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Prologue
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Summer, 2021

The red sun of Hell was setting on the horizon and it was uncomfortably hot, even for the demons that lived in Castigation City, a place dedicated to punishing sinners. The massive urban center copied all the worst aspects of human cities, including confusing, maze-like streets, buildings so tall the views from most windows consisted of nothing but more buildings and all of the worst smells a city could produce, because the streets were full of trash and refuse of all kinds. Down below, the streets thronged with demons going about their business, ranging from moving about and selling wares, to publicly murdering each other, because there was no concept of right or wrong and whoever was strongest set what few rules there were.

Though the architecture superficially resembled that of New York City, there was a subtle wrongness to everything, because while there were skyscrapers everywhere, they weren’t concrete and steel, having instead been carved from a mountain of mixed dark red, gray and black marble-like stone, their height chosen based on the original mountain’s slopes. Further, while there were windows into individual rooms, they weren’t regular and they lacked glass, little more than holes in the walls, which let in both the awful heat and a little of the red light.

There was no electricity, but that didn’t prevent the city from filling with light as night set in, most of which was produced by glass bulbs and tubes filled with the demonic equivalent to fireflies, the smallest and weakest of the imps, which was another term for juvenile demons. It was awful slave labor, but someone had to do it and no one was about to give a mere imp the night off, even if they asked.

The rooftop terrace of the highest building was decorated with finery like that of a king’s palace, including a gold-topped bar at the center, surrounded by platinum-trimmed lounge chairs and tables with cheerless umbrellas that provided a little shade from the horrible sun. The terrace safety railing was spiked wrought-iron.

Bat-winged attendants with horns on their heads, both male and female, were ever-ready to offer a cool beverage or snack to the upper-class demons that occupied the rooftop. Other attendants stood ready to wave fans upon request and still others stood ready to take any other requests, no matter how depraved. Hypothetically, the nobles merely had to ask and they would receive, their mere presence on the terrace speaking to both their wealth and right to demand what they pleased. Each attendant wore the bare minimum required to cover them, but since they were demons, it couldn’t have been for the sake of modesty. In the case of the males, it was a black loin cloth. In the case of the females, they wore black bikinis. Though each was attractive, their uniforms and the way they’d been coached to never meet the gaze of a noble effectively turned them into mobile furniture, rather than objects of desire, both objectifying and stripping them of individuality. The upper-class demons paid no heed to the formerly-human slaves, unless they wanted something, at which point they snapped their fingers and an attendant rushed over to fulfill their desire.

The owner of the building, the arch-demon Lust, reclined in a lounge chair backed into one of the rooftop’s corners, where she had a rare view over the tops of other buildings to her right. She’d chosen the location on the terrace both for the view and safety it offered, since no one could easily approach her from behind; there were defensive structures manned by her most loyal guards a few levels below, designed to prevent anyone from climbing the building’s sides, and magic to prevent flying to the roof.

At her feet, a female attendant gave her a pedicure. Her left foot was done and the nails were a lovely, blood-red shade, while the work on her right foot had only just begun. The nails of her left hand were being manicured by another female attendant, while Lust laid back, eyes closed, and sipped some chilled wine. Both of the attendants looking after her needs appeared emotionally conflicted, as though obsessed with her, but chained by orders to never act on the impulse, leaving them looking rather insane, occasionally trembling or weeping with unsatisfied longing at merely being near their Master.

As the embodiment of sexual attraction, Lust was beyond beautiful, her physical form as close to perfection as a female could get and it was clear, based on the way everyone on the terrace was trying very hard to avoid staring with open, hungry desire, Lust was aptly named. Folded up on her back were a pair of black, feathered wings, potentially marking her status as a fallen angel, while most winged demons had leathery wings like bats or scaly skin over their entire body, like reptiles. She wore an open-backed black, velvet robe that showed off her ample bosom and an excess of platinum jewelry, such that every time she moved, she made a light, pleasant sound, which inevitably turned heads. Worse was her intoxicating scent, which when compared to mere perfume went far beyond, becoming sexual attraction in olfactory form.

The overall effect went beyond charm and enchantment, starting with hearing her leading to glancing her way, almost involuntarily, her mere sight filling the viewer with desire, and when those enchanted by her beauty inevitably approached, they became her slaves, charmed by the power of her scent driving them insane with desire, regardless of social status or demonic power.

It was equal parts magic and carefully-curated, daily work; while the magic was incredibly potent, it required a victim to pay attention to her, so she did everything in her power to encourage that small, voluntary act, maximizing the power of it. She was the honey trap that kings and emperors had warred over and that toppled entire nations, for the sake of a brief liaison. Her face had launched far more than a thousand ships, because she’d been the quiet voice behind the greatest seducers in history.

Blindfolded and with plugs in his nose, to prevent himself from being overcome by Lust’s charms, a demon in a fine, dark gray suit was led to the lounge chair beside Lust. He was overly tall, with a slender frame and blond hair that was slicked back. His blood-red power-tie made him look like a typical politician.

* * *
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Ulmoch had been slowly climbing the side of the building for eight days, clinging to its side via his claws. He’d moved extremely slowly the entire time, to minimize the chance of being noticed. He wore a customized camouflage suit that helped him blend in with the stone of the building’s outer walls, which were a mixture of dark red, gray and black stone, almost like rough, unpolished marble. Further, the suit had been enchanted to remove all visual depth from his appearance, allowing even an overhead observer to believe he was a natural part of the wall.

He sensed the presence of the soul marker he’d been repeatedly coached to track, via the blood of the soul it represented, as it rose through the building and then reached the roof. That meant he didn’t have much time left to finish his mission and he hadn’t yet passed the building’s final defenses.

It was risk itself to do so, but he hastened his pace as he looked up at the stone guard posts sticking out of the sides of the building at regular intervals, with downward-angled fences edged with razor wire strung between them. He was right beneath one of the posts, just as planned.

