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Chapter 1

 

I knew it was going to be a bad evening when a guy built like a linebacker squeezed his way through my front door, a scowl on his scarred and pitted face, and demanded in a voice that shook the thin walls of my shabby building, “Where’s Nic Ward? I’ve got business with him.”

Nic Ward—that’s me. At least, that’s what I go by these days. My old name is famous in some circles, infamous in others. A name like that is a lot of baggage to lug around, and I consider myself well rid of it. Also, it’s not exactly a human name. And human is what I am these days.

Mostly.

Being human has its upsides, but there are plenty of downsides too. Chief among them is that pesky little wrinkle known as mortality. Human bodies are fragile things. Bags of squishy organs and breakable bones protected by nothing but a thin, soft layer of skin. They’re so fragile, in fact, that even if you go your whole life never getting on someone’s bad side, eventually you’ll die just from living too long. It’s a hard thing for someone who’s lived since the dawn of creation to get used to.

I felt my mortality in every one of my snappable bones as I looked up at the man in front of me.

I had been enjoying a takeout Thai dinner with Father Keller—my receptionist, accountant, general-purpose assistant, and conscience. He gave himself that last job, and insists on keeping it, even though I keep telling him I won’t pay him extra for it. If you’re wondering how a genuine priest got mixed up with someone like me, well, that’s a long story. And one he’s better suited to telling than I am.

There wasn’t a smidgen of worry on his face as he looked up at our visitor. There’s not much that can make the good Father nervous. I’m not entirely sure why that is, seeing as he knows full well there’s no God waiting for him up in heaven anymore. Maybe after you find out your God is dead—and that He was a grade-A asshole, to boot—you figure you’ve already seen the worst.

Reluctantly, I stood. I wished Juliana and Sparky weren’t out for their nighttime walk. Juliana—formerly with the Inquisition, now my second employee—could have matched this guy pound for pound and muscle for muscle. And Sparky… well, Sparky was a genuine purebred hellhound, and even the demons in hell are afraid of them. I should know—I was one of those demons once.

Now, though… I had my strengths, but muscles were not among them.

“That’s me,” I told the man, even though I had serious reservations about admitting it. “What seems to be the problem?”

He fixed me with a stare that had probably scared many a classmate’s lunch money right out of their pockets when he’d been growing up. “I need protection.”

My first reaction was relief that he didn’t have some grudge against me that I couldn’t remember. Although how I would have forgotten a man that size, I hadn’t a clue. My second reaction was confusion.

I looked at him. Then down at myself. Sure, I made people nervous. Something about the scruffy hair I could never keep out of my eyes, or the scraggly beard I kept forgetting to shave. Or, more likely, the eyes that said I’d seen more than any ordinary human could see without losing their mind on the spot. Most people didn’t like to look into my eyes too long.

But I wasn’t the kind of nervous-making that people went to for protection. Especially when it looked like their own fists could protect them more than well enough.

Unless, of course, he needed protection from something pure muscle wouldn’t be much help against.

When a person needed help against a supernatural threat, I was the only game in town. At least the only one who wouldn’t ask for their soul or their firstborn son in exchange. My guess was, this man had made a deal with the wrong demon. Either that, or pissed one off bad enough that his ass was bacon if he didn’t find help soon. I hoped it was the second option and not the first. Even I—Hell’s most celebrated hero and Heaven’s most despised villain—can’t break a deal with a demon once the contract has been signed.

“Protection from what?” I asked carefully. I didn’t like to be the one to say demon first. A lot of potential clients liked to sidle up to the idea on their own. If I start talking about the weird stuff too fast, people get spooked.

“From the City Council,” he said, his scowl darkening.

Well, now. That hadn’t been the answer I expected. I couldn’t say it was a welcome one, either.

Let’s get one thing straight: when people in my city talk about the City Council, they’re not talking about the stuffed shirts down in City Hall who think they run things. The City Council is the real power here in Jarvis. If you’ve got a business the authorities don’t look kindly on, whether that’s drugs or girls or weapons, either you go through the City Council or they shut you down. They control the illicit trade in Jarvis, and that’s the only kind of trade Jarvis has going for it.

I had dealt with the City Council before. I would sooner have faced down a demon.

“How’d you piss off the City Council?” I asked. What I didn’t ask was why he thought I could help. I had a bad feeling I knew the answer to that one.

“I got myself a little business going a couple years back,” he said. “Helping people relax. You know.” He waved a vague hand in the air. Each finger looked thick enough to strangle me all on its own.

Drugs, then. I nodded. “And then you got big enough to attract attention,” I guessed.

