
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Doing the right thing can have hellish consequences.

	 

	 

	Edvil—Ed—a minion of Hell, is Lucifer’s best soul-taker. Stationed in New York, he’s very good at what he does. However, all his plans go by the wayside when Hell’s accountants tell the overlord that they’re two souls over. There’s a balance, and that balance between souls up and souls below must be preserved at all costs. If the balance doesn’t hold by the end of each year, then the world will be destroyed, and the rulers of Heaven and Hell will have to start the whole process of evolution all over again.

	Ed is given the task of helping two souls go topside. His assistant is Millie, a Halo—angel—and together, they have an almost impossible task. Furthermore, Ed’s chief rival, Markus, decides to sabotage Ed’s efforts for reasons of his own.

	Undeterred, Ed and Millie press on with their mission, and along the way they find out that they’re much more into each other than they want to admit. After numerous setbacks, Ed discovers Markus’ ultimate plan and has to do everything in his power to stop the final apocalypse from happening.

	 


The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

	Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

	 

	This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

	 

	And The Devil Take Ye

	Copyright © 2023 J.S. Frankel

	ISBN: 978-1-4874-4038-1

	Cover art by Martine Jardin

	 

	All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher.

	 

	Published by eXtasy Books Inc

	[image: A black and white sign

Description automatically generated with low confidence]

	Look for us online at:

	www.eXtasybooks.com

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	And The Devil Take Ye

	 

	 

	By

	 

	 

	J.S. Frankel

	 


 

	 

	Dedication

	 

	 

	For my wife, Akiko, for my sons, Kai and Ray, for all the supporters out there—readers and writers—my greatest thanks. Sara, Emily, Harlowe Rose, Eva, Gigi, Paul, and so many others, I thank you as well for your friendship and support. And to my late sister, Nancy Frankel, who supported me through thick and thin, this one’s for you.

	 


 

	 

	A Glossary of Angel’s and Devil’s Powers

	 

	 

	Angels and devils have the power of teleportation, although their powers are confined solely to the realms of Earth, Heaven, and Hell. While on Earth, devils can teleport up to a range of a thousand miles. Angels can teleport a little farther than their counterparts can. No one knows why. Maybe it’s the wings.

	Angels and devils can manipulate matter to a degree. They can fashion food out of the air, create implements, and they can construct most objects. However, they cannot create that which has not been already created.

	Angels have backed the New York Yankees since nineteen-twenty-three. Devils have backed every other team. The Yankees have won the most World Series. Now you know why.

	Angels say a prayer when someone is injured. Devils curse your name when you suffer an injury and hope to hell it hurts.

	Angels and devils can shape-shift when necessary. They can also block their appearance from anyone they choose, save their brethren.

	Angels cannot read minds, but they are far more sensitive to another person’s emotions. Devils also cannot read minds, but they are quick to pick up on gestures and use them to their advantage.

	Neither angel nor devil can control the minds of mortals. They can, however, influence those whose minds are easily swayed. That explains the success rate of those down below.

	 


Chapter One: Easy Pickings

	 

	 

	New York City. One AM. June seventh, 2032. An alleyway in the Bronx.

	 

	Hunter vs prey. That was the law of the jungle, and even though the alleyway was far from the continents of Africa, or India, or South America, it was still a jungle, albeit an urban one.

	Ed—the hunter—knew that. He also knew that he was different from the average person. Gazing into a store window as he walked by, he saw his reflection, that of a young male, lean, muscular, and in perfect physical condition, like a decathlete, only more so.

	He wore a pair of high-toned slacks along with a made-to-measure tailored long-sleeved shirt. That seemed totally out of place in the hot and steamy summer weather. His sharply defined features and short black hair, along with his gaze—deep and penetrating—made him stand out from the rest of humanity. After getting into position, Ed waited in silence, scarcely breathing. A fly landed on his arm. He quickly flicked it away and watched as his quarry made his way into the alley.

	Heat notwithstanding, he took no notice of the weather and paid scant attention to his surroundings. He was after something more important than a cool room in which to relax.