* * *
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Lust turned her head to her left, away from the view, so she might look on the face of her visitor, speaking to him in a perfect, chocolate, velvet-like tone, which caused her attendants to shudder with uncontrolled, torturous desire, “What can I do for you, Pride? It isn’t like you to meet me on my own turf. You normally insist on a neutral venue, like the casino, where my power doesn’t affect you.”

Pride twitched involuntarily as she spoke, which amused Lust on the inside. He’d done what he could to resist, but even her voice carried the charm magic that was infused into the very core of her being and he clearly needed to be able to hear her for whatever bargain he’d come to negotiate.

Pride’s head cocked to one side, as if he was fighting a losing battle with his own emotions, “Ah, that’s true, but the circumstances are unusual.”

“Unusual? How?” Lust smiled, amused to see Pride’s predicament.

He politely refused her question, “We’ll get to that, but first, we must follow the rules of protocol and etiquette, as befitting our station.”

“You’re right, of course.” Lust sighed, as if she found his point frustrating, when in fact she was deeply enjoying the prospect of seeing Pride abase himself to gain her favor, “You have my leave to lavish me with compliments.”

Pride bowed his head, but spoke theatrically loud, “O great and powerful Lust, whom all desire, even if they refuse to admit it openly, I envy you. Your charms are known to every world, but you withhold yourself from all, to maintain your indefinable allure. You walk a fine line, daily, and I deeply admire your dedication to your chosen role. Truly, you are the Queen of all who see you, for who could argue the point? Even I, Pride, who never bends the knee, trembles and quakes at your mere presence, nearly overcome with desire.”

* * *
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Having passed the guard post by climbing over it, while the guard within gave him a nod of recognition, Ulmoch paused atop it to don safety equipment, including ear plugs, nose plugs and a pair of enchanted goggles designed to turn all living things into mere outlines, each a different color. When he was done, he continued his climb.

He idly wondered what the Master had done to obtain the cooperation of the guard, but knowing him, it had likely consisted of blackmail combined with a generous bribe, followed by threats to make the deal with any number of other candidates, such as the demon that would replace them if some ‘accident’ befell occurred. Nothing worked on a demon quite like the combination of stick, carrot and threats of a looming ‘accidental’ death. The Master was good at leaving those he pressured with no choice but to take the bribe and obey, which incidentally made future negotiations a little easier, because once a demon was on the take, he had them by the balls. The only way to get out of it alive was to willingly cooperate before the blackmail, bribes and threats were trotted out, because sooner or later, the Master’s unwilling pawns were always disposed of and Ulmoch was one of the Master’s favorite ways to clean house.

Looking up and sensing the position of the marker, Ulmoch concluded there was little time left, because it was very close to the edge of the building, but not all the way there. Taking a hurried pace, he worried he’d be noticed, but as he glanced down at the closest guard posts, he realized the demons within them were looking down, not up.

Nonetheless, he had to be silent, so he moved with extreme care, despite the quickening of his pace.

* * *
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Lust smiled and blushed at the stream of compliments, on cue. The attendant looking after the nails of her left hand happened to glance at her face and passed out, her skin completely flushed.

Looking down at the attendant with mild irritation, Lust snapped the fingers of her left hand, causing a muscular, male attendant to drag the unconscious female away.

Pride went on, “And the fall of your servant is the perfect demonstration of your power, for no living creature can look upon you without desire, yet you deny them all, taking what you will, rather than allowing others to choose.

“Again, I envy your power and the ease with which you obtain all you desire.”

“So you say, but one thing eludes me: for many years, I’ve sought a particular soul marker, which was lost in a game of chance.” Lust spoke in a bitter tone, “It was my favorite, a soul I corrupted myself, with great sentimental value.”

“Please, accept my humble tribute.” Pride bowed his head and spoke almost obsequiously as he reached into his jacket, producing a silver coin, which he offered in her vague direction, “I trust you will find it pleasing.”

Lust accepted the coin and looked at its face. She knew it well, because it was the very same she’d just spoken of, which she’d corrupted during the first World War. It had the face of a woman on it in profile and the name read as, ‘Margaretha Geertruida Zelle’, the name of one of the most famous female spies of all time, a seductress without equal, at least among humans.

* * *
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The position of the marker changed and came closer to the edge of the building, within just a few feet. That was Ulmoch’s final cue and he had little time left!

With his heart pounding hard, he accelerated once again, determined to reach the top! He had to be in position on time or the operation would fail and the Master would be furious!

* * *
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“Thank you.” Lust spoke with genuine gratitude, “I’m surprised you were able to find this marker. I expended considerable resources trying to locate it, with no success. All of my investigators returned empty-handed and none of my bounty hunters returned at all.”

“I know.” Pride whispered and grinned in the self-satisfied way he always did, as if enjoying a private joke, before he leaned closer and spoke even more softly, “That’s because I paid your investigators to give up and had your bounty hunters killed.” He leaned back and chuckled.

Lust’s laugh was like that of the corrupt angel she appeared to be, the sound as pleasant as an enticing caress. That was the way the game was played, so there were no hard feelings and in fact, she was amused by that little mystery having finally been revealed.

Hearing her laugh, the attendant working on her pedicure collapsed. Lust sighed and snapped her fingers, causing the same muscular attendant to drag the slave away. She wanted to immediately replace both servants, since neither her manicure nor pedicure were complete, but decided to wait until her business with Pride had concluded.

Pride continued at a normal volume, “I knew one day I’d need a favor from you, so I hung on to your dear Mata Hari!” He spoke the last two words with theatrical flair and volume.

* * *
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Ulmoch clung to the side of the building, just inches from the top, waiting and listening as his heart thumped ever harder in his ears.

Despite the muffling of the ear plugs, Ulmoch was able to make out the voice of his Master saying the two words he’d been waiting for: Mata Hari.

With the excitement of adrenaline filling his black, demonic blood, Ulmoch reached up to the railing of the terrace and drew his sword with the other, both without making a sound.

* * *
[image: ]


Lust spoke honestly and looked on the face of Pride, leaning closer, “You have my full attention What is it you desire? You have but to name it and it will be yours, so long as it’s reasonable.”