He nodded. “Last month, the City Council’s goons came around. I expected it—I know how business is done in this city. It’s a compliment, in a way—if you get big enough that the City Council wants a cut, it means you’ve made it. So I asked them what the price was.” His face darkened further. “But they didn’t want a cut. They wanted me gone.”

I couldn’t say I was surprised. They’d taken a major blow a while back, thanks in no small part to yours truly. If they were going to keep from losing their hold on Jarvis entirely, they needed to be aggressive about protecting their interests. And scaring off the competition was a tried-and-true way of doing that.

“I hear you’re the one to go to if you need help with the City Council,” he said. “I hear you’ve got connections.”

And there it was—the line I’d been afraid of hearing. “You heard wrong,” I said.

See, I shut down a major City Council plot a couple months back, and it was a doozy. One that started with them joining forces with Hell itself, and would have ended with them taking their criminal enterprise worldwide. Instead, I put their figurehead of a leader in jail. Along with as many of their associates as they could afford to sacrifice to make the cops think they were no longer a concern.

But before I shut them down, back when I was still working on getting a read on the situation, I made a bad judgment call. I helped them out. And they made sure the entire city knew it.

It was some kind of power trip on their part—they wanted everyone in the city to know I belonged to them, and wanted me to know it, too. And even though I corrected my mistake quickly enough, there weren’t many people in the city who knew about that part. It used to be that the only people who knew my name were the ones who heard it whispered in the dark corners of the city. Now all of Jarvis knew me as some kind of liaison to the most corrupt people in town.

Sure enough, the man looked at me like I’d told him I was the Easter Bunny. “You said you were Nic Ward, didn’t you? Everyone says Nic Ward is the man to go to if you’ve got City Council problems.”

“Everyone says wrong,” I said with a sigh. “Besides that, your kind of business isn’t mine. I only handle the weird stuff these days. Now, if you’ve got a ghost in your attic or a portal to hell in your basement, that’s something I can help with.”

The man took a step forward. The floor shook. “I don’t appreciate your sense of humor. This is my livelihood we’re talking about.”

I held up my hands in their black fingerless leather gloves. “I don’t mean to make light. I’m just saying I can’t—”

“Out of the way,” growled a low, feminine voice from behind the man.

I was glad I had my gloves on right then. Because as a black, scaly arm shoved the man aside as easily as if he were made of tissue paper, the scars on my palms flared to life with a searing pain, as if I’d taken hold of a pair of live coals. I knew that under the gloves, the symbols etched into my skin were glowing bright red, and squirming as the scars tried in vain to escape my flesh. That kind of thing is hard to explain to ordinary humans. Hence the gloves.

My scars only activated when I came into contact with angelic or demonic energy. Not that I needed them to tell me there was a demon in my office.


 

Chapter 2

 

As the disgruntled entrepreneur hit the floor, a woman ducked in through the space he had left. She was taller than he was, tall enough that she had to duck her head to keep from scraping her pair of curling horns on the ceiling. Her skin was covered in iridescent black scales that shimmered like oil on water, and her knees and elbows bent in the wrong direction. Her eyes were twin pits of burning red.

Oh, and she was stark naked. The whole clothes thing had never really caught on in hell. From the look of it, she didn’t know things were different here on earth. And with that look of fury twisting her face, who was going to be the one to point out her faux pas? Certainly not me.

The entrepreneur let out an undignified yelp as he stared up at her. He scrambled to his feet and bolted out the door, slamming it hard behind him.

Father Keller gave the woman a respectful nod and a slight smile of greeting. Then he went back to his food. Like I said, there’s not much that can faze him.

I looked the demon woman up and down. It wasn’t often a demon came around looking like… well, like a demon. The ones with enough undiluted Fallen blood in them could transform into human shape, and that was what they did whenever they had business on Earth. The ones too far removed from their original ancestry to have that ability did what they could to disguise any features that would make an ordinary human do a double-take on the street. Hats were popular. Long coats. Sunglasses. Scarves. In this woman’s case, I would have recommended all of the above.

“Normally,” I said, “I try to keep a lower profile. A demon walking through my front door is bound to get the neighbors talking.”

Not that they were likely to ask too many questions, mind. In a neighborhood like mine, everyone knows it’s in their best interest to mind their own business. But still. The City Council business had brought my name to too many lips as it was. I didn’t want to lose what remained of my anonymity.

The demon frowned, tilting her head at me. “You are Nicariel the Fallen,” she said. “Why would the opinions of mere humans trouble you?”

At the sound of my old name on her scaly lips, I let out a long sigh. So much for that low profile.

