-and-accepting thing,” I said. “Maybe it’s time to let that lie. Watching you try to be all warm and fuzzy makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end, truth be told.”

Especially on the heels of everything going on with Sullivan. We’d gotten into a good rhythm, him and me. He’d threaten to put me in jail, I’d give him a hard time while making sure no accusations he threw at me could stick. Then we’d do it all again the next time around. And then he’d gone and found out the truth about the world, and ruined everything.

What can I say? I’m an old man. Older than anyone else living, unless you count the other angels who survived both Lucifer’s war and mine. I’m too old for all this change. Getting used to being human is bad enough.

“I wasn’t doing fine, and you know it,” said Juliana. “I started skipping training, Nic. Because that was a discipline the Inquisition taught me. I don’t know how to separate the Inquisitor from the rest of me. It’s been too long. I was with them almost ten years, and still thought of myself as an inquisitor for the next five, even though I was flying solo. I worked like one. I thought like one. Now that’s off the table, so tell me, what do I replace it with? If the Inquisitor is gone, what’s left?” She slapped her chest hard.

I squirmed. “That’s more a conversation for Father Keller than for me, I think. But if you ask me, there’s always been more to you than what the Inquisition taught you. I can tolerate your presence for more than five minutes, for one thing. That’s more than I can say for any other Inquisitor I’ve ever known.”

Juliana looked as relieved as I felt when a faint ding of a bell from upstairs let us know someone had walked in the door. If that was a new client, I had to get up there and make nice with them, pronto—we needed all the cash we could get. With a halfhearted murmur of apology to Juliana, I started up the stairs.

Before I pushed open the door, I looked over my shoulder at her. She was staring down at the destroyed dummy, shoulders slumped. All the fight had gone out of her.

I almost went back down to her. But I slipped through the door and closed it behind me. She needed that new-client cash as much as I did. If I didn’t pay her, she didn’t eat.

Besides, wasn’t much I could do to help her identity crisis. Not when I was the one who’d caused it.

But there wasn’t a new client standing inside the front door. There was only Sullivan. And the cleanup job I’d done on him hadn’t lasted. Not only had he not done his laundry, his hair was shooting out in all directions, and he had a wild look in his eyes that made me wonder if I’d be needing a rabies shot by the time this meeting was done.

“What are you doing here, Sullivan?” I asked. “It’s late. And Empty Throne knows you could use a full night’s sleep.”

“How do you do it, Ward?” Sullivan’s voice was a rusty rasp. “How do you go about your day just knowing those things are out there?” An unhinged gleam shone in his eyes. “Help me, Ward. Please.”


 

Chapter 19

 

“I’m the wrong person to ask,” I said mildly, wondering if I should call Father Keller from his bed to come down here and do damage control. “Seeing as I’ve never known anything else. I was one of those things long before I was human.”

I was dangling a nice tasty bit of bait in front of Sullivan right there, giving him the perfect opportunity to ask his favorite question—namely, what exactly I was, and what secrets I was hiding from him. It showed something about the state he was in that he didn’t take it. He stumbled across the room and sagged into the chair behind Father Keller’s desk.

He rested his elbows on the desk and buried his head in his hands. “They’re there every day, Ward,” he said. “Grady and Bartkowicz. I have to keep walking past them like nothing is wrong. And God only knows how many other demons there are in the Jarvis PD, walking around in human suits.” He lifted his hands from his face to shoot me a red-eyed glare. “How many are there, Ward? Do you know? How many do I walk past on the street every day on my way to lunch? How many are in my apartment building, laughing behind their hands as they watch me try to bring order to this city by arresting soap thieves?”

The basement door creaked open. “See, this is why I liked the Inquisition,” Juliana said. “I didn’t have to try and make nice with demons.” She paused. “Well, one of the reasons. It also gave me an outlet for certain impulses the police didn’t appreciate.”

Sullivan’s head jerked toward her. “How long have you been listening?”

Juliana kicked the basement door shut and leaned back against it, arms crossed over her chest. The way she was standing looked familiar, in a skin-prickling kind of way. It took me a few seconds to realize it was because she was standing like me.

“There’s an obvious solution to your problem,” said Juliana. “You could just quit the force. It’s not like they won’t kick you to the curb as soon as they get the chance.”

Sullivan narrowed his eyes at her. “Quit the force to do what? Take up a new career as an unhinged vigilante?”

“You remember how I lent you one of my guns when we fought Nosferatu?” Juliana asked. “Do you know how often I let someone touch one of my weapons?”

“Not often,” I told Sullivan. “If I tried it, I’d lose a hand.”

“I didn’t do that so I can stand here and let you insult—” She cut herself off and took a long breath. “Welcoming and accepting,” she murmured. “Welcoming and accepting.”

“She’s got a point,” I told Sullivan. “You’re not going to keep your job if you keep this up. I thought we agreed you’d try to keep your nose clean. Not to mention the rest of you.”

“I tried. But I can’t keep doing this. I can smell them, Ward. I can smell the blood on their hands.” His face disappeared behind his palms again.

Juliana and I shot each other worried looks. “Remember, you’ve got other reasons you need to keep your mouth shut,” I said. “Have you forgotten the people who want you dead?”

“Our government friend is back out on the streets, more pissed off than ever,” said Juliana. “No thanks to me.” She gave the door behind her an unnecessary kick.

“I know,” said Sullivan from behind his hands. “That’s not an easy thing to forget. Why do you think I came to you? I know what I need to do, but I can’t do it. But somehow you get through every day knowing you’re breathing the same air as those things. I need to talk to someone who understands.”

And that was me. Lucky me. “I can’t give you what you’re looking for,” I said, as gentle as I could. “See, I’m not like you. I’m not a human who wandered into a world I didn’t understand. I’m… something else.” And I doubt Sullivan would be too keen on breathing the same air as me if he knew what. “I can help you with this Growing Strong thing. And I can do my best to keep you alive. But that’s it. The rest, you’ll have to work out on your own. Or give the priest a call.”

Sullivan peeked out from behind his hands. “Do you have any updates on Growing Strong?” he asked, like he was grappling for a lifeline.

I hemmed and hawed a minute. I didn’t want to let Sullivan know I’d hit a brick wall for the moment. Not in the state he was in.

But he could see my answer. He closed his eyes and let his head sag.

“How, Ward?” he asked softly. “How can you stand this? How can you live in a world where the rule of law means nothing?” Without warning, he slammed his hands down on Father Keller’s desk so hard Juliana and I both jumped. “And we humans will always be at a disadvantage. We’re weak. We’re helpless. All we have going for us is that these creatures don’t want to be seen. But when we try to use that advantage? When we try to drag them out of the dark? What happens then?”

He shoved Father Keller’s chair back so fast it toppled over behind him. He strode around the front of the desk, arms swinging, fists clenched. I eased back, nice and slow, just in case he was looking for a handy target.

“They call us crazy!” he yelled. “They laugh at us. They talk about us behind our backs. They make us waste our time on stolen soap. They threaten to fire us for telling the truth, and for trying to do some real good in this city for a change!”

I shot Juliana a meaningful look. She eased on up behind him, quick and quiet, and got ready to grab him if it became necessary.

“We’re giving them the upper hand,” said Sullivan. His eyes scanned the room for a target for his fury, and found me. “Plenty of people say they care about law and order. They say they care about protecting the innocent. And then they hand the city over to the forces of darkness because they’re afraid to hear the truth. And you—someone who knows how bad things are out there—you want me to smile and play along while they do it!”

Juliana cleared her throat from just behind his ear. He swung around to face her, fists raised. He took one look at her beefy frame, swallowed, and lowered his hands to his sides.

“So go out and kill a few demons, if you want to so badly,” Juliana snapped. “Don’t know how to go up against something bigger and stronger without dying? I know a class you can take. You come in here complaining about what your bosses won’t let you do, and you expect sympathy from us—but you’re the one choosing to work for them. Don’t whine about the chains you’re in when you’re the one holding the key.”

I cleared my throat and met her eyes over Sullivan’s shoulder. “Welcoming and accepting?” I murmured.

She closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath.

“So that’s your solution?” Sullivan demanded, eyes fixed on Juliana now instead of me. “For me to turn into you? To go out and murder anyone I don’t like the look of, with no regard for the rule of law?”

“You want to call me a murderer one more time?” Juliana cracked her knuckles. “Because I could use an excuse for a fight. All this welcoming-and-accepting shit’s been wearing on me.”

Any sane person would have backed right up at the look in her eyes. But I wasn’t sure Sullivan was entirely sane at the moment. Which might have explained why he looked like he was considering taking her up on her offer.

I cleared my throat and stepped between them. “You know what?” I said to Sullivan. “Forget what I said about how I can’t help you. You want some company? Fine. You and I are going out for a drink.” I shot a look over my shoulder at Juliana. “Before you two kill each other.”

To be fair, that wasn’t my only reason. When it had looked like the two of them might start tearing up my office, the adrenaline had jogged loose something in my mind that just might serve as a way around that brick wall I’d hit. But to make it work, I’d need Sullivan’s help.

And if I was going to get him to agree to it, I’d probably need to get him good and drunk first.


 

Chapter 20

 

Sullivan stopped in the doorway to the Lazy Dog, peering into the dimly lit bar with an air of mingled suspicion and disgust. I couldn’t blame him. To me, the dim lights and scratchy radio said home, along with the smell of cheap beer and the decades of old cigarette smoke that had sunk deep into the walls before anyone in Jarvis had ever heard of a smoking ban. But to Sullivan, it probably looked like the sort of dive where you did your best not to touch the bar or any of the glasses, for fear of catching something.

I stepped over the eponymous dog, who was in his usual place, sprawled across the doorway. Once, the shaggy black monstrosity had looked big to me. Now that I was used to looking at Sparky every day, this one looked like a bitty puppy.

I waved Sullivan in. “Come on,” I said. “No one’s going to give you a hard time, if that’s what you’re worried about. Even if you do stink of cop. It’s not that kind of place.”

Sure enough, the regulars looked up with brief curiosity at the sight of a new face, but quickly settled back down to the business of getting good and drunk. Everyone here knew not to ask questions. They all had their own stories they’d rather keep private. It was one of the things that had drawn me to this place.

I slid onto my usual barstool, and motioned Sullivan toward the one next to me. Sullivan brushed a few imaginary crumbs of crud off the cracked vinyl before he sat down. He started to rest his hands on the bar, gave the streaky surface a second look, and tucked them into his lap instead.

I didn’t come here as often as I used to. I did most of my drinking alone these days. But I hadn’t been gone long enough for the bartender to forget my face. He brought me a bottle of cheap no-name beer, which told me my situation couldn’t be that bad. When I was in dire need of a dose of forgetfulness, he brought me a glass of whiskey. He never had to ask which I needed—my face let him know for me.

“The same for him,” I said, jerking a thumb at Sullivan. The bartender nodded and turned away to grab a bottle.

“Actually, I’ll just have water,” Sullivan said.

That couldn’t have been an order they got in here too often, but the bartender got paid not to show surprise. He split the difference and brought both—a bottle of beer, plus gray-tinged water in a grease-smeared glass.

Sullivan watched the bartender’s retreating back. “Is this some kind of…” He lowered his voice. “Demon bar?”

I shook my head. “All ordinary humans, as far as I know. But then, I’ve never asked.” I took a long drink of bottled piss, and held Sullivan’s bottle out to him. “You said you wanted to talk. Sometimes that’s easier when you’re not sober. And I know you’re no stranger to the bottle lately.”

Sullivan looked down at the water queasily. Then he looked at me, even queasier. “Are we really going to sit here drinking and talking like we’re friends?”

I spread my hands. “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

“I can’t believe the only person I can trust right now is you. What has my life come to?”

“I’ve been asking myself the same question, truth be told,” I said. “But hey—we’re in this together. We may as well call a truce and share our sorrows.” I took another long drink, grateful that years of cheap booze at the Lazy Dog had killed off a good number of my taste buds. “I went to Grady and Bartkowicz’s house last night.”

Sullivan’s eyebrows shot up. “You talked to them face to face?”

“Course not. I broke in.”

“Of course. I can’t let myself forget you’re a criminal.” Sullivan looked sour, and he hadn’t even taken a sip of beer yet. “What did you find?” he asked with clear reluctance.

“Not much. To be honest, that was the part that made me the most suspicious. Judging by the look of the place, they’ve spent the past few years shuttling between work and home, and not doing much of anything in either place. I’m not even sure they eat or sleep.”

Sullivan frowned. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen either of them eat, come to think of it.”

“Wonder how they’re keeping those human hosts of theirs alive. Most demons, no matter how deep their possession goes, they still need to do all the normal things a human does. Eat, sleep, empty their bladder. Hard to keep the old meatsack kicking otherwise.” I caught a green tinge creeping over Sullivan’s face, and changed the subject. “I did find something odd. A little box full of scales—or something like scales, anyway.”

“What does that tell you?”

“That something strange is going on. Which we already knew. Other than that, not a damn thing.” I took another drink. After a long moment of hesitation, Sullivan followed suit.

“I saw them at work today,” he said.

“They look like they suspected anything?”

He shook his head. “Gave me the same bland smile and wave as always. It’s not normal, Ward. They should at least have given me the stink eye after the way I went through their desks. And if they’d accused me of something, I could have felt like I was doing something. As it was, all I could do was swallow it down. Do you know how it feels to look evil in the face and swallow down all the things you want to say? It tastes worse than this beer.”

“Don’t I know it.” I’d had my share of experience with that. A few thousand years of it, to be exact, from back when I served the man upstairs. Sullivan only thought he knew evil. True evil was a being who had created the universe and thought that meant he had the right to treat everything in it as His playthings.

I took a longer drink. It must have started kicking in already, because I didn’t taste it this time.

“You regretting your choice?” I asked Sullivan.

“You mean the choice to fight? It wasn’t a choice, Ward. I can’t get a glimpse of the evil that’s out there and go back to my normal life as if nothing has changed.”

I shook my head. “I’m talking about going back to the job, smiling and nodding and going after soap thieves, instead of signing on with us.”

He shook his head so hard I thought it might fly off. “No,” he said, so loud half the heads in the bar turned to look at us. “I’m a cop, Ward. It’s who I am. Whether I’m fighting human monsters or the other kind, I believe in the badge. I believe in the law.” His face grew red with exertion as he spat the words with unnecessary intensity.

I didn’t say a word. I just sipped lazily at what remained of my beer, and I waited.

“Not that it does me much good to keep the badge if it doesn’t let me fight the threats that really matter.” He glared down at the counter like the grease streaks there were taunting him. “What’s the point in serving the law if the law doesn’t say anything about demons moving into human bodies? What’s the point of the badge if it doesn’t give me any power to stop some demon from slicing out someone’s intestines in a back alley?”

He tipped the bottle back and took a long drink. He made a face. “Does this place have anything stronger?”

I waved the bartender down and asked for a glass of whiskey. Without a word, he set it down in front of Sullivan and turned his back on us again with professional disinterest.

“Don’t get any ideas,” said Sullivan. “That doesn’t mean I’m giving up the badge.” He took a drink of whiskey and made a worse face. “This stuff tastes fouler than the beer.”

I sipped from my own bottle. I didn’t say anything.

“I don’t care what that woman says.” Sullivan drank again. “I’m not like her.”

I didn’t say anything.

“No matter what your priest friend thinks, I am not one of you.”

I took another drink.

“Even if you are the only one I can trust.”

I stayed silent.

I didn’t say anything until half the whiskey had disappeared down his throat, and his spine had lost a little of its usual rigidity. Then I finished off my beer and cleared my throat. I rested one elbow on the counter and leaned my chin into my hand, all casual-like. “You know… there is another option.”

Sullivan’s glass slammed it down so hard I was afraid he’d break it and leave me with a bill to pay. “You brought me here to talk me into something, didn’t you?”

I weighed the benefits of denying it. Then I shrugged. “You’re not happy. I’m not happy. And those demons are still walking free. I’ve got an idea on how to change all of that.”

“I meant it, Ward. I’m a cop. No matter how drunk you get me, that’s not going to change.”

“Which is why I’m not going to ask you to quit the force.”

Sullivan blinked at me. “You’re not?”

“Seems to me that’d either make you storm out of here or punch me in the face, depending on just how drunk you are. And besides, you’re the one who keeps telling me I care more about looking out for myself than I do about justice. We don’t have to get into how wrong you are on that front. Just ask yourself this—what good would it do me if you quit the position where you could do me the most good?”

“I’m not staying on the force so I can help you evade justice.” He gave me a glare… and then a sigh. “All right, Ward. What do you have in mind?”

“Take a leave of absence.”

Sullivan bristled. “I thought you just said you weren’t here to—”

I held up a hand. “I’m not finished. Go to your boss. Tell her you need to think some things through. Agree to take a temporary leave of absence… in exchange for volunteering for Growing Strong. You’ve heard the program is understaffed these days, and you feel the need to make amends after the unfair way you treated Grady and Bartkowicz when you weren’t in your right mind. Sell it as a way to give back to the community while you work through your personal issues.”

“I’d still be leaving. She’d want my badge and gun.”

“Temporarily. Just until you work stuff out. And in the meantime, you do whatever it takes to get your head on straight. You help me solve our little problem with Grady and Bartkowicz… not that she needs to know about that part. Then you walk into her office, all cleaned up, and tell her you’re back to your old self. Win-win.”

“That’s assuming she takes me back.”

“Jarvis doesn’t exactly have a surplus of good cops. She’ll take you back.”

“Eventually, maybe. But if I go to her and tell her she’s right about me, she won’t buy it if I ask for my badge back after two weeks. I’m looking at months of sitting on my hands while the city goes to hell around us.”

“And how’s that different from what you’re doing now, exactly?”

Sullivan thought about it. Then he waved the bartender over. He asked for another glass of whiskey.

The bartender brought me another bottle of beer without having to ask. Sullivan and I drank together for a bit, and didn’t talk.

Sullivan broke the silence first. I didn’t realize how much whiskey he’d put away until I heard the muddy slur in his voice. “You’re not going to ask me to ash… assa… kill them, are you? I’m a cop. That’s not how I work.”

“You thinking you’ll arrest them, then? How do you think that’s going to go?”

“You said they’re… possessed, right?” His face turned briefly green again. He stared down at his hands, like he was imagining what it might feel like to have a demonic passenger. “That means the real Grady and Bartkowicz are still in there. And I’m no killer, Ward.” He reached for his glass, and found it empty. “I know there’s pure evil hiding under their skin. But how am I supposed to look them in the eye and…” He waved down the bartender again.

When he approached us, I shook my head. The bartender turned away.

“Calm down,” I said. “You don’t have to kill anyone. You’ve got a simpler job. All you need to do is be yourself.”

“I don’t understand. I thought you said you wanted my help.”

“I do. And the best way you can help is by showing up to volunteer and just… being you. All law and order, everything by the book. You don’t even have to worry about getting any information for me. I’ll take care of that part.” I gave Sullivan an encouraging smile. “Just be yourself,” I repeated. “Easiest job in the world, right?”

Sullivan frowned into his empty glass. “How is that going to help?”

I took a deep breath and chose my words carefully. I was grateful I wasn’t as drunk as Sullivan. It helped that there wasn’t much in that beer but horse piss.

“Those two aren’t going to be happy about an outsider poking around in their business,” I said. “Especially not one as enthusiastic about doing the right thing as you are. Anyone else, they might be able to pay off. But they know you don’t play that game.”

“You want them to refuse my help?” Sullivan looked more confused than ever.

Good. That was how I knew the alcohol had done its job. “They could refuse to work with you,” I said cautiously. “But that would look suspicious. Or… they could make it so you weren’t an outsider anymore.”

Sullivan blinked at me fuzzily. “You… you want me as bait. You want them to put a… a demon in me.” Sullivan’s face turned green again.

“It won’t get that far. Trust me.” I shot him a crooked smile. “Besides, better than chasing down soap thieves while the demons laugh from the shadows, right?”

Sullivan took a long breath. He hissed it out through his teeth. “I’m going to need a lot more to drink,” he muttered.

He motioned the bartender over again. This time, I didn’t stop him.


 

Chapter 21

 

I flicked my headlights off and adjusted the driver’s seat of my car so I could lean back comfortably. Next to me, Juliana stared out the passenger-side window. “Road looks clear,” she said as she stared down the street toward Grady’s house.

“Good. Keep an eye on it. You see anything that shouldn’t be there, you tell me.”

“This isn’t my first stakeout, you know.” Juliana looked away from the window long enough to roll her eyes at me.

“And yet you didn’t bring any snacks.” I tore open a bag of cheese curls and popped one in my mouth. I wiped the orange powder off on my jeans and smiled in contentment as a burst of artificial flavor hit my taste buds. Mortal bodies might be a pain, but there’s some upsides. “Amateur.” I held the bag out to her.

“Quiet,” Juliana snapped. “And no more crunchy foods. We need to hear everything that’s going on in there.”

I adjusted my phone where it was lying on the dashboard, made sure it was still muted, and turned up the volume. Through the speaker, I heard Sullivan’s tinny voice greeting Grady and Bartkowicz with barely a hint of nervousness. Grady gave him a flat hello in return. Bartkowicz answered with a grunt.

Sullivan’s phone was in his pocket. We’d connected the call before he went in. I might not have had fancy toys like those bugs Jones had infested my office with, but I could improvise well enough. With any luck, Sullivan’s phone would transmit every word spoken in that house tonight.

And alert me when it was time for us to rush to the rescue.

Sullivan had called me up this morning, in a foul mood from more than just his hangover. I was just grateful he’d remembered the plan. With how much he’d had to drink by the time we went home, I’d been worried I’d have to explain it to him all over again. And I didn’t think I’d get anywhere near as good a reaction when he was sober.

But he’d remembered. And although he didn’t exactly love the idea, he didn’t back out in the cold light of day, which was more than I’d hoped for. After we’d confirmed the details of the plan, he’d gone in to work—no doubt late, disheveled, and smelling of booze—and laid out the deal for his boss. He’d reported back later, with the tone of someone who’d just watched a puppy get run over by a car. She’d taken the deal. As of now, Sullivan was no longer part of the Jarvis PD.

But he was the newest volunteer with Growing Strong. And his boss—no doubt feeling sorry for Sullivan and eager for a way to help him rehabilitate himself so he could go back to doing half the department’s work for them—had wasted no time getting in touch with Grady and Bartkowicz, and telling them they were going to accept a third member of their little team or else.

They hadn’t wasted any more time than Sullivan had. They’d invited Sullivan over for a little get-to-know-you dinner tonight. Given the colorful reputation Sullivan had accumulated in the department lately, I had no doubt they already knew him well enough. This dinner was an excuse for something else.

I had a feeling I knew what.

“Looks pretty empty in here,” Sullivan commented, his voice staticky through my phone. “Did you just move in?”

“Speaking of amateurs.” Juliana jabbed a finger at the phone. “Don’t draw attention to yourself, Sullivan, you idiot.”

“No, it’s good,” I said. “We want them suspicious, remember? The sooner they try to put a demon in him, the sooner we can find out who they are and what they want.”

With any luck, it wouldn’t take too long. If Juliana wouldn’t let me have my snacks, that took away the only good part of a stakeout, if you asked me. Plus, I kept catching whiffs of something bitter and musty. I really needed to clean my car.

“We don’t spend much time at home,” Grady said in his high-pitched monotone. “We’re very devoted to our work. There’s not much room for anything else in our lives.”

Sullivan’s silence was deafening. I could hear him as clearly as if he were voicing his thoughts aloud, muttering about how if they were as devoted to their work as all that, they would have accomplished a bit more in their years on the force.

“For now,” Bartkowicz added in a grunt before Sullivan could get around to saying any of that.

“For now?” Sullivan echoed.

“We’d like to have a family someday,” said Grady. This time, the warmth in his voice almost sounded real. “That’s what it’s all for, isn’t it?”

“That’s what it’s for,” Bartkowicz confirmed.

Maybe I was a bit slow on the uptake, but it only just hit me then that these two were more than roommates. But the thought simply hadn’t occurred to me—most likely because the only feeling I’d seen either of them express was hunger. It would be easier to imagine a pair of houseplants in love than the two of them.

But here they were, talking about starting a family together. A pair of demon lovebirds. I shook my head. This case just kept getting stranger.

There was a long silence from Sullivan’s end. My guess was, he was going through the same thought process as I was.

“Get on with it already,” Juliana grumbled, leaning in toward the phone as if they could hear her. “It’s been ages since I’ve had a good fight.”

“Things should be getting interesting any minute now,” I assured her. I yawned. Hopefully they’d finish up their talk and get around to the main event soon enough. I didn’t normally get sleepy until much later in a stakeout, but I felt ready for a nap. If I sat here much longer, I’d have to start pinching myself to stay awake long enough to save Sullivan. I blamed Juliana for depriving me of my snacks.

Juliana thumped back in her seat. She yawned too. “This is my least favorite part,” she grumbled. “All the waiting. I’m so bored I could fall asleep right now.”

“Come on, Sullivan,” I urged under my breath. “Provoke them some more. Give them a reason to go after you.”

“Tell me about Growing Strong,” he said, as if on cue. He had an aggressive edge to his voice, the one he got whenever he used to stroll into my office to interrogate me about some crime he thought I’d committed. “There’s been quite a turnaround since you took over. The program used to be a joke. Now it’s one hundred percent effective… or so your numbers say. Forgive me if I’m skeptical. Even the latest wonder drugs don’t have that kind of success rate.”

“We’ll explain all that over dinner.” Grady sounded almost bored. “It’s time to go.”

“Go?” asked Sullivan.

“We’re going out to eat. Neither of us is much of a cook, I’m afraid. We know a good place around here. Come on—we’ll drive you.”