Pride leaned across to her and turned his head to the left, a demonic gesture designed to invite her close enough to speak privately; such favors were best spoken softly, so the servants wouldn’t hear. She reciprocated by placing her left ear less than an inch away from his lips.

Behind Lust, a tall and imposing figure dressed in a camouflage pattern that matched the stone of the building silently rose up and over the safety railing of the terrace, to perch atop it with a wickedly-sharp sword in hand, carefully avoiding the spikes. The muscular demon was seen by no one, because every last one of Lust’s attendants was too distracted by her presence to notice, while the nobles seemed to be intentionally looking away, possibly to avoid being affected by Lust’s power.

Lust felt Pride’s breath on her ear as he reached out under her head with both hands and whispered ever so softly, “Die.”

* * *
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There was a quick, downward slash from the assassin and Vogerath, also known as Pride, caught the severed head of Lust as her body convulsed! Black demon blood splattered everywhere, but immediately began to evaporate as a dark mist.

The head screamed, “How dare you?”

In the background, the other nobles intentionally looked away, while Lust’s attendants rushed forward, but none were close enough to make a difference!

Opening his mouth extra wide, like the snake-demon he was, Vogerath slowly lowered Lust’s head into his mouth, while she screamed in a panic, “No! No! Don’t eat me!”

Vogerath closed his lips around the head and swallowed! Muffled screams erupted from the region of his throat while the lump moved down his neck and body, until it reached his stomach. In the same moment, Lust’s body stopped convulsing and black mist poured from it, just like her blood.

Turning to Lust’s attendants, Vogerath commanded, “Stand down and go home, for now.”

With demons, the old phrase ‘you are what you eat’ bore a kernel of truth. By eating Lust, Vogerath would soon gain all of her powers and everything that belonged to her was now his, including the soul tokens for her slaves.

Lust’s attendants turned away and headed for the stairwell of the building, because they had no choice.

Dropping the illusion of humanity, Vogerath took the form of a huge, green snake and opened his jaws rather wide, swallowing the body of Lust, which still contained much raw magic he could make use of.

The assassin climbed down and relaxed in Lust’s chair, while Vogerath coiled on the floor of the terrace.

“Excellent work, Ulmoch.” Vogerath complimented, “I couldn’t have done this without you.”

The assassin smiled, showing his teeth through the face paint he wore, “You’re too kind, Master, but I think it will be quite a while before we manage to top this high! Eight days of clinging to the side of a building, knowing I could be caught at any time! Eight days without sleep! Eight days wondering if the guard would do his part! It was absolutely exhilarating!”

Ulmoch was Vogerath’s most loyal minion, a demon that willingly served him, simply because he loved the dangerous missions Vogerath sent him on. Vogerath had long known about Ulmoch’s nature as a danger junkie, which made the demon exceptionally useful; he never balked at being assigned a suicide mission and yet, he was skilled enough to come back alive.

“Eight days?” Vogerath shook his head, “I’ve been planning this little operation for three centuries, all the while dealing with her insufferable arrogance and self-involved nature. I spent the majority of that time getting her most loyal supporters among the nobles on my side and  arranging for those I couldn’t turn to meet untimely ends. You may not have known the purpose at the time, but you assassinated several of them for me.”

“So, what’s next, Master?”

“Well, first I need a nap. It isn’t easy to digest a fellow arch-demon and it will take a little time for me to gain control of her powers.” Vogerath answered honestly.

“And after that?”

Vogerath laughed, “I was thinking something in American politics.”

* * *
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Wrath, another of the arch-demons, was relaxing on the terrace, where he’d been idly staring at Lust the entire time, allowing him to quietly observe her death. He relaxed on one of the chairs, waited on like all the other nobles. His current form was that of a six foot man with red skin and the horns of a ram. He was sipping a rather fine wine mixed with human blood, to give it that extra zest, the very finest and rarest of drinks in Hell, because human blood was extremely hard to obtain.

While he’d been attracted to Lust like everyone else, he’d long ago rebuffed her lewd advances, because he couldn’t abide the idea of a mate that couldn’t best him in combat and the one time he’d sparred with Lust, he’d knocked her flat on her back after three seconds. There was nothing wrong with that, of course, because her true strength and role had been that of the seducer and temptress. She wouldn’t have been on the council of arches if she hadn’t earned it by killing and eating the previous Lust, as it had been from the beginning. He gathered she’d done in her predecessor with guile and wit, weapons every bit as good as a sword and while Wrath didn’t favor such means for his own conquests, he did appreciate all forms of strength.

Looking on Pride, however, who’d just executed the perfect assassination, he admired the clever serpent. He led the arches because he’d proven he was fit to lead and Wrath had no doubt he would soon be using the face of Lust as a sock puppet at the table, to gain an extra vote, making him wonder how many of their comrades were also Pride’s puppets.

For example, Envy was probably his puppet, because she’d been behaving differently since she and Pride had gone to Earth together, in 1972. She was quiet, helpful and always cooperative with Pride, whereas in the past, she’d been a psychopath more likely to kill her own minions in a jealous rage, rather than using them properly.

Yes, Envy has to be another of Pride’s sock puppets. I can’t see it any other way.

Pride was, indeed, a very fit and able leader that was well worth following, because he had pride in demon-kind and a vision for their future. First the Earth, then the galaxy!
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Case 1
“I am not a crook.”
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Chapter 1
Expense Report
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August 23, 2023

The office was on the eighth story of a skyscraper in New York City and the main desk of the office was an antique, hardwood affair from the 1940’s, though in excellent shape, having been polished on a weekly basis nearly that entire span of time, aside from one year, in the 70’s, when the office had been closed. It was large enough for two people to work at, though it was reserved for the detective that ran the agency. Sitting atop it, front and center, was a vintage typewriter, about the same age as the desk, with a black frame and round keys. It looked well-used, while the modern laptop computer, situated on the right-hand side of the desk, was dusty, with a yellow sticky note stuck to the center of its screen that read, ‘learn to use me’. Between them was the pad the note had come from, beside a modern landline phone, which rang for the office’s number.