“That’s not the name I go by these days,” I said mildly, trying my best not to let on how badly the sound of it had rattled me. “There are only a few people in Hell or on Earth who know where I’m hiding out these days. I thought they all knew to keep their mouths shut.”

The demon shrugged. “Word’s been getting around. Everyone knows what Nicariel is doing. Living in a human suit. Protecting mortals.” She said that last bit as if she had accused me of kissing cockroaches.

“Everyone, huh?” I wonder just how much work it would be to change my name, pack up, and move across the country. Or maybe clear across the world. Of course, it’s hard to get a hellhound on an airplane these days.

The office phone rang, nearly making me jump out of my skin. I’d actually had the money to pay the bill this month. I hadn’t realized anyone still had that number. Father Keller picked up, leaving me to handle the conversation with the demon woman all on my own.

“Have you got business with Nicariel the Fallen,” I asked her, “or with Nic Ward?”

“What’s the difference?”

“Nic Ward gets justice for those who can’t get it for themselves. People who have run through all their options except one. People up against something they don’t have the know-how to handle—the kind of thing the human authorities would laugh at if anyone were to mention it to them. And when I say ‘people,’ I normally mean the human variety, but I can be flexible. For the right price.”

I thought I heard Father Keller scoff behind me. As well he should. The last time a demon had walked in here looking for help, I’d ended up handling the job free of charge. What can I say, I’m a sucker for a sob story. And despite what Heaven’s PR machine would tell you, not all demons are evil. Case in point, yours truly.

Although on second thought, maybe I’m not the best example.

“And Nicariel the Fallen?” the demon asked.

“Nicariel the Fallen,” I answered, “doesn’t like to be disturbed.” I moved my arm aside, just enough to let her see the sword hanging at my belt. Any human who looked at the weapon would see nothing more than an ordinary knife. But most demons had the power to see through the enchantment to what it concealed: the sword of the Archangel Michael.

I had taken it off the smug divine bastard myself. I would have liked to say I took it off his corpse, but despite my best efforts, he was still alive. It sure did stick in his craw that I was running around with his sword, though.

“I require the assistance of Nic Ward,” the demon woman said, her voice taking on a formal cast.

I nodded. “Good choice.” I leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “What seems to be the problem?”

“As the matriarch of my clan,” she said, “it falls to me to protect the bloodline. Our clan has stood strong for a thousand years. When I am gone, my eldest son will take my place. But he has wandered too long in this world of humanity. He has fallen prey to its strange temptations. If he is not to dishonor his family and stain his noble bloodline, he must be reminded of tradition and the importance of his demonic heritage.” Her nostrils flared. “By any means necessary.”

Pfft. I’d met a fair few of the Fallen myself, and noble wasn’t the word I’d use. And I say this as someone who, for a good few years, was technically one of them. Still am, depending on how you reckon those things. My body may be human these days, but my soul… well, who knows what it is, or if I even have one.

That distracted me enough that it took me a minute to decipher the rest of her meaning. “Your son fell in love with a human,” I guessed, “and you want me to put the fear of Lucifer into him.”

I idly wondered if the demons of her family had a human form, one she was simply choosing not to use, or if her son had found a human woman who liked him in his natural state. I was guessing there was a story there.

“Lucifer,” the demon scoffed. “Who cares about Lucifer these days? Everyone knows your name holds more weight.”

Well, that was just about the worst news I’d heard all week. “You came here looking for Nic Ward’s help,” I reminded her. “And his name doesn’t mean much to anyone.”

Except people looking for help with the City Council. All of a sudden, I had a headache.

Behind me, Father Keller cleared his throat. “I know this may be a bad time, Nic,” he said, “but the mayor is on the line for you.”

I had never been so eager to talk to a politician in my life. “I’m sorry,” I said to the demon woman, with poorly disguised relief, “but I have to take this.”

The demon woman growled, but stepped back. I took the phone and retreated into my inner office, where I kept my desk and my client files. I shut the door and settled in behind my desk, which was piled high with old papers I hadn’t gotten around to sorting. No empty bottles, though. I’d put that particular vice behind me. The only ones I had left were overwork and a bad attitude.

“It’s been a while,” I greeted the man on the other end of the line. “How’ve you been?”

As it happened, I helped the mayor get his job. His opponent, not content with the mundane sort of political corruption, had been deep in the pocket of Hell itself. It’s hard to beat a man who has demonic magic on his side, but that actually hadn’t been the toughest part. The real trouble had come afterward, when I’d had to relieve the new mayor of the magical artifact that had him turning Jarvis into his own personal police state. Yeah, that one is a long story, too.

Since then, the mayor had let me be. I liked it that way. I preferred to stay as far away from politics as possible.