I tensed and tried to blink the sleepiness away. The good news was, the plan was working. Sullivan didn’t even need to do anything else to provoke them. The bad news was, it sounded like they weren’t doing the possession here. I was guessing they’d brought him here to feel him out. As soon as he’d shown them he was still the same old Sullivan, they’d put their plan into action.

“Looks like we’re in for a chase,” I murmured to Juliana. “Get ready.”

She tapped the revolver at her side. “I’m always ready.”

Sullivan’s voice came through the phone. “I’ll follow you in my car.”

“We’ll drive you,” said Grady, still in the same monotone. “We insist.”

“Come on, come on,” Sullivan said under his breath. It took me a minute to realize he was talking to me.

But we couldn’t go in and get him. Not yet. We needed him to go off with the cops to wherever they wanted to take him, because… because… I knew there was a reason. I rubbed my eyes. Right—because we needed them to start the possession, so we could see what was hiding under their skins. That was it.

First I couldn’t keep my eyes open. Now I couldn’t think straight. What was wrong with me tonight?

A pair of blurry figures darted out the front door. I rubbed my eyes again, and they resolved into a single man. Sullivan. So much for trusting me to get him out of this.

The two cops ran out after him. Bartkowicz caught him around the waist and pinned his arms to his sides. Grady slapped a hand over his mouth and muffled his screams as they shoved the resisting Sullivan into their trunk. They slammed the trunk closed and calmly walked into the car.

I fumbled for the keys in the ignition. My hands were heavy, like I was lugging around a pair of ten-pound weights on the ends of my wrists. It took me two tries to start the engine.

Juliana blinked at me slowly. “Nic?” she said tightly. Her voice was slow and sick. “I think something’s wrong.”

Grady peeled away from the curb. I tried to follow, but my hand couldn’t find the gearshift. My foot slipped off the gas pedal.

That was when someone threw my car door open.

I slumped sideways. Just in time, I caught myself and jabbed an elbow hard into the throat of the man reaching for me. I glimpsed a white shirt and a black suit jacket. And sunglasses.

On the other side of the car, Juliana fumbled under her oilskin coat. She pulled out some black strappy contraption—a gas mask. Too late, I realized what the smell must have been. That was Juliana—always prepared.

She strapped on the mask and pulled out her revolver. As an identical suited figure opened her door and grabbed for her, she spun and fired. But her movements were slow and clumsy. Her shot went wide.

The figure on my side made another grab for me. This time, I wasn’t quick enough to evade him. He hooked his hands under my armpits and hauled my unresisting body out of the car.

I heard another two shots from behind me. I looked over my shoulder. Both Juliana’s shots had missed. The other figure had gotten the gun away from her and was now trying to wrestle her into submission. Bad idea. Even a drugged Juliana was still built like a tank.

“Take the car,” I slurred, and hoped she could hear me. “Get Sullivan. I’ll take care of my… self…”

And then my lips stopped working. The gears in my brain ground to a halt. I went limp against the crisp white shirt of the figure holding me.

Doesn’t that just figure, I thought in slow-motion. The one night I don’t get drunk is the night I pass out on the street.

Then nothing.


 

Chapter 22

 

I woke up to the rhythmic growl of an engine. I couldn’t see a damn thing, no matter how much I rubbed my eyes. Scratchy upholstery scraped at my exposed skin. I was curled in the fetal position, legs up to my chest.

I tried to stretch out. My feet hit a solid wall. The floor vibrated under me like it was trying to shake me loose, and I heard the occasional fainter rumble from outside the cramped space.

I was locked in someone’s trunk. And from the feel of things, that car was already speeding along toward someplace I had a feeling I didn’t want to be.

My ankles were tied together. So were my wrists. I strained at the bonds, and got exactly nowhere. I didn’t feel the scratch of rope, or the cold metal of handcuffs, either. Just the bite of sharp edges. Plastic, it felt like. They’d zip-tied me.

The one bit of reassuring information I had was that under my gloves, my scars didn’t hurt one bit. The Cleaners had me, I was certain of that, but I didn’t need to worry they were working with demons on the side. There was no trace of demonic energy in the trunk. And I mean none. I couldn’t remember the last time my scars hadn’t hurt at least a little.

That was because I’d gotten used to carrying my sword around with me, and that thing threw off angelic magic like nobody’s business. Which meant I wasn’t wearing it right now. I twisted around to paw at my hip, where the sword should have been. Yep, it was gone. All of a sudden, that reassuring lack of pain wasn’t so reassuring anymore.

I fumbled around in the trunk, feeling along the edges. There had to be some exposed metal edge in here I could use to saw through this plastic.

From the backseat, someone thumped on the wall. “Please don’t hurt yourself by struggling,” came a distant voice, as colorless as it was faint. A familiar voice. Jones. “We’re still a long way from our destination.”

“If you think I’m going to meekly let you cart me off to my death, you’re mistaken, sorry to say,” I grunted. The effort of speech made me acutely aware of the lack of oxygen back here. The air was hot and thick, and smelled faintly of exhaust. I gave up on talking. I didn’t know if he could hear me anyhow.

“We have no intention of harming you,” said Jones. which answered that question. “We do still require your services, after all. We have something we need to show you. But after our last meeting, I knew you were unlikely to accept an invitation, so this was the only way.” A slight pause. “Besides, I thought it fitting to return your hospitality in kind.”

They didn’t mean me any harm, huh? Right. No doubt they stuck all their guests in the trunk. I’d believe that when I saw it. Although with any luck, things wouldn’t get that far.

I resumed my search for a handy sharp object. When I didn’t find anything, I got to work kicking at the trunk door.

“Please remain still until we reach our destination,” Jones’s voice came again.

I kicked harder.

“We’re on the highway. Even if you manage to escape, you would only get yourself hurt.”

I gave a double kick in response. The latch gave an encouraging rattle.

That bitter, musty smell hit my nose. Oh, hell. They were gassing me again. I held my breath and kicked harder, knowing the slim odds that I’d break the lock before my need for oxygen had me sucking in a thick lungful of poisoned air against my will.

Then the car slammed to a halt. Brakes screeched. I flew back against the hard wall. My head hit with a crack that reverberated all the way down my spine. My vision went sparkly around the edges for a second.

From the front of the car, I heard a muffled shout.

I gave one last kick, putting all my strength into it. A bolt of pain shot up my bad leg, straight up to my hip. The trunk lid groaned, then popped open.

I rolled out of the trunk and onto hard asphalt. The car had come to a dead stop. Cars whizzed by to both sides of us, some giving a honk or a yell out the window as they passed.

From the front of the car, I heard a throaty growl, too long and low to have come from a human throat.

“Nice doggy,” said Jones, finally showing a bit of emotion. “Niiiiiice doggy.”

I smiled.

I dragged myself forward, wincing as the pavement tore at my exposed fingertips. Sparky was sitting on the hood of the car, glass shards from the broken windshield glittering in his black fur like a sky full of stars. He looked unharmed. So did the Cleaners, for now. There were two of them—Jones and a man I didn’t recognize, but who looked enough like him as to make no difference.

Jones was in the passenger seat. Every time he reached for a weapon, Sparky let out another growl, showed all his teeth, and threw off a shower of sparks for good measure. Looked like the driver had gotten a bit further before Sparky had stopped him. His gun was lying on the hood next to Sparky, covered in wet drool, and he had one hand clutched to his chest.

I didn’t know whether to lecture him for putting his mouth that close to a gun, or pat him on the head and give him a treat for listening when I told him guns were dangerous. Disarming your enemy first thing—excellent strategy.

“Good dog,” I murmured.

Sparky turned to look at me. His tail gave a single thump. His eyes said, I told you so.

I pushed myself to my feet and hopped awkwardly around to the front. “Thanks for the rescue, buddy,” I said. I turned to the suited man in the front seat. “I’m going to need you to get me out of these zip ties. Then I’m going to need my sword back. And then I’m going to need your car.”


 

Chapter 23

 

I had a pleasant image in my head as Sparky and I trotted up to the Cleaners’ car together, while the Cleaners tried their best to figure out how they were heading home. I saw me and Sparky sailing down the highway together in our stolen vehicle, Sparky barking every time I needed to make a turn. Human and dog, working together. Well, mostly human, and mostly dog. Point is, I always thought man’s best friend was destined to be my enemy, seeing as dogs—the regular kind—could always smell the wrong on me. With Sparky by my side, could be I’d been wrong about that.

So of course, when I patted the passenger seat and told him to find Juliana for me, he wagged his tail, gave an excited bark—and took off straight into traffic, weaving between cars at a hundred miles an hour like a motorcyclist with a death wish.

I cursed under my breath as I watched him disappear into the distance. Good thing Lucifer wasn’t around to hear me take his name in vain, or he’d have one more thing to be pissed at me about. Then I slammed the passenger door shut, got behind the steering wheel, and took off after my dog.

I left the two Cleaners to find their own way home.

There’s probably not many traffic laws I didn’t break as I raced down the highway after Sparky, leaving a chorus of outraged honks in my wake. The good news was, this car was a major upgrade over mine. On the outside, it was a plain old sedan, aggressively boring. Everything from the design to the paint job screamed don’t notice me. But I was guessing it had some special modifications under the hood. It made every illegal turn without a whisper of complaint, and no matter how hard I pushed the engine, I had the sense it could have done twice that for me, easy. I could have done without the stiff breeze through the broken windshield, but that was a minor complaint.

Thanks to quick reflexes and a few lucky green lights, I kept the black blur in sight. Once we got off the busy roads and onto the run-down streets of Ashley Hill, I started to get an idea of where we were headed. All the businesses of any note had left this part of town decades ago. There was only one local landmark left, and it wasn’t one you’d find on any tourist map.

The city had built a new sewage treatment plant a couple decades back, and the land around the old one wasn’t worth enough for anyone to bother tearing it down. It sat there like an old medieval castle, looming over the buildings in its shadow. Probably part of why that entire street was all but abandoned now.

I made note of the place when I first moved to Jarvis. It was a prime location for doing things you didn’t want outsiders’ eyes on, but also out of the way enough that the local criminal elements didn’t bother with it. And there were those convenient pools of dark brackish water out back. I’d made a couple people disappear in that water over the years. Don’t worry—no one who didn’t have it coming.

Sparky raced down the cracked driveway of the sewage treatment plant. I parked in front of the little one-story building out front, probably what used to be the administrative offices. In the distance, I caught the dark glint of water in the circular pools out back. Those pools used to hold the treated water. Now they were full of rainwater and algae… and a couple of bodies that, with luck, would never be found.

Not that I knew anything about that.

There were two other cars here. One belonged to the two cops. The other was mine. Looked like Sparky had led me right.

I only hoped the Cleaners hadn’t made me too late.

Sparky stood in the parking lot, watching me impatiently as I pulled in. When I got out of the car, he looked at me like, Took you long enough.

I opened the car door for him. “You stay here, dog. You’ve put yourself in harm’s way for me enough for one day. Get in and stay, you hear me? And don’t even think about jumping through that hole you made in the windshield.”

Sparky looked at the open door, then at me. He couldn’t say what he was thinking, but he didn’t need to. The look on his face spoke volumes.

“Wait in the car, Sparky,” came Juliana’s voice from directly behind my right ear.

I leapt about a foot in the air. Sparky promptly jumped into the car and sat in the driver’s seat, tail thumping against the upholstery.

I closed the door before he got around to having second thoughts. Then I turned to Juliana with a scowl. “Don’t sneak up on a person like that.”

“You’re just mad he didn’t listen to you. How did you join up with him? And what’s with the car?”

“Long story. Let’s just say it’s a rental, courtesy of Uncle Sam.” I looked her over real quick. No injuries. “Tell me I’m not too late.”

She shook her head. “But whatever we do, we’ll want to do it fast.” Her voice was tense.

“You waited for me, huh? How’d you know I was coming?” I asked.

“I didn’t,” she said, with a grim tone in her voice that told me she’d been more worried than she would ever admit. “I just hoped.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t go in on your own, is all. Isn’t that normally your style?”

Juliana’s lips thinned. “Yeah, well. This one is a bit too much for just the one of me.”

“Two possessed humans are too much for you?” Sudden dread clawed at the pit of my stomach. “Just what are we dealing with, anyway?”

Juliana gestured me toward the building. “Look for yourself.”

I closed my eyes and called up the invisibility formula. “Uzgon hele,” I breathed into the night air.

Beside me, Juliana shivered. “That’s never going to stop being creepy.”

I took that as confirmation that it had worked. I crept along the edge of the building until I reached the window with a faint light on inside.

Sullivan was in the center of the room, tied to a metal folding chair. He had his lips pressed tightly together in what I guessed was an attempt not to let on how terrified he was. But there was nothing he could do about the wet ring of sweat around his collar.

He had reason to be terrified.

In front of him was a scaly orb about the size of a beach ball. The thing was covered in black scales that shone green in the light. They were a perfect match to the ones I’d found inside the box.

But Sullivan wasn’t even looking at it. He had other things to occupy his attention.

Like the two creatures on the other side of the orb.

They looked something like scorpions, if scorpions came in moose size. They had shiny black exoskeletons that glowed green when the light hit them right. The long, arching scorpion tail didn’t end in a stinger; it was more like a segmented neck that arched forward, ending in a round humanoid head with oversized mandibles jutting out below almond-shaped green eyes that glinted with intelligence.

One of them rested a claw on top of the orb and frowned. “It’s too early,” he said in Grady’s voice. “This one isn’t ready to hatch yet.” He narrowed his eyes at Sullivan, like all of this was his fault. “But you forced our hand. You insisted on being a part of this, when we made it clear we didn’t need any help. First you went through our desks searching for evidence you were never going to find, then you convinced the higher-ups you wanted to work with us to make amends. You should have kept your eyes and your mouth shut, like all the other humans in this city.”

Now, I’d seen a fair few possessed humans in my time. So I knew how it was supposed to work, and this wasn’t it. Most people don’t know there are several degrees of possession. There’s the type where the demon snuggles in all cozy and makes its home in a human’s flesh for keeps. The demon loses a sizeable chunk of its power that way, but not all of it. That’s when you have people’s heads spinning around in ways they shouldn’t, and the like.

But there are lesser degrees of possession, too. A demon can let a human borrow a chunk of their power—for a price, of course. Most humans who make that kind of deal don’t know it’s technically a possession. It’s not deep enough to let the demon control their actions, or to weaken the demon’s power. But it opens the door for the demon to sink in deeper if they so choose.

In either of those cases, possession is purely a matter of the soul, at least on the demon’s end. With a complete possession, the demon hops into a new body, and the old one gets left behind like an old snakeskin. In the lesser kind, the demon is sort of splitting their spirit between two bodies. That’s not something most of them can keep up for long.

But in no case does the demon body come along for the ride. You want to possess a human body, you leave your own behind. That’s part of the deal.

But here were two demons, in their own bodies, speaking in the voices of the possessed cops. I looked around, but didn’t see the cops’ bodies anywhere.

“What is this?” asked Sullivan. His voice hardly shook at all, which was impressive given the circumstances. “What are you?”

“You know what we are,” said Grady. He snapped a claw shut in front of Sullivan’s face. “Don’t you? You haven’t been subtle about your ravings lately. You know demons exist—and you’re putting us all at risk every time you run your mouth. But after tonight, you’re going to be perfectly behaved. No one in the department will have a word of complaint about you again.”

“What do you want with those kids?”

“We all have to eat,” said Grady. “Well, not the two of us. We were born with all the sustenance we’ll ever need. But like everyone else in this world, we’re working to feed our children.”

Sullivan’s eyes darted to the orb in front of him. “Children?”

“We’ve waited years for this. We wanted to make sure our good fortune would last. Now it’s time. Heaven is in ruins, and Hell is ascendant. Earth belongs to us now.” He looked at the other scorpion. His eyes softened with affection. “We’re finally laying our eggs—and not just two at a time, like our mother, and our mother’s mother. At last, we no longer need to fear drawing the attention of Heaven. We can do more than the bare minimum required to keep our species alive. With the Divine Throne empty, times are good for demons. We can have the large family our kind has dreamed of for generations. We can spread across the earth. We can thrive.”

He rested his claw on the egg again. Its scaly surface twitched under his touch.

A shudder ran through Sullivan.

“But our eggs need sustenance to develop properly,” he said. “They need passion. Love and hatred and rich, hot anger. And human teenagers are a gourmet meal when it comes to emotion.”

So that was where all that emotion was going. No wonder these two hadn’t looked like they were enjoying a good meal. The meal had never been for them.

“With their help, our eggs have swollen and ripened,” said Grady. “They’re almost ready to hatch. They require only one final step—when the ripening is complete, they will eat the first and last physical meal of their lives. Each will consume the flesh of a human, and take on that human’s form. They will live as humans, patiently waiting, until they find their own rich source of passion and are ready to lay eggs of their own.”

The egg twitched harder under his claw. Sullivan jerked back. He lifted his chin and straightened his back, and tried his best to look like someone who wasn’t afraid of anything. But he couldn’t take his eyes off that egg.

“They aren’t ready to hatch on their own,” said Grady. “Not yet. But a little human blood should trigger the process.” His claw inched toward Sullivan. It snapped open and shut, open and shut. “Our child will take your form. Your ravings will no longer endanger our children. Our child, wearing your face, will find whoever is working with you and stop them. The rest of our children will hatch when they’re ready… and then, in good time, they will lay eggs of their own. And not just two each. Each of our hundred children will have a hundred more.”

The claw scraped down Sullivan’s arm. It cut through his jacket and the shirt underneath. Bright red blood welled up and smeared down the claw. The scorpion took the bloody claw and rested it gently atop the egg.

The egg twitched harder. Glowing green cracks ran down the scaled surface.

Sullivan’s hands tightened in their bonds. He drew in deep, controlled breaths.

A tiny claw broke through the scaled surface, covered in iridescent wet goo. A small humanoid head on a long neck followed. Green eyes blinked open.

A full-body shudder ran through Sullivan. “Come on, Ward,” he muttered. “Where are you?”

I dropped my invisibility and motioned to Juliana. As she came up behind me, I closed my eyes and hurriedly called up another set of glyphs. I kept my one hand locked around my sword hilt as I tore the glove off my other hand with my teeth.

The glyphs blazed with white fire in my inner vision. I opened my eyes and thrust my palm toward the window. “A hasda!” I yelled.

A beam of pure white fire shot from my palm. It burned a neat hole through the window, leaving a distorted pattern of molten glass around the edges. It slammed directly into Grady’s exoskeleton, right where the neck met his armored back.

He let out a screeching howl, abandoning the illusion of a human voice. A burn mark, in a perfect circle, marred his shiny exoskeleton. But it didn’t burn through it. I cursed under my breath. That magical formula could burn a hole through an archangel’s chest. Granted, it wouldn’t do any permanent damage, but still—that was some tough armor these guys had.

At the sight of the fire, Sullivan jerked his head toward the window. His eyes went wide when he saw me. “Ward,” he breathed, like he wasn’t entirely sure he wasn’t hallucinating me.

I waggled my fingers at him.

When he figured out I was real, he closed his eyes in relief. I’d never seen Sullivan so happy to lay eyes on me before. Probably never would again.

But I didn’t have time for a happy reunion. I had to figure out how to fight this thing.


 

Chapter 24

 

“Move over,” Juliana grunted at me. She shoved a big honking gun through the hole I’d made in the window. A stream of bullets poured into the two scorpion things… and bounced right off. Some landed on the floor. One came back at us and burst through the window just above my head.

Juliana tossed the gun aside as the two demons turned their intelligent green eyes on us.

“I know your smell,” Bartkowicz grunted. “You were in our house.”

“If I’d known you were coming,” said Grady, “I would have prepared two more of our children ahead of time. As it is, your bodies will have to go to waste. A pity.”

The two of them skittered across the linoleum floor to us. Damn, they were fast. They raised their front claws and smashed the window. Glass shattered, raining down on our heads. They struck out with their claws again, and plaster dust filled the air as the wall crumbled.

One scorpion snapped his claw shut so close to my throat I felt a breeze. I leapt back just in time and drew my sword, keeping a close eye on those claws in case of another close shave. Juliana pulled out her axe.

Back in the room, Sullivan screamed.

I danced back and peered past the creature into the room. Sullivan was still tied to the chair, only now he was trying his best to hop backwards, bringing the whole chair with him. I craned my neck, and I saw why.

The thing in the egg had finished hatching. It toddled forward on spindly legs, dripping thick clear slime behind it. Its eyes locked on Sullivan. Its mandibles clacked as it advanced on him, step by shaky step.

Without pausing her dance with the scorpion, Juliana pulled out a knife and tossed it to Sullivan. It should have been an impossible catch, with him tied up the way he was. But Juliana’s aim was good enough that it didn’t matter. It landed square in the center of Sullivan’s palm without him having to work for it.

He quickly sliced through his bonds. He stood, holding the knife between him and the hatchling. The hatchling didn’t look impressed. It kept right on advancing on him.

I heard a low growl from behind me. A familiar black shape hurtled across the parking lot. I supposed I shouldn’t even have been surprised by that point.

“Don’t worry about me,” I shouted to Sparky. “Help Sullivan.” I pointed to the creature advancing on him. I didn’t much like the thought of Sparky coming close to its claws, but it wasn’t like I was going to talk the dog out of fighting at this point. Besides, the newly hatched demon was smaller than he was. There are benefits to having a dog that’s bigger than any puppy has the right to be.

Sparky didn’t need me to tell him twice. He leapt for the hatchling. The demon saw him at the last minute, and tried to run. Its unsteady legs collapsed under him. Sparky tackled it with a joyful yelp. Sullivan pressed himself up against the nearest wall.

The hatchling screamed in a high, inhuman voice. At the sound, both demons went still. They turned to see what was happening.

I took advantage of their distraction. I darted up behind the closest demon and swung my fiery sword at his skinny little neck, right where two of the segments joined.

I’ve seen this sword slice through a solid steel door like it was butter. When it came to the demon’s exoskeleton, it didn’t have such an easy time. It pierced the black armor, but not without effort on my part. I grunted with exertion as I sawed deeper into the creature’s neck.

But the demon felt it. He let out a choked scream, so high and loud I would have covered my ears if I hadn’t been holding the sword. His legs thrashed, then collapsed under him. He shook his neck wildly back and forth, trying to dislodge my sword. Out front, safely away from me, his claws flailed without control, opening and closing over and over again.

The other demon looked at me, then at Sparky and the hatchling, frozen with indecision.

Then he turned around, surprisingly agile on its many legs, and ran at my dog.

“Sparky!” I yelled, my arms aching with the effort of holding the sword steady against the demon’s frantic thrashing. “Get out of here!”

Sparky, busy shaking the hatchling between his jaws, paused to look behind him. He gave a yelp of alarm. Without another look at the hatchling, he bolted through a door at the other end of the room. The second demon took off after him, smashing more walls in his efforts to get at him.

I swallowed, and hoped Sparky still had some of that highway speed in him.

The hatchling crawled off, letting out faint mewling cries. It disappeared into the shadows.

The demon’s thrashing was getting weaker. My sword sank another inch deeper into his neck. Glowing green blood welled thickly from the wound like toxic waste.

Then, all at once, my sword slid free with a squelching noise. The demon was gone. Bartkowicz was lying at my feet. His blood, now a human red, flowed lazily from a wound in his neck. It wasn’t bad enough that he’d bleed out—not if he got medical attention soon, anyway. But he wasn’t going to be in any shape to run a marathon any time soon, either.

I made a noise of disbelief as I stepped forward to stand over him. “Really? You couldn’t beat me in demon form, so you thought you’d try this one? Hate to break it to you, but I know from experience, human bodies are breakable things. They’re not much good against an enemy who’s more than human.” I raised my sword and hefted it experimentally. “How deep does that human illusion run, I wonder? If I take off your head, will it be easier this time around? Or should I keep you alive so you can tell us where to find those eggs of yours?”

At the mention of the eggs, he shot me a look of pure hatred, so potent that if he’d had any shred of magic, he would have burned a hole straight through me. But then he turned away from me and met Sullivan’s eyes.

“I know you, Sullivan,” he said, one hand clasped to his bleeding neck. “You can’t step outside the law to kill a man. Much less a fellow cop.”

“But you’re not a man,” Sullivan said shakily. “Are you?”

“I’m a father trying to do what’s best for my children.” A hint of genuine emotion came into his voice. His acting skills wouldn’t have won any awards, but right now, he wasn’t acting.

“Don’t let him do it.” The fear in his voice was real. “Whatever else I am, right now I’m a human, helpless and wounded. You can’t stand by and watch this man murder me.” He coughed. Looked like that speech had taken a lot out of him. I didn’t know whether that was because he was running short on blood, or just because he didn’t ordinarily talk this much.

Sullivan strode forward, chin lifted, chest thrust out. If there’d been a breeze, his hair would have been blowing in it. Sullivan the paladin. Sullivan the superhero. You’d never have known that a few minutes ago, he’d been inches away from being a baby demon’s meal.

He took hold of my wrist before I could thrust the sword down. “No,” he said in a low, authoritative voice.

Internally, I groaned. Juliana wasn’t so quiet about it. She gave an exasperated huff. “If you’re falling for that load of horseshit, you’re even dumber than I thought.” She clamped her hands around Sullivan’s arm and yanked him off me.

With a scowl, he broke free of her grip. “I can’t let you do this, Ward.” When he looked down at the demon, his eyes were cold and determined. “This one is mine.”

“Huh,” Juliana said from behind me. “Didn’t expect that.”

“You sure?” I asked Sullivan in a low voice. “When we talked earlier, you were pretty clear that there were lines you weren’t willing to cross.”