Seated behind the desk was the man in charge, the detective the Simmons Detective Agency had been named for. He appeared to be in his mid-fifties, with dark hair and a goatee that had a fair bit of gray mixed in. He wore a well-tailored gray suit, complete with a jacket and matching fedora. His green eyes and most of his face were covered by his hat, because he was leaning back in his chair, his feet resting on the left corner of the desk while he softly snored. Though he was entirely human, he was actually one-hundred-eight years old. Due to his close relationship with a juvenile demon, he’d been aging at one-third the normal pace, since 1945.

Opposite the big desk was the entrance to the office, with large curtains to either side, which currently covered the frosted glass of the hallway windows. Likewise, the clear window in the door was covered by a curtain, because it was late and the office was closed.

To his left side was a similarly-antique hardwood desk of a smaller size that faced perpendicular to his own. It held the two screens, mouse and keyboard of a modern desktop computer, as well as a compact printer that sat just behind one of the screens.

The desk was occupied by a young-looking woman with long, brown hair and green eyes that wore a simple, but professional-looking dark gray dress-suit. Most everyone thought she was the detective’s daughter, when in fact, she was his wife. She appeared to be twenty years old, but was actually nearly as old as her husband. Her aging had been halted many years before by her transformation into a half-fairy and she kept her long, fey ears disguised with shape-shifting magic. She typed away at the computer, working to update the agency’s financial records.

Sitting on her shoulder was a small, black kitten that was not what it appeared to be, because it was actually a demonic imp in feline form, the very same demon that was slowing Simmons’ aging process.

Behind the smaller desk were a pair of doors leading to the office storage room and the bathroom. On the opposite wall, a fifty-five inch flat screen TV had been mounted above some elderly book shelves full of cardboard boxes that held the office’s old case files, which hadn’t yet been digitized. Sitting on top of the shelves, just under the TV, was a PlayStation, a game console. Positioned to face the TV was a couch.

Sitting on the couch was a rather slender and petite girl with short, brown hair and almost unnaturally-blue eyes, who appeared to be seventeen, though she was actually one-hundred-twenty-six. However, she could easily have been mistaken for thirteen, due to the occasional growls of irritation and/or frustration emitting from her as she played a highly-competitive online racing game on the PlayStation. She also wasn’t what she appeared, being a half-demon, which had seriously slowed her growth to adulthood. She wore a 1940’s style of black, short-sleeved dress that ended at about knee height and a pair of black, knee-high leather boots with side zippers. To top off her ensemble, she wore a pair of black, elbow-length, finger-less gloves and a black, silk top hat, though that bore what appeared to be a live, blue rose at the front, pinned in place. Both her gloves and her dress appeared to have a barely-visible pattern of leaves stitched into them. Incongruously, she also wore a crude-looking shark-tooth necklace. Aside from the necklace and her total lack of makeup, the overall effect made her look ready for a funeral. It was equally likely she was a goth.

It was late evening and the sun had gone down hours earlier, though the open window, behind Simmons, allowed a pleasant breeze in. The office was mostly dark, aside from the glow from the computer and TV screens.

“No, no! Who entered that?” The kitten on the woman’s shoulder grumbled in a masculine tone and New Jersey accent, “The boss used thirty-three .45 rounds today, not eight.”

“I entered that, because that’s how many fingers she held up when I asked her.” The woman answered.

“Well, don’t bother asking her in the future. She’ll just lie for the sake of mischief and you know it. Ask me, instead. You know I look after her guns and ammo.”

She adjusted the number in the financial spreadsheet and frowned at the change to the bottom line.

“From the Tommy-gun or her pistol?” The woman asked, having moved the prompt to a column for notes.

“The Tommy-gun. You know it’s her favorite, Lara.”

Lara sighed, “Well, we’d keep more of the profits if you could convince her to use ammo a little more sparingly, because times have been tough and bullets aren’t getting any cheaper. I know full-auto fire is more fun and lethal, but it’s really cutting into our take-home pay and we can’t justify passing the expense to our clients, especially for the independent jobs.”

The kitten glared across the room at the girl playing the game, “I know, but the boss is as hard-headed as they come. She loves her Tommy-gun and it’s not like I can prevent her from summonin’ it whenever she likes.”

“Well, maybe I’ll stop buying her .45 rounds.” Lara threatened.

“She’d probably switch to the .50 cal and those bullets are a lot more expensive.”

“Masher, what am I supposed to do?” Lara groaned, “She’s burning through the budget on every job! We’re barely making enough to keep us all fed, aside from the occasional windfall, which isn’t coming as often as it used to! Demons don’t walk around with wallets full of cash like they did in the forties, because they’ve discovered the joy of credit cards and spending someone else’s money!”

Masher growled, in a very feline way, “I’ll have a word with her, right now.”

“Good.”

The kitten leaped from his perch atop Lara’s shoulder unto the desk. From there, he leaped to the floor and padded over to the couch, where he used his claws to silently climb up the back of it, until he was just inches from the girl’s ear.

“Boss!” He called out, fairly loudly.

Though she wasn’t actually in charge, Simmons and Masher affectionately called her ‘the boss’, mostly because she was the best fighter they had and the agency had been built around her unique skills by the previous detective that owned the business, many decades before.

The girl hadn’t been paying attention to anything outside her game, so the kitten’s sudden cry startled her, causing her to accidentally send the controller flipping through the air, end over end, until it clattered to the floor! On the screen, the car she’d been driving slammed into a railing around the track and dramatically exploded, as if it had been made entirely out of dynamite.

She stood up and stared at the result in frustrated horror as other cars zipped past the fire and debris, to finish the race. She’d been in the lead until Masher distracted her.

“It’s...it’s!” She angrily glared at Masher and pointed at the screen, clearly emotionally distressed about the result of the race.

She could be an incredibly sore loser.