	Ah, his prey had made his appearance, a tall, skinny cat burglar in his late twenties named Billy Crate. Ed had followed his target for the past three days, ever since Crate obtained his parole from prison.

	Billy made his way into the alley, and Ed stepped into the shadows, blending with them. It was his skill set that kept him hidden. Special abilities, one might call them.

	However, they were endowed abilities, and they didn’t come from the one above. They came from the one below. Point of fact—Ed was a demon, and demons could shield themselves from human eyes.

	He watched as his target crept along the alley with quiet, careful steps. It was a game, really, to see who was better at stalking. Ed knew that Billy was out to steal something.

	Tirelessly, he’d trailed his human target as he went from his flophouse of an apartment to roaming the streets in search of a score. He’d watched Billy’s every move, and listened in on his telephone calls to a fence named Winger.

	Ed knew that Billy would use his cat-burgling skills to try and steal some cash or jewelry to fence. Only now, he, as a hunter-demon, would strike first.

	For his part, Billy gazed at his surroundings, spat on the ground, and uttered his verdict. “What a dump.”

	Call that a spot-on assessment. The alleyway was narrow, filled with discarded boxes and crates. Every apartment house had violated the building codes long ago. What held them up was spit, substandard metal, and wood, and most of all, luck.

	Urban blight didn’t half describe this area. However, the greedy owners, not to mention the city officials, had let things slide. Call it bureaucracy—business as usual.

	Ed watched as Billy quietly made his way down the alley. It was only a hundred feet long, and there was a chain-link fence at the end.

	After looking around to make sure no one was around, he spat on his palms and jumped up to scale the fence with little difficulty.

	Ed teleported a bit closer, taking up a position in the shadows from which to observe his target. He watched as Billy jumped to the other side, not bothering to look around. As far as he was concerned, he was alone. In reality, he wasn’t.

	He must have also thought that he wouldn’t be caught or that no one was following him. He was incorrect in that assumption, as well.

	Billy had already served two stints in prison, and while it should have shown him the error of his ways, he was of limited intelligence. He also happened to be stubborn, two extremely negative traits that indicated he’d never rise above his station in life.

	Ed knew that tonight Billy wouldn’t rise above anything, and a grim smile coated his lean features. He watched as the cat-burglar climbed to the third floor of an apartment building and quietly entered through the open window.

	Five minutes later, he emerged, clutching a gold watch, eighty dollars, and a bag of weed. “High quality,” Billy murmured with satisfaction.

	He descended to the ground to do a funky pirouette in celebration of his score. In addition to his dance, he also zipped his fly down to take a leak. Some people would say he was marking his territory or leaving a puddle of urine as a final insult.

	Enough is enough, Ed thought as he emerged from the shadows. He could have gone straight over to Billy, but that would have been too obvious and not as dramatic.

	This situation called for something dramatic, and so, he hid himself from human eyes. The show would begin soon.

	From the invisible void he’d entered, Ed watched as Billy swiped away the sweat with his free hand and cursed the weather once more. “Damn, it’s hot,” he muttered and sniffed the air. A moment later, he recoiled, as a smell of sulfur slammed into his nostrils. A heavy, cloying smell, it overrode the horrid stench of garbage and animal droppings.

	“What in the hell is making that damned smell?”

	His question was partially answered when a manhole cover blew off its moorings ten yards ahead in a blaze of blue fire and smoke. The cover, solid iron, went straight up and smashed into the ground about fifteen seconds later.

	“Jesus!”

	Billy Crate’s veneer of manliness shattered, and his output immediately dried up. Now he was spooked, and he wasn’t the type to spook easily. Hastily, he zipped up his jeans.

	Smoke billowed in the air, obscuring his vision. He coughed and swatted the air in front of him, blinking away the acrid grayish-blue cloud that caused his nose hairs to wilt.

	At that moment, Ed chose to come face to face with Billy. “Some light show, mister,” Billy said with a tinge of respect. “You with a movie company or something?”

	“No.”