“That’s exactly why I have to do it,” he said grimly. “You heard him just now. He knew I wouldn’t want to kill him while he looks like this—even knowing who he is and what he’s done. He saw a weakness in me, and he tried to exploit it. If I’m going to go up against things like him instead of chasing down soap thieves for the rest of my life, I can’t be weak.”

“It’s not always a weakness to care about right and wrong,” I said. “Take it from me. I don’t see much in terms of black and white, good and evil. To me, it’s all shades of gray. That serves me well most of the time. But sometimes I need someone around who can see the sharp line between the two.” I jerked my chin toward Juliana. “At least when she’s not going all welcoming-and-accepting on me. You’re not about to do that with these guys, are you?”

“They went after Sparky,” she growled in response. “Do whatever you want with them.”

“It’s not about right and wrong,” said Sullivan. “Not tonight. It’s about what he looks like. He looks like a human. Like a fellow cop. Up until a few weeks ago, that would have been all I needed. But the rules are different now. I need to stop seeing the human skin he’s trying to use against me, and start seeing the evil underneath.” He held out a hand to me. “Give me a weapon.”

I pulled my pistol free and set it in Sullivan’s outstretched hand. He closed his hand around it experimentally, feeling the weight of it.

The demon must have realized Sullivan meant it after all, because he started shifting back. Too late. The black exoskeleton had only just started creeping up his arms when Sullivan aimed between his eyes and fired.

Turned out that human illusion ran pretty deep after all. The bullet made a neat hole between his eyes. He jerked once, then stopped moving. His empty eyes kept on staring up at us. The skin on his arms melted back to human pink.

Sullivan passed the gun back to me. He looked down at the body, then quickly away. He swallowed.

“I guess you were right, Ward.” He sounded pissed off about it, too. “You said you’d make me one of you.”

I did him the courtesy of not acknowledging his words. I tucked the gun away in silence.

“Well?” Juliana said impatiently. “Are we going after Sparky or what?”


 

Chapter 25

 

“Sparky!” Juliana called as we walked through the dark, crumbling halls. “Sparky, get back here!”

The only sign we saw of the hatchling was the occasional glob of goo. Every time we passed one of those, Sullivan gave a shudder and clenched his arms a little tighter to his sides. I guess when you come that close to having a demon eat you and steal your appearance for its own, you don’t shake it off that easy.

Grady had left us a much better trail to follow. Every door he’d gone through had splintered off its hinges, except when he’d gone through the wall instead. In the end, the trail led us all the way to the other end of the building—and straight through the outer wall.

The trail stopped after that. There was nothing on the other side but the pools, and a patch of trees beyond. If he’d gone into the trees, he’d been gentler with them than he had with the building.

The trees rustled. Sparky burst out of a patch of dense foliage, eyes glowing red in the darkness. He loped toward us, tail wagging.

I checked him over, but didn’t see any sign of injury. Not bad for wrestling a demon. He looked better than I did after most of my fights.

He stopped in front of me and gave me a series of insistent sniffs. I got the impression he was doing the same check on me that I’d just done on him.

“Next time, when I tell you to stay in the car, you stay,” I said. Then I sighed. “Looks like this is going to be a habit of yours, huh?”

I reached out to scratch him behind the ears. He turned his back on me with teenage disdain and rubbed up against Juliana’s leg. She gave his side a couple of brisk thumps and vigorously ruffled his long, thick fur. Happy sparks flew off him like a miniature fireworks show.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said to his tail, the only part of him still facing me. “You can’t fool me. I know you care.”

“A lot of what just happened is a blur,” said Sullivan, distracting me from the dog, “but I distinctly remember that… thing… saying something about a hundred eggs.” He let out a shaky breath. “Tell me I imagined that.”

“No such luck.” I tried to surreptitiously give Sullivan a once-over. If he was feeling the aftereffects of shooting the demon in the head, he didn’t show it. But then, he probably wouldn’t, would he? He seemed the type to swallow that kind of thing down.

That suited me just fine. I wasn’t up to talking him through any kind of personal crisis. I’d been doing enough of that for him, these past few weeks. “At least now we know what we’re looking for,” I said. “We get rid of these eggs, we stop their plan. They won’t have any reason to drain the kids any more if they don’t have any mouths to feed. And my guess is, wherever the eggs are, Grady won’t be far behind.”

“Don’t talk about mouths,” said Sullivan with a shudder. “Those clacking things… the teeth…”

Juliana pointed ahead of us at the pools. “I see a pretty obvious place to look.”

Nice and out of the way. Lots of rooms to grow. Plenty of water, if these demon eggs liked that kind of thing. I nodded. “What do you say? Go home and regroup, or get this over with?”

“Get it over with,” Sullivan and Juliana said at the same moment. When they realized they’d echoed one another, they shot each other glares.

We walked down a cracked concrete path to the first of the pools, keeping our eyes out for Grady-the-scorpion. A set of rusty metal stairs led up to the lip of the pool. I tested my weight on the first step. It groaned ominously, and swayed more than I liked, but it held my weight. I started up and motioned the others behind me.

I peered into the pool. I couldn’t see much. The water reflected the black of the sky, with a small white sliver of moon. Green sludge had collected around the edges. Not anything I’d want coming out of my tap, but nothing out of the ordinary for a bunch of rainwater that’s been left to sit and fester for a couple decades, either.

But the more I looked into the water, the more it looked… wrong. The surface had a faint oily sheen. When I blew on the water to make it ripple, it moved sluggishly, like it was the consistency of blood. I leaned down and sniffed, and straightened up again real quick, making a face. The smell was faint, but it was there, underneath the thick musk of algae. It smelled like hellfire.

You’d think I’d have gotten used to the smell since bringing Sparky home. The more a demon hangs around in a place, the more the smell collects, and dogs aren’t known for smelling like a bed of roses to begin with. But even after a couple months of sharing a building—and sometimes a bed—with a hellhound, the whiff of hellfire still sent a rush of pure memory through my body every time.

And few of my memories of Hell were good.

I held my breath and bent down close again. I squinted into the dark water, right where the moonlight hit it. If I looked real close, I could see past the green-and-purple shimmer on top, down to where something with a faint green tinge lay at the bottom.

Something like a bunch of demon eggs.

“Check the others,” I told Juliana and Sullivan. They clomped off to do what I asked. A minute later, they came back, each with a grim set to their mouth that told me this wasn’t the only pool where our scorpion cops had laid their eggs.

Juliana did some quick math on her fingers. “If the eggs are all about as big as that one in the building was, and each of these pools has about the same number… Yep. That’s about a hundred. I was hoping the demon was exaggerating. Guess not.”

“With one meeting every day of the week, and different kids at each meeting, the numbers add up,” said Sullivan. He swallowed. “How do we fight a hundred of those things?”

“We don’t,” I said. “We break some eggs before they hatch. That’s the only way I see us winning this.”

Juliana nodded. “Even if we took out ninety-eight of them once they hatched, and two made it out alive, it would only take those last two to cause a big problem for us down the line. A few years later, those two would go off and have a hundred little baby demons of their own, and we’d be back where we started. It’s like the Inquisition says: total eradication. It’s the only option.”

I nodded. “Which means not giving them the chance to hatch. You saw how quick that one got away from us.”

Another shudder ran through Sullivan. I wished I hadn’t said anything.

“Wait a minute,” said Sullivan. “Did I misunderstand what he said back there, or… were those two brother and sister?”

Juliana shrugged. “Brother and brother, I’m guessing,” she said. “Sister and sister? It doesn’t matter once we keep them from laying any more eggs.”

“It’s a big world out there, Sullivan,” I said. “That’s hardly the strangest thing you’ll see from the hellspawn.”

“I thought they were demons.”

I made an equivocal gesture with my hand. “Hellspawn, demons… same thing, or close enough. The hellspawn are the descendants of the Fallen. And trust me, you never want to meet one of the Fallen. So you’d better hope the hellspawn are the only residents of Hell you ever deal with.”

Juliana made a sharp noise in the back of her throat. I might have thought she was trying not to laugh, if I had ever heard Juliana laugh in the five years we’d known each other. I shot her a warning look. Sullivan was having a hard enough time without someone spilling the beans that he was talking to one of the Fallen right this minute.

“Taxonomy lesson later,” said Juliana. “Let’s figure out what to do about these eggs. A threat like this, we don’t want to waste any time.”

We stared into the dark pool together. I wondered how much explosive it would take to destroy them all without giving them a chance to hatch—and if there was anything out there that could cause a big explosion in the middle of that water without fizzling out first. I’d have to ask Juliana. She was the expert on all things that went boom. But from the way she was chewing her lip, I got the impression nothing was coming to mind quickly for her.

And what if we damaged some of the eggs, but didn’t destroy them completely? As close as they were to hatching, would that give them the impetus they needed to finish the job? Whatever we did, we had to be sure it was more than enough.

I had a bad feeling it was going to involve doing a fair bit of damage to the old sewage treatment plant. The city of Jarvis wasn’t likely to be happy about that. Well, if they didn’t like it, they’d had more than enough time to do something about the place on their own.

We were all so deep in concentration, it’s no wonder we didn’t hear the sirens. Not until Sparky raced up the stairs after us and broke into a flurry of barking.

I jumped, wobbled, and came within a hair’s breadth of toppling into the oily water. “What’s your problem?” I snapped, too shaken to give him the benefit of the doubt.

Juliana placed a finger to her lips and shushed me sharply. I went quiet. So did Sparky.

That was when we heard it. The wail of police sirens. And they were close. I turned around. In the parking lot by the office building, red and blue lights lit up the night.

We hustled down the stairs and got ready to run into the woods. But before we could, cops rushed at us from both sides. One batch came at us from the direction of the office building, the other through the trees. They all had their guns out and aimed at us.

“Freeze!” half a dozen voices shouted at once. “Hands on your heads. All of you.”


 

Chapter 26

 

Sparky lowered his head and growled, teeth bared. I shook my head at him as I put my hands on my head. “Not this time,” I murmured. “Lie down, nice and quiet.”

“Down,” Juliana said, when he didn’t listen to me. Instantly, he dropped to the ground, head between his paws. His growl got quieter, but didn’t stop.

The cops didn’t lower their weapons—which hardly seemed fair, considering we weren’t reaching for ours. A few eyed Sparky with mingled fear and confusion. Most likely they’d never seen a dog his size before. I could have told them this wasn’t even as big as he was going to get.

But most of the cops weren’t looking at Sparky. They were looking at Sullivan.

A wiry, grim-faced figure stepped out of the crowd. It was the woman I’d seen coming out of Sullivan’s apartment the other day. She shook her head, looking at him with deep disappointment. But not surprise, I noted. However the cops had found their way to us, she’d expected to find him here.

“What,” she demanded, staring Sullivan down like he was an errant child, “is going on here?”

Then she closed her eyes. A flicker of emotion crossed her face, gone before I could name it. “Please, Sullivan. Please tell me it isn’t what it looks like.”

Someone else stepped out from the crowd. It was Grady, back in his human form. No hint of scorpion about him, not even in the eyes.

“I’m afraid it is,” he said, facing the woman with feigned sorrow. The emotion in his eyes had the depth of a puddle. “We invited Detective Sullivan to our house to explain the Growing Strong program to him. He showed up ranting about Hell, and devils, and… I don’t even know what else. He dragged us out here at gunpoint, and then he…” He swallowed. His eyes glinted at us in triumph.

Sullivan drew himself up straight. “That’s a lie.”

“Then what’s the truth, Sullivan?” the woman asked. Unlike Grady, the sorrow in her eyes was real.

That was enough to tell me she’d already made up her mind about Sullivan’s guilt.

Sullivan took a deep breath. Then another. “I… they…”

It wasn’t often I heard Sullivan get tongue-tied. It only happened when he tried to lie. I’d heard him manage a fib occasionally, but never when he was talking to someone who mattered to him. The man’s an old-fashioned hero, and heroes don’t lie.

But tonight, the truth was the one story he couldn’t give.

The woman sighed. “You know what? Forget it. I’ve heard enough from you.”

“I can explain.”

“I’ve heard too many of your explanations lately.” The woman turned her back on him. “Bring them in. All of them.”

I couldn’t let that happen. As soon as they gave Sullivan a thorough examination, that powder residue would show them he’d been the one to shoot the other cop, who now looked like nothing more than an ordinary human corpse—at least on a cursory examination. As for me, I was holding the murder weapon. And Juliana already had a history with the law.

But that wasn’t the only reason. Locked up in jail, we’d be sitting ducks—both for Grady and for the Cleaners, who clearly had unfinished business with us. I doubted they were feeling inclined to live and let live after I’d left them stranded in the middle of the highway.

Juliana and I met each other’s eyes. We both knew the reasons we couldn’t let them bring us in. But we didn’t have another good option. It didn’t sit right with me to fight a bunch of human cops who thought they were doing the right thing. As far as they knew, Bartkowicz had been one of them, and they were here to avenge him and fight the bad guys. Which was exactly how Grady had wanted it—I had no doubt he’d been the one to call them all out here.

As for Juliana, she’d been a cop once. There was a lot of bad blood there, but she still believed in the badge, deep down, even if it had stopped believing in her. She didn’t like fighting cops. She only did it when she didn’t have any other choice.

Besides, that was a lot of guns they had pointed at us. And it wasn’t just the three of us at risk. It was my dog, too. I didn’t trust Sparky not to take a bullet for me, if it came to that. Which meant it was up to me to make sure it didn’t come to that.

I was pretty sure I knew what we had to do. That didn’t mean I liked it.

I didn’t know how we’d fare against the legal system, but Juliana and I both had a lot of practice wriggling out of a tough spot when it became necessary. As for Grady and the Cleaners, we could hold our own against either.

Sullivan was another story, though. Which meant getting him out of here was, as of now, our highest priority.

I shook my head at myself. Risking arrest and worse to save Sullivan, of all people. Never thought I’d see the day.

I eased a little closer to him, trying not to move quick enough to set off anyone’s itchy trigger finger. “When it’s time,” I murmured under my breath, “Run. You’ll know when.”

“No talking,” one of the cops barked.

“We need a distraction,” I murmured to Juliana.

She nodded. “On it.”

“I said no—”

The cop’s words cut off with a choked gurgle as Juliana’s hand hit him in the throat. Her other hand—or was it her foot?—kicked the gun from the hand of the cop next to him, and slammed his wrist into his chest at an unnatural angle. And then she was a blur of movement, elegant curves and sharp angles culminating in blows powerful enough to knock one cop after another to the ground, and I stopped trying to keep track.

Juliana fighting was an impressive sight under normal circumstances. But I’d never seen her move like this before.

I said she didn’t like fighting cops. Didn’t say she wouldn’t do it if it became necessary. She had the same limits I did—she wouldn’t do any kind of serious damage to these guys if she could help it, not when they were just trying to do their jobs. Which was why I didn’t expect all three of us to make it out without handcuffs on.

Sullivan, though… Sullivan had a chance.

If he would just move his ass already.

Sullivan was watching Juliana, hand frozen near his weapon, like he was trying to decide which side was the enemy. I gave him a sharp slap on the shoulder. “I said you’d know when it was time. Maybe I gave you too much credit. Run already, will you?”

Sullivan tore his eyes away from the fight to focus on me. It wasn’t easy for him to look away, and I couldn’t blame him—Juliana had managed to disarm every cop, and was currently taking on all of them hand to hand.

He shook his head. “They’re here for me. I can’t let the two of you risk yourselves for my sake.”

“I don’t know what I was thinking, joining up with someone else with an overactive conscience,” I muttered. “Juliana’s bad enough.” I gave Sparky a smack on the rump, gentler than the one I’d delivered to Sullivan’s shoulder. “All right, buddy. You want to protect someone? Now’s your chance. Make sure Sullivan gets out of here.”

Sparky wagged his tail in response. He slammed his oversized head into Sullivan’s legs, sending him stumbling back toward the woods. Before Sullivan could recover, Sparky had his teeth in Sullivan’s suit jacket and was tugging him along.

Sullivan tried to dig in his heels. That lasted about two seconds. When Sparky wanted you to move, you moved. As the one on the other end of the leash when he’d caught sight of a squirrel, I knew that all too well.

“Good dog,” I said under my breath.

I took another look at Juliana. Her ragged breathing told me she couldn’t keep this up much longer. A few of the cops had gotten away from her, and now they were busy circling around behind her, looking for their opening.

I started to turn away. If I was quick, maybe I could make it out of here too, which was more than I’d hoped for. I squashed a twinge of guilt. I’d have an easier time getting Juliana out of jail from the outside than from the cell next to hers.

Then one of them went for his gun, and I froze.

The cop was behind Juliana, but as soon as he raised the weapon, she went still. Those eyes in the back of her head, I guess. Pretty sure they get installed in all new Inquisition recruits. She raised her hands above her head and turned to face him.

I took a step back into the shadows of the trees. I closed my eyes and reached for the invisibility formula.

“You too,” a hard voice snapped. “Hands up. Don’t go anywhere.”

I opened my eyes and sighed. Well, we’d gotten Sullivan out—that was something. Already, a few of the cops were headed past me toward the woods, yelling about how they had no idea where he’d gone.

Now I just had to hope he had some way to spring us before Grady came for us… or the Cleaners got to us first.

Without moving a muscle, all too aware of the weapon aimed at my face, I swept my eyes across the dark landscape, searching for Grady. I saw him in the crowd of cops, near the back.

And he saw me. He smiled.


 

Chapter 27

 

It’s a pretty impressive achievement, when you think about it: all the years I’ve spent operating outside the law, and I’ve only been arrested twice. The first time was when the new mayor, under the influence of a magical artifact, had his brainwashed thugs lock me up so I couldn’t take his new toy away. This was the second.

I lay on the spartan prison cot, eyes closed, hands laced under my head like a pillow. I breathed in and out, taking in the odor of industrial-strength cleaning products mingled with a whiff of stale feet. Down the hall, someone yelled drunken slurs at an ex who’d wronged him.

I didn’t open my eyes when I heard the door creak open. “Who’s there?” I asked, in a voice like a yawn. “Cleaners, or giant scorpion thing?”

Behind my eyes, I pictured a starless sky. I pulled the glyphs for divine fire from my memory.

“Get up,” said Jones. “It’s time to go.”

I loosened my grip on the glyphs and let them scamper back down into the dark cracks of my gray matter. Then I opened my eyes and sat up. “Well, this is disappointing,” I said. “I was crossing my fingers for the giant scorpion. I could stand to blow off some steam. Wouldn’t be right for me to start flinging magic at you—not unless you start something first. You’re too human. It’d hardly be fair.”

I stood and brushed the grime of the cot from the back of my legs. The only dirt I wanted on me was what I’d brought from my apartment.

“Don’t suppose you’d be willing to start something?” I said hopefully.

Jones’s face was as bland as ever, but I could have sworn I caught a flash of annoyance in his eyes as he motioned me toward the door. “I would have expected more gratitude from you,” he said as I followed him out. “You’re a free man, thanks to me. All charges have been dropped. Which is no mean feat, considering you were arrested for the murder of a police officer.”

“Pretty sure it’s not murder if he wasn’t human. But thanks. Much as I hate to admit it, you helped me out.” I inclined my chin to him. “How about my friend?”

“If you’re referring to Juliana Dietrich, she’ll meet us there. If you mean Detective Sullivan… he evaded us, as well as the local police.” He pressed his lips together. “So far.”

Good to know Sullivan had taken my advice. With Sparky’s help, of course. “And my dog?”

“The police report briefly mentioned a wild animal. A large wolf, or perhaps a small bear. The whereabouts of said creature are currently unknown.”

“Good dog. Guess he’s on his own until I get back. It’ll have to be soon, though, because he’ll be missing his kibble. Think you can make that happen?” I watched him from the corner of my eye, trying to keep my walk casual.

Jones said, “We’ll see.” And not in an encouraging way.

“I don’t suppose you’ll tell me where we’re going.”

“I am not at liberty—”

“Oh, can it. If that’s all you’re going to say, I’d just as soon enjoy the silence.”

Jones took me up on that. He didn’t say anything as we walked toward the front entrance together, past the surly muggers and bad-tempered drunks.

The cop at the front entrance opened her mouth when she saw us, like she had questions. Jones flashed her a badge. Her mouth snapped shut like she was a fish. She had the wide goggling eyes of a fish as she stared at that badge, too.

“I’ll be needing Mr. Ward’s personal effects,” Jones informed her.

“Of course,” she said. In five seconds flat, I had my phone, my sword, and the other assorted odds and ends I’d been carrying with me. I really needed to get my hands on one of those badges.

“And my gun?” I asked Jones in a low voice as we I asked the Cleaner in a low voice as we strode out the door.

“It was evidence in a murder,” he reminded me. “Now it’s somewhere the Jarvis cops will never retrieve it.”

Neither would I, apparently. I sighed. With how often I had to replace those things, I was single-handedly keeping the Jarvis illegal weapons trade in business. I really needed a client soon. A rich one.

We walked out into the parking lot. The sun was up, and she was in a foul mood, too—the first thing she did when she saw me was flash a blinding beam of light off the nearest car, making me squint my eyes shut. I couldn’t blame her. I hadn’t had a great night, either.

That was all right. I needed my eyes shut anyway. “Hang on a minute,” I said, pretending to fumble for my shoe. I called up the glyphs for invisibility.

“Of course,” said Jones easily. His hand clamped down hard on my wrist.

The glyphs tried to scamper away at the distraction. I locked them down in my mental grip. “Uzgon he—”

Something sharp bit into my skin at the crook of my elbow. The glyphs lost their shape and puddled at the bottom of my inner vision before draining away at the edges. The divine fire I’d gathered into myself dissipated with a silent poof.

I tried to pull away. The world gave a sharp lurch to the left. The parking lot swam in my vision, like it had suddenly turned liquid. Just like my legs, which buckled under me.

The last thing I heard was Jones saying, “Now, let’s pick up where we left off before your… animal… interrupted us.” The last thing I felt was him hooking an arm under my shoulders and hoisting me up, like I was one more drunk liberated from the drunk tank. And then I was gone.


 

Chapter 28

 

“Mr. Ward? Are you awake?” Jones didn’t sound too happy with me. “I’m growing tired of waiting for you.”

“If you didn’t want me falling asleep on you,” I slurred, “maybe you shouldn’t have drugged me.” I blinked my eyes open, and blinked again to clear my blurry vision. I was sitting in a bland little room, propped up on a cheap metal chair. This place looked like the kind of office someone’s boss would give them to encourage them to quit. Or maybe jump out the window. The only thing it was missing was a desk piled high with pointless paperwork. There was just me in one chair, and a very awake-looking Juliana in the other, flexing her wrists like they were in pain.

Her wrists weren’t restrained. Neither were her ankles. I gave mine an experimental wiggle back and forth. I was free, too. The only things keeping us here were the closed door and the two Cleaners in front of it—Jones and the anonymous driver from earlier.

I shot a silent question at Juliana, wondering if she knew more about this than I did, seeing as she’d woken up earlier. Then I got a good look at her face, and all the questions ran fleeing from my brain. I let out a low whistle. Not many people made Juliana that mad and lived to tell about it.

“Just say the word, Nic,” she said in a low voice. A low, pained voice.

I shot a sharp look toward the Cleaners. “Did they hurt you?”

She shook her head, then winced and clasped a hand to the back of her neck. “I don’t think the demon who teaches that class took the limitations of the human body into account when he designed some of those moves.”

“Are you in any kind of shape to back me up if…” I let my voice trail off as I jerked my chin toward the Cleaners.

“I’m Inquisition-trained, Nic. The only way I’ll stop is if I’m dead. So what do you say? It’s your call.” She sounded like she was fervently hoping I’d tell her to fight.

“I’m surprised you didn’t beat a path to the door already.”

She let her breath out through her teeth. “Welcoming and accepting,” she said. “These amateurs didn’t even have the courtesy to give me an excuse.” She shot them a dirty look.

Jones took that as an opening. He strode up to stand in front of us. “We didn’t bring you here to hurt you,” he said.

“Be a lot more convenient for me if you had,” Juliana muttered. “Then I wouldn’t have to be all welcoming and accepting at you.” She shot me a wordless plea.

I hated to let her down, but I thought she actually had the right idea for now. Especially since I didn’t want the government on my heels for the rest of my life. There would always be time to fight our way out later. “Let’s hear them out,” I said.

Juliana let out a heavy sigh. “I was afraid you’d say that.”

I held Jones’s gaze, doing my best to make him squirm. “The way I see it, I’m doing you a favor by giving you the chance to explain yourself after you dragged me and my friend here against our will. So how about we get that explanation now?”

“Don’t forget that we also cleared the murder charges against you,” he said.

“Why are we here?” Juliana growled. Her nostrils flared.

Jones produced a small remote control from a pocket. The wall in front of us turned into a glowing screen. He pressed a button, and a movie started playing in full surround sound. I didn’t know what we were watching, but it looked like we’d come in near the end. Buildings on fire, screaming humans fleeing through the streets, cars abandoned in the middle of the road, the works. The full apocalypse experience. The only thing it was missing was a rain of blood.

Juliana huffed. “You brought us here to give us a private screening of the latest superhero flick?” She looked at me. “Can I punch one of them now?”

Jones pressed another button. The screen paused on a close-up of a human’s face, her mouth wide open in a scream. Fire reflected off the whites of her eyes. “This isn’t a movie,” Jones said sternly, shifting to stand between us and the screen. “This is the panic that will occur in every city across the globe if humanity discovers there is no longer a God in Heaven.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You people figured out time travel, did you? You didn’t happen to snag the lottery numbers, by any chance?”

He glared at me like I’d belched in his face. “I didn’t bring you here so you could show off your cleverness. This is, of course, a digital simulation—as you no doubt already know.”