In the background, the mocking voices of other players came through the speakers, taunting her for crashing.

Masher stood his ground, “I don’t care, boss, because if you keep usin’ so much ammo for every job, we won’t be able to pay the bills around here and if we can’t pay the bills, you can’t play video games.”

The boss frowned and her eyes went wide. The prospect clearly didn’t appeal to her. She’d been practically obsessed with video games since she got the PlayStation as a conciliatory Christmas present after Lara effectively stole her desk from her.

“So, do us all a favor and stop usin’ your Tommy-gun for everythin’!” Masher instructed.

Lara chipped in, “It’s either that or I start rationing bullets and I’ll put a hard limit on how many .45 rounds I give you, probably about a hundred a month, which should be more than enough for your pistol. So, save the Tommy-gun for only when you need it or you won’t have enough bullets for it.”

The boss looked from Masher to Lara and back again, obviously torn between two choices she hated.

After a tense few seconds, she nodded. Masher and Lara visibly relaxed, because neither of them had expected to win the argument.

The boss picked up the game controller and started a new race, looking glum, because her perfect winning streak had ended and the other players were loudly celebrating her loss.

As Masher leaped off the couch and padded back to the small desk, the phone rang, which woke Simmons.
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Chapter 2
The Face of Evil
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Simmons stirred from his nap and groggily reached for the phone.

He took a deep breath and greeted the caller, “Simmons Detective Agency. What can I do for you?”

“It’s Verda.” The voice was that of an old friend of his, a powerful witch, “We’ve got serious trouble brewing. Turn on the TV and switch to Fox. You won’t believe your eyes!”

Simmons called out, “Boss, turn off that game and switch the TV to the Fox network, right now.”

The girl growled and kept playing.

“Verda says we’ve got trouble, so do as I say, for once.” He spoke in a commanding tone of voice.

“It’s a secret.” The girl grumbled under her breath, but stood and shut off the PlayStation, incidentally adding a second loss to her record.

With the phone receiver still in hand, Simmons stepped around his desk to get a better view, while the boss sat back down to fiddle with the remote for the TV, switching channels until she found the right one, which caused her jaw to drop. Similarly, everyone else in the room did the same, staring in surprised shock at a familiar face!

The screen showed a tightly-zoomed view of the head of a man with blond hair that had been slicked and combed back, wearing brass-framed, round Windsor glasses.

“Oh, there’s no point in denying that, because it’s history!” The man laughed, “Ah, granddaddy Otto was a lot of things and yes, one of them was a gangster. I know his fortune was built on blood money, but that’s why my father, brother and I never spent a penny of it, aside from giving it to charities we feel would make good use of it. What else could an honest American do with such tainted money?” The crowd erupted into thunderous applause as he continued, more loudly, “What we live on is a result of our father’s unusual foresight! He invested in Apple, Intel and Microsoft early on and those stocks have just exploded in value over the past forty-five years.”

More applause erupted, because the crowd seemed sympathetic to his words.

“And what do you say to the accusations the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree?” The view switched to a swarthy, energetic man of Indian descent, “After all, weren’t you named after your grandfather, who was, by your own admission, a gangster and a crook? Your name is Otto Vogerath, isn’t it?”

The view switched back to the blond man, “That’s my name, of course, and I won’t deny being named after Granddad. He was a lot of things, including a loving grandfather and he’ll always have a special place in my heart, though he was a criminal and he should have gone to prison, but that’s a moot point, because he died of cancer when I was a small-”

“You’re dodging the question! Give me a straight answer!” The Indian man demanded, “Does the apple fall far from the tree? I think you’re the spitting image of him and just as rotten! Are you a crook, just like him?”

That got the crowd booing, harshly.

The view was back on Vogerath as it zoomed out, revealing the custom-tailored, dark gray suit and blood-red tie he perpetually wore.

He shrugged, “Can a man change his ancestry? I could have changed my name, but it still means something to me. Family is very important-” the crowd clapped and whistled their approval “-but I am not a crook! I just want to do some good for this country and that’s why I’m running for President!”

The crowd went wild with shouts of approval, drowning out the candidates as they synced up, shouting, “Vogerath! Vogerath! Vogerath!”

Vogerath grinned quite widely, as if he were enjoying himself immensely and the view switched to a wide shot that showed all eight candidates and the two that were running the debate, all of whom were shouting to be heard, though none of them were able to break through, because the crowd was so united.

Simmons was the first in the room to finally speak, “What the freaking-” he finished by cursing.

“How did that snake manage this?” Masher asked.

“Simmons! Are you still there?” The telephone receiver carried a shout from the woman on the other end.

He raised it to his ear and spoke, “I’m here. I’m here. I hardly believe what I’m seeing. How has he gotten the crowd wrapped around his little finger like that?”

Verda answered, “It isn’t very strong, but there’s little hints of magic coming through the broadcast and it must be even stronger in person. He’s charming everyone, aside from the other candidates, who were already inclined to disagree with him. Those of us with our own magic should be more resistant, but the general public is likely to be eating out of his hand if he keeps doing this.”

“Do you know where this is coming from?”

“Wisconsin.” Verda supplied.

Simmons grumbled, “Well, that’s at least a twelve hour drive away.”

“Yeah, there’s nothing we can do, directly.”

“I know, but we can’t let a demon run for President of the United States.” Simmons decided aloud, “I’m going to check with the local branch office and see if the Order has a Wisconsin branch. In the mean time, see what you can dig up from your end.”

He was referring to the Order of Ash and Smoke, a demon-fighting organization that had been around for hundreds of years, which everyone in the room was part of. Members of the Order were normally referred to as Ashen Blades. Simmons had been Master of the Order since 1945.

“Will do.”

“Thank you for bringing this to my attention.”

“Of course.” Verda hung up.

As Simmons stepped back around the desk to start making phone calls, Lara offered, “I’ll look him up on the internet. There’s got to be a paper trail if he’s running for office.”