	Billy’s eyes grew round as he examined him more closely. “You... you look like a kid. What kind of crap is this? Some kinda television show?” He looked around in confusion as if looking for someone with a camera working.

	With a sigh, Ed shook his head. No one was around. No lights, no cameras, but there would definitely be some action. “It’s not crap, and no, I’m not with a movie company or something.”

	His tone, calm and yet challenging, seemed to spook Billy even more, and his body visibly deflated as his courage leaked away. Still, bravado overrode common sense. “Mister, you want some trouble? I’ll give you all you want.”

	Ed was well aware that Billy could fight. Demons carried background knowledge of their prey. It made their job so much easier. He knew that Billy had gotten into his share of brawls growing up, learned a few more dirty tricks while in prison, and also carried a switchblade. Mr. Blade had settled more than a few conflicts.

	Still, with a little finesse, it probably wouldn’t come to an all-out brawl, if Billy was willing to listen to reason. So, Ed made his pitch. “What I want is something you’re probably not prepared to give.”

	That set Billy off. He balled his fists. “You got a name, pal?”

	“It’s... Edvil. You can call me Ed if you like.”

	“Edvil, what kind of name is that?” Billy’s anger peaked, then. “Mister, are you trying to take over my turf? You got another thing coming. I got a blade, and I’ll carve you up like a Thanksgiving turkey, if that’s what you want.”

	This time, a brief smile flashed across Ed’s lean visage. “I’m not trying to take over anything. I am taking over. In fact, I’ve already taken over, but you, pal, you’re just too stupid to realize it.”

	Billy spit out a few epithets. “You’re asking for it, mister. All right, let’s get it on.” With that, he threw a right hook, one aimed to mash Ed’s nose in and send him down for the count. It didn’t connect. Instead, Billy’s momentum carried him into the wall. When he turned around, he found Ed grinning at him. “What the hell?”

	“Now you’re getting it,” Ed said. “Try again?”

	Thoroughly pissed off, Billy threw a series of lefts and rights, missing each time. Ed had uncanny reflexes and twisted and turned a split-second before the punches connected.

	Panting now and seemingly discouraged, Billy stopped his attack. “You’re not even gonna fight back? What are you, yellow?”

	After giving an almost inaudible sigh, Ed curled his hands into fists. Some people simply wouldn’t listen to reason. “If you insist.” He proceeded to unleash a lightning-fast attack, jabbing, hooking, and pounding Billy about the head and torso. Billy tried to cover up, but every single shot got through, and soon he fell back, bleeding from his nose and mouth.

	“Had enough?”

	Ed’s calmly asked question caused Billy to spit out a small river of blood, and he yelled, not caring if anyone heard, “Who are you? What the hell are you?”

	Ed shook his head. He knew that not a hair was out of place, and not a bead of sweat appeared on his smooth, unlined forehead. “At first, I thought you were the most ignorant person I’d ever met. You’re not even close.”

	“Huh?”

	“You talked about Hell. That’s the first thing you’ve gotten right, buddy. In fact, it’s the only thing you’ve gotten right. Hell is the operative word here.”

	Billy stared as if unable to process the obvious. Then, reason left him, and in a quick, practiced move, he reached into his pocket and took out his handy-dandy switchblade.

	One press of the button on the side, and the six-inch blade sprang out. That seemed to give Billy courage, and he waved it in Ed’s face. “You want some? I’ll give you all I got!”

	Ed didn’t budge and repeated his earlier statement. “What I want, you’re not prepared to give.”

	Now, Billy’s fury went incandescent. He’d already gotten his ass kicked. His pride had been shattered. And he looked mad enough to kill. “Hey, do you know who I am? Man, this is my turf. I rule this place. I rule! I’ll give you everything, you punk. I’ll give you anything and everything I got on me, and...”

	Zap! A blue bolt of hellfire emanated from Ed’s left forefinger and incinerated Billy in his tracks. Nothing remained except a few scraps of smoking clothing and a scorched smell that hung in the air. The area was quiet, and the air was still.