“Actually,” Mayor Larimer said on cue, “I could use some help.”

I used my free hand to rub my temple. This day just got better and better.

“What’s the case?” I asked, managing to keep the growl out of my voice.

“Well… it’s not exactly a case,” said Larimer. “Ever since I won the election, I can’t go anywhere without running into a demon. I don’t know if I was just blind to it before, or if we just didn’t used to run in the same circles.”

“A bit of both, probably.” Most people were damn good at closing their eyes to the supernatural world around them, right up until the evidence reached up and slapped them in the face. But once a person’s eyes were opened, it was hard to close them again. It was also true, though, that positions of power drew Hell’s minions like flies to rotting meat.

“I can deal with the staffer who I’m pretty sure is hiding horns and a tail,” he continued. “But the ones who want to make deals with me… I don’t know what to do with them. I keep saying no, of course, but they just keep coming. And one of these days, I might not realize one of them has talked me into something until it’s too late. And now there are these rumors about the City Council getting involved with demons?” He turned the last sentence into a question. Most likely, the rumors of my own involvement with the City Council had reached his ears as well as everyone else’s.

“If you’re worried about that last bit, it’s over and done with,” I said.

“I’m more prepared to handle all this than most people in my position would be,” said Larimer. “But I’m in over my head, and I’m not ashamed to admit it. I thought I could figure it out on my own, but it’s been months, and I’m as lost as ever. I need help.”

“I feel for you,” I said, and meant it. “But that’s not exactly the kind of help I offer.”

“But you could,” said Larimer. “I want to hire you. As… let’s say, a special advisor. You’d have your own office in City Hall. A steady salary. Government benefits.”

My door creaked open. The demon woman poked her head in. “Are you done yet?”

Behind her, the front door jingled—someone had walked in. I didn’t know who until I heard a familiar voice—the entrepreneur. “Is that… thing gone yet?” Apparently, he was desperate enough for my help that even a demon couldn’t scare him off for good.

The demon woman threw my door open as she turned to face him. “Who are you calling a thing?”

I shot Father Keller a help-me look.

As if in answer, the door jingled again. I craned my neck to see who it was this time. I was hoping for Juliana.

From where I was sitting, I couldn’t see anything. But I heard the demon woman say, in a suddenly subdued voice, “My apologies. I can see Nicar—er, Nic Ward has more important business. I’ll come back later.”

Still holding the phone to my ear, I stood—just in time to see a square-jawed, broad-shouldered man in an expensive suit give the entrepreneur a glare that sent him skedaddling all over again.

I knew that face. That fancy-pants cologne, too. My newest visitor was Beelzebub himself. Not exactly the help I had been looking for.

“Hello?” Larimer was saying in my ear. “Are you still there?”

I sighed. “I’m going to have to call you back.”


 

Chapter 3

 

Beelzebub sat stiffly across from me in his client chair. He looked about the way he always did—that is, as starched and polished as any other expensive lawyer, with a stick stuck firmly up his ass. I studied his impassive face, trying to gauge whether he wanted me dead or wanted my help. I’d dealt with both from him in the past. At the moment, I wasn’t sure which would be worse.

“You’re doing good business tonight,” he said, his voice as stiff as his posture. He adjusted his hands in his lap. “You appear to be doing well for yourself.”

Was he trying to make small talk? And with a compliment attached, to boot. If I didn’t know better, I’d think the man was trying to butter me up. Seeing as I was technically a wanted criminal in Hell, and Beelzebub sat on its throne these days, I didn’t know what to make of that. And that made me uneasy.

“Apparently, I’m getting a bit of a reputation,” I said, as neutrally as I could.

“Unfortunately,” said Beelzebub, “your new clients will have to wait. Your office will be closed for the foreseeable future.”

I sat up straight in my chair. “Come again?”

“I have a job for you. And it will involve leaving town.”

“Now hang on just a minute. I haven’t accepted any job yet. And I don’t travel for work unless there is a damn good reason.” A reason that came in the form of a cash bonus—a sizable one.

As the owner of Jarvis’s most expensive—and most corrupt—law firm, not to mention the lord of Hell itself, I knew Beelzebub was good for it. But I wasn’t sure any amount of cash would be enough to convince me to take a job for him again. The last time I got wrapped up in his business… well, that was the whole City Council mess. I had barely come out of that with my skin intact, no thanks to Beelzebub. It wasn’t an experience I was eager to repeat.

“I think you’ll find,” Beelzebub said, “that it’s warranted on this occasion.” His voice thrummed with tension. The lord of Hell sounded nervous.

Okay, now I knew I didn’t want any part of this.