“Good idea!” Simmons nodded, “Let me know what you find. We might be able to get him thrown out on a technicality, even if we can’t kill him.”

Masher leaped off Lara’s shoulder and ran across the floor, leaped halfway up the back of the couch and climbed the rest of the way, where he asked, “You okay, boss?”

The girl breathed heavily as she stared at Vogerath’s face with a mixture of impotent rage and murderous intent. She shook her head.

“Are you gonna be okay?” Masher asked.

The boss’s response was to take her hat off, pick him up and shove him inside as she stood and headed for the window.

Simmons guessed, aloud, “You going out to blow off some steam on the local demon population?”

The boss nodded.

Simmons opened a drawer and produced an elderly flip phone, which had a simple, clam-shell design.

He offered it to her, saying, “Just answer it when I call, for once. We may need you sooner than you might think.” He opened it and pointed to a button.

Taking the phone, the boss slipped it into into a hidden pocket of her dress and climbed out the window. She paused on the edge for a moment, halfway out, then jumped, while Simmons started his phone call.

* * *
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Lara stared at the image of Vogerath’s grinning, evil face and shuddered. She hadn’t paid much attention to politics since the 40’s, but based on the way the Republican candidates were arguing with each other, the debate reminded her of a bag full of angry cats that was being actively shaken. They interrupted and talked over each other, forcing the man and woman running the debate to step in on a regular basis to maintain order, with one exception: Vogerath was as cool and calm as could be, with the absolute confidence he was going to win, because he’d enchanted the crowd, so he had no need to argue.

Just seeing his face again was traumatic, because he’d once owned her soul. She’d been one of the sinners trapped in what the so-called demons called Hell. Despite what everyone called them, she knew they were actually corrupt Unseelie fairies, rather than demons. Regardless of what they were, however, their power was real and she’d been one of their victims, dragged down by her own choice to listen to one that had made its way into her head, urging her to drink more, until she’d become such a broken, drunken mess, the evil, whispering fey had been able to steal her body.

To her knowledge, she was the only corrupt soul that had ever been rescued from that other world, because after accidentally falling through an unstable portal, her husband, Clayton, hadn’t been able to leave her behind. At great personal risk of losing their own souls in a game of chance, he and Masher rescued her.

She’d long-since thought she’d overcome the post-traumatic stress of that place, but looking on the face of the last Master she’d been forced to serve, her heart raced. She couldn’t help but remember her time in that evil world, the absolute hopelessness of it and the awful emptiness of having had no soul at the time, because it had been carved out of her body and turned into a coin.

She remembered being forced to betray her own husband, planting a curse in his mind designed to force him to seek out Vogerath, so the Master could steal his soul in a game of chance. Fortunately, Vogerath lost the game and Clayton won, but it could easily have gone the other way. She used to wake from the depths of a terrible nightmare, in which she carried the guilt of having led her husband into slavery, even though it had been against her will.

She looked over at him and breathed a sigh of relief. After all, Clayton won the game and she was free, having become a half-fairy as a result of her soul being returned. Unfortunately, Clayton grew a little older every day and at some point, they would be parted by death. His relationship with Masher had bought him many extra years, but sooner or later he’d die, so she prized every moment she had with him. After all, he was her one and only love. No matter how long she lived, she couldn’t imagine marrying another.

As difficult as it was, Lara set her mind to searching the internet for more information on Vogerath’s current persona, forcing herself to look at his face as often as it turned up in her search.

* * *
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The Hunter landed in the alley behind the office building, having fallen eight stories without harm; the powers from her demon side gave her great strength and durability.

Her friends among the Ashen Blades knew her by many nicknames, including the boss, Little Miss Secret, Little Miss or just LMS, when they wanted to be quick, most of which referenced the curse Vogerath had placed on her as a small child, preventing her from saying anything other than, “It’s a secret.” Little Miss Secret was the nickname given to her by the Order’s black market arms dealer, Leo Wainwright, back in the 1940’s.

The Hunter had never been named, because even as a half-demon, her name had power over her and could be used to compel her to obey any order, so her mother had insisted she never be named. That had turned out to be of vital importance in blocking Vogerath’s plans, because he wanted to open a portal to Hell and stabilizing it required the power of a half-demon.

Leo had been one of the Hunter’s favorite people, but sadly, he’d died and his grandson, Leon, had taken over the family business. Leon wasn’t quite as personable as his grandfather, but he worked out of the very same back-room office of the shipping company that served as the cover story for the operation, which had never been discovered by law enforcement. The Hunter found it comforting the way Leo married his secretary after her husband died and Leon was the child of their child. There was something wonderful about an old business passing from parent to child, while it stayed in the family. Leo had been a good man, whose only major fault was his staunchly-held belief that it was every American’s god-given right to defend their country with whatever weapon they felt was necessary, whether it was legal or not, a belief shared by his grandson.

Family was important. Family was the reason the Hunter hated demons so much. After all, Vogerath, had killed her parents, though her mother’s witch magic had bound their souls to her; her mother had become a living, protective spell that surrounded her and enhanced her witch powers, while her father’s soul had been infused into her hat, greatly expanding what she could do with her demon powers.

With the aid of her father, the interior of her hat served as an extra-dimensional space that stored all of her possessions, including an entire arsenal of weapons, ranging from knives on up to a Vulcan cannon, which she’d had no ammo for since 1986, though it was still her biggest gun. Additionally, it held a lot of grenades and several thousand fresh, buttered dinner rolls, which had been carefully frozen in time, so they wouldn’t age. Most of the rolls were from the 1930’s, though she’d gotten a fresh batch of several hundred in 1973, to replace many that were lost as the result of an accident.

Dinner rolls were important, though not quite as important as family. She often gave them to the victims of demon attacks, because everyone loved bread and warm dinner rolls were almost always a comfort. After all, what was worse, dealing with a demon attack on an empty stomach or dealing with a demon attack with some warm bread inside? Crying people always seemed to feel better with a little comfort food.