“In other words,” said Juliana, “a movie.” She cracked her knuckles. Then she let out a long-suffering sigh. “But I can accept that,” she said in a strained voice. “Tell me about your mov— digital simulation.”

Jones gave a satisfied nod, as if we had finally asked the right question. “Behind the flashy imagery are facts as real as they are sobering,” he said. “According to our latest estimates, we would be looking at a seventy percent chance of the total collapse of civilization here in the United States, with other industrialized nations not far behind. Even if the worst-case scenario does not come to pass, the crime rate will spike as nihilism spreads.” He pressed another button. A graph appeared on the screen, overlaid on top of the woman’s face. A red line sauntered along at a slight upward slope, until about halfway across the screen, where it shot up in a sharp peak.

“This is just the projected rise in violent crime,” he said. “I could just as easily show you the statistics on suicides, drug addiction, and mental health problems. None of them look any better than this.”

I leaned back in my chair and laced my hands behind my head. “You want to talk about violent crime?” I said mildly. “You ever hear of a man called Dennis Kaehler?”

“Should I have?”

“I doubt it. He wasn’t anything special. Just your garden-variety serial killer. Never caught, although he got his in the end.” I gave Jones a smile without warmth. “Took longer than it should have, though. See, Dennis was also a pastor. A good one, too…. for some definitions of good. Said all the right things, especially to the big guy upstairs. Never missed an opportunity to kiss the big boss’s… feet.”

“Does this anecdote have a point, Mr. Ward?”

“Sure. The point is, he impressed the big guy so much, he got a guardian angel of his very own to look after him. Which is why it took so long to bring him to justice. And he wasn’t the only human monster who puckered up his lips enough to earn himself some protection. Like I said, he was nothing special.” I pointed at the screen. “You think we were any better off with God on his Throne? I know for a fact we weren’t. The only difference is, back then you people couldn’t hear the screaming.”

“We are neutral on matters of Heavenly politics,” Jones said. “The only thing that matters to us is what will happen if the world finds out He is gone.”

The screaming woman disappeared. So did the graph. Pages of dense numbers scrolled by, too fast for me to read.

“We’ve spent the past five years conducting extensive research,” said Jones. “We have economists, psychologists, sociologists, and military strategists on our payroll, to name just a fraction of the specialists we’ve consulted.”

I held up my hands. “No need to torture us with the math. I believe you—you’ve worked hard on this. Gold star. That still doesn’t answer the question: why are we here?”

“You’re here because thus far, I’ve failed to convince you of the importance of maintaining absolute secrecy at all costs,” said Jones. “I thought perhaps a firsthand look at our research would succeed where other methods failed.”

Trust the government to think drugging someone, abducting them, and forcing them to stare at a screen full of numbers was an effective form of persuasion. On the other hand, as torture methods go, it had something going for it. If he actually made me read every word of that research, by the end I’d be screaming for mercy. “So this is about Sullivan,” I said.

“This is about the importance of assisting us with our work. If you do as we ask, you will be saving the world, Mr. Ward. That is not an exaggeration.” He pressed another button. The movie started playing again, at half volume this time. He talked over the sound. “At the very least, we would appreciate it if you would refrain from actively working against us in the future. Your interference has made our job considerably harder.”

“I could have saved you the trouble of doing all this,” I said. “I heard all your warnings the first time. There might even be some truth to them. I’m still not killing a man for you.” I rose from my chair. Both Cleaners went tense. “I’m no one’s assassin. Wouldn’t matter if you tried to hire me to kill Hitler himself—I’d do it on my own initiative or not at all. But we’re talking about Detective Sullivan, and he’s a good man. A better man than me, that’s for sure.”

“Sit down, Mr. Ward,” said Jones in a tight voice.

“If your organization knows as much as you claim to, you should have known from the start that I don’t roll over for any kind of authority. Tell me: how good are those files of yours? How much do you know about me?”

I held his gaze and didn’t let go. Fear flickered in his eyes.

He looked away first. “If we cannot convince you to do the right thing for your country and the world, then we must request that you refrain from interfering in our operations from now on.” His tone made it clear this wasn’t really a request.

I let out a soft chuckle. I couldn’t help it. “A threat’s no good unless you can back it up.”

“I’ve already told you what we’re prepared to do.”

“And you know what I can do. Not only that, if you’re as good at research as you say, there’s a good chance you know what I have done.”

His eyes darted away from mine.

I gave a short nod. “I thought so. And that’s why you didn’t bring us here for anything worse than a slideshow, isn’t it? It’s why you’re not willing to threaten anything worse than spreading a few rumors. You’re afraid of me.”

Jones bristled.

“That’s a good thing,” I said. “It means you’re smarter than you seem.”

“This was a conversation, not a threat,” said Jones. “We brought you here out of courtesy.”

“Hate to see how you treat your enemies, then. But that’s the thing—you don’t have much you can do to your enemies, do you? All your research that showed you the chances of the apocalypse, down to the decimal point… it showed you something else, didn’t it? You people aren’t quite as naive as I thought.” I gestured to the screen, which was still playing. “You don’t want me out of the picture, because I’m doing the work you can’t.”

Jones drew himself up to his full height. “You have an exaggerated sense of your own importance. I thought so the first time we talked, and you’ve only confirmed it. You are one man. We have resources at our disposal that you—”

“You have a bunch of numbers,” I said. “I’m the one who’s fought demons—and worse than demons—and won. I’m glad you brought me here, because now that I know where we stand, I’ve got a message for you. From now on, you stay out of my way. You don’t come near my office. You don’t touch anyone under my protection. You get your people out of my city, and you don’t come back. My advice? Do it now. Before you find out how deep a hole you’re digging. I don’t care about your fancy tech, or your government connections, or your expensive sunglasses. Juliana had it right—you people are amateurs. It’s time for you to back off and leave this to the experts.”

“So you can rain chaos down on the world with a single careless word?” Jones nodded to the screen. “How many times have we had to clean up after you already? The mishap on the lawn of City Hall in Jarvis several weeks ago was only the most recent. I could name others.”

He pressed another button. Again, the movie disappeared. This time, the pages that scrolled down the screen didn’t contain any numbers. But I did see my name mentioned a fair few times.

“Sometimes things get messy,” I said with a shrug. “If you people were doing any of the real work, you’d know that. You might be able to go on keeping your hands clean—maybe. But you can’t clean up the whole world forever. Fighting demons is a messy business.”

I plucked the remote from his hand and switched the screen off.

“If we’re done here,” I said, “I need to get home and feed my dog.”


 

Chapter 29

 

They didn’t knock us out again to drive us home. Guess they figured we weren’t worth the expense. They went with the low-tech method of keeping their location a secret: blindfolds tight around our eyes, earmuffs over our ears that cut off all sound but a shrill and insistent ringing from somewhere inside my head.

That last probably wasn’t such a bad thing, come to think of it. It meant we didn’t have to endure a couple hours of awkward silence.

When they set us free from our sensory prison, we were outside my office. “We’ll be watching you,” Jones warned from behind his sunglasses as we exited the car.

“Funny,” I said, “I was about to tell you the same thing.”

When I opened the door to my building, a black blur rushed at us. All I caught was a pair of glowing red eyes and a furiously wagging tail, the kind of wag that makes his whole back end wiggle along with it.

I reached a hand down to pet him. “I missed you, bud—”

Sparky rushed past me without a single look. He slammed into Juliana so hard she stumbled back. She ruffled his fur with both hands and leaned down so he could kiss her chin.

“Someday,” I muttered. “Someday you’ll get it through your head that you’re mine.”

“He showed up a few hours ago,” said Father Keller from inside. “And he brought someone with him.”

Father Keller was standing by his desk. He was standing because someone else was in his chair. Sullivan, looking like he was on the tail end of a week-long bender. Alive and well, which was a win under the circumstances, but that was the only good thing I could say about his appearance.

“I’m glad to see the two of you are all right,” said Father Keller. With my attention off Sparky and Sullivan, I caught sight of the dark circles under Father Keller’s eyes. “When you didn’t come home, I feared the worst.”

I walked inside and kicked off my shoes. “Didn’t Sullivan explain?” Juliana, still moving stiffly, herded Sparky in behind me and slammed the door shut.

Father Keller answered with a grim shake of his head. “He hasn’t said a word since he got here.”

I walked over to Sullivan and waved a hand in front of his eyes. Nothing. I snapped my fingers two inches from his nose. He didn’t flinch.

“Did you check him over?” I asked Father Keller. “Any injuries?”

Father Keller shook his head. “Physically, he appears unharmed.”

Juliana let out an exasperated sigh. “Don’t tell me we’re going through this again.” She loomed down into Sullivan’s face. “You’re not going to shut down again the way you did when you got your first sight of a monster, you hear me? You had an excuse back then. Not this time. Yeah, so those scorpion things were scary. So one almost ate you for lunch. So what? You’ve seen scary before.”

If Sullivan heard a word she’d said, he gave no sign.

I pushed Juliana aside—gently, because she looked like she was still feeling the effects of those moves she’d pulled out last night. “I killed Kevin Fisher,” I murmured in Sullivan’s ear. “Want to know what I did with the body?”

No reaction.

I whistled. “All right,” I said, “it’s time to go for the big guns.”

I told Juliana what I needed. A couple of minutes later, she came back with a big bowl of ice water. Father Keller opened his mouth to say something, but before he could voice his objection, I took the bowl from Juliana and upended it over Sullivan’s head.

Sullivan blinked up at me through the wet eyelashes. “That… constitutes assaulting an officer of the law,” he said in a faint whisper. “You’re lucky… I still need your help.”

I let out my breath in relief. “Glad to know you’re still in there. We can’t afford to lose you right now.”

His eyes defocused again. I gave his shoulders a light shake. “Uh-uh. I don’t think so. You’re not leaving us to clean up this mess all on our own. You’re a wanted fugitive now. Also, the government is still after you, and one of those scorpion things is still out there. You may not want to be on our team, but you dropped this case on our doorstep, and we agreed to handle it for you for free. Seems to me you owe us a little effort.”

“I can’t… do anything for you,.” Sullivan—strident, pigheaded, self-righteous Sullivan—sounded… broken. “You were there. You saw what happened. I’m never coming back from this.”

“So that’s what this is about,” said Juliana. “The cops kicked you to the curb, just like I said they would. Do I need to remind you that you’re not the first person to get the shaft for choosing what’s right instead of the badge?”

A spark of anger flared in Sullivan’s eyes, then sputtered and died like a wet match. “I’m… not… you.” There was no life in his voice.

“You can say that again. They hauled me into court, and I didn’t give in. They threw me in jail, and I didn’t give in. You’re a free man, and look at you.” She made a disgusted noise in the back of her throat. “You’re not me? That’s the best compliment I’ve gotten all year.”

“What did you expect me to do?” Sullivan asked in a colorless voice, like he couldn’t even find it in himself to take offense. “I believe in the law. In right and wrong. And after tonight, the law wants nothing to do with me.”

Juliana pressed her lips together hard. I could practically see the steam pouring out of her ears. “Oh, so that’s what makes you different from me,” she said. “That you believe in right and wrong. Is that how you see it? What do you think I believe in? I care a hell of a lot more about right and wrong than the police ever did. Why do you think they got rid of me? If you want an excuse for why I could pick myself up and you can’t, find a better one.”

Sullivan blinked at her, like the venom in her voice had caught him off guard.

“And if you can’t,” she continued, “if all you’re going to do is sit there and be a liability, then I’m turning you over to the cops myself. We don’t have the time to coddle you. Just by being here, you’re putting the rest of us at risk. Which is fine if you’re going to pull your weight. But if you’re not, if all you’re going to do is sit there and give us sad puppy-dog eyes, then don’t expect us to—”

She snapped her lips shut on her next word. Her breath hissed out slowly, like air escaping an overfull balloon. She looked down at her fists—like she hadn’t realized she’d had them clenched—and slowly, laboriously loosened her fingers.

“We’ll do whatever we can to help you get through this difficult time in your life,” she said through clenched teeth. “We’re here for you. Consider yourself welcomed and accepted here.” She gave him a hard pat on the shoulder. He flinched back like it was an attack. To be honest, I wasn’t so sure of the difference.

Sullivan’s brow furrowed. He studied her like he was trying to figure out what game she was playing.

“It’s the new Juliana,” I told him. “Roll with it. By which I mean, consider yourself lucky—and also, take her advice and pick yourself up before she changes her mind about this new leaf of hers.” I shot him an apologetic look. “You’re in a bad place. I get it. If I was a career counselor, maybe I’d have something useful to say. But I’m a personal security consultant, so all I know is that our security is at risk every second you’re here. We need a strategy. And for that, we need your help.” I offered him a hand.

I never got to find out whether he would have taken it.

At that moment, someone rapped at the door, hard enough to shake it in its hinges.

It’s rare for someone to knock at my door. I keep it open most all the time, except when I’m sleeping or catching myself up after a fight. Have to be available for those new clients, after all.

Just about the only people who knock instead of waltzing right in are the cops.

We all looked at each other. I crossed the room and peered out the window. Sure enough, there was one of Jarvis’s finest at the door, getting ready to knock again.

I let the curtain fall. “Time to remember how to use those legs of yours,” I told Sullivan. “It’s the cops—and seeing as how our government friends cleared me and Juliana of all charges, I don’t think it’s us they’re looking for.”


 

Chapter 30

 

The cop on the other side of the door looked like he’d had about as good a night as I had. His eyes looked saggy around the edges, like he was trying to remember how to keep them open. The corners of his mouth hung down carelessly, like he didn’t see the point in bothering to put on a social smile for the likes of us. He stumbled toward the open door with all the grace of someone running on too little sleep or too much booze.

I held up a hand before he could get any further. “What’s this about?”

He blinked at me, like he was trying to focus. Just how hard had the Jarvis cops been searching for Sullivan? He looked like he’d spent the night running from one end of the city to the other and back again. “I’m looking for Detective Sullivan.”

I leaned my shoulder against the doorframe, handily blocking him from pushing past me. I made sure not to look over my shoulder to see whether Father Keller had finished getting Sullivan up the stairs yet. “There’s no detectives here. Just me and my employees. You wouldn’t be in need of a personal security consultant, would you?”

“I’m looking for Detective Sullivan,” he said a few decibels louder, like maybe he thought we hadn’t heard him the first time. “I know he’s here.” He tensed up his arms and made himself bigger in the shoulders, like he was getting ready to muscle past me with brute force.

Behind me, Juliana growled, “You got a warrant?”

He blinked stupidly at her. “I’m looking for—”

“Detective Sullivan, I know,” I said. “Show me the warrant, or go home and get some sleep. Forgive me for saying so, but it looks like you need it.”

“I know he’s here,” the cop screeched in a voice that sounded nothing like the one he’d used a second ago. “I can smell him.” His nostrils twitched. He craned his neck to peer past me.

I looked over my shoulder at Juliana. She looked right back at me. “I don’t know about you,” I said under my breath, “but I’m getting the suspicion this isn’t an ordinary cop.”

I reached for my sword. “I’m going to need you to leave now,” I told the cop, nice and easy. Not that I expected it to be that simple. It never was.

I moved over to give Juliana a shot at him while I gathered my magic. She didn’t step up. I shot another glance over my shoulder to see her limping away as fast as she could go.

It took me a couple seconds just to process that sight. I couldn’t even find it in me to register a protest. Refraining from taking out her frustrations on the Cleaners was one thing. Being all welcoming and accepting toward Sullivan was something I could almost make sense of, even knowing how she felt about the man. But running from a fight?

That wasn’t Juliana. New leaf or no.

I didn’t get the chance to figure it out, though. Because that couple of seconds was long enough for the cop to muscle through the opening I’d left. He swayed on his feet and took a sloppy swing at me. I dodged easily.

But he was inside now. And he didn’t look in any hurry to leave.

Sparky raced up with a thunderous growl. The cop’s gaze jerked to him. The second he saw Sparky, pure hatred filled his eyes.

“Hey now,” I said. “You want to fight me, fine. But the dog’s off limits.”

I closed my eyes and did my best to call up a serene starless sky, even though serenity was the furthest thing from my mind. The glyphs for divine fire blazed to life in my inner vision.

When I opened my eyes again, the cop’s uniform didn’t fit right anymore.

The fabric hung loosely on his spindly frame. A couple extra sets of legs tore through the material of his pants. His hair sucked into his head, to be replaced by hard black armor.

The hatchling shook itself out of the uniform. It wobbled on shaky legs, but it didn’t run. It snapped its mandibles at Sparky. Sparky halted just outside its reach, teeth bared, hackles up.

“A hasda,” I hissed, and aimed my palm at the thing. Only this time, I didn’t go for the black armor. I’d learned my lesson. Instead, I went straight for those green eyes, which were still glowing with hate as the hatchling eyed my dog.

A beam of white fire struck the hatchling directly in the eye. It screamed. Its legs buckled as its claws jerked madly.

Sparky went in for the kill, lunging at its long neck. It thrust out a claw and snapped at Sparky’s chest. Sparky leapt back with a whine, his chest suddenly glistening wet.

With a growl of my own, I drew my sword. There was no way I was mustering the concentration to give magic another try, not after that.

“Hey,” came a familiar, gruff, extremely welcome voice. “Keep your claws off my dog.” Juliana strode forward until she was standing between Sparky and the hatchling. The cylinder in her hands didn’t look like any weapon I’d ever seen, and I’d seen her carry some exotic ones. I squinted. Was that a canister of bug spray?

“Back it up, Sparky,” Juliana ordered. “You don’t want any of this in your face, trust me.”

Sparky did, because he was never one to question an order from his favorite person in the universe. I followed suit. It seemed only prudent.

The scorpion pushed itself to its feet. One claw shot forward. Juliana let loose with the canister as she dodged. Bitter-smelling spray billowed into the creature’s mouth and single remaining eye. It let out another scream, this one thin and choking. Its claws snapped shut again and again without focus. Juliana leapt nimbly out of the way.

The creature’s legs collapsed under it again. This time it didn’t get back up.

Juliana kept spraying until it stopped moving. She shook the canister. “Nothing left,” she muttered.

I stepped forward and sawed through its limp neck with my blazing sword until it was no longer attached to the creature’s body. It took a while, but when I was done, we could be sure the hatchling wasn’t getting back up again.

Sparky ventured up to give the creature a sniff. Immediately, he drew back with a whine, pawing at his nose.

“I told you,” Juliana said. “Don’t get close to that stuff.”

I peeled aside blood-matted fur to get a look at Sparky’s injury. “Just a scratch,” I reported, letting out my breath in relief. I gave Sparky a glare. “You see? This is why I don’t want you putting yourself in danger for me.”

Sparky flopped down heavily and gave me an eloquent look. If I had to guess, he was saying something like, And who pulled your ass out of the fire just last night?

I gave him a shrug of acknowledgment. The dog had a point.

Juliana spoke to the creature’s head with a booted toe. “Good thing it was the hatchling,” she said. “One canister wouldn’t have been nearly enough for the big one.”

“Guess Grady fed a different cop to the hatchling after Sullivan got away,” I said. “Let’s not tell Sullivan about that part, all right? It’s hard enough keeping him on his feet as it is.”

Juliana nodded in agreement. She looked down at the empty canister. “I never thought I’d say this, but I’m glad you’re such a slob. I had to pick this up to get rid of the ants and roaches you attracted with all the dirty dishes you keep lying around.”

“For a minute there, I thought you were going to leave me in the lurch.”

Juliana huffed. “Who do you think I am?”

“Truth be told, I’m not sure I know anymore. You have to admit, spraying a whole can of bug killer into someone’s face isn’t very welcoming and accepting.”

“I draw the line at actual insects.” She cracked her shoulders. “I’m glad we’re fighting a bunch of bugs. Felt good not to have to try and talk to it before I did what was necessary.”

“I have a feeling you won’t be saying that much longer,” I cautioned. “One down, ninety-nine to go.”

Juliana gave the canister a grim look. “We’re going to need a lot more of these.”


 

Chapter 31

 

We drove up to the abandoned sewage treatment plant with our headlights off. There were no other cars in the parking lot this time. But what was inside the car had me just as on edge as what we might find outside. Every spare inch of my little car—meaning every inch not occupied by my body and Juliana’s—was full of super-concentrated insecticide in giant beat-up plastic jugs that looked like they’d crack at the slightest jostle. And my car may have its good qualities—although that’s open for debate—but a smooth ride isn’t one of them.

“Why do you even have a source for bulk insecticide?” I asked Juliana. “Weapons, I understand. Explosives, sure. But bug killer?”

Juliana looked at me like I’d asked her why she’d put on clothes this morning. “In case I might need it someday, of course.”

“You thought you might suddenly find yourself in need of a couple hundred pounds of insecticide?”

“I was right, wasn’t I?”

She had a point there. “You would have made a good Boy Scout,” I said as I got out of the car. I closed my door as quietly as I could. “Be prepared, and all that.”

Juliana got out and opened up the trunk. “Not likely. I got kicked out of the Girl Scouts.”

I pulled out the folding dollies we’d brought and clicked the handles into place. “How’d you manage that?”

“We were working on a conflict resolution badge. They didn’t like my methods of conflict resolution.” She hoisted a jug of sloshing liquid onto the dolly with a grunt of exertion.

I flashed her a crooked smile before pulling down a container of my own. “They might like you better now that you’ve turned over that new leaf.”

She groaned deep in her throat. “Don’t remind me. Hauling this stuff around might be a pain in the ass, but at least the end result will be satisfying. I’m glad we get to kill some bugs before I have to get back to all that smiling and talking.”

“You’re smiling, too? I haven’t seen that one yet.”

“I’m getting there.” She grimaced. “I’ve been putting it off as long as possible.”

She swung another jug of insecticide down onto the dolly, and straightened up with a wince. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her reach up and rub her shoulder when she thought I wasn’t looking.

“Forget a pain in the ass,” I said. “Looks to me like it’s more of a pain in the back. You’re sure you’re okay?”

“I will be. It’s those classes. Practicing in a controlled environment is different from a full-on fight, it turns out.” She rubbed her neck. “I’ve got to figure out how to adapt those moves to a human body. They work great, but I’m starting to see why the Inquisition never taught us any of this stuff.”

“Well, it saved our bacon last night, that’s for sure.”

Juliana plops another jug down heavily and let out a small involuntary groan. “Don’t get used to it.”

When the dollies were all loaded up, we closed up the car. I eyed the pools in the distance. Suddenly, that collection of containers didn’t look so big anymore. “You think we’ve got enough?” I asked her for the second time tonight. The first time had been sarcastic. This time wasn’t.

“This stuff is ten times the normal concentration, or that’s what my source tells me,” Juliana assured me. “It’ll be plenty.” She paused. “I hope.”

On that encouraging note, we got moving. I really had to heave to pull the dolly along—turns out, that much insecticide is hard to drag even when you’ve got wheels to help you out.

I glimpsed a deeper shadow in the darkness, in front of one of the pools. I held up a hand. “Wait.”

I squinted across the overgrown lot. The shadow moved again. Maybe it was a deer. This place had been abandoned long enough, probably all kinds of wildlife had moved in. But that shadow sure looked to me like it was walking on two legs.

I put a finger to my lips, then called up the invisibility formula. I crept closer.

There were at least six trucks parked on the grass in front of the pools. And I’m not talking pickup trucks. These were some serious eighteen-wheelers. And no wonder they needed all that room, because I pretty quickly got a good idea of what kind of load they were getting ready to transport.

A hose bigger around than my body hung over the side of one pool. The other end disappeared into the top of a truck. A sucking noise told me they’d already drained that pool almost dry.

I risked moving closer—and that was when I saw that there wasn’t just one shadow. There were five… no six… no, make that eight. And one of them had a familiar face. Grady. The others all wore Jarvis police uniforms, and wobbled unsteadily on their feet like the hatchling we’d fought earlier.

Grady walked up the steps and peered into the pool, then came back down again. “That’s it for this pool,” he said, just loud enough for me to hear from where I was. “Get set up to empty the last one. And make it quick. We don’t know when Sullivan’s friends will come back.” He didn’t bother trying to put emotion into his voice.

“Back from where?” one of the other cops asked in an equally wooden voice.

“From jail,” Grady said, a hint of impatience breaking through his flat tone. “Someone broke them out. I already told you.” He shook his head and gave the cop an awkward pat on the hand. “I’m sorry. It’s not your fault. None of you were ready to hatch yet.”

Then he went still. Slowly, he turned his head in my direction. “Do any of you sense something?”

I didn’t wait around for them to answer. I hurried back as quickly and silently as I could, and dropped the invisibility as soon as I dared. It seemed to me they couldn’t sense my weapon unless I was using it as a focus. With any luck, he’d think he’d been imagining things.

Anyway, I’d seen enough. It wasn’t hard to tell what was going on here. If we hurried, we could still get the drop on them.

I crossed the rest of the distance to Juliana and reported back. “I know we weren’t planning on a fight,” I said, “but if we think we can take them, we’ve still got a chance at this.”

Juliana patted the container of insecticide. “I may not be an Inquisitor anymore, but some things stick with you,” she said grimly. “I’m always prepared for a fight. If we’ve got to take on a bunch of bugs to do what we came here to do, then that’s what we’ll do.”

It was times like these I was glad I had Juliana on my payroll.

“Have we got enough insecticide to take care of all the eggs plus the ones who already have human suits?” I asked. “And how are we going to get it into them without one of those nifty sprayer thingies?”

“We put the bugs on the ground first,” said Juliana. “Then we get the poison into them before they get back up. We’ll have to be quick about it, is all.” She reached behind her, making to grab a weapon out from under her coat.

And that was when a car pulled into the parking lot behind us. This one didn’t bother to turn its lights off.