	The only difference between now and seven seconds ago was that before, there had been two people. Now, there was only one, and the one that remained could not be considered a person in any way.

	Ed pulled a black notebook and pen from his pocket, muttering, “Foolish” as he did so. He noted the day, the time, and the location of the incident, carefully jotted everything down, and then he stowed his notebook away.

	In life, there was always death. Ed remembered his master’s explicit instructions. “This is not someone we want. Don’t bring him to us or send him to them.”

	Ed had followed the instructions to the letter. As he reflected on this evening’s sojourn, he thought that the master would be pleased. Yes, indeed, he would.

	 


Chapter Two: Party

	 

	 

	Six months later. Manhattan. December twenty-sixth. Evening.

	 

	“You’re hosting the party this year,” Frank said with a hint of anticipation. “Aren’t you?”

	Ed tried to ignore the question as he and Frank stood on the sidewalk outside Ed’s apartment building, watching people stream around them in a ceaseless flow. Citizens, rich and poor alike, black, white, Asian, mixed, whatever religion—it didn’t matter. They’re like ants, Ed thought. Just like ants.

	Although it was cold and snowing lightly, neither individual noticed it. It was one of the perks of being a demon. Immunity to cold or heat, rapid healing factor, immunity to death unless it was at the master’s hand—as a demon, unlife was good.

	Unfortunately, with every good thing came something bad, and in Ed’s case, the bad was the party he had to throw. His friend repeated the question, this time with the broad hint that he wanted an invitation. Frank wasn’t the type that demons—much less people—said no to.

	With a sigh of resignation and knowing there was no way he could weasel out of this situation, Ed answered, “Yeah, guess it’s my turn.”

	Being a party-meister had to rate as the worst job around. Thankfully, it was only once a year. Every demon who headed up a major city had to host a year-end bash. As New York was Ed’s domain on Earth, and as he was the chief soul-taker there, he had to invite no less than five other demons. That was it.

	Furthermore, everyone else, if they weren’t hosting a party, they had to attend at least one shindig. “It promotes solidarity.” So said Lucifer, and his word was law.

	In reality, it promoted boredom and divisiveness, although no one ever mentioned it aloud. In Ed’s case, he’d have rather given up all the souls he’d taken to get out of putting this get-together together, but the rules had to be followed.

	The previous year, he’d attended Pern’s party in Alaska. Pern, who was reputedly Finnish in descent and therefore had absolutely no sense of humor, moped from start to finish, and the party was a bomb, even by demonic standards.

	Everyone had stayed for an hour, listened to Pern grouse about being stationed in Alaska, the backward attitudes everyone had, the inclement weather, and then, one by one, they made the usual BS excuse of having to attend to some other tasks and departed.

	Pern was a decent demon and a hard worker. He got his share of souls, but he could be a real buzzkill at times. From the moment Ed stepped into his large, log cabin house, with its distinct lack of a homey atmosphere and a cold fireplace that could have been lit by a blast of hellfire but wasn’t, he felt the waves of Pern’s discontent, and he couldn’t wait to have his one drink and leave.

	Pern’s discontent stemmed from his position in a backward area—his words—and the fact that demons’ voices were often ignored. “We should all have a say,” he often uttered and then reiterated his statement when no one backed him up.

	“Dangerous words,” Ed replied, knowing that Lucifer was the one and only voice in Hell. Talk like this could get a demon in trouble. Lucifer heard everything. There was no way he couldn’t miss this. “Our master, well, you know.”

	“All I’m saying is, we’re the pawns, and sometimes pawns want a little more of the pie, y’know what I’m saying?”

	Pern went on to talk about unionizing, and a few of the guests privately muttered something about socialism and how it would undo Hell. Lucifer was the only power down there. Call it a dictatorship—and it was—it worked, and it worked very well.

	Not wishing to bring on any more bad feelings, Ed had nodded, rejoined the party, and then excused himself a few minutes later, teleporting back to Manhattan and the safety of his own digs...

	“So, I’m invited?” Frank asked, bringing Ed back to the present. “Can I bring a guest?”