But I didn’t say that. “You ever going to tell me what this job is?” I asked.

“I need you to track someone down for me,” said Beelzebub. “I’ll warn you, it will not be easy. I’ve hired a dozen other investigators over the years, without success. But after what I saw from you in the City Council debacle, I believe someone of your talents could do it.”

“Now I know you’re buttering me up,” I muttered. “What’s the deal? There’s something about this job I’m really not going to like, isn’t there?” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Wait a minute. This missing person… you wouldn’t happen to be talking about—”

“Lucifer,” we said at the same moment.

I shook my head. “No. And no. And again, no. I don’t want anything to do with Hell’s politics, and I’ve already done more than my share of fighting beings well outside my weight class. And this qualifies as both.”

I should probably back up a bit. See, Lucifer was never the most involved lord of Hell to begin with. Beelzebub ran the place in all but name. But Lucifer’s name made a difference. It commanded respect. He showed up every once in a while so the hellspawn could grovel at his feet, Beelzebub handled the daily business of keeping Hell running, and it all worked out.

Until the big guy upstairs bit the big one. More accurately, until a certain fallen angel murdered Him. With the Archangel Michael’s sword. That’s another long story—and that one, I’m far better equipped to tell than anyone else. But the only relevant part here is that Lucifer must have decided he wanted no part of the political mess that was certain to follow, because as soon as he got the news, he up and vanished.

“I…” Beelzebub’s jaw tightened. “I need your help,” he ground out. “Hell is growing more restless by the day. One faction wants war with Heaven. Another wants war with humanity. Even after the defeat of Brezgumoch, there are other rumbles of revolution. If I want to have any chance of keeping order in Hell, I need Lucifer back on his throne.”

“Maybe what you need is to let up with the iron fist a bit,” I said. “Last I heard, making a rude joke about you was a crime punishable by an eternity in your personal dungeon. That kind of thing doesn’t tend to lead to satisfied subjects.”

“You ran from Hell at the first opportunity, and you have not been back,” said Beelzebub. “You do not understand the extent of the unrest that has come over the realm since the death of the Almighty. If I do not keep order by any means necessary, I will lose any hold I have over demonkind. And keeping order in Hell is to your benefit as well as my own. Already, my subjects are escaping my grasp.”

He got that strained, gritted-teeth tone in his voice again, like he really didn’t want to be admitting any of this to me. But he kept going. “There is a city a few hours from here. Lyon Hill. Have you heard of it?”

“Can’t say I have.”

“Against my direct orders, a cadre of demons made war on this city swiftly and in secret,” said Beelzebub. “It is under their complete control now. The human authorities have not heard of this development… yet. Nor have the invaders spread beyond the city’s borders. But that could change at any time.”

I stared. “That seems like big news. You couldn’t have led with that?”

“This is only one example of how the situation in Hell is deteriorating,” said Beelzebub. “I do not think you have time to hear all the others.”

A situation that big, I would have expected to hear about it before now. For that matter, I would have expected to see it on the evening news. I suspected an old friend of mine—well, more like an old enemy—might have something to do with the fact that no humans had caught wind of it yet. And even though he was good at what he did, I didn’t know how long that would last.

“I don’t suppose you’ve tried shutting this invasion down yourself,” I said. “Seeing as you have all the forces of Hell at your command.”

“I have tried,” said Beelzebub grimly. “And I will continue to do so. But thus far, they have repelled all the forces I dare send. A larger force would draw human attention, and that is not a risk Hell can afford to take.” Beelzebub paused. “Yet.”

That one word made my spine turn to ice. I had seen war in Heaven twice. Once on one side, once on the other. I wasn’t in a real hurry to see war between Hell and humanity.

“And you think Lucifer could put a stop to this?” I asked.

“With the Almighty gone,” said Beelzebub, “Lucifer is currently the most powerful entity in this world or any other.”

I considered that for a moment. “And you’re sending me after him.”

“Would you like me to tell you more of the ways my subjects are escaping my control?” Beelzebub’s voice was heading out of nervous territory and straight to panic.

I held up a hand. “Not necessary. Thank you.” I leaned back in my chair with a sigh. “I’ll think about it.”


 

Chapter 4

 

We ordered another round of takeout, double the size of the first. We were all going to want to be well-fueled for this conversation. Or at least, that was my initial thinking.

But when the food showed up, I found my stomach was too restless to feel the slightest bit hungry. I stared down at my heaping plate without taking a single bite as I outlined Beelzebub’s proposal for the others.

We were all sitting around the reception desk out front. Father Keller was behind the desk, in his customary spot. I pulled a chair out and sat next to the desk, using one empty corner to hold my plate. Juliana sat crosslegged on the floor, feeding Sparky bits of chicken when she thought no one was looking.