I squinted through the glare of the harsh white headlights, and caught a glimpse of an eminently forgettable sedan with a shattered windshield. I let my breath out through my teeth.

The driver shut off his engine. He got out of the car and slammed the door with a noise loud enough to split the night in two. “Stay where you are,” he barked at us. “You’re in our custody now.”

Three more cleaners got out of the car behind him. One of them was Jones. They were breeding like rabbits out there in their secret facility, weren’t they?

“What are you doing here?” I asked without unclenching my jaw.

“We held an emergency meeting after our last discussion with you,” said Jones. “We determined that you cannot be trusted to handle the affairs of Jarvis in a way that does not put human civilization at risk. You will return to our facility with us—both of you. You won’t be leaving until the situation with Detective Sullivan is resolved.” He beckoned us forward. “It will be easier if you don’t fight.”


 

Chapter 32

 

“How did you find me?” I asked.

“You located all the bugs in your office,” said Jones. A little smugly, I thought. “Even the ones I didn’t expect you to find. But you missed the ones on Detective Sullivan.”

Juliana stepped forward, hands open to the Cleaners. “We respect your important mission,” she said through gritted teeth. “But right now, we kindly request that you…” Her voice trailed off. “Hey, Nic?” she said under her breath. “What’s a welcoming and accepting way to say, ‘Back off before you get an axe through the face’?”

“Back off,” I told the Cleaners. “Before you get an axe through the face.”

They all reached for weapons at that point. But no one actually pulled them out. More than one of them gave a nervous look toward my sword, which I was guessing they all knew wasn’t just an ordinary knife by now.

“I don’t want to hurt anyone,” I said, nice and slow. “In fact, a noisy battle is something we all want to avoid right now. What I need is for you to turn off those lights of yours and drive out of here, quiet as you can. We’re here to do something about those demon cops—you know, the threat you seem to have forgotten about while you’ve been fretting about Sullivan. And if you keep on stomping and clomping and running your mouth, we’re going to lose the element of surprise.”

“I’m afraid we can’t do that,” said Jones. “We’ve calculated the risks of letting these demons follow through on their plans, versus the danger of allowing you and Detective Sullivan to continue on your current course unimpeded. The demons are not the greatest threat to human civilization here, Mr. Ward. You are.”

“Sounds like you guys missed the part where they laid a hundred eggs,” Juliana said. “Or maybe the part where each one of those hundred demon bugs will lay a hundred more.”

“When this business with the detective is concluded,” said Jones, “you and I will talk again. Perhaps we can still persuade you to see things from our perspective. We don’t want you as our enemy, Mr. Ward.” Jones gave Juliana a speculative look. “As for you, Ms. Dietrich, we would be prepared to offer you a generous employment package, contingent on you passing certain screenings.”

“Remember what I said about you guys being in over your heads?” I said mildly. “This is your last chance to figure that out.”

In answer, two of them pulled palm-sized glass orbs from their pockets. The orbs glowed a faint blue. I’d seen those things before. When someone pulled the stopper, they would let loose a cloud of blue mist that blocked angelic magic. That was Inquisition tech.

Behind me, I heard a growl so low and furious I had to glance over to make sure Sparky hadn’t shown up again. No, it was just Juliana, staring at those orbs with flashing eyes. “Where did you get those? You have no right.”

The Inquisition doesn’t like other people using their toys. Juliana might not have been an Inquisitor anymore, but old habits die hard.

“We are not as incapable as you insist on believing we are,” said Jones. “We have ample resources to draw on, when we choose to do so. You may be right about us, Mr. Ward. We are lacking certain skills that we thought it was not our business to acquire. But if the alternative is to leave the city’s protection to those like you… perhaps it is time for us to learn.”

Juliana and I looked at each other. A silent understanding passed between us.

I drew my sword, slowly and theatrically. White fire blazed down the length—and destroyed my night vision in the process. Every time I had to pull this thing out in the dark, I wondered what on earth Michael had been thinking with this little enchantment. But I guess there’s not much in the way of darkness in Heaven.

“I am Nicariel the Fallen,” I intoned. “I drove my sword through the heart of God and brought justice to Heaven and Earth. I would tell you to pray that I do not bring the same justice to you, but no one is listening.”

It was a struggle just to get the words out, truth be told. Made me feel like a pompous windbag, saying that kind of thing. Besides, I don’t like using my old name, or the reputation that goes with it.

Nicariel is a hero to some. To others, he’s the worst villain who’s ever walked the earth. Me, I’m not interested in being either. Suits me better to be Nic Ward, a guy who sits behind a desk in a bad part of town and solves people’s problems. No one much worth noticing.

And these guys noticed me, all right. I couldn’t read their eyes through their sunglasses—and who wears sunglasses in the middle of the night, anyway?—but I saw the way their jaws clenched, and how their hands trembled as they held onto those orbs of theirs.

Only one of them had the presence of mind to uncap the orb. Blue mist billowed out around us, cool and clammy against my skin. As it settled around the sword, its light turned from a fierce white to a dim, sickly gray.

The Cleaners peered into the mist like they were trying to figure out whether the orb was doing its job, or whether they’d be better off to turn tail and run. I stood there with my chest puffed out and my sword raised, and let them figure it out for themselves.

Only they never got the chance. Because while they were paying attention to me, they had stopped focusing on Juliana. It takes a lot to stop noticing the musclebound Inquisitor with an army’s worth of weapons strapped to her back, but announcing that you were the one to kill God… yeah, that’ll do it. While they were listening to that insufferable speech of mine, Juliana had crept up behind them and pulled out her big chunky revolver.

She didn’t shoot. Instead, she knocked all four of them in the head with it in quick succession—bam, bam, bam, bam. Each one crumpled to the ground like a sack of potatoes, no second hits necessary.

We looked down at the Cleaners. “You want me to make sure they won’t cause us any more problems?” Juliana asked.

Juliana is a great asset. When I’ve had enough to drink that I’m feeling sentimental, sometimes I think I’d even be willing to name her as a friend. But there are times the woman scares me. Her coming out with something like that, as casual as if she’s asking where to get dinner tonight… that’s one of them.

“Welcoming and accepting,” I reminded her.

“Oh. Right.” Her lips twisted in displeasure.

“We’ve got a bunch of bugs to squish,” I reminded her. “There’ll be time to figure out what to do with this bunch after.”

Her face brightened at the reminder. At least until the roar of several engines coming to life at once made us both jump. A line of trucks roared across the grass, sped past us, and disappeared down the street before either of us could so much as say insecticide.

I looked at the sword in my hands and cursed internally. I had drawn it to hold the attention of the Cleaners, and it had done the job. But I’d forgotten the demons could sense its power while I was using it. Just by drawing it, I might have sent up a flare letting them know I was here.

Or, who knows—maybe we had just waited a few minutes too long.

Either way, the eggs were gone. And I didn’t like our odds of tracking them down again.

Juliana looked down at the unconscious Cleaners. She clenched and unclenched her fists. “Welcoming and accepting,” she muttered. “Welcoming and accepting.”

“Looks like we’re taking two cars back,” I said. I gestured down at the insecticide. “There’s no room in mine for all this cargo plus this pack of fools. And since my last couple talks with them didn’t seem to take, it looks like we’re about due for another.”


 

Chapter 33

 

When the Cleaners woke up, they found themselves in my inner office. I’d relieved them of their sunglasses during their nap, which meant I got a good view of their eyes as they struggled to reorient themselves. They pasted on that blank mask-like expression they all wore soon enough, but the first few seconds when someone struggles their way out of an unnatural sleep… those few seconds don’t lie. And in those seconds, as they darted their eyes back and forth and tried to make sense of their surroundings, I knew I hadn’t judged them wrong. If they hadn’t known how in over their heads they were before, they did now.

And they were scared to death.

I leaned back in my chair, feet propped up on the desk and hands laced behind my head, as Juliana helped them with exaggerated care into the cheap folding chairs that ringed the other side of the desk. I tried my best to look like I wasn’t watching them, as if they were beneath my notice. But from the corner of my eye, I kept a close watch on their hands.

I didn’t have them restrained. That wasn’t the best way to get this conversation off on the right foot, I figured. We’d gone down that road already, and look where it had gotten us. Juliana and I had taken their weapons while they were asleep, but I didn’t trust one of them not to try something.

Juliana planted herself in front of the door, legs wide, arms crossed. They eyed her nervously. But they looked more scared of me.

I pushed Styrofoam cups of coffee across the desk, and kept the last one for myself. “Sorry I don’t have a proper table,” I said. “Bachelor living. You know how it is. Also, the coffee’s gone cold. I expected you to wake up before you did.”

“When I want someone knocked out,” Juliana grunted, “they stay that way.”

I shot her a look. She shot me one right back. “That’s plenty welcoming and accepting,” she argued, in response to the objection I hadn’t raised aloud. “They woke up, didn’t they?”

With a half-shrug of acknowledgment, I turned back to the Cleaners. “It may not be the fancy headquarters you’re used to,” I said, “but I don’t have government funding. You’ve got your secrets and your fancy tech and your stylish sunglasses. I’ve got this place.” I swept a hand across the office. “It may not look like much, but it’s got its charms. And I’ll give you what little hospitality I can offer.” I kept my voice pleasant, and pasted a bland smile on my face.

“You want milk?” Juliana asked, in the voice of someone asking if somebody wanted a knuckle sandwich. “Sugar?”

They eyed their cups. They didn’t drink.

I pulled my fresh bottle of whiskey out from the bottom drawer and held it up. “I’ve also got something stronger, if you’d prefer.”

They looked at each other. Jones cleared his throat. “We have a policy of not accepting food or drink from nonhuman entities.”

“Suit yourself.” I went for my own cup of coffee, then changed my mind and tipped back the whiskey bottle instead. Sure, it wasn’t yet noon, but did that really matter when you’d been up all night?

The whiskey burned going down. It burned almost as much as the rage smoldering in my belly.

I set the bottle down. “So,” I said conversationally. “You decided my city is better off in the hands of a bunch of half-trained humans than someone who’s been in the business long enough to know what he’s doing. You believed that so strongly, in fact, that you barged in on the middle of my operation to make sure I knew who was boss. How’d that work out for you?”

They must have caught on that it wasn’t a real question, because none of them answered.

I slammed a picture down on the desk in front of them. The coffee in all the cups jumped. The picture was a blow-up of Anna’s latest school picture. She stared grimly out at the camera like this was just one more moment she had to force herself to slog through.

“You don’t know how it worked out,” I said, “seeing as you were unconscious and all. So I’ll tell you. We were about to save this girl. Or find out if she could be saved, at least. Then you barged in, and the demons got away, and now she’s back on their menu. Her and ninety-odd others like her.”

“We came here for Sullivan,” said Jones. “Not for a human girl.” He pushed the picture away. “You were the one who chose to engage the demons. If you had worked with us, we could have taken care of this situation quietly.”

“You mean one of the last good cops in this city would have quietly disappeared. And Anna here would have quietly been replaced by some scorpion thing wearing her like a suit.”

Jones flipped the picture over. “Her situation is unfortunate. But it is outside our mandate.”

If he hadn’t done that with the picture, I might have held onto the last shreds of my temper. I wasn’t one to get mad. At least not where it showed. I preferred to force my anger deep down into my core where it curdled into hate. I had a lot of room for hate in me, I’d discovered.

But even with the picture flipped upside down, I could still see that girl’s empty eyes.

In slow motion, I rose from my chair. Then I slammed both hands down on the desk. The coffee cups leapt. One of them teetered and toppled over, where it burst all over the nearest Cleaner’s shiny black shoes.

“I figured maybe you didn’t know the whole story.” My voice was quiet. I wasn’t much for yelling. But they flinched at the sound, all the same. “After all, there seems to be a lot you people don’t know, for all your research and your secret files. I thought there was a chance you were so focused on that singular mission of yours that you didn’t understand what it is these creatures do.”

I flipped the picture back over.

“But I told you this girl was in danger,” I said. “Her and a few dozen others. And you didn’t ask questions. You just babbled on about secrecy, same as ever. I don’t know whether that means you already knew what these demons were up to, or whether you can hear about a bunch of kids in danger and not see the need to find out more. Truth be told, it doesn’t matter much to me. Either way, you’re willing to throw all those lives away for the sake of your precious secrecy.”

I shook my head. “No, it’s not even that, is it? Because it’s not one or the other. We could save them and still cover this up. It’s not like I was ever planning to let it go public. You’re not making a tough call—you just don’t care. If it doesn’t involve word of demons getting out, it’s not your business, and it doesn’t matter to you how it goes down. No matter how many kids die.”

Juliana shot me a startled look, like she was wondering where all my welcoming and accepting had gone. I gave her a shrug in response. Unlike her, I hadn’t made any promises to keep my temper in check. It just didn’t come out much, that was all.

Not unless there was a damn good reason.

I turned back to the Cleaners. “I gave you too many opportunities to take my advice and leave this to me. We’re past that now, sorry to say. Now all that’s left is figuring out whether this is going to be a war, or whether we can work out the terms of a truce.” Slowly, my movements tightly controlled, I settled back into my chair. “I recommend unconditional surrender.”

“We’ll need time to consult with our superiors,” Jones said stiffly.

“So you can scurry off like rats and keep on doing your damage where I can’t see? I don’t think so. No superiors. No committees. No papers signed in triplicate. While you’re in this room, you and you alone represent your organization. And none of you is walking out that door until we have our terms.”

Jones drew in a long breath. “But we will not give up our mission. Even if we were to agree, the rest of our organization would never abide by such a deal—and rightly so. Our research may not have convinced you, but we know the truth. We are the only thing that stands between this world and anarchy. We will make whatever sacrifices are necessary to hold that line.”

He pushed the facedown picture of Anna the rest of the way across the desk toward me.

“Do I wish we could save that girl?” He blinked away a trace of what might have been genuine emotion. “Of course. I have a daughter her age, did you know that? She thinks I’m an ad executive for a footwear company.” The hint of a smile flickered across his face, then disappeared. “But we do not have the resources to fight monsters as well as rumors. We do not have the resources to care, as you so bluntly put it. Any more than you care about every petty crime happening halfway across the world from you.”

He flipped the picture back over. I couldn’t read his face as he folded it gently and tucked it into his pocket.

“We are prepared to make any sacrifice that is required of us,” he said. “Even the lives of children we wish we had the resources to save. Or detectives who could have been heroes if the world were different.” He met my gaze. If looking into my eyes bothered him, he didn’t show it. “Even our own lives, if it becomes necessary.”

The rage burned deep in my gut as I looked into those haunted eyes of his. But it burned like a long drink of whiskey when I knew I’d already had one too many. It sat in my belly, stale and sour, making me just queasy enough I wished I could purge myself of it.

Damn it. I couldn’t hate them.

Mind you, I wouldn’t say I liked them. Anyone who’s willing to throw innocent lives away for some cold higher purpose doesn’t deserve much in the way of sympathy, in my book. But deep in his dark gaze, a fierce light burned. It wasn’t something I saw with my physical eyes, but I saw it all the same. It pulled at something in me, like a cord wrapped around some vital organ, giving a painful tug of recognition.

I knew what it was to believe I alone could save the world. I knew what it was to be willing to sacrifice my life without a second thought.

Could be these guys were headed for the same harsh lesson I’d learned after I drove Michael’s sword through the heart of God. I’d killed the tyrant on the Throne, sure. I’d gotten justice for all his past victims, and saved all the ones he would have claimed in the future. But did I save the world? That’s up for debate.

I removed a source of evil, for certain. But the trick about evil is, it never lived up in Heaven, or down in Hell either. It’s down here on Earth, hanging like a mist over the streets we walk every day. It’s in our blood. It’s in our hearts. There’s no saving this world so long as humans walk its streets, or other creatures either. And if there ever comes a day when those streets are empty… well, then I’m not sure what there’d be worth saving.

I sighed and leaned back in my chair.

Maybe that lesson was hurtling their way like a forty-ton truck down a dark highway. But it wasn’t up to me to teach it to them. They wouldn’t believe me if I tried, anyway.

Maybe I’d chosen more deserving enemies than they had. But it wasn’t their fault they thought they could do the impossible, any more than it had been mine.

“I’m going to do something I shouldn’t do.” I took another long drink. “You’ve had three chances. Three strikes and you’re out—isn’t that what they say here on Earth? But here I am, about to give you another.”

Juliana shot me a surprised look. But if she objected, she swallowed it back quick enough.

“Just so you know, the deal I offered you before—where you stay out of Jarvis—that’s off the table,” I said. “You’ve shown me the sort of damage you people can do without even knowing it. I’ve got more sympathy for you than I should—that’s why I’m offering you this chance at all. But I don’t have enough sympathy in me that I’m willing to let you go on doing what you’re doing.

“So here are my terms. You disappear—you and your entire organization. And not just from Jarvis. If you can keep on doing what you do without attracting my notice, be my guest. If you’re being that quiet about it, it means you’re not doing the kind of damage you did last night. But if I ever catch wind of you again, I’ll make it my mission to bring down your entire organization.” I stretched my lips in a humorless smile. “I don’t know how much you remember of what I told you last night. You all took a pretty hefty blow to the head. But suffice it to say, I’ve brought down worse than you.”

I raised my bottle to them in a toast. “What do you say?” I asked, back to my conversational tone. “Have we got a deal? Or have we got a war?”

They looked at each other. Some kind of silent communication passed between them.

Again, Jones was the one to speak. “We accept,” he said formally, and held out a hand to me.

I didn’t take it. Instead, I took a swig from the bottle and set it down hard. “Glad to hear it. Now get out of my office before I come to my senses.”

Juliana stepped aside and wordlessly opened the door for them. They scurried out, quick as they could. They left most of their dignity behind.

When the front door closed behind them, Juliana looked at me. “You think they’ll keep that promise?”

“Not a chance,” I said. “Never trust the government. But even if they didn’t mean their promise, I meant mine.”

“Then you really want to take the three of us to war against an entire government agency.” Juliana didn’t offer her opinion. That welcoming-and-accepting thing, I guess. But her eyes spoke volumes.

“It’s been too long since I had myself a good doomed fight,” I said. “It’ll be like old times.” I hefted the bottle. Still almost full. Seemed like a good day to change that.

Then I set it down with a sigh. “Go up and shake Sullivan awake, will you? Before we do anything about the Cleaners, we’ve got some demon eggs to find.”


 

Chapter 34

 

The bustling, brightly lit deli wasn’t my usual kind of place. Or Juliana’s, either. She fidgeted at our table in the corner of Frank’s Deli, drumming her fingers on the formica table, hunching her shoulders in some vain attempt to make herself small.

I didn’t know what her problem was. Me, I didn’t like the light in here, or the people. Especially not these people. Half were in uniform, and the other half carried themselves in a way that they might as well have been. Frank’s was a cop hangout.

“You want anything to eat while we wait?” I asked Juliana. “I’m paying.”

She let out a wordless grunt in response.

I gave her a light nudge with one finger. “What’s up with you?” She was hardly a ray of sunshine on the best of days, but this seemed excessive. I tried to think of a tactful way to ask her whether all that welcoming-and-accepting was starting to send her around the bend.

Juliana glowered past me, out at the sea of lunching cops. “I don’t like places where cops hang out,” she muttered in a tone that put me in mind of Sparky’s growl. “I might not have been a Jarvis cop, but it doesn’t matter. These places are all the same.”

“Right,” I said. “Hard to remember you used to be one of them.”

Juliana shook her head hard. “I wasn’t. Not really. That’s what places like this remind me of. I did the job. I was good at it, too. But I wasn’t one of them where it counted. I went to the burger joint for lunch, and the bar after work, but I didn’t belong there. Not really.”

The way she was glowering at the cops, it looked like she was hoping one of them would turn out to be a demon in disguise so she could demonstrate her new martial arts skills on them. Seemed like it might not be such a good idea to let her keep going down this path.

But Juliana wasn’t the sharing type. It was rare for her to talk this much about her past. Probably the only reason she was doing it now was that after she’d turned over that new leaf, she’d started bottling so much up that some of it was bound to spill over every once in a while.

Point is, a moment like this might not come again any time soon. So I let her keep going.

“I remember one time when I was getting a cheeseburger and fries with my partner,” she said, still looking at the cops and not at me. “My third partner, I mean. My first partner asked for a transfer. The second one, too. But I liked this guy. He didn’t say much. He just did the job. Didn’t try to be liked. All he cared about was getting the bad guys. I thought he was the kind of cop I wanted to be.

“Until that day at lunch. He started talking about some old case of his. Bragging, I think. Showing off for the new partner. He said this one guy was so slippery no one had managed to nab him, even though he’d been on the radar for years. But he got the bright idea to plant evidence in the guy’s car, which let him search the guy’s apartment, which let him find the real evidence. As if the law didn’t matter. As if it wasn’t everything we were.” Her hands tightened into fists. “That’s when I knew I’d never belong. Not even with the cops who gave a shit.”

I opened my mouth to respond, then paused, gauging my odds of getting a violent reaction. Then I decided to risk it anyway. “Isn’t that the sort of thing you did for the Inquisition, though? Seems to me there wasn’t a law the Inquisition wouldn’t bend for the sake of getting the bad guy. Up to and including murder.”

Juliana turned that furious gaze on me. She exhaled like a snorting bull. I had a few seconds to regret my life choices.

Then the fury cooled. Her hands unclenched. “It’s not like that,” she said. “That’s what people on the outside don’t get. It was never like that. We followed older laws, is all. Stricter ones. Laws that can’t be changed just because some people decide they like it better a different way—or they want to make it easier to line their own pockets. In the Inquisition, the law is absolute.”

She stared down at the table. A shadow came over her eyes. “God, I miss it,” she said, in a voice almost too low to hear. I wasn’t even sure she knew she’d said it out loud.

She fell silent, looking as glum as a barfly staring into his third drink and seeing the abyss staring back. After a minute, she opened her mouth. I got ready to give her a pat on the back and murmur a few reassuring words, which was as far as my talent for offering comfort ran, sad to say. But all she said, with a jerk of her thumb toward the glass front doors, was, “He’s here.”

Sure enough, Sullivan had just walked in. Although I doubted anyone who hadn’t helped him put his disguise together would have recognized him. He wore one of my rattiest old t-shirts, and my most beat-up pair of jeans, and sneakers with the laces untied. A baseball cap pulled low over his eyes rounded out the ensemble. Just about all anyone could see of his face was the scruff that had reappeared on his chin.

He got a few looks as he crossed the room to sit down at the table next to ours. But not the kind that would tell us anyone had recognized him. Just the kind of look people give a person who walks into a space where they don’t belong.

Which was exactly what we wanted. We didn’t want them looking at Sullivan and seeing the washed-up detective. They might not want this bum in their space, but there was no law saying a non-cop couldn’t order lunch in a cop deli.

Sullivan glanced over at us. I shook my head in a tiny motion. He looked away too fast. A few seconds later, his eyes found me again. The man might have been a good detective, but covert work was not his strong point.

“He’s going to blow it,” Juliana muttered. “We shouldn’t have come.”

“That’s why we’re here,” I said. “In case something goes wrong.”

“I don’t think we’re likely to see any demons around here,” said Juliana.

“I’m thinking more along the lines of Sullivan having a breakdown right here in the middle of Frank’s, letting on to everyone who he really is, and getting himself arrested.”

Juliana nodded. “Ah. You’ve got a point.” Sullivan was looking at us again. I shook my head, making it more obvious this time, and when he still didn’t look away, drew a finger across my throat. He quickly stared down at his table.

Luckily, the woman from Sullivan’s apartment walked in a couple minutes later, before Sullivan could draw too much attention to either us or himself. She scanned the room. She didn’t seem to notice Sullivan until he raised a hand and motioned her close. At the sight of him, she did a double-take and briskly crossed the room to him.

“Here I am,” she said. “Against my better judgment. How about you tell me why I’m here?”

“Because you’re the closest friend I have on the force right now,” Sullivan said, his rough voice pitched low. “The way things stand now, maybe the only friend.”

The woman made a harsh noise in the back of her throat. “That’s saying something. Especially since I’m not at all sure I would use that word to describe the way things are between us right now.”

“Before all this, you were always in my corner. That’s more than I can say for anyone else.”

The woman shook her head with a soft sigh. “Even before your head got turned around, you never did get along with your fellow officers, did you? You were always just that little bit too uncompromising. Never quite willing enough to go along to get along.”

Juliana cursed softly under her breath. I shot her a questioning look. “Damn Sullivan,” she said in a gravelly whisper. “Making me feel sorry for him. We are not the same.”

I wisely chose not to comment.

“I joined the force to uphold the law,” Sullivan was saying. “Not to make friends. Going along to get along, as you put it, isn’t what keeps civilization from crumbling around our feet.”

“Let’s get back to our more immediate concerns, shall we? Why did you ask to meet?” She shot a covert look around. “More specifically, why did you ask to meet here, where it would be easy for someone to recognize you?”

“To remind you that I’m still one of you,” said Sullivan. “If we met in some dark alley, you’d see me as a criminal, and you’d treat me accordingly. I need you to see me as a cop.”

“And that’s worth risking your freedom for?”

“Yes. It is.”

“I hope you realize you’ve put me at risk in the process,” she said. “You’re not the only one who has to worry about someone seeing the two of us together. So be quick about it—why did you bring me here? If I don’t get an answer this time, I won’t ask again.” She made like she was about to stand up.

“Don’t go,” Sullivan said hastily. “I’m here because I need information on Growing Strong.”

The woman sank back into her chair—but only, I thought, because her legs had given out on her. Her eyes bugged out at Sullivan’s request. “You really have lost your mind, haven’t you?” she hissed in a low whisper. “After what you…” She shook her head. “I don’t want to believe you killed him. But I haven’t found a better explanation. And now, coming here and asking me this… You’re making it very hard to believe in you, Sullivan. I have half a mind to arrest you here and now.”