	Probably one of his girlfriends, Ed thought. Frank had a lot, or so he said. “Yeah, of course, you’re invited. You, Nebulazar, and a couple of others.”

	Frank glowed. “Solid!”

	With that, he took his leave, strolling off into the crowd and vanishing among the throng. After he left, Ed heaved another half-sigh and then stopped himself from going all the way. That was a trope. He hated tropes, and furthermore, there was no choice in the matter.

	Still, he took a certain amount of pride in this past year’s doings. He’d taken many souls, more than anyone else. The accountant downstairs would total up the takings, and then let the celebrations begin. And, of course, he had to throw the obligatory party.

	It was a rare occasion, as the demonic horde ate and drank and reveled both upstairs as well as downstairs. In Hell, the damned were given a day off to recuperate.

	Preposterous? Not really. Those were the orders of Lucifer himself. “They’re here for eternity, unless my, ahem, maker, decides to intervene on their behalf.”

	For him, as well as for his disciples, it didn’t matter. They expected a ceaseless flow of souls in. It had always been that way, it would always be that way, so why worry?

	And, if those above decided to swoop in at the last second of that sucker’s life on Earth and snatch up their soul, well, those down below didn’t sweat it.

	After all, the difference would be made up sooner or later. All accounts would be settled by year’s end. The balance, as always, would hold.

	It wasn’t as if either side didn’t try to gain an advantage, but for some unknown reason, they always ended up even on December thirty-first at midnight. And then the whole soul-taking, soul-saving routine would begin again the following day.

	“Forget about that for now,” Ed murmured to no one in particular. “You’ve got a party to plan.”

	Custom demanded that everyone bring their own booze and eats—or conjure them up—in addition to the host or hostess providing quality grub.

	In Hell, demons didn’t have to eat unless they wanted to, but on Earth, in mortal form, demons got hungry, so Ed bought only the best. That meant going to the finest import stores in Manhattan, and he enjoyed shopping. It relaxed him. Even demons suffered job burnout from time to time.

	Money was no object. Demons always had access to money, and even if they ran short, they could always get some from mortals. A few well-chosen words, and voilà, the cash would be theirs.

	Or they could simply run an electrical charge through an ATM, but Ed had never done that. For him, it was a matter of pride to pay for everything without having to steal it from a machine.

	Likewise, he could always conjure it up, but that wasn’t his style. Conjuring up clothes, though, or a new DVD, well, that was acceptable.

	 

	*

	 

	As he laid out the buffet table, he marveled at the quantity, as well as the quality of the food. Quantity-wise, it filled the nine-foot-long table, almost to overflowing.

	Quality-wise, it was the best. Black caviar from Russia, smoked salmon from Canada—he favored a small store in Toronto that sliced the fish and prepared it in an elegant floral pattern—and the finest of fruits, meats, and vegetables from every corner of the globe filled the table.

	Oh, and there had to be beverages. Finely aged whisky, wine from the best wineries worldwide, champagne, beer for Frank—the senior demon didn’t care for anything else—and enough spirits to satisfy the most die-hard of alcoholics.

	As he looked around his eighth-floor apartment, Ed couldn’t suppress a grin. If he had one weakness, it was this place. Call it materialistic, call it snobbery, he loved his earthly abode.

	Located in the Upper Westside of Manhattan, near Ninety-Sixth and Broadway, his place, the Royal Heights, a twenty-year-old apartment complex, lay in the heart of that great area, and he couldn’t have been happier.

	A beautifully designed two-bedroom affair, it had been built with an Art Deco motif, and in addition to offering privacy and security, it had a kitchen that would have made a gourmet chef green with envy.

	Moreover, it had all the accouterments of someone with wealth and power and privilege—built-in stereo, voice-activated light switches, finely tuned air-conditioning—the works.

	Best of all, the view was incredible, a vista that showcased the beauty of the city. Ed often spent his evenings simply gazing at the landscape below him.