Juliana’s face grew stormier with every word I spoke. As soon as I stopped talking, she shook her head, her eyebrows drawing down over her eyes like a pair of forbidding cliffs. The scar through her left eyebrow seemed to grow thicker and more jagged.

“No,” she said. “Absolutely not. I’ve come around on the idea of working for demons. But the devil himself? A person’s got to draw the line somewhere.”

“Technically speaking, we wouldn’t be working for the devil,” I pointed out. “We’d be working for the lord of Hell to track down the devil—something the devil very much doesn’t want us to do. You could say we’d be working against the devil.”

“Technically speaking, you’re one of the Fallen, human body or no,” said Juliana. “Also, technically speaking, my Inquisition oath lasts until death, and obligates me to make all possible effort to destroy any demon I come into contact with—the Fallen very much included. Do you really want me thinking in terms of technicalities right now?”

“Taking this job might not be such a bad idea,” said Father Keller thoughtfully, through a mouthful of rice.

Juliana stared at him. “Aren’t you supposed to be a priest?”

“There is a saying about the devil you know,” said Father Keller, not seeming the least bit offended by the dark look Juliana was shooting him. “Lucifer successfully kept order in Hell for a very long time.”

“He didn’t do such a great job of keeping his demons away from Earth,” said Juliana. “If he had, the Inquisition wouldn’t exist.”

“I’m not saying Lucifer wasn’t powerful,” I said, “but most of what kept order in Hell was Lucifer’s reputation, not the man himself. From what I understand, he couldn’t be bothered to do the work personally. The problem here isn’t that Lucifer is gone. It’s that everyone knows Lucifer is gone, and Beelzebub tried to compensate for his own feelings of inferiority in all the wrong ways.”

“If you have a solution to the problem of Beelzebub’s insecurity and increasingly authoritarian rule, I would be interested to hear it,” said Father Keller, just as serenely.

“What do you think, Sparky?” I asked. The massive hellhound—who could have been mistaken for a pony, if ponies had terrifying red eyes and shook showers of sparks off their backs at unexpected moments—whined and nosed one of the takeout containers with a pointed look at me.

I sighed. “I get it—you think we should give you the rest of the food. What else? Do you think we should fight the devil himself?”

At the word fight, Sparky’s ears perked up. He looked the way a normal dog might have if I had said the word walk.

“We are not doing this,” said Juliana—half to Sparky, half to me. Sparky’s ears drooped. He looked at her reproachfully, letting out a disappointed groan.

“If you don’t want to do it, that’s your prerogative,” I reminded Juliana. “I’m not a fan of giving orders. It’s always your choice. If I decide to do this, and you don’t want to be involved, I’m sure there’ll be plenty of work for you to do around here while I’m gone.”

“You can’t possibly be considering—”

“But just like I don’t tell you what to do,” I went on, speaking over her, “no one else tells me what to do, either. I drove a sword through my last boss’s heart, and I’m not looking for a replacement. And this is my office, with my name on the door, so I decide what jobs this business takes on. Whether you want in or not.”

I picked at my food as I thought.

Fact: Lucifer was currently the most powerful being in the universe—not an exaggeration. And he did not want to be found.

Also a fact: Beelzebub was right—things were a mess, in Hell and outside of it, and they were falling apart more by the day. Demonic intrusions were growing more frequent, and the demons were getting bolder. Heaven could no longer enforce the laws that had once kept them within their borders, and they knew it.

It sure would be nice to have someone around to fix this.

“I never meant to make so much of a mess,” I said, and didn’t realize I had spoken aloud until I heard my own voice. Because yeah, all of this was my doing. It all traced back to the moment when I had thrust Michael’s sword through the heart of the Almighty and upended the order that had kept the universe running since the beginning of time.

So what did I mean to do? Well, revenge was part of it. I won’t deny that. For the first few thousand years of my life, God kept me on His leash, sending me out to protect His pet humans as a guardian angel. No matter how black their hearts were, or how bloodstained their hands. By the time I decided I’d had enough, and chose to Fall, my hands were as bloody as theirs, and my heart as dark.

My years in Hell didn’t change either of those things for the better. So yes, by the time I decided I was ready to return to Heaven to fight, I was as bloodthirsty and vengeful as any sinner I once protected.

But that wasn’t the only thing that brought me to Heaven’s gates. It wasn’t even the greater part. What did bring me there, to a fight I was certain I would lose… was faith. Faith that justice was worth fighting for, even though I’d seen precious little of it in my eternal life. Faith that it was worth standing up to corrupt authority, even if the fight seemed doomed from the start.