“Growing Strong picked up several new volunteers in the past few days, all of them officers who had never shown an interest in the program before,” said Sullivan. “Am I right? And now they want to take the kids on some kind of field trip, or a graduation ceremony. Maybe somewhere with a pool.”

“You’re scaring me, Sullivan.”

“Tell me I’m wrong.”

“I’m going to give you a chance to turn yourself in,” she said. “Right here, right now. Give me your hands, and we can do this in a way that preserves some of your dignity. I’ll do my best to get you the help you need.”

Sullivan tucked his hands away in his lap. Instantly, the woman tensed. “Hands where I can see them, Sullivan.”

He showed her his empty hands. “I’m not here to hurt you. But I won’t let you arrest me, either. Those kids are in danger. And the rest of you aren’t in any position to help them.”

“And what makes you believe they’re in danger?” Her voice was too conciliatory all of a sudden. I watched her lap, and saw her hand going for her phone.

Sullivan took a deep breath. “Maybe it’s time,” he said. “I did say I was going to bring all of this into the light. And if there’s anyone I can still trust on the force, it’s you.”

“Don’t do it,” muttered Juliana under her breath. “Come on, Sullivan. Don’t be an idiot.”

“Grady is a demon,” said Sullivan. “Only he’s not really Grady. The demon ate him a long time ago, before he ever joined the force. Bartkowicz, too. In their true form, they look something like giant scorpions. They’ve laid dozens of eggs down at the abandoned sewage treatment plant. As soon as they’re ready to hatch—which will be any day now—the baby demons will eat the kids from Growing Strong and take their places.”

During this story, the woman didn’t say anything. Her eyes just kept getting wider and wider. Her hand paused on the way to her phone.

“Is there… anything else?” she asked faintly.

“More than you could ever imagine,” said Sullivan grimly. “But nothing else you need to hear about right now.”

“All right,” she said in that same tone she’d used earlier—too slow, too soft. “All right. Let’s talk about what we can do about this. Take a few breaths. We can get something to eat while we talk.” She lurched toward the counter, like she was itching for an excuse to get away from that table. Her hand clutched for her phone again.

Sullivan’s hand shot across the table like a striking snake. He grabbed her hand. Her phone skittered under a neighboring table, drawing several pairs of eyes to the two of them.

“You don’t believe me,” he accused.

“I believe you.” Her eyes were wide and trapped. “You were right to come to me. I can help, Sullivan.”

“I know what kind of help you mean,” Sullivan snarled, with more venom than I’d ever heard from the man. “You think I’m crazy. You’re never going to let me walk out of here. You’ll lock me up for the crime of killing a demon before he could kill me, and no one will help those kids.”

He surged up from his seat and pushed the table over. The woman leapt backward just in time.

Juliana and I stood up fast. Around the deli, all eyes were locked on the confrontation. Whispers started up from all directions. Some of those whispers included Sullivan’s name.

For a second, I thought Sullivan was about to make a monumentally bad decision. I reached for my sword hilt and got ready to pull him out of the fire, because somewhere along the line, the man had made himself my problem.

But one bad decision must have been enough for him today, because he did the smartest thing he could do under the circumstances. He turned and ran.

The two of us quickly slipped out the door after him as everyone else tried to figure out how to respond. “That went about as well as we could expect,” Juliana huffed as we sprinted to catch up.

“It was a slim chance,” I acknowledged, gritting my teeth at the strain the running put on my bad leg. “But we had to try it.”

“Remind me again why we had to put a volatile ex-cop into a room with a bunch of people who want his head?”

I shot her a grim look. “Because we don’t have any other leads.”

“It could have gone worse,” said Juliana. “The Cleaners could have showed up. I never did sweep him for bugs—did you?”

I knew something had gotten away from me. That was what I got for skipping out on sleep. I cursed under my breath—then stopped in the middle of a particularly colorful phrase.

“You know what I said about not having any more leads?” I said. “Forget I said anything. Turns out we’ve got one more.”

Juliana looked over her shoulder to make sure no one was following. “Is it likely to turn out as well as this one?”

I answered with a half-shrug and a grim, thin-lipped smile. “Probably worse.”


 

Chapter 35

 

We never did catch up with Sullivan. By the time we made it back to my office with no sign of him, we both feared the worst. But when we walked in, Father Keller greeted us with a nod toward the door to my inner office and a murmur of, “Hope you weren’t too attached to that new bottle of whiskey.”

I let out my breath. “He’s here?”

The sound of breaking glass from behind my door answered for him. A heartbroken moan followed the sound.

With an inner sigh, I threw open the door.

There was my fresh bottle, all over the floor, shattered into a sticky sea of broken glass. But from the look of Sullivan, quite a lot of it had made it into the ex-cop before it fell. He was sitting in my chair—my chair, damn it—with his feet up on the desk. He stared down at the broken bottle like he had lost his mother.

“Tried to put it back on the desk,” he said, miming a throwing motion that made me wince. “I missed.” His lip hung down in a pout.

“Just as well,” I said. “It wouldn’t have helped.”

Despite all the whiskey that must have gone into him, he was still more lucid than he had been in the immediate aftermath of his almost-arrest at the old sewage treatment plant. When he blinked at me, there was real comprehension in his eyes. But there wasn’t much of anything else. Nothing except a dark weight of despair that settled around my bones as if it were my own.

“She was the one person I thought might listen to me.” He shook his head slowly. “If she didn’t think I needed to be locked up before, she does now. I didn’t expect anything else. But I had to try.”

One thumbnail-sized shard of glass had landed on my desk instead of the floor. Sullivan picked it up between two fingers and turned it back and forth. It caught the dim yellow glow of my dying bulb and turned it into a constellation of broken stars.

“I had to try,” he repeated. “Because if I can’t fight for the law anymore—if I can’t be what I am anymore—then what’s left?” He swept his hand across the room in a gesture just sloppy enough to let on how much he’d had to drink. “Do I turn into you now? Spend my days in a dark office somewhere, drinking alone, turning into something as bad as the criminals I used to fight? Is that the only way I can do what’s right?”

Juliana stomped up behind me. “More self-pity,” she said. “Meanwhile, those kids are in danger, and your little outburst back there sure didn’t help change that. Get up and get in the shower. We have work to—”

She stopped herself midsentence and took a long breath. “Welcoming and accepting,” she reminded herself under her breath. “Damn it. I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up.”

“Ever consider just… stopping?” I asked.

“And do what instead?” When I turned to look at her, the hollow look in her eyes matched the one in Sullivan’s.

I let out a sigh. “Leave Sullivan to me,” I said. “Take a breather. I’m sure you’ve got some weapons that need sharpening.”

With a too-loud sigh of relief, she backed out of the room. She slammed the door behind her.

I turned my full attention to Sullivan. I flicked my fingers at him in a shooing motion. “First off,” I said, “out of my chair. Whatever you might think, you’re not me. Not yet. It’s bad enough you’ve cost me another bottle of whiskey. Now you’re scuffing up my desk with your cop shoes.”

Sullivan stood on swaying legs. He stumbled a few steps and sagged against the wall. “You’re going to try to talk me into joining your team again, aren’t you?”

“Nope. For one thing, I like knowing no one will touch my booze but me.” I picked my way through the shards. My boots squelched in the remnants of my whiskey.

“Then why are you here? Why not leave me in peace a little longer?”

“I don’t see much peace here.” I looked pointedly down at the broken bottle. “Anyway, I think you’re ready for a real talk. Seems to me we’ve got something in common now, the two of us.”

Sullivan tried for a glare. He was too drunk to muster up a good one, or maybe just too tired. “You mean the fact that we’re both wanted criminals?”

“You’re not a criminal, whatever the cops say. And no one much wants me.” I slid into the chair he had vacated. It was still warm from his body. The smell of his sweat, faint but distinct, hung over the space behind my desk like a cloud. The man sorely needed a shower.

“You keep asking me what I am. I think you’re finally ready for the answer to that question.” I met his drunken gaze with a level stare. “I’m an angel.”

Sullivan let out a harsh laugh. His whiskey breath wafted across the room. “I can’t think of a person on this earth less angelic than you.”

“Yeah, well.” I shrugged one shoulder. “That’s because you’ve got the wrong idea about angels. But it’s also because I’m Fallen.”

Sullivan jerked to attention. “You’re a fallen angel?”

“Well, saying ‘fallen demon’ would be a bit redundant, wouldn’t it?”

He stared at me like he thought I was going to sprout horns. He stumbled backward toward the window. His legs wobbled under him.

“Careful there. You fall and break your neck, we won’t get to finish our conversation.”

“You’re… you’re a creature of Hell. You’re the thing I thought we were fighting.”

“Am I?” I asked. “I left Hell behind as soon as I could—and I didn’t leave on good terms.” I paused. “Well, not on good terms with the guys in charge, at least. I’m something of a hero to a good number of the demons there, whether I want to be or not. But that’s a long story.”

“But you’re not denying you’re a demon.”

“More than that, I’m flat-out telling you. I know you’ve had a bit to drink, but try and keep up.” Then I took pity on him, and sighed. “I know you haven’t seen much of the real world just yet. But you can’t go painting all demons with the same brush. Sure, most of them are straight-up evil. Can’t even blame them for it, a lot of the time. You grow up in a place steeped in cruelty and pain, never knowing anything else, you’re bound to develop a taste for both.

“But you’ve met Tish. She’s a demon, and all she wants is to live alongside the humans and not make trouble. Me, I want what I’ve always wanted.” My voice roughened. “Justice. I don’t like seeing the innocent at the mercy of the powerful. And I don’t like seeing people using their authority to corrupt ends, whether those people are human or something else. So when I woke up in this human body, I hung out my shingle and started doing what I could. Used to be that meant going up against monsters of the human variety. These days, it’s the more literal kind.”

“Then you weren’t lying about being human.”

“I hurt. I bleed. I eat and sleep and piss. And someday, I’ll die. Whatever I am on the inside, I’m human enough these days.” I shook my head at him before he could go asking any more questions. “And if you’re wondering how I got this way, keep it to yourself. That’s a part of that long story I mentioned, and I don’t think you’re ready for that one quite yet.”

“You say you want justice,” said Sullivan. “But you have no problem bending the law when it suits you.”

“I won’t deny that. And before you ask, yes. I killed Kevin Fisher. Might as well tell you now, since it’s not like you’re in a position to do anything about it anymore.”

Sullivan flinched like the words had been a slap. “I thought I dreamed you saying that,” he murmured.

“Then you did hear me. I wondered. I said it because it’s the truth. Lorelei Fisher came to me for justice for her little girl, and I got it for her.” I shrugged. “It’s what I do. You could say it’s what I am.”

“What you are is a devil.” Fear gave way to something darker on Sullivan’s face. “You’re a devil, and people make deals with you to get what they want.”

I let out a long sigh. “First off, I don’t ask for anything in exchange for my services but cold, hard cash. And I don’t charge nearly as much as I should. Lorelei Fisher was broke when she came to me. I cut my fee in half for her, then in half again. I spent the next month shivering to keep the heating bill down. It was worth it, though. It always is.

“And second… you want to talk about the devil? All right, then. The big guy on the Divine Throne might have had a lot of good press, but He was a sadistic tyrant, corrupt as they come. And Lucifer was his most powerful weapon. God had him on a leash, like all the rest of us. But Lucifer had the strength to snap that leash.

“He broke God’s control over him, and then he freed everyone willing to sign on with him. Not me. I was a coward back then. My Fall came later. The ones who were braver than me, they fought. And lost. As always, the winners got to tell the story. Doesn’t mean it’s not a bunch of lies.”

“You want me to believe the devil and his army have been the good guys all along?”

I let out a sharp laugh. “Hell, no. Not the Fallen. A few thousand years of eternal torment will warp anyone’s mind. One more sin to lay at the feet of Heaven’s late and unlamented ruler. But just because they’re monsters now, that doesn’t mean they started off that way.”

“Then you’re saying I’ll turn into a monster.”

“I’m saying the righteous fight doesn’t always look it from the outside. And that you ought to take a good look at who wrote the stories you’ve been living by. So what do you say? You want to spend your life drowning your sorrows and looking back on what you lost? Or are you ready to fall like Lucifer?”

“And if I don’t like either of those options?”

“Then put them aside for another day. Right now, the question is a fair bit simpler. Are you going to help me stop these cops, or are you going to grab another bottle and pick back up where you left off?”

Sullivan eyed me like he was still waiting for those horns to sprout. Finally, he let out his breath so hard I could have believed he’d been holding it since I walked in. He looked at me with eyes that had lost their hardness, and gave his head a slow, disbelieving shake.

“A fallen angel,” he murmured. “You’d think you could afford a better office.”


 

Chapter 36

 

Hearing my plan sobered Sullivan up most of the way. A dose of Father Keller’s magic elixir did the rest of the job. He still smelled like he’d gone rolling in a dumpster, but his legs were steady under him, and his eyes were clear.

I set him to cleaning up the mess he’d made of my office while I went over the finer details of the plan with Father Keller and Juliana. It was getting on toward evening when I walked back into my inner office. The floor was scrubbed to a shine. Sullivan picked up one last shard of glass and dropped it carefully into my overfull trash can.

“I’m beginning to suspect,” he grumbled without looking up at me, “the only reason you want me to join your team is so you can keep using me as bait.”

I held up my hands. “You were the one who climbed through my window, babbling about demon cops. If you don’t like what happened afterward, you have only yourself to blame.”

Sullivan looked down at himself and picked at his shirt, like he was seeing the state it was in for the first time. “Is it time?”

“If you’re ready. Remember, mouth shut.” I put my finger to my lips.

I waited a moment, in case he had any last-minute objections. He didn’t.

I went down to the basement and retrieved his jacket. We’d stored it inside a lead-lined box Juliana kept around in case we ran across a magical item that needed containing. I figured it would work just as well against the bug tucked into the collar. I traipsed back up to my inner office and wordlessly handed the jacket to Sullivan.

He looked at it with distaste before he slipped it on. “I really need to do a load of laundry,” he muttered.

I motioned him out the door. Juliana and Father Keller were waiting out front. “Good to see you recovered,” said Father Keller, nodding to Sullivan.

“He’s paying to replace that bottle of whiskey,” I grumbled, only half for show.

“Any news?” Juliana grunted.

“As a matter of fact,” I said, “yes. While the detective here was sleeping it off, I was busy tracking down the info he never managed to get for us. Looks like the demon cops took the Growing Strong kids on an adventure, all right. And the location was right there in the Jarvis police database.”

“Right there, huh?” Juliana asked. “So you just waltzed in and grabbed it, and no one gave you a whisper of trouble?”

“I wasn’t aware you had access to Jarvis police records,” said Father Keller.

I made a few noncommittal noises, loud enough for the bug to pick up.

“This wouldn’t have anything to do with the attractive young lady who works with the police databases, would it?” Father Keller asked.

“You think he seduced her for the info?” Juliana asked. “Huh. Guess that answers that question.”

I couldn’t stop a faint flush from coming to my cheeks, even though I knew better than anyone that this was all for show. I was the one who’d suggested this line of questioning. We had to make it plausible that I’d gotten my hands on the location somehow.

But that had meant explaining to the two of them that Jane from the Jarvis PD had given me her number, and that was a conversation I didn’t want to repeat any time soon. Juliana had wondered aloud why I hadn’t called her yet. Father Keller had wondered why I hadn’t thrown the number away. By the end, I had wondered why I’d opened my big mouth.

“I did not,” I said through my teeth, “seduce anyone.”

“That’s reassuring to hear,” murmured Father Keller. “But then how did you obtain access to the records?”

“Flirted with her a bit, then chickened out before things could go too far,” Juliana opined.

“We have the information,” I snapped. I was only half acting. “Let’s leave it at that, shall we?”

“Suit yourself,” said Juliana. “So where are the kids?”

Here was where things got tricky. “I don’t want to say it out loud,” I said. “I think I got the last of the bugs off Sullivan, but we can’t be sure no one’s listening. Here, I’ll write down the address.” I took a piece of paper from Father Keller’s desk and scribbled noisy circles.

“So we go there and shut it down?” Juliana asked.

“That’s the plan,” I said. “We’ll make it a party. Bring your own bug spray.”

Sullivan took a loud breath. “Before you go any further,” he said, “you should know that I’ve made a decision.” From the sound of it, the nerves in his voice were only half-feigned.

“I’m not going to like this, am I?” I muttered, just loud enough for the bug.

 “I tried to toe the line,” he said. “I tried to bide my time so I could work from the inside. You saw how well that worked out. So I’m done trying. I’m getting proof of what’s out there, and I’m going public. And this time, I’m thinking bigger than the Jarvis police. The world needs to know what they’re up against. And as of today, I’ve got nothing to lose.”

“You’ve still got one thing to lose,” I reminded him. “Have you forgotten the Cleaners are out there? What do you think they’ll do to you if you try to go public?”

“The same thing they’ll do if I don’t,” he said.

“As much as I dislike the Cleaners methods,” said Father Keller, “I can’t help but think they may have a point. The world may not be ready for this news.”

“I wasn’t ready either,” said Sullivan. “But that didn’t stop it from coming for me. And it’s coming for all of us. These creatures have claimed too many human lives already. If people knew what they were facing, maybe they’d have a fighting chance.”

“Or maybe the world would burn,” said Juliana. “I may not like the Cleaners, but that movie is the kind of thing that sticks in your head.”

“You’re not talking me out of this,” said Sullivan. “You can do the right thing for once, and help me—or I can do it on my own.”

“Looks like I was right,” I said. “I don’t like this one bit. But I like the Cleaners even less.” I paused for a second, like I was thinking. “Here’s the thing. I like it here in the shadows. But I can’t keep the whole world safe from behind my desk. All I can do is stop one demon at a time—and for every one I put down, two more climb up from the abyss. It may be time to give this ‘coming out into the light’ idea of yours some serious thought. But for now, we need to focus on those kids.”

I grabbed my jacket. “We need to move fast. Juliana, load yourself up with whatever toys you like. Father Keller, you should sit out the fight, but be ready to corral a herd of panicked teenagers. And Sullivan… I know what you’re going to ask. The answer is yes. Come with us if you want, and get your proof. It’s not like you won’t follow us anyway if I say no. But on one condition—once you get that proof, we decide what to do with it together.”

“Together,” Sullivan echoed. It didn’t sound convincing, but it didn’t need to.

Are we done? Sullivan mouthed. I nodded.

We all kept our lips zipped as Sullivan shrugged off the jacket. Father Keller and I made getting-ready noises. Juliana clomped off to the basement to get herself armed up. Sullivan followed her to put the jacket back.

Sparky came over and jabbed his nose insistently into my leg, the way he did when I’d forgotten his dinner.

I ruffled the fur on top of his head, and got a dirty look in response.

“Be patient,” I told him. “You’ve got a part to play in this, too. I promise.”

Sullivan came back up sans jacket. “Do you really think this will work?” he asked.

“I think it’s our best bet,” I said. “The Cleaners don’t know anywhere near as much as they think they do. But if there’s one thing they’re good at, it’s surveillance. I may not be able to get into the Jarvis PD’s records, but you can bet they’ve got a back door in. Dollars to donuts, they know exactly where the cops are keeping those kids. But they’re a bunch of lazy cowards who won’t try to do anything about it themselves.”

“Unless they think Sullivan is headed out there to get proof and go public with it,” said Father Keller.

I gave him a nod.

“You never told me how we’re going to find them,” said Sullivan. He frowned at me, his eyes narrowed in sudden suspicion. “You didn’t really get information from Jane, did you?”

I shouldn’t have brought her name into this. “No,” I said through gritted teeth. Then I ruffled Sparky’s fur again, dirty look or no. “That’s where this guy comes in. Him and Juliana.”

As if on cue, the floor creaked as Juliana stomped up from the basement, newly laden with weapons.

“It’s time,” I told her. I turned back to Sullivan. “Sparky doesn’t listen to me much these days. But he’s got other talents. Namely, he’s an excellent tracker—he has to be, what with the way he’s been following me around the city. And lucky for us, four of the Cleaners paid us a visit earlier, which means we’ve got a few things they touched.” I leaned against the wall and indulged in a self-satisfied smile. “We give the Cleaners time to get moving. Then Juliana tells Sparky to find them—he listens to her. And then we get in the car and follow the dog.”


 

Chapter 37

 

Tracking wasn’t Sparky’s only talent. He was also faster than anything his size should be. The way he was running, I could barely make out more than a blur by the side of the road, weaving in and out of my high beams.

Father Keller grimaced as I nudged the speedometer up over a hundred. “Is there any chance we could take some of these curves at a more sedate pace?” he murmured. “Keeping these speeds up on the highway was bad enough. On these roads, if we wrap ourselves around a tree, it could be days before anyone else happens along and sees the smear that used to be us.”

“I do that, we lose Sparky,” I said. “We should be grateful he’s keeping to the roads for us. Imagine if we were trying to keep up his pace while driving through the trees.”

Father Keller’s face turned a pale shade of green. I regretted saying anything.

“Are we certain he’s following the Cleaners and not chasing a squirrel?” Sullivan asked from behind me.

Juliana, next to him, let out a low growl. “My dog knows what he’s doing.”

I cleared my throat. “I think you mean my dog.”

Tires squealed as I whizzed around another turn. The engine hiccupped. In the back, plastic jugs jostled against each other, liquid sloshing loudly.

“I don’t know why you had to put me next to the hazardous chemicals,” Sullivan grumbled. “I let you use me as bait—not once, but twice. Shouldn’t that earn me a place up front?”

“Father Keller was the only one who volunteered to sit back there with the bug killer,” I said. “Therefore, he’s the one who doesn’t have to.”

“Plus, you’re the new guy,” said Juliana from beside Sullivan. She had a jug of insecticide clutched between her knees. “You’ve got to prove yourself. Sure, you can shoot a thousand-year-old demon without flinching, but do you have the stomach to sit next to a container of stuff that would melt your skin off if it spilled?”

“You’re talking like I’m joining your team again,” said Sullivan. “Do I need to remind you that I am not one of you?”

“Come on, Sullivan,” said Juliana with a sigh. “We all know it’s coming. Might as well accept the inevitable.” Then, in a voice that was both brighter and significantly more strained, “And when that day comes, I’ll be the first to welcome you to the team.”

I wanted to tell her to give it up already. That creepy voice of hers hadn’t stopped sending chills up my spine, and I didn’t think it ever would. But I wasn’t in any shape to manage her identity crisis while trying to keep us from turning into paste on the country road that time forgot, so I said nothing.

The car gave a lurch. At first I thought maybe the engine had finally given out on me. But no, the road had just turned to dirt. The car rattled and shook as we raced along the bumpy surface. The liquid in back sloshed harder.

Sparky took a sharp right turn, and I yanked the wheel to follow him. An old wooden gate with peeling paint sprang up in front of my headlights. I slammed on the brakes. The containers jumped. Everyone grunted as they slid forward in their seats. The seatbelt cut into my shoulder hard enough that I was going to have a bruise in the morning.

We came to a stop less than an inch from the gate. When I opened my door, Sparky trotted up to me, tongue lolling and tail wagging, giving me a proud aren’t-I-a-good-boy grin.

Juliana took out her phone and switched on the flashlight. She waved the beam back and forth until it landed on an old painted sign. Camp Evergreen, it read. Closed for the season. Only clearly it wasn’t quite closed all the way, because there were several cars in the parking lot beyond the gate.

I motioned everyone else out, then got back in the car and parked it a little ways away from the main driveway, in the thick shadow of a heavy-branched tree. Then I joined the others and peered past the gate. The moon was just coming out, bringing faint light to the darkened driveway. But beyond the driveway, there was another light, a distant building with all its windows aglow.

And beyond, the shimmer of lake water.

“I find it hard to believe these children’s parents would be all right with sending their kids here overnight on such short notice,” Father Keller murmured.

“Not if the cops said it was some sort of anti-drug bonding retreat,” I said. “They’re all so desperate to keep their kids from getting into trouble again, they’ll do whatever Grady and his cronies tell them to do. Besides, it sounds kind of wholesome, doesn’t it? Sitting around the campfire, roasting marshmallows, going for a swim in the lake. And all with a bunch of cops to keep an eye on them. I bet they’d rather have their kids here than at some high-school party any day.”

“Speaking of being watched,” said Juliana, “I walked a ways up and down the road while you were hiding the car. No sign of the Cleaners. If they’re here, they’re doing a good job of hiding.”

“They’re here,” I said. “Sparky wouldn’t have led us here otherwise. So either they’ve gotten themselves killed already…”

“Or they’re waiting for us,” Juliana finished.

“They’re waiting for me,” Sullivan corrected, with a grim set to his mouth.

“Watch out for them,” I said. “With any luck, we can take care of the demon problem while they’re still remembering how to tie their shoes. Then we can hash things out with them.”

 “I don’t relish the thought of trusting my survival to luck,” Sullivan said sourly.

“Then trust it to us,” I said. We won’t let you down.”

“Want to scope things out for us?” Juliana asked me.

I nodded. “No invisibility, though. They can sense that, remember?”

“Right.” Juliana grimaced. “In that case, I’ll come along, in case you need backup.”

We squeezed around the gate and kept to the shadows lining the driveway. Sparky trotted along behind us. I didn’t bother telling him to stay behind.

We crept up to the window together. Slowly, we raised our heads until we could peek through. Sparky shoved himself between us, propped his front legs up on the wall, and peered in right alongside us.

The kids were sitting inside a big room that looked like it usually served as a cafeteria. All the tables were off to one side. The kids sat in one big circle, all ninety-something of them. All the cops stood in the center.