Her mother’s old familiar, Mashu’ra, better known by his pseudonym, Masher, also lived in her hat, where he took care of cleaning, sharpening and loading her weapons, at least when Simmons wasn’t using his power, because the two of them had a contract that allowed Simmons to use the imp’s power in exchange for allowing Mashu’ra to get revenge on demon-kind for his master’s death. It was a unique bargain that required careful cooperation from both of them.

The Hunter closed her eyes and sniffed the air, much like a cat. Concrete, steel, a hint of rust, asphalt, cardboard, lots of garbage from the dumpsters lining the alley and a mixture of dog and cat piss – ah, the smell of New York City! Despite having been all over the world to kill demons, no other place smelled quite the same as home.

However, she could smell something more pungent than garbage drifting on the wind: a mixture of blood and decay, the unmistakable smell of prey, a demon that had stupidly wandered into her home neighborhood.

Opening her eyes, she ran down the alley and launched herself onto a fire escape, practically walking up the side of a building. When she reached the roof, she sniffed the air again, to track her prey as she leaped from rooftop to rooftop.
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Chapter 3
Verda’s Vision
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Verda Bagley sat in her high-rise apartment in New York City, which she shared with two of her granddaughters that had moved in to keep her company and attend college.

All three of them were what the world called witches, though she rejected that label, just as the women of her family had for generations. Instead, Verda and her family thought of themselves as gifted, because they considered the magic they’d been born with a gift from God, much like one might be born with a wonderful singing voice.

Physically, Verda appeared to be in her early twenties, about the same age as her two granddaughters, with dark hair and brown eyes. In actual truth, she was five years older than Simmons and a natural, subconscious magic power she’d been born with caused her to age exceptionally slowly, though she’d matured at a normal pace. Based on her magical investigations, the math showed she was likely to live for centuries.

Verda’s home was decorated in a mixture of styles, with items from every era from the 1930’s to the present day, because she took good care of her furniture and tended to buy items designed to last. That was becoming increasingly difficult in the modern era of disposable electronics, which really bothered her.

Still, the technology was handy and one of her granddaughters, Amber, was using her smartphone to search the internet for more information on Vogerath. Amber was the younger of the two, being twenty years old and the daughter of Verda’s youngest son, with red hair and blue eyes, features she’d gotten from her mother.

Her sister, Sara, on the other hand, had a tablet laid flat on the living room table, while she muttered under her breath to perform a little demon-locating magic. In one hand she held a silver necklace with a hunk of carved quartz dangling from it. She held it over the tablet, which displayed a map of Wisconsin, while the magic drew the crystal toward locations on the map. Sara had blond hair, blue eyes and was twenty-two.

While neither of them had gotten their looks from Verda’s side of the family, they’d both inherited her magic talent. Publicly, they’d moved in with Verda to go to college, but quietly, they came for magical education, which wasn’t easy to find. So far, they’d done well at learning the basics by reading Verda’s journal from her younger days, but at some point a witch needed to be taught or their magical growth would be stunted and very little about the advanced magic subjects was written down. Verda was also considered by her peers to be the greatest witch the world had seen in over six-hundred years. The two younger women were currently training for field operations with the Order, a fact that filled Verda with familial pride, but also a hint of trepidation, because that wasn’t an easy or safe life.

The modern big-screen TV stood on top of an old dresser, with curtains drawn closed, behind it, to make watching TV tolerable in the day. It belonged to Sara and had replaced a rather old model from the 80’s. All three of them sat opposite the TV on an elderly couch with a somewhat muted 70’s vibe, Verda at the center, Amber to her right and Sara to her left. Though Verda had been idly listening to the presidential debate, the issues didn’t really interest her, because the candidates weren’t saying anything of value, just arguing back and forth about oil production, immigration, the economy, how much they hated the current democrat president, how one of them thought a younger man was needed for the job and Vogerath’s criminal ‘family’, which the other candidates seemed totally unable to let go of. Ironically, their obsession with his dark past had totally turned to crowd against them, who booed and jeered with open hostility as the subject was brought up for the fifth time.

In point of fact, Verda knew the demon had no human family, though he’d been pretending to have a family since revolutionary times and tended to pretend to be his own son with each passing generation. The demon had a unique power to be in multiple places at the same time and he’d been the original inspiration for the stories of the Hydra from Greek mythology.

Whenever he was killed, with the exception of particularly intense events, like high-oxygen flames, two tiny snakes always shot out of his body, which would grow into full-size copies of him, given enough time. Despite being incredibly fast and hard to catch in that tiny form, he was vulnerable and could be killed without risk of further multiplication. Combined with illusions, his many bodies allowed him to convincingly pretend to be his own family, for who could argue when they stood side by side and looked so much alike?

She stared at Vogerath’s smug, smiling face and all she wanted was to burn him, just like she’d done to some of his bodies the last time they met. She’d used Air magic to concentrate the oxygen of the atmosphere into a whirlwind, which she’d then combined with a forest fire. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a feat she could produce on her own, because her natural magical talents lay in Life, Wood and Water magic, though she’d picked up a little Animal and Air magic along the way, the latter of which had allowed her to kill Vogerath properly.

Unfortunately, while killing demons was a good way to interfere with their short-term plans, it only resulted in banishing their spirits back to Hell. The only sure way to actually kill a demon was to kill them in Hell, where they lived in physical form. They tended to arrive in the human world via a process of possession, in which their spirit slowly supplanted that of a host human that inadvertently invited them in by sinning. The final result was the demon eating them from the inside and wearing their skin like a disguise, though eventually even the skin was replaced with an illusion, but that took a long time.

“I’m going to take a walk.” Verda declared, “Keep an eye on me in the mean time.”

“You got it, Granny V.” Amber nodded.

Sara cautioned, “Be safe.”

Since she’d been a child, Verda had used nursery rhymes and songs as a concentration aid to make magic easier, but for once, she was in the mood to use a lullaby, “Twinkle, twinkle little star, How I wonder what you are...”