	How a teenager on the cusp of adulthood could get in and out would have raised suspicion from anyone, but a simple shape-shift into the form of an older man allayed any suspicions.

	To those passersby on the street who didn’t know Ed, they saw him as a preppy teen who wore the latest in brand-name clothes.

	To the doorman, Milton, a proper gentleman in his late sixties, and to the other occupants of his building, they saw him in the guise of Edward Anderson, a wealthy businessman in his early thirties.

	He had the necessary documents, the apartment had been bought and paid for, and no one asked any questions.

	All was ready, and now, since the clock had struck seven, he only had to wait until his guests arrived. They’d be coming in soon, fashionably late.

	While waiting, he snapped his fingers, and Alanna, his voice-activated computer control device, called out, “Yes, sir?”

	“Put on some music, please.”

	Her tone was sweet. She’d been programmed that way. “Which selection, sir? We have KPop, JPop, classical, rock, heavy metal, and many more. Please make a selection.”

	Options, he had plenty of options, and he mentally ran through them before deciding on something light and airy. “Put on KPop, C-Gals Best Selection, and then E-Beat.”

	Instantly, the sounds of a Korean girl’s group filtered through the air, something upbeat and catchy. KPop had hit North America about twenty-five years ago, and there seemed to be no shortage of new, young singers, all manufactured by the Korean music companies.

	Their voices, high yet womanly, got him into the spirit of things. Christmas, which he loathed, was over. Boxing Day was also over and done with, so the only thing left was to finish off the year on a high note. It was time to enjoy things with friends—except for Frank, the rest were acquaintances, really—and greet the New Year with a smile.

	Ed thought about who was coming. Most of the other demons had other parties to attend, but he’d asked a few people he respected, and they’d agreed.

	Besides Frank, there was Lars. Lars had a demon wife. It proved out Hell’s adage—the family that preyed together, stayed together.

	As for Nebulazar, Ed had no idea what he was up to. He was a quiet sort from somewhere in Mongolia, originally. A good worker, he ran the south-west Asian contingent, although Frank controlled Tokyo and most of Japan.

	Matombo and Laban both hailed from the African continent. Always busy, they said that they’d pop in for a quick drink. It was better than nothing.

	While he waited, Ed walked over to the window to observe the evening sky. A streak of red had appeared, and it seemed to split the night. It was clear, the stars were bright, and all seemed well until a sudden tremor shook his apartment.

	A tremor? In New York? It had happened once before, but that was due to an earthquake happening elsewhere. New York had never been the epicenter of one, not that he knew about.

	Checking the news, the announcers confirmed that a tremor had occurred only a minute ago, it was minor, there was no damage, and please enjoy the holiday and New Year’s season.

	“Holiday season,” Ed echoed. “T’is the season to take—and take.”

	He hadn’t snatched up any souls since the middle of December, but he felt sure that he was in the lead. Could a promotion to director of North American acquisitions be far behind? It was almost too much to hope for, a dream come true...

	A whiff of burnt ozone filtered over to his nostrils, and he turned around to see Frank and a young Asian woman standing five feet away.

	In his true form, Frank was exceedingly ugly, with fangs, red and black leathery wings, a massive torso, cloven feet, and a tail—in short, a nightmare.

	Now, due to being on Earth, he’d assumed his mortal form, that of a man in his late thirties with a linebacker’s body and a swarthy face with coarse features. He was casually clad in jeans and a lumberjack shirt.

	In contrast, his girlfriend couldn’t have been more than twenty. She also wore jeans and a long coat that partially covered a flowery blouse, and she had a pleasant smile on an oval, pretty face.

	A bag hung over her shoulder, and Frank immediately took it along with her coat and laid the items carefully on a nearby couch while the woman adjusted her blouse.

	In a completely unselfconscious move, she tossed her head back, and a mane of long and lustrous black hair flowed behind her. Ed wondered what she’d think if she saw Frank in his true form, and then he decided that it was none of his business.

	Frank straightened up and greeted Ed effusively, extending his hand for the obligatory shake. “Hi, bud, thanks for the invitation. You’re looking good.”