Grady had that familiar hungry look on his face—and something else. Something softer. Affection, I realized. I saw it every time he looked at one of the other cops wobbling on their new legs and trying to twist their faces into human-seeming expressions. Say what you will about the guy, he loved his kids.

Of course, he was also a giant scorpion demon who had no qualms about chowing down on other people’s kids, so I wasn’t about to start feeling bad for him.

From the look of it, they were in the middle of that same sharing ritual I’d seen in the park. One of the kids was talking, telling some story about getting a bad grade on a test, the light in his eyes fading more with every word. Grady kept nodding his encouragement while shooting glances out the window, toward the lake.

“With any luck, they’ll be busy for a while,” I whispered past Sparky to Juliana. “If we’re quick about it, we can dump the bug killer in the lake, then come back and take out as many of these guys as possible when they’re still in their squishy human forms. I don’t love the thought of poisoning the whole place, but if the alternative is a demon invasion…”

Juliana answered with a grim nod. “I’ll tell Sullivan and the padre. You keep an eye on these guys.”

Sparky trotted off after Juliana. I stayed and watched.

And it’s a good thing I did. I don’t know what we were thinking, expecting luck to be on our side.

When the boy stopped talking, Grady clapped his hands briskly together. “Now it’s time for some fun,” he said, in a voice that did nothing to make me believe he was remotely capable of having fun.

None of the kids looked like they knew what fun even was. They met his pronouncement with a set of identical dead-eyed stares.

Grady appeared undeterred. “It’s time to go out to the lake,” he said. “We’ll have a bonfire, a little late-night swimming. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

Their heads bobbed on the ends of their necks like they were trying to remember how to nod.

Grady’s eyes gleamed. “I’ll get everything set up down there. The others will bring you down in a few minutes.”

I ducked back into the shadows and hurried up along the driveway. Time to give the others the bad news. We had less than five minutes to get that insecticide down the driveway and into the lake. And we’d probably have to contend with Grady while we did it.

Footsteps crunched on the dirt driveway behind me. Hadn’t Grady said he was heading down to the lake? I looked over my shoulder, but didn’t see anything there. All the same, I moved faster. I crept away from the driveway and deeper into the trees.

And then my feet swung in the empty air as something lifted me up by the collar. Something hard and smooth brushed against the back of my neck.

I looked over my shoulder, real slow, even though I was certain I didn’t want to see what was back there. I found myself staring into a set of green eyes that were far too close to my own for comfort. I was dangling from Grady’s mandibles.

He lowered me slowly and carefully to dangle in front of his claws. One claw wrapped itself around my waist and squeezed softly. “Just in case you had any ideas about reaching for that sword,” Grady said.

Too late, I thought back to how easily the cop had disappeared in the trees next to the abandoned sewage treatment plant.

“Did you think I had forgotten about you?” Empty Throne, but hearing a human voice out of that mouth was unnerving. “A parent never forgets a threat to his children. And a parent never forgives.” His mandibles clacked.

Abruptly, he spun around, spinning me limply from his claw. “Your friends will be along shortly, I assume,” he said. “And they’ll be coming for my children. Let’s meet them by the lake. My children will be very pleased to meet them.”


 

Chapter 38

 

The demon carried me swiftly through the trees, darting between the trunks and under the branches with unnatural grace. He wasn’t as gentle with me as he could have been. I got a few bumps and scratches along the way. But considering how much worse it could have been, I wasn’t about to complain.

We paused a few feet from the lake. In front of us, past the trees, a small stretch of dark shoreline opened up onto darker water. The faint moonlight reflected off the surface, revealing that same oily tinge as the water back at the sewage treatment plant. Underneath, dark shapes twitched.

A sound from behind made me look back sharply. I caught sight of Juliana, Father Keller, and Sullivan rolling the two dollies down the driveway. Sparky stuck close to Juliana’s side, eyeing the trees warily.

But he didn’t seem to sense the demon yet. And the others didn’t so much as look our way. I thought about how easily that claw could snap me in half. And then about what would happen if the others got here without knowing what was lying in wait for them.

“Run!” I yelled out to them.

They did—but toward the sound, damn it. The demon’s claw tightened around my waist, but he didn’t snap me in half. He kept his grip on me as he stepped out of the trees to meet the others. I would have been grateful for his sparing my life, except I had a sinking feeling it wasn’t for any reason I would like.

Two more scorpions stepped out of the trees, directly into the path of the others. They were smaller than the one holding me, and still looked a little wobbly on their feet. But not as much as the one who’d come to my office. And they weren’t nearly as small as the one I’d seen come out of that egg. These guys grew up fast, didn’t they?

Sparky lowered his head and growled. One of the hatchlings leaned forward and gave his mandibles a warning clack.

Sparky sniffed the air. He caught sight of me and let out a low whine.

“It’s all right, boy,” I assured him. “I’ll be fine.”

He didn’t look like he believed it any more than I did. Hellhounds were smart animals, all right.

Juliana strutted out ahead of the other two. She tapped one of the jugs. “Know what this is? It’s what we humans keep around to take care of critters like you. Want to find out what it does? If not, then now’s the time to let go of my friend.”

The demon holding me went still, head tilted slightly upward, like he was sniffing the air. Must have caught the scent of poison on the wind. Looked like the two hatchlings could smell it, too. They edged away from the dollies, shifting restlessly on their spindly legs.

“Get that filth away from my children,” hissed the demon holding me, with the most real emotion I’d ever heard from him. “Or your friend dies now.”

At that moment, the surface of the lake rippled. All the eggs underneath twitched at once, giving me a brief glimpse of their dark scales as they rippled close to the surface. Maybe they could sense the poison, too. Or maybe they were simply getting ready to hatch.

Everyone else saw it, too. Juliana’s hand drifted closer to her weapon. Sullivan swallowed hard. Father Keller took a long breath in, and a longer breath out.

The two hatchlings looked at each other. I couldn’t read their expressions—hard to do when their faces were half-insect. But they must have communicated something between the two of them, because at the same moment, they lunged at Juliana.

No, at the dolly in front of her. And the one Sullivan had been pushing next to her. Their claws ripped through the jugs, spilling the liquid over the dirt.

Juliana and the others leapt back in time to avoid getting splashed. But they couldn’t do a thing to save the jugs. All any of us could do was watch helplessly as the precious liquid drained away.

With that much poison dumped into the earth, this stretch of forest would likely be barren for a good long time. Soon enough it would eventually seep into the lake, poisoning it like I’d been afraid of—but too late to destroy the eggs. For some reason, that hit almost as hard as losing the insecticide. Bad enough these guys were going to swarm through humanity, draining humans of their emotions and replacing them with bugs whose only instinct was to breed. But they had to go and kill a perfectly good patch of forest while they were at it?

It shouldn’t have mattered in the grand scheme of things. But sometimes it’s the little things that get to you. Sometimes, it’s easier to think about the little things than the fact that you might just have lost your only chance to stop the insect apocalypse.

The demon holding me let out a wordless shriek. He wasn’t using Grady’s voice anymore. He sounded like a… well, like I imagine a dying insect would have sounded, if bugs could scream. Only he wasn’t dying. That insecticide had come nowhere near him.

That sound brought me out of my thoughts and gave me a good look at what was happening in front of me.

The three of my friends, plus Sparky, had all dodged out of the way of the spilled insecticide. But the hatchlings hadn’t had a chance. It had spilled over them the second they’d touched it with their claws. Now they were writhing on the dirt, mandibles twitching and claws snapping.

It didn’t take long. The twitching slowed, then stopped.

Grady was still screaming. His claw tightened around me. He would have snapped me in half before I’d had a chance to blink, if that had been all he was trying to do. But grief had left him running on instinct. He wanted me dead. He wanted the others dead. He wanted to run to his children, and he wanted to get away from the poison that had killed them. And judging by the frantic, unfocused movements of his limbs, he was trying to do all four things at once.

That gave me the opening I needed to wriggle free a second before his claw snapped closed. It clamped shut on a lock of my hair, which floated to the ground next to me. I rolled out of the way, into the trees. Sparky darted to me and grabbed hold of my sleeve.

“Good dog,” I murmured as he pulled me over to Juliana and the others.

The demon’s claw shot out toward us. I started to draw my sword, knowing I wouldn’t be fast enough.

A harsh, hot pressure slammed into my chest. So this was how I would die. Five years of wondering, ever since I’d woken up mortal, and now I had my answer. Giant scorpion hadn’t been on my list of guesses, but I guess mortal life is full of surprises.

I landed flat on my back. My breath whooshed out of me. I couldn’t pull in another. I supposed I wouldn’t need to, soon enough.

But I didn’t hurt nearly as much as someone who had just been cut open should have. And it wasn’t because I had lost feeling in my body. I could still move my toes, and my fingers too, enough to feel the lack of the sword where the strike had knocked it from my grip. Did shock set in that quickly?

I reached a hand up to feel my chest. My jacket was intact. So was the skin underneath. No wound.

Next to me, Juliana lay flat on her back, same as me. She looked as unharmed as I felt. Father Keller and Sullivan lay not too far away. Sparky stood back, barking his head off.

“I will not kill you,” said Grady, in the broken wail of a creature who could in no way be mistaken for human. “I will not waste the meat. You are an ideal first meal for my children. You are bigger than the ones we brought, and stronger.” He pointed a claw toward the lit-up building. “You still pulse with life, with raw passion. And the positions you have achieved will make you useful to the next generation.” His mandibles clacked in what I guessed was his version of a smile. “Besides, it will be poetic justice. You killed three of my children. Now you will give my children life.”

I tried to get up. I couldn’t manage much more than a twitch and a moan. He might not have gotten me with the business end of his claw, but the flat of it had sure done a number on me.

The demon waded into the water. He pulled out an egg and set it down on the sand. He stroked it lightly with one claw. The scales flared green under his touch.

Was I imagining things, or was that egg bigger than the one he’d gotten out for Sullivan? And not just a little bigger. That thing was as big around as my chest.

Where he had touched it, that green light brightened to a glow. Glowing streaks shot down the scales and formed cracks—first hair-thin, then wider and wider.

A spindly black thing fought its way free from the shell. It wasn’t much of a fight. The shell gave way under it, crumpling to the sand like it knew its time was done. The creature that rose up was just about identical to the one that had tried to make a meal of Sullivan—just like its daddy, but smaller, spindlier, and drenched in thick, clear fluid.

But there were some significant differences. Where that one had been wobbly on its feet, this one was almost as steady on its feet as Grady. And while it wasn’t quite as big as Grady, it was maybe a third again the size of the one that had gone after Sullivan.

While I’d been watching the hatchling, Grady had pulled out another egg. Now glowing green cracks spread down its surface as it started to hatch. Grady reached for a third.

I breathed through the pain and pushed myself to my feet. Next to me, Juliana pulled her axe free with an angry grunt. The first of the hatchlings looked at each of us, a speculative gleam in its eye. Its gaze settled on me. Green eyes, lamp-bright, dug into mine. The hatchling’s mandibles clacked in anticipation.

Then a stream of liquid hit it straight in the mouth. With a shriek, it crumpled as its legs folded under it. I coughed as the bitter mist hit my nose. I backed up quick, and watched as the spray collapsed the second hatchling, and the third.

A crowd of humans—I counted eight—stepped out from the trees. They were all dressed identically, in smart-looking suits that weren’t what I would have chosen for going traipsing through the woods. Their hair was slicked back, their shoes freshly shined. They all wore an exterminator’s rig on their backs, and identical sunglasses hid their eyes.

First one. Then two. Then four. Now eight. Breeding like rabbits, I tell you.

“Thank you for the idea, Mr. Ward. Insecticide. Very effective.” I couldn’t tell Jones apart from the others, but I knew his voice.

Grady turned around, fourth egg in hand. He opened his mouth when he saw the hatchlings’ bodies, but didn’t start screaming. Maybe he was too busy trying to make sense of the scene in front of him. He wasn’t the only one.

“I figured we’d find you here sooner or later,” I said. “Seeing as how we followed you here, and all. I have to say, though, I didn’t expect it to go quite like this. What took you so long?”

“Despite what the naysayers may have you believe,” said Jones, “the United States government is a highly efficient machine, Mr. Ward. Our organization prefers to avoid fighting at all costs. But now that you have made direct confrontation inevitable, why shouldn’t we make the most of it? We knew if we chose the right moment, we could rid ourselves of two threats at once.”

I gave the Cleaners a thin smile. “I pricked your conscience a bit, did I? You couldn’t be satisfied with just taking out Sullivan anymore, not with knowing what these guys were up to out here.”

“Call it what you like,” said Jones. “We call it maintaining secrecy—at all costs.”

The moonlight glinted off their sunglasses as the entire row of them looked at me.

I thought about thanking them for the rescue. But from the look of them, I had a feeling I wouldn’t be in the mood to thank them for long.


 

Chapter 39

 

“Who are you?” Grady demanded in his inhuman voice.

A shudder rolled through the Cleaners. Looked like they weren’t used to facing down demons from this close, without the safety of a TV screen or a page full of numbers between them.

“We’re from the United States government,” said Jones. His voice only shook a little. “Our mission is to preserve the security of our nation by maintaining secrecy about the supernatural.”

The demons’ jaws clacked. “Government agents. Excellent. Your positions will serve my children well, after they make a meal of you.”

The Cleaners raised their hoses. The demon took a hasty step back.

Grady switched into his cop voice. “The human world knows me as one of their police officers,” he said. “If you make me disappear, it will raise the type of questions it sounds like you don’t want people asking.”

“We already have that handled,” said Jones. “A large enough explosion in the camp, and no one will ask too many questions about how you died. More noticeable than we prefer, but there won’t be enough of you left—any of you—for the local authorities to ask questions about giant bugs.” He glanced at me. “Or to wonder what such a strange assortment of people were doing at the camp. Their collective grief for the children will smooth over any questions that remain.”

That stopped me short. “Hang on just a minute,” I said. “I thought you came here to save those kids.”

“That was your assumption, Mr. Ward,” Jones said evenly. “We came here because your interference let this situation get so out of hand that the direct approach became necessary. We will arrange for the children to escape the building if we can. But if they’ve seen too much…” A flicker of that emotion I’d seen from him yesterday came back into his eyes. “It is… an unfortunate necessity.”

A flash of movement from the corner of my eye pulled my attention from Jones. The Cleaners turned to look too, and the demon. All I saw at first was the dark movement of shadows over by the building. But Grady went still with tension.

As the shadows resolved into discrete shapes, I realized why. It was the rest of the cops. No doubt he’d told them they should come out once they stopped hearing fighting out here. And now here they were.

“No,” Grady shouted in his terrible voice. “Not yet. Go back!”

But at the sight of their parent in danger, the hatchlings slammed the door shut on the teenagers’ confused cries and rushed forward on wobbly human legs. They transformed as they ran, turning from a small herd of hurrying cops to a nightmare of claws and mandibles and shiny black legs.

The Cleaners raised their hoses.

But that wasn’t the only movement out on the shore. From under the water, scales glowed green. Shiny black heads stretched up above the surface of the lake to take their first breath.

“No,” Grady breathed. “Not yet. Run. Run!”

But either the newly hatched demons didn’t understand, or the lure of food was too strong. They stretched their necks higher, sniffed, and scented human. Their green eyes locked on us.

The older hatchlings reached us first. Juliana, Father Keller, and I wisely ducked out of the way of the Cleaners’ hoses a second before they started spraying.

It would have been plain to anyone watching that the Cleaners weren’t much used to this. I couldn’t see their eyes from behind their sunglasses, but I knew just from the way they moved that they all wore the same look of blind panic underneath. There’s a way some people hold themselves in the second leading up to a fight, when they’ve never been in any kind of real fight before. It’s like it takes all their effort just to stay where they are, to keep their lizard brains from taking control and hightailing it out of there.

But the Cleaners all stood their ground. They sprayed insecticide at the onrushing demons. The demons flinched back and screamed, struggling to stand on buckling legs.

The Cleaners should have counted on the certainty that Grady wouldn’t let that stand.

He shoved himself in front of his children. His claws moved too fast for my eyes to follow. He snapped through one hose, then another, then another. He shrieked as liquid splashed out onto his body, but it didn’t deter him.

And he was bigger than the hatchlings, and steadier on his feet. The insecticide might have hurt him, but it didn’t drop him.

None of the Cleaners had working rigs anymore. A couple of their tanks were smashed; the others were intact, but that didn’t do the Cleaners much good without a way to get the liquid inside where it needed to go. The Cleaners all lay gasping on the ground, like we had all been a few minutes ago.

Grady took a labored breath and a pained step back. He stared down at the slowly dying hatchlings, then looked away, toward the lake. The lake that was crawling with a couple dozen newly hatched demons, eager to claim the first and only meal of their lives.

He pointed toward the fallen Cleaners with a burned and bubbling claw. “There,” he said, his voice rough from screaming. “Eat your fill.”

The hatchlings didn’t need any encouragement. With eager screeches, they scrambled over each other in their haste to be one of the lucky few who claimed a meal.

Juliana hefted her axe and waded in. She went straight for the weak spots—the necks, those spindly legs. Even as young as they were, the hatchlings’ exoskeletons were strong. But so was Juliana, and she was up to the challenge. One hatchling screamed as it lost a claw. Another went flying as the butt of her axe caught it under the chin.

I wanted to be in there with her. But I knew I could do more good elsewhere. And I only had a few seconds before Grady caught up with Juliana and made her pay for laying a hand on his precious babies.

I closed my eyes and reached for serenity. Wasn’t much of that to be found around here. Every time I thought I had it, another scream tore through the air, making me wonder if we had lost already.

So I gave up on serenity, grasped the hilt of the sword, and reached for Justice instead.

You wouldn’t think a fallen angel would have much in the way of faith. I didn’t think so either, back before I started learning magic. But it turns out it was always there in plain sight, in every minute I spent chafing under the rule of the Almighty.

I’ve always had faith in one thing: justice. Even when there was precious little of it to be found. Especially then. That’s what faith is all about, isn’t it? Believing in something even when you can’t see it.

And at that moment, surrounded by the skitter of demon legs and the screaming of humans who had only ever been trying to do the right thing, I believed.

I believed we could win against the coming onslaught, no matter how badly the odds were stacked against us. I believed Sullivan could get his happy ending. Maybe I didn’t believe the world could be saved if we just worked hard enough at it, like the Cleaners thought, but I sure as hell believed I could save the people in it, one case and one fight at a time. Which amounted to the same thing, really.

And I’d start with the kids in that building.

The invisibility glyphs flared into my mind. “Uzgon hele,” I whispered.

I opened my eyes to see Grady whip his head from side to side, searching out the source of the angelic magic. I wouldn’t have long before he sniffed me out, invisibility or no. But then, I didn’t need long.

“Go calm the kids down,” I murmured in Father Keller’s ear. “Get them ready to run.”

Then I crept toward the fallen Cleaners.

One of them hadn’t made it. Wasn’t much left of him but a few scraps of clothes stained red. I looked away fast. But Juliana was doing a decent job holding the hatchlings off from the rest of them.

There was just one of her, though. And the hatchlings weren’t the biggest threat.

Grady had given up on finding me. All his attention was on Juliana now. She barely dodged a swipe of his claw, landed on a skittering hatchling, and almost lost her footing. Two more hatchlings made it past her guard and headed straight for the Cleaners.

I pulled a tank of insecticide off one of the Cleaners. He jerked, breathing hard, too scared even to scream. He flailed his hands, trying to fight off a bug who wasn’t there.

I didn’t have time to reassure him. I set the tank down on the dirt and slashed my sword through it.

I winced to see the liquid spilling out into the earth. With all the bugs headed our way, we needed as much of the stuff as we could get. But right now, we had more immediate concerns.

My sword blazed with white fire, and dripped with bitter-smelling liquid. Careful not to let any of the stuff dribble onto my skin, I dropped the invisibility glyphs and rushed through the crowd of hatchlings, shoving them aside as I barreled through.

With a roar, I shoved myself between Juliana and Grady. I leapt over the claws and landed heavily on Grady’s smooth back. I struck blindly upward with my sword. There was no finesse in my strike, only desperation.

The sword’s white fire cut through his neck with maddening slowness. But I’d done this before. I knew what I was in for. I shoved harder, straining and sweating and cursing the weakness of my human body.

Grady danced and bucked, trying to dislodge me. Juliana held me steady with a hand on my leg. With her other hand, she blocked Grady’s claws as they snapped at her. “Keep going,” she said in a strained voice. “He’s feeling it.”

And he was. His mouth was open in a silent scream. His mandibles cracked open and shut, open and shut. A full-body shudder ran through him, sending his legs jerking out in all directions. He crashed to the sand, letting out horrible staticky noises like a dying radio.

I’d wondered how we could possibly spray enough bug killer onto something his size to take him out at once. But that was less of a worry if we could get it straight into his bloodstream. I’d nearly killed Bartkowicz with my sword alone. I’d taken a gamble that the insecticide would be enough to finish the job with Grady, even just a splash of it.

My gamble had paid off.

He bucked harder. I swayed. Juliana tossed her axe aside and used both arms to hold me upright. I gave the sword one final shove, and Grady’s neck reared up, his teeth bared in a silent scream…

And he went still. His neck sagged and dropped heavily onto his armored back next to my feet. The green light in his eyes dimmed, then died.

From behind me, a Cleaner screamed, reminding me that there was still more fighting to do. I tried not to look too hard at the Cleaners, tried not to count how many were still alive. Instead, I focused on fighting my way through the sea of hatchlings and grabbing another tank of insecticide. I didn’t look at the person it had been attached to. Didn’t check whether he was alive or dead. There would be time for that later.

I slashed the tank open and watched the bugs shrink back from me. I splashed it clumsily over them, then over the next two who crept up, their fear of the poison not as strong as their hunger. My skin burned as the liquid splashed onto my exposed fingers and sizzled through my gloves. Damn, this stuff was potent.

Good. I needed it to be. I could think about myself later. For now, there was nothing but the claws and mouths and glowing green eyes in front of me, and the thin line between me and survival.

“Got another of those tanks?” came a voice in my ear.

I jumped at the sound of human speech. Language seemed to belong to another world, a more civilized one. I was even more startled to see that the voice belonged to Sullivan. I’d lost track of him in the fighting.

I recovered quickly. “Grab one for yourself,” I said. “And take this.” I passed him my sword so he could cut the tank open.

I did it without thinking. It was only when his eyes went wide that I realized what I’d done, handing over a priceless, one-of-a-kind angelic weapon to my bitter rival without a second thought. Passing the sword of an archangel to a man who, up until a few weeks ago, would have sworn that angels and demons were nothing but stories.

His mouth fell open. I shook my head. “Questions later,” I snapped.

He nodded. He must have figured out what to do soon enough, because a second later, he was beside me, splashing insecticide over the bugs.

Juliana’s axe took care of the ones Sullivan and I didn’t finish off. One by one, their legs collapsed under them, and they thrashed and died on the sand. Where there had once been a peaceful beach, there was now a sea of black bodies, three dozen at least.

I shook the last drops of my container over the final intrepid bug crawling over the bodies of its brethren. When it screamed and tossed his head back, Juliana went in for the kill, neatly slicing open its throat. And then the beach was quiet.

Well… almost quiet.

Behind us, the Cleaners moaned in pain, and said the kind of things you say on the battlefield when you’re too far gone to worry about anyone hearing you. Oh God oh God and oh fuck oh fuck and calling for their mothers.

But that wasn’t the sound I was worried about.

The shore full of bodies might have been enough to fool us into thinking we had won. Almost. But there’d been more than a couple dozen eggs in there.

The lake glowed green. More hatchlings crawled free. And more. And more. Until there was nothing in front of us but a seething sea of black, a torrent when we had barely fought off the trickle.

Together, Sullivan and I looked over our shoulders. The only insecticide tanks left were already broken.

Sullivan passed the sword back to me. I raised the glowing blade and tried to pretend it would be enough.

The new hatchlings sniffed the air and surged toward the smell of human. The smell of us.
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I had my sword, and Juliana had her axe. Sullivan had his service pistol, until Juliana tossed him some beefy and nasty gun that I was certain wasn’t civilian-issue. Sparky had the teeth he’d been born with, which could stand up against most human weapons.

None of it would be enough.

It might make a dent, seeing as these guys were fresh out of the egg. But they were still armored up, and there were so many of them.

It wouldn’t be enough, and we all knew it. But we fought anyway.

None of us said a word. Language had disappeared again, back into that civilized place we’d all left behind. The remaining Cleaners’ cries were white noise. Juliana might have been screaming in fury. Sullivan might have been screaming in fear. I myself might have been screaming in pain—I was pretty sure it was pain I felt, somewhere in my lower half, where a claw had gotten through my defenses. I thought I felt the bright heat of blood.

But it was all happening at a distance. The only thing that really existed was the flash of my flaming sword in the darkness. And the ache in my arms that told me I couldn’t keep this up for much longer.

Damn mortal body. At least I could have the cold comfort of knowing I’d found a truly imaginative way to die.

And then, all at once, I came back to myself. My thoughts formed words again. My arms paused their automatic attacks as my conscious brain took over. 

Something was wrong with the bugs.

They weren’t coming on as fast as they had been a moment ago. They were hanging back, hesitating. Some were even running away from us. Why? It wasn’t like we weren’t easy targets. We had another couple minutes in us, tops.

The insecticide? No. Most of it had drained away into the sand by now. The ones crawling over their fallen brothers hadn’t seemed to feel it—not enough to deter them, at least. So why were they running away? What were they running from?

I watched them go—and let out a soft curse.

They weren’t running from anything. They were running toward something.