She was trying to reach across the miles, to project her spirit to the location of the debate, so she could gather more information, a rather difficult and somewhat dangerous technique, but it was the pinnacle of what she’d learned to do with Spirit magic, a subset of Life magic. The danger lay mostly in the fact that her body was dormant while her spirit was away, leaving her vulnerable to attack, but with her precious granddaughters beside her, who shared her magical talents, Verda had no fear. In fact, their presence in her life had been what allowed her to develop a talent for spirit walking, but which the common psychic, or self-taught witch, might call astral projection.

Verda stepped out of her body and turned to look at herself as her body laid back as though asleep. Technically, it was in a coma, a state it would remain in until she returned.

However, being separated from her body gave her amazing power to move and she could visit any place simply by concentrating, which worked even with places she’d only seen via pictures or TV. She could also fly through the air, which could be a lot of fun, and she’d recently accidentally discovered an ability to possess animals by bumping into them, though that held great danger. The body of an animal eventually constrained her thoughts, because their brains were too simple to properly house a human mind, eventually leading to being overcome by animal impulses. With practice, she’d found she could hide in the back of the animal’s mind without taking over, which felt like a more appropriate and less intrusive thing to do and incidentally extended the time she could spend in the animal’s body. She had no idea if she could do the same with humans and no desire to experiment, on both moral and ethical grounds.

She turned back around and tried to focus her mind on the place the TV was showing, desiring to go there. After a short while, her ghost evaporated from where she stood.

* * *
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Verda found herself in a cave lit by torches, candles and a fire in a natural hearth. The room smelled of natural damp, woodsmoke and wool, which was strange, because smell was a very physical sense that didn’t work in spiritual form. It was dominated by what could only have been a loom, which was covered with a black, silken sheet. Along the wall were rough sacks of washed, raw wool.

Three women in an ancient style of Greek robes stood protectively between her and the loom. Despite being of widely differing ages, their similar features indicated they were sisters. Each had dark hair and was of obvious Greek ancestry.

The oldest had a few wrinkles and a little graying hair, marking her apparent age as perhaps fifty. She held a book decorated with gold leaf to her bosom.

The middle sister might have been in her thirties and held a wooden rod or dowel, which Verda reasoned to be a measuring device whose length was meant to be exact.

The youngest held a distaff and spindle, which she’d clearly been using to craft wool into thread for the loom, since the spindle was about half full and the two items were attached to each other by a bit of wool that had been half-transformed into thread.

Verda looked on the unusual women and sensed incredible power approaching that of the avatar of Life itself, whom she’d met in 1986! It was several orders of magnitude greater than her own. Focusing her mind to make magic visible to herself, she observed colorful ribbons of energy flow through the air and realized everything she was seeing was composed of solidified magic, including the women in front of her, though the magic of the women was so dense, it was terrifying! By Verda’s estimate, there was enough power in each of them to completely annihilate the world dozens of times over. They weren’t real in the usual sense, much like demons were mostly solid magic, which was also known as imaginary matter.

Feeling out of place and much like a germ under a microscope, Verda bowed and spoke politely, “I’ve heard of the Greek Fates in stories, but I had no idea you actually existed. I apologize for intruding on your time. This isn’t where I intended to visit.”

It was strange, meeting Goddesses from a religion she didn’t believe in, while seeing they were obviously not quite real. Verda had long known mere belief could create living beings and she’d once confronted the monster that hides under the beds and in closets of children, only to see a being made of ambulant darkness-like mist with blood-red eyes slip into the nearest shadow, where it vanished without saying a word; such magical creatures tended to be exceptionally shy. She imagined a pale imitation of a real God could be created the same way, because she’d seen a lesser form of that with ghosts, who normally came into existence as a result of people believing in them until they came to be. By the same token, it was even possible to meet the ghost of a person that only existed in rumor.

There was even a rare and dangerous tradition of witches that relied on manufacturing Gods to do tasks for them. Most practitioners of that dark art were killed by their false Gods, though a similar technique could be used to make a familiar. Verda, however, held the act of creating life to be sacred, so she refused to make a familiar, though she had bonded with LMS the same way a couple of times and witches had long been making contracts with imps to serve as their familiars, which was the primary reason witches got such a bad rap.

“Greetings, little witch.” The Fates spoke in unison, though they appeared to look on her as if she were merely an interesting insect, “We diverted you, because we have need of your services.”

Verda had gotten used to those that knew of her power treating her with respect, so it was a bit of a shock to be called ‘little’, though she wasn’t actually offended.

“What can a humble woman with the gift of magic do for The Fates this day?”

“Nothing.”

“I don’t understand.” Verda complained, “Didn’t you just say you need my services?”

“We did and we do.” They spoke with obvious frustration.

It dawned on Verda she’d used the words, ‘this day’.

“Ah, so you don’t need me today. You need something in the future?”

“You’re smarter than most mortals.” Despite the statement, The Fates looked on her with disdain and continued, “An old enemy has returned to the world, with power enough to disrupt the weave and defy our will, but the time has not yet arrived for us to intervene. Depart now, with our blessing.” Verda was about to ask a question, until she saw the pained expression on their faces, so she remained silent as they added, “To avoid another stupid question, we tell you this: when all seems lost, return to us and bring your greatest champion.”

Verda bowed again, because while she personally didn’t believe in fate or The Fates, she still had respect for their immense power, because it was obvious the majority of humanity did believe in them, one way or another, or they wouldn’t have been crackling with magic comparable to the world’s entire nuclear arsenal.

“Goodbye and may we meet again on favorable terms.”

The Fates nodded, but continued to stare in uncomfortable silence.

Verda closed her eyes, concentrated on returning to her home and body, causing her spiritual form to evaporate from the cave.

The oldest of The Fates shook her head and grumbled, “Why do mortals always ask such stupid, obvious questions?”

The youngest, who might have been a little closer to humanity, answered, “They’re only human. They see in the present, so they have to learn the hard way, by asking stupid questions.”

The middle sister sighed as she pulled the cover off the loom, “And yet, so tedious
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