Even us fallen angels have faith in something. My faith gave me the strength to do the impossible.

And now the world was suffering for it.

“You followed your heart,” said Father Keller. “And you fought for what was right. If we all let fear of potential consequences prevent us from doing that, the world would be a worse place.”

Yes, that was Father Keller—the priest—defending my decision to kill God Himself. I don’t know if I’ll ever fully understand that man. But I’m grateful for him, all the same.

Juliana was conspicuously silent. This was a sore point for her. She’d once been a Believer, with a capital B. I wasn’t sure what she was now. I suspected she wasn’t sure, either. But while she’d forgiven me for what I’d done—or at least, she wasn’t trying to take my head off with her axe anymore—I knew better than to think she was ready to pat me on the back and offer her congratulations.

I let out a quiet sigh as I regarded the two of them—Juliana with her scowl as her shoulders pulled inward, Father Keller with his soft smile that did nothing to ease my guilt. Righteous or not, my decision had led directly to where we were now. To the Fallen who had abducted children and used them as demonic hosts a while back. And the vampire that had set up shop in downtown Jarvis. And the whole mess with the City Council that had racked up a hefty body count before I had shut it down. Not to mention whatever was going on in Lyon Hill right now.

And there would be more. I didn’t know what form it would take yet, but I knew it was coming.

When the world turns on its head, it doesn’t right itself on its own. Things were going to keep getting worse. And right now, I was one of very few people cleaning up the messes. And I didn’t like what I’d seen of the other people sharing in the work. Case in point: the Cleaners, the government agency that didn’t mind racking up a few civilian casualties in pursuit of covering up the truth about God’s absence.

My dream of a quiet, anonymous life was looking further away by the minute.

At that moment, the phone on father Keller’s desk rang. He answered and listened for a moment. Then he covered the mouthpiece and turned to me. “It’s the mayor,” he said. “He wants to know if you’ve considered his offer.”

I rubbed my temples. I wished I hadn’t quit drinking.

At the very least, taking the job would get me out of this office for a few days.

I looked from Father Keller to Juliana, and even gave Sparky a nod. “It’s your choice whether to join me,” I said. “But I’m doing this.”

“As if there was ever any doubt you’d do it,” said Juliana, with a sigh powerful enough to shake the room. “Oh, what the hell. It’s not like I can leave a scrawny thing like you to face down Lucifer himself all on your own.” With a groan, she pushed herself to her feet. “Road trip it is. You two can take care of the snacks. I’ll handle the weapons.”


 

Chapter 5

 

I leaned back in the driver’s seat with a groan as the traffic in front of me ground to a halt. Who knew this many people would still be on the highway, hours after the sun had gone down? Rush-hour traffic had been bad enough.

Outside the car, a chorus of honks erupted. Inside, an oppressive silence hung over the cramped space, broken only by Sparky’s rhythmic panting and the tortured whine of my car’s failing air-conditioner.

Juliana had shut off the radio. Again.

I switched it back on. She turned it off.

I turned it back on again—and cranked the volume, for good measure. Led Zeppelin blasted from the speakers.

Juliana slammed a fist down on the power button. The music shut off. I heard the crack of plastic.

“Basic road trip etiquette,” I said. “Driver chooses the music.”

“Driver chooses the route,” Juliana corrected. “Passenger chooses the music.”

“Well then, if you want to take a turn driving, be my guest. We can switch right now, if you like. It’s not like this traffic is getting better any time soon.” Another round of honks echoed my prediction.

“Perhaps a compromise is in order,” Father Keller suggested from the back seat. He sat wedged against the side door, crammed into the few inches of space not taken up by the panting, shedding hellhound. “Something calming,” he continued, leaning away from Sparky’s dog breath. “A classical station, perhaps. At a reasonable volume.”

“No,” Juliana and I said in unison.

Sparky let out an eloquent groan. I don’t speak hellhound, but it sounded to me like he was saying something like, I deserve an extra bone tonight for putting up with you bunch of clowns.

The road trip thing had sounded almost fun at first. We could crank up the tunes, grab some snacks, and enjoy the open road—and the lack of difficult clients bursting through my door. But now we had been at this for a full twelve hours and change. Juliana had run through most of the snacks herself. What she hadn’t eaten, Sparky had. And after a slobbering hellhound has stuck his nose in the bag of cheese curls and helped himself to half, the other half doesn’t look nearly as appetizing.