The hatchlings might not have had much in their heads but the desire for food. But those survival instincts of theirs were savvy enough to have kept their species alive for this long. They knew what a good meal looked like. And they knew when there wasn’t enough for everyone.

There were only three of us, plus however many Cleaners had survived. But the building in the distance was packed full of tasty humans. For a bug who wanted the best possible chance of survival, which was the better bet?

I nudged Juliana and pointed to the building. She gave me a grim nod. She understood.

“Sparky!” she yelled. “Get in there. Make Father Keller get the kids out—now.”

I knew for a fact that command hadn’t been in any of the dog training books she’d read. But Sparky raced toward the building without a second of hesitation. Not for the first time, I wondered just how much intelligence was hiding under my dog’s shaggy head. When I’d rescued him from the sewers, I’d known I was bringing home a demon, albeit a cute and fluffy one. I hadn’t known he was also a smart one.

Good thing he was on our side.

A few more bugs decided they’d rather have the quicker meal and went for us. We took the legs out from under them easily, then sliced off their heads. But most of the hatchlings were headed for the building now.

I didn’t know if Juliana had figured out the truth yet. If she hadn’t, I didn’t have the heart to tell her. The truth was, it didn’t matter whether Father Keller got the kids out. Those bugs would catch up with them, whether in the building or outside it. It wasn’t like we had a handy bus to pack them up in and bring them home. And even if we managed to get them away, all we’d be doing was setting the bugs loose on whoever lived in this deserted corner of the woods.

Sullivan turned back toward the trees. Running for it? Good for him. I wished I had just a little less stubborn in me. Maybe then I’d have a chance of saving my own skin.

Except that, for as long as I’d known him, Sullivan had been more stubborn even than me.

I looked over my shoulder. Sullivan hadn’t disappeared into the woods. He was bent down next to one of the Cleaners. The Cleaner blinked up at Sullivan with wide, terrified eyes. His sunglasses lay in two pieces next to him.

A bug chittered up behind Sullivan. Sullivan knocked it aside with his elbow—a clumsy strike, but it startled the bug so much, the creature stumbled off dazed and in search of easier prey.

“The building,” Sullivan said urgently, the continuation of a conversation I hadn’t heard the start of. “Answer me. Did you already wire the building to blow?”

“Doesn’t matter.” The Cleaner’s eyes darted past Sullivan to the two bugs coming up behind him. “We can’t stop them. We’re not cut out for this.”

I knocked the bugs’ legs out from under them as Sullivan shook the Cleaner’s shoulders. “Can you blow the building?”

“Not from here. We have to get closer. And it doesn’t matter. Not now. It doesn’t—”

“Shut up,” Sullivan snapped, in a voice so harsh and rough it distracted me from the skittering of the bugs for half a second. There was no trace of the law-abiding cop I knew in that voice. “I’m not asking you to do it now. I’m asking you to give me the detonator.”

“We can’t stop them,” the Cleaner whispered, his eyes losing their focus. “We can’t stop them.”

Sullivan said a word I hadn’t thought the man knew. He fumbled through the Cleaner’s pockets. He must have found what he was looking for, because he drew himself up with a look of thin-lipped triumph, one hand clenched in a tight fist.

Then he took off down the beach, waving his arms, slamming into every bug he could. “Come on!” he yelled. “Come and get me! Come on, you—” He finished up with a whole bunch more words that sounded wrong coming out of his mouth. Who knew the man had such hidden depths?

Juliana cursed under her breath—not as inventively as Sullivan, I had to say. “He’s going in, isn’t he?”

I watched Sullivan go. He led a trail of bugs down the beach like the nightmare version of the Pied Piper, stopping to wave and scream at them whenever they thought about turning back toward us. Looked like he wasn’t going to be content with just getting as close as possible and blowing up the bugs that were already in there. He planned to get them all inside before he pressed the button—and I didn’t see any way he could do that but go in himself.

He was planning on sacrificing himself.

Juliana took my silence for an answer. “That idiot,” she growled. “That coward. What does he think he’s doing, the—” She recycled a few of the insults Sullivan had aimed at the bugs, but with a couple variations that made me raise my eyebrows.

“Screw welcoming and accepting,” she growled. “I will not accept this boneheaded choice. You hear me, Sullivan?”

Then she took off after him.

I thought about following her, doing what I could save Sullivan’s life despite himself. But he’d made his choice. And frankly speaking, it was a good one. Maybe the best option any of us had when it came to stopping these things. The only reason it hadn’t occurred to me was that I wasn’t noble enough to sacrifice myself. There’s only been one time I’ve walked into what I thought was certain death, and whatever kind of noble motivations I’d painted on my fight against the Almighty, the truth is that a lot of it had come down to base revenge.

Sullivan was a better man than me. But then, I’d always known that.

And his gambit was working. The bugs followed him, but never quite managed to keep up. Juliana helped. Every time a claw came too close to Sullivan’s neck, she swept the bug back with her axe, buying him another couple seconds.

Sullivan threw open the door to the building and raced inside. The bugs disappeared in after him. A second later, so did Juliana.

“Let him go,” I murmured to Juliana. “Don’t go getting yourself killed trying to prove you’re better than him. If you cost me a good employee like that, I’ll never forgive you, you hear me?”

But of course she didn’t hear. I was alone on the beach. Alone with the dead and the dying.

The waters of the lake had finally gone still.

I held my breath, watching the other side of the building. A few seconds later, I saw what I was looking for. A dark blur on four feet raced through the woods with a stumbling human in tow. Behind him, a mass of stumbling figures far more welcome than the swarm that had come out of the lake toward us. These walked on two legs, and clutched each other’s hands, and called out frantic questions. I couldn’t make out the words, but I heard life in their voices.

With Grady and Bartkowicz dead, the contracts were broken. The teenagers were free.

I let out my breath as a few last stragglers hurried out. A hatchling followed close behind, but Sparky circled around and made quick work of it.

I watched for Juliana. I didn’t see her.

Then the building erupted into orange flames.
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The force of the explosion blew a few of the kids back. But the others helped them up, and they clambered to their feet, seemingly unhurt. Sparky, with that unnatural speed of his, had already doubled back to the pudgy silhouette that was Father Keller. As I watched, he jumped up and placed his heavy paws hard on Father Keller’s chest. The Father stumbled back, with a motion of his head that I recognized as a laugh. His hand came up to ruffle the dog’s head.

“Good boy,” I murmured under my breath. “Good boy.”

No Juliana.

A faint moan from behind me reminded me I wasn’t completely alone out here. I waded over the bodies of hatchlings, wincing at the feel of their armored legs bending under my weight. I took inventory of the Cleaners. Five had turned into bug food—there wasn’t anything left of them. Three were still alive, although one just barely, it looked like.

Jones was one of the survivors.

“You caused the death of a good man tonight,” I lectured them, although I didn’t know whether they were in any kind of shape to hear me. I thought about Juliana, about how I still hadn’t seen any sign of her. “And one of my best employees, besides. Not just an employee. My—” The word friend stuck in my throat. I didn’t have friends. I wished that made the ache in my heart less painful..

“If you’d left it to me like I told you, this never would have happened,” I said. “This is what happens when you get in too deep. You’re not always the ones to pay the price. Sometimes, someone else pays it for you.”

I studied them for a few seconds, and wished I had it in me to hate them. Then, with a sigh, I bent down and prepared to hoist Jones over my shoulders. “Let’s get you out of here,” I said. “We can talk consequences once you’re patched up.”

The sound of someone crashing through the trees made me pause. I set Jones back down and reached for my sword. Had one of the bugs made it out?

But the figure that stumbled out of the woods was human. No, two figures—a beefy mountain of a woman, with an arm under the shoulders of a broad-chested man exactly her height.

A night’s worth of tension flowed out of me along with my breath. “Glad to see you made it,” I said, voice casual. “Both of you.”

Juliana gave the dazed-looking Sullivan a gentle shake. Well, gentle for her. “He doesn’t get to take the easy way out,” she grunted. “He has to figure out how to live with losing everything, same as the rest of us.”

I glanced up toward the driveway. Father Keller and the teenagers were headed for the road. I didn’t know how one man was keeping that many scared kids under control—that priestly aura of his, I guess—but I did know they were going to run into a problem if they all tried to pack themselves into my little car.

“We need to get out there,” I said, with a nod toward the kids. “Someone’s got to figure out how we’re getting that bunch home—and how to keep them from telling this story to their parents. I don’t have much love for the Cleaners, but that doesn’t mean they’re wrong about everything. There’s still some things the world is better off not knowing.”

“I think you’re wrong, Ward,” said Sullivan. “Some things need to come to light, sooner or later. It’s long overdue.”

I shot him a sharp glance. “I thought that act of yours back at my office was just that. Seems to me you’ve seen enough to understand why we can’t go telling the mundanes there are monsters among them. Not everyone is going to react as well as you—and let’s just say you haven’t reacted all that well.”

“Humanity deserves a fighting chance,” said Sullivan. “Don’t you agree?”

“And I’m doing my best to give it to them. One human at a time.”

“But you’re not human,” said Sullivan, with a long look. “Shouldn’t we have the chance to fight for ourselves?”

“Maybe so,” I said with a half-shrug. “And if you can figure out a way to make that happen without sending all of humanity down the same dark hole you’re still busy digging your way out of, be my guest. But we’re not starting by spilling the beans to a bunch of terrified teenagers and their parents.” I shot a warning look at the Cleaners. “Don’t go getting any ideas. We’re not doing what you guys want, either. Those kids are going to live long, healthy lives, no matter what they have or haven’t seen, and what they might or might not say. That’s non-negotiable.”

“Or they’ll go back to their old habits now that their miracle cure is gone, and end up dead of an overdose before twenty-five,” said Sullivan.

“Or that,” I said. “But if they do, it’ll be their choice. We gave them back the chance to choose for themselves. That’s a win, Sullivan.”

Sullivan looked like he was going to need to chew on that for a good long time.

“What do you think we should tell them?” asked Juliana.

“The truth,” I said. “Or something close to it. Heavy on these cops had bad intentions, light on monster under the bed. They probably saw and heard enough to suspect something close to the truth, and they can figure out what to do with that. Most likely, the majority of them will come up with some reassuring lie to tell themselves—but I don’t think we’ll catch any of them moving to a part of the country that has a scorpion problem. Whatever they do, though, it’s their decision now. Once we start trying to keep them quiet at all costs… well, we know where that leads.” I nodded down at the Cleaners.

Sullivan shook his head. “I don’t like it. They deserve more answers than that.”

“I’m guessing the Cleaners won’t like it much, either, once they come around enough to understand,” I said. “But it’s what we’re doing. I don’t like giving orders, but this is important enough that I’m willing to make an exception. I’ve been around the block too many times to think we can drag the monsters out of the shadows without consequences. A lot of us like it in the dark for a reason. But I didn’t kill God so someone else could start running people’s lives for them.” I stared thoughtfully out at the kids, who were crying or yelling or doing their best to laugh it off, just like any other teenagers who’d had a bad scare. “I’ll have Father Keller give them the talk, I think. He’s good at that kind of thing.”

Sullivan blinked at me. “You didn’t kill who?”

“Come on,” I said, in place of an answer. “Let’s help get the Cleaners to the car. I’ve got a first aid kit in there. It’s not much, but we can get them patched up enough to hold them until their people come by to collect them.”

I watched as Sullivan gathered the closest Cleaner into his arms. Funny thing—Sullivan looked the same as he had when I’d visited his apartment the other day. Same scruffy chin, same unkempt hair, same rumpled look. Same haunted shadows in his eyes.

Back then, he had looked pathetic. Out here, though… knowing what he’d done, and what he’d almost done… the look suited him. He didn’t look broken anymore. He looked Fallen.

“How’d it feel coloring outside the lines for a change?” I asked. “Felt good, didn’t it? Underneath the screaming terror, I mean.”

Sullivan shot me a glare. “Give it up, Ward. I’m never going to be one of you.”

I shrugged. “Fair enough,” I said. “It’s up to you to figure out where you go after this. That’s the whole point.”
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I checked in on the kids over the next few days. Most of them were keeping quiet. If they had any thoughts on what had happened out there at the lake, they were keeping those thoughts to themselves. One boy was trying to sell the story to the tabloids, but so far, no one was biting. Giant man-eating scorpions were a bit too much even for them, I guess.

Some of the kids were keeping up their usual habits—straight A’s, staying in at night. But I saw them laughing, or sometimes crying, so I wasn’t worried. Whatever they weren’t doing now, they were doing it for their own reasons.

Some of them had already fallen back into older habits, going overboard on the rebellion now that their teenage passions were back in full force. Their parents were frantic, searching for other programs like the one they’d lost, leaving angry voicemails for the Jarvis PD. I couldn’t blame them. Me, though, I was satisfied. Not all rebellion was good. And it didn’t all lead somewhere good. Even Lucifer had ended up exiled to Hell for all eternity. But it had been his choice, and it was these kids’ choice too.

And Anna? She wasn’t out partying all night. But she wasn’t staying in on the weekends, either. When I checked in on her, she was trying to reconnect with an old friend of hers, making plans for a coffee date. Her dad looked worried. Her mom looked relieved.

I didn’t see any sign of the Cleaners sniffing around them, which was the real reason I was keeping an eye on them. In fact, I didn’t see any sign of the Cleaners at all. Neither did Juliana, and I had her keeping a careful watch.

Looked like the Cleaners had learned their lesson. I guess a brush with death will do that. Still, I planned to keep a lookout. I hadn’t forgotten my promise. I hoped they hadn’t either.

I had a calm couple of weeks after that night at the lake. A couple of clients came in with minor jobs, but nothing that paid well enough to cover the lights and heat. I wasn’t sure what we were going to do when next month’s bills started coming in.

Sullivan offered to pay us for what we’d done for him, after we all got done licking our wounds. I said no. It wasn’t like he could afford the cash any more than us, now that he was without a job and all. Yeah, maybe it wasn’t a smart move on my part. But it was my choice to make.

But that left us in a bad place. The kind of place that had Father Keller sitting up late into the night, poring over the books with a growing crease between his eyebrows. It wasn’t as if we’d had clients beating down our door before this job, either. It was a slow month for demons in Jarvis. Good for humanity. Not so good for those of us who enjoyed luxuries like food and heat.

So I was understandably peeved when Juliana kicked our first prospective client of the week out the door without so much as letting me name my fee.

After he slammed the door behind him—and not gently, which I couldn’t fault him for after the things Juliana had said—I glared at her across my desk. “Did you see the clothes he was wearing?” I asked. “They didn’t come cheap. I could have asked him to double my fee, and he wouldn’t have blinked.”

Juliana glared right back. It was not a particularly welcoming or accepting glare. “Did you read between the lines of that story of his?”

“Didn’t need to. Seemed pretty straightforward to me. He’s in debt to some demonic loan shark who keeps raising the interest rates on him.”

“Did it sound to you like he’s been paying that demon in cash?” She didn’t wait for me to answer. “You know he’s been feeding that demon human souls. He didn’t come to us because the demon changed the terms of the deal. Otherwise he would have come to you months ago, the first time it happened. He came to you because he can’t scrounge up enough people no one will miss anymore.”

“Yeah, I put all that together. He’s not anyone I’d invite to dinner, that’s for certain. But neither are most of my clients. Scumbags need justice, same as anyone else. The demon changed the terms of the deal, and that’s wrong by demon standards and human ones both. No matter our feelings on what kind of a person he is for signing the original deal in the first place.”

Something about what I was saying sounded familiar, and not in a comfortable way. After a few seconds, I had it. I sounded like Sullivan when he got to talking about Kevin Fisher. I’d lost count of the times he’d told me child murderers deserved the same justice as anyone else.

I pushed the thought away with a sharp shake of my head. It could wait for another day. Or maybe, with enough whiskey, I could forget the thought had ever come to me.

Juliana crossed her arms. “You really want to work for someone like that?”

I leaned back in my chair and placed my hands behind my head. I let out a deep sigh.

Forget whether the man who’d stormed out in a huff deserved justice—did I want to be the one to get it for him? Truth be told, I wasn’t sure. I was hardly a moral paragon myself. I’d done a lot of things other people would judge a fair bit more harshly than that man’s sins.

On the other hand, maybe there were some lines that shouldn’t be crossed. Maybe I’d been living in the shadows so long, all I could see was gray.

Maybe sometimes a man needs someone who can only see in black and white to tell him where the lines are.

“It’s good to have you back,” I said.

Juliana let out her breath in a supremely satisfied huff. “It’s good to be back.”

“So can I assume you’re done with being welcoming and accepting?”

Juliana sagged back against the closed door, like several days’ worth of tension was bleeding out of her all at once. “Oh, God, yes.” After a moment, she straightened and gave me a nod. “Don’t worry, though. I’m not going to go Inquisitor on you. You can live.”

I shot her a crooked smile. “Glad to hear it.”

“And I’m still going to that class,” she said with a scowl, like she expected someone to argue with her about it. “I’ve learned a lot of good stuff there, even if I have to figure out better ways to put it into practice. It’s different from how they taught us to fight in the Inquisition. It’ll help me do my job better.”

I held up my hands. “Do you see me stopping you?”

She made a soft noise, like she’d only just now realized she was arguing with no one. “Guess not.”

I thought about asking her if she’d figured out who she was now, without the Inquisition to serve as her moral compass. I opted to keep my mouth shut. If she wanted to talk about it, she would. Until then, I knew who she was, even if she didn’t. That was enough for me.

“Ever thought about turning over a new leaf of your own?” Juliana asked.

“I’m not coming to that class with you, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I meant maybe you should give that Jane person a call one of these days.”

I shook my head. “No more change,” I said. “Between you and Sullivan, seems like I can’t count on anything being predictable around here. One of us has got to stay the same.”

Juliana gave me a long look. But she didn’t ask any more questions. She opened the door with a grunt. “I need to go practice. I’ve got some things I want to try out before class tomorrow.”

“One more thing,” I called after her as she turned to leave.

She stopped and looked over her shoulder. “No personal questions,” she warned. “We’ve got a deal, remember?”

“It’s not about you,” I assured her. “It’s about Sparky. Any chance you could persuade him to listen to me every so often?”

“Weren’t you the one telling Sullivan just the other day about the virtues of rebellion? Seems to me, the less he listens, the prouder you should be.”

I raised an eyebrow. “How did you hear about that little conversation? You and Sullivan been talking?”

She shrugged. “He needed a listening ear. And I still had a little welcoming and accepting left in me. He took the last of it, though. I’m done.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “As for rebellion, it’s all well and good until you’re trying to wrangle a dog who weighs almost as much as you do.”

“You can’t tell someone to only use their free will so long as it suits your purposes,” said Juliana. “Plus, seems to me you owe Sparky a bit of gratitude for saving your life.”

I opened my mouth to argue, then closed it again. The woman had a point.

I rummaged around in my desk and came up with a bone I’d been saving for a special occasion. “Hey, Sparky,” I called. “Come here. I’ve got something for—”

I stopped. Sparky trotted in past Juliana, and it looked like he didn’t need the bone I had for him. He already had one clutched between his jaws—twice as big as the one in my hand, and with ragged clumps of fresh meat on it. I took a closer look, and breathed a sigh of relief—it wasn’t a human bone. It also didn’t look like it belonged to any animal I knew.

“Where’d you get that?” I asked, reaching for the bone. Sparky danced away with a wag of his tail and a sparkle in his red eyes.

“Out hunting, were you?” Juliana ruffled his fur. “Good boy.”

I threw up my hands. “Just stay safe out there, all right, buddy?”

The look Sparky gave me needed no translation. He wasn’t making me any promises.


 

Chapter 43

 

A few weeks went by, and I didn’t hear from Sullivan. Not after he offered to pay my fee, and I refused. I left him a few voicemails, but he never called back.

At first I didn’t think anything of it. He had a lot of things to work out, and I’d just as soon he did it on his own, instead of climbing through my window in the middle of the night. I checked in on him from a distance a couple times, just to make sure he was still safe in his apartment and there weren’t any Cleaners close by. He seemed all right. A bit rough around the edges, in need of a shave and a good night’s sleep, but all right.

But then I checked in again, and his apartment was for rent. When I called his number, I got an out-of-service message. A hard knot built up in the pit of my stomach, and grew heavier with every day I didn’t hear from him. Whiskey loosened it a little, but only a little.

There was probably nothing to worry about. The man needed a fresh start, was all. But however closely I kept a lookout for the Cleaners, there was only one of me. And I had paying clients, plus a human body with demands like food and sleep. I couldn’t watch him every second.

Had the Cleaners swooped in on him when I wasn’t watching, and done something they couldn’t take back?

Was it time to start thinking about that war after all?

Funny how I used to want nothing more than to see the back of Sullivan, and now all I wanted was for him to storm into my office and threaten to throw me in jail. Only I didn’t feel much like laughing.

But a couple weeks later, I got my wish. The bell above the door dinged, and Sullivan walked in, as fresh and clean as if someone had hit the reset button on him. The scruffy rebel I’d spied that night in the woods was gone. His hair was cut short, his face shaved with military precision. His bright white shirt and black slacks looked fresh from the dry cleaners. A whiff of his old aftershave rolled into my office behind him.

There were only two things different from the Sullivan I used to know. The white scars across his hands from the insecticide… and the sunglasses.

When I saw those sunglasses, I let out a long sigh. “So that’s where you’ve been.”

“Don’t tell me you were worried, Ward.”

“Seems to me this is a story worth hearing.” I motioned him into my inner office. He followed.

He sat in my client chair as stiffly as Jones had. “My new employers learned something from the incident at the lake,” he said. “They can no longer afford to take a passive role. And they don’t have the necessary skill set to take on this new set of responsibilities themselves.”

“And you do?”

“I have experience going up against criminals face to face,” he said. “The rest, I can learn. I’m heading up a new unit that will take a more active role in investigating and shutting down supernatural threats.”

“What about the part where the Cleaners want you dead?”

“They reconsidered when I saved them from the giant bugs back at the lake. That kind of thing has a way of changing a person’s opinion.”

“Speaking of changing a person’s opinion,” I said. “You’ve changed your mind on spilling the beans, I take it? Because I don’t think your new bosses would take too kindly to you dragging all their secrets out into the light.”

“In a perfect world, my unit would operate out in the open. But in case you haven’t noticed, we don’t live in a perfect world.” Sullivan sighed. “I can waste my time trying to make people listen, or I can go where I can do some good. If the demons are in the shadows, then maybe that’s where I have to be to fight them. If I can’t bring them into the light, I’ll bring the light to them.”

“So that’s what you’re going to do with your newfound freedom,” I said. “Join forces with the people who tried to have you killed. The ones who were willing to let a few dozen teenagers die to keep their secrets safe.”

“I’ll be building this unit from the ground up,” said Sullivan. “I insisted on that. That means I’ll be the one who decides what our priorities are. No more children will die on our watch.”

“You really want to answer to a bunch of suits out in Washington?”

“This will give me the chance to do the same work I did as a cop,” Sullivan said. “Only now I’ll be fighting the real evils out there.” He took off his sunglasses and gave me a long look with those steely eyes of his. “I told you I wasn’t you, Ward.”

I guess he had, at that. And if he wanted something other than sitting alone in a dark room late at night and having a few drinks too many… well, good for him. I did say he was a better man than me.

“Maybe it’s the right move,” I conceded. “Empty Throne knows they could use you. They need someone who’s got his priorities in the right place.”

He’d be out of his depth for a while, until he got his feet under him. I hoped he’d survive that long. But I’d bet money on him. Slowly but surely, the man was letting the world knock some common sense into his thick skull.

Maybe I could postpone that war on the Cleaners for a while yet.

“Did you come around to toast to your new job, then?” I asked. I rummaged for the whiskey. “Want me to pour you a glass, give you a few tips on fighting demons?”

Sullivan shook his head. “I came for information. A tip came across my desk. A man in Jarvis has been sacrificing humans to a local demon for the past several months. I thought you might know something.”

A picture of the potential client Juliana had turned away flashed into my mind. “Sounds like a lot of people around here,” I said. “Deals with demons are a Jarvis tradition, after all.”

“Don’t play dumb with me, Ward. I thought we were past that. My new employers have been watching you closely—did you think they’d forgotten about your threats? They saw the prime suspect entering your office a couple of weeks ago.”

I leaned back and let out a soft, satisfied sigh. There it was—the glare, the accusing tone. The old Sullivan was back. Not everything had to change.

“The man came to me for justice,” I said. “I’m not going to give him what he wants, mind you. It sounded to me like the justice he deserved was close on his heels already. But I’m not going to roll over on someone who came to me in good faith, either. That’d be a quick way to destroy my reputation.”

“So that’s how it’s going to be,” said Sullivan. “We’re on the same side now, and you’re still protecting criminals.”

“Guess not much has changed after all.” I held up the bottle of whiskey. “But hey, if you still want that drink, offer’s open.”

“Don’t test me, Ward. We may have worked together once or twice, but if I catch you helping this man—or anyone like him—I will shut you down. And now I have the power to do it.”

“Guess I’ll have to make sure you don’t catch me, then.” I took a swig of whiskey. As the vein above Sullivan’s right eye started pulsing, I added, “But if you ever need anything—anything that doesn’t involve rolling over on people who come to me for help—you let me know, you hear? It’s a dangerous world out there.”

Without a word, Sullivan slipped his sunglasses back on. He stalked out the door, letting it close hard behind him.

I settled back into my chair and took the drink he’d refused. It was good to have things back to normal.


Up Next

 

Nic keeps women at a distance for a reason. It’s not safe for anyone to get too close to his kind of danger. But when Jane’s ex gets himself into the kind of trouble he specializes in solving, she’s got nowhere else to turn… and Nic has a bad feeling this isn’t the simple case of demonic possession it looks like at first. Read Blighted Angels now!
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