	“I can’t complain.”

	The young woman walked over to bow politely. “My name is Mariko Inagawa,” she said in heavily accented but grammatically correct English. “It is nice to meet you.”

	“Same here,” Ed acknowledged, offering a friendly smile. “Is this your first trip to New York?”

	She bobbed her head. “It is my first trip anywhere. Frank and I flew in last night. We are staying tonight at the Harleton Hotel.”

	They’d flown in, not teleported. Well, demons couldn’t teleport that far, anyway, at least, not on Earth. Their powers were limited, after all. “I hope you had a good trip.”

	She nodded. “It was exciting.”

	After some more small talk, Ed asked them to sit at the table and help themselves. “Some spread you put out,” Frank said with admiration as he filled his plate. Mariko took only a few items, saying that she was on a diet.

	“Only the best,” Ed replied and then he excused himself as another pop of ozone signaled a new arrival. It was Lars, with his wife.

	Mariko looked up, but she didn’t seem surprised in the least at someone popping in from the ether. Frank offered a wink. Obviously, his girlfriend knew who and what he was, and just as obviously, the fact that her boyfriend was a demon didn’t seem to matter.

	“Happy year’s end,” Lars said in a thick accent. A big, burly man with a shock of reddish-brown hair and equally reddish-brown skin, he’d been born in Sweden around five centuries ago and retained the appearance of a man in his late thirties.

	Lars headed up the Scandinavian section. It was a position of great responsibility, and he dealt with everything in a quiet, reserved manner.

	His wife was as tiny as he was large, roughly the same age, with bright blue eyes and a head of short brown hair. She hugged Ed and greeted Frank and his girlfriend with hugs and kisses.

	“Big hugger, my wife is,” Lars said as he took a seat and grabbed a bottle of vodka. “That’s why she’s so good at her job. People trust her.”

	Ed knew his wife—Seritte. Getting a hug from her wasn’t so bad. She reminded him of the mother he never knew. Seritte managed the Scandinavian area along with her husband.

	“Oh, and Nebulazar gave me a message to give to you,” Lars continued. “He can’t make it. The boss wanted him to stay downstairs this year. The other guys told me that they couldn’t make it, either. They had business to take care of, and the boss let them off the party hook.”

	Ed received the news with a sense of equanimity. Sure, it was disappointing, but not unexpected. Lucifer had his plans, and the big man was not the sort to oppose in matters like these—or any matters. “No problem,” Ed replied. “Enjoy the meal.”

	He sat down and helped himself to a good portion of the food, and the meal and conversation flowed effortlessly from that point on. Frank had always been a loquacious sort, crude at times, especially when discussing the virtues of Asian women in bed, but tonight, he was on his best behavior.

	He had his beer, he had his girlfriend, and he laughed along with the rest of the jokes people told, mainly about conquests. Conquests didn’t refer to sleeping around. No, they had everything to do with how many souls each of them had gotten.

	Ed didn’t believe in shop talk, but this was a holiday treat, after all, and he had good reason to celebrate. He rarely drank, but when he did, he enjoyed a glass of good champagne, and he had fourteen bottles of the best on the market.

	Upon his command, Alanna switched the music to an easy listening selection, and the mood became mellow, although it took a slight downturn when Lars got drunk.

	It took a lot to get him drunk, mainly fifty bottles of vodka over a period of an hour, and he started singing an incredibly dirty song that caused Mariko’s mouth to drop open, as well as Frank’s.

	Lars only stopped when his wife chided him. “Husband! This isn’t the time! You big goof, you’re ruining Ed’s party. Let’s get you home.”

	Immediately, Lars started to argue, saying that he didn’t want to leave, but his wife’s eyes blazed a fiery red, a clear signal that she was beyond angry. “Uh-oh,” he said quietly, suddenly sober. “I guess it is time to go. See you soon, Ed.”

	They vanished, and the meal went on. In the middle of it, though, Ed had a thought. Nothing he could pin down, merely a disquieting feeling that something bad was about to happen.