The only dinner we had gotten was a bag of limp and greasy off-brand burgers. Now, I’m a big fan of junk food, but as junk food went, that dinner had been… well… junk. Not only that, my car—which struggled enough with a fifteen-minute drive across town—was groaning like a dying horse. And to top it all off, the car smelled like hellhound. If you’ve never smelled hellhound, they smell like hellfire plus wet dog—and hellfire is mostly sulfur, mixed with the odor of organic rot. I’d been breathing it in nonstop all day, and at this point, I knew it was never coming out of my upholstery.

“I have another suggestion,” said Father Keller. “Why don’t we take an early night? Find a place to stay. Get some rest. Start fresh in the morning.”

“And do this all over again tomorrow?” Juliana shook her head. “We’re going to drive until we get there. Even if it takes another twelve hours.”

“It won’t,” I told her. “We’re almost there.”

“You said we were almost there an hour ago,” Juliana reminded me. “And even if we find this place, are you sure we can even trust information from the lord of Hell? How do we know this lead of his isn’t a dead end?”

“Because he has no reason to send us down dead ends on purpose,” I reminded her. “He wants Lucifer found more than we do.”

Juliana gave a half-shrug of reluctant acknowledgment. “But why would Lucifer be hanging around in some small town?”

I answered with a shrug of my own. “He doesn’t know any more than we do. He admitted as much. The lead was just a rumor—the best one he’s got to go on. It might not even be true.”

That did nothing to lighten Juliana’s expression. “Is this a good time to remind you that I said this was a bad idea from the start?”

“You could have stayed home,” I reminded her. “And dealt with all the new clients by yourself. You think you’d rather handle the drug dealer who wants us to intervene for him with the City Council, or the demon who doesn’t like her son’s new girlfriend?”

I didn’t notice that traffic had picked up again until the car behind me leaned on his horn. “I’m going, I’m going,” I muttered, stepping on the gas.

Father Keller cleared his throat. “Perhaps a game to lighten our moods,” he suggested. “Twenty questions?”

“No,” Juliana and I chorused again.

Sparky whined and pawed at the door. That was another signal that needed no translation—he needed a pit stop.

“I told you,” I said to him over my shoulder, “we’re almost there.”

I had never known until that moment just how skeptical a dog could look.

“Perhaps,” said Father Keller delicately, “we ought to stop and have a look at the map.”

Just then, we drove past a sign. Clyde’s Beach, next exit.

I didn’t gloat. That would have been rude. But I did point at the sign as I said, in a voice that was quite restrained considering the circumstances, “What do you know? Looks like we’re almost there.”


 

Chapter 6

 

In Clyde’s Beach, the houses were all up on stilts. They were ungainly beasts that visibly sagged from all the years of balancing. Their yards were slowly being swallowed by sand, with yellowed tufts of grass waving their surrender. The sand was eating the roads, too, creeping along the edges and filling the wide cracks that ran down the middle. A low fog hung over the town, even at night, reflecting our headlights back at us.

A town like this, in the middle of the summer, you’d think there would be a wealth of places advertising rooms to tourists. But this place was less small-and-picturesque, and more just small. The towns to either side catered to tourists with their picturesque cafes and beachy decor. This place was a forgotten outpost between the two, with its tufted grass half-dead from salt air, and stores with weather-beaten walls and no signs outside. It looked like a comfortable place—for those who belonged there. Like a home you could crawl into, safe and warm, and lock your doors against all the strangers pouring into the neighboring towns that were foolish enough to welcome in the crowds of loud and obnoxious visitors.

But all the rooms in those neighboring towns were booked up by those tourists, who had been smart enough to book their accommodations weeks ago. In the end, we found a motel outside of town. There were two rooms left. Both of them looked like they hadn’t been cleaned since sometime last century, but there was a bed, and a shower, and that was good enough for me. I shared with Father Keller. Juliana shared hers with Sparky. The sign said No Pets, but one look at Juliana’s bulk, and the desk clerk decided it wasn’t worth his time to argue.

I wish I could say I fell into a dreamless sleep and woke up ready to take on whatever was waiting for us in Clyde’s Beach. But they do say that when you take a road trip with someone, you learn things you won’t learn about them any other way. In this case, that was true. I had never known Father Keller snored like a swarm of hornets.

On an ordinary day, it was rare for me to drag myself out of bed before noon. The next morning, Father Keller shook me awake at dawn, looking more cheerful than anyone had a right to look that early in the morning. “Let’s go track down the devil,” he said.

It was probably a good thing my speech was less than coherent that early. I’m fairly certain I said a few words the church would not have approved of.

One gas station breakfast and two cups of coffee later, I coaxed my choking and spitting car down the streets of Clyde’s Beach. It didn’t look any more inviting than it had the previous night. I pulled up in front of what looked
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