	What could happen, though? New York had always been a city of tension, where business and romance and everything in between seemed to tread a fine line between calm and madness. He’d been living there a long time. Tempers often soared, stress was high, but now, a new, unnerving feeling hit, and he got up to look out the window.

	The red streak he’d seen before had spread into a haze that covered the sky, almost blanking out the stars. What is going on here?

	Another pop in the air interrupted his thoughts. Turning around, Markus stood in the center of the room, a senior demon who’d assumed the guise of a young man in his late twenties.

	Blond, blue-eyed, with milky-white skin and chiseled features, he could have passed for a male model—or a Teutonic noble.

	His companions were also extremely photogenic. A man on his right looked to be in his forties with a beard, a styled haircut, and a practiced look of boredom on his face.

	Markus’ other companion was a woman in her early thirties. Both visitors were striking, with blonde hair, blue eyes, and chiseled features, much like his.

	It figured. Markus liked people in his own image, the image he projected on Earth, as well as below. Perhaps that was what he looked like in his previous life, although Ed had never asked him about it.

	Markus was one of the older demons, older than Lars, and he always came across as being aristocratic, almost aloof. He also happened to be one of the best soul snatchers around.

	No one liked him, though, a rarity among demons. While they respected him for his ability to track down and grab any soul he wished, his manner of speaking in an arch, brittle German accent, which sounded simultaneously condescending and commanding, turned everyone off.

	“Ah, Ed, how nice to see you,” he said, throwing his arms around his companions. “I see we’ve come to the right place. Parties are always a good thing, don’t you think?”

	If someone had decided to toss cold water on the proceedings, Markus couldn’t have done a better job. Ed stifled the urge to simply toss him through the window. Dead was dead, so a little more pain wouldn’t hurt.

	However, he didn’t act upon his impulses, as he didn’t want to make a scene in front of his friends. This was supposed to be a time of enjoying one’s unlife, not a time for rancor.

	Frank glowered and got up. “Markus, you weren’t invited.”

	The other demon took his arms away from his consorts and waved off the other demon’s objection. “Oh, Frank, don’t be a pill. There’s enough room for a little hedonism in every situation, don’t you think?”

	He nodded at Mariko. “I can see you’ve already got a head start. Why not make it a quintet with us?”

	Frank stepped out from the table. If it came to a simple fist fight, Frank had the edge in strength and fighting skill. If it came to using their powers—mainly tossing bolts of energy, in addition to teleportation—then Markus would win.

	A master strategist, he was Hell’s unofficial chess champion. Even Lucifer had never managed to defeat him. In numerous matches they’d had over the decades, they’d battled to draw after draw, but everyone had the feeling that Markus was simply toying with the overlord. If he actually checkmated Lucifer, who knew what would happen?

	Ed decided to put a stop to this idiocy and got between them, pushing Markus back. While there would eventually be a reckoning, it wouldn’t happen today.

	“Markus, in case you haven’t noticed, this is a private party. Guess what? You weren’t invited, and I see that you’ve got guests, so why not hold a party of your own?”

	Markus sniffed as if something particularly vile had expired and the garbage-men had forgotten to take it away. He brushed his tailor-made suit to get rid of any traces of someone else’s hand. “I suppose that could be arranged. In fact, I’ve already arranged it.”

	A curious smile flashed across his face. It seemed as though he was hiding something, but then again, Markus had always been a secretive kind of guy. Mortals had a saying—the man with the plan.

	Markus had a different saying—a devil with the details. He left nothing to chance. Ed had worked with him a few times before his appointment to New York, and the older demon was always in control, calm, and collected—the epitome of a professional.

	However, Markus was also a vainglorious, hedonistic, self-centered, supreme egotist. Still, he was smart enough to know when he wasn’t wanted. With a courteous bow to everyone, he said, “TTFN” and vanished, along with his consorts.

	Ed turned to his guests, somewhat embarrassed. “Sorry about that. I didn’t know he’d show up.”

	Frank’s anger had faded. He finished off his fifteenth bottle of
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