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Six Months Ago

	 

	Sparkling snow swirls in the late November morning outside the window of Jo and Candy’s fourth-floor Garment District office. Manhattan traffic audible despite the blanketing fall, soft city lights glinting off the sweeping white to gleam crimson through the splatters of blood slashed across the windows, the walls, the floor, and the two women in the room. The epicenter of that burst what’s left of a man, on the floor on his back, naked and contorted, staring lifeless at the ceiling.

	“I think we broke him,” Candy purrs, the thick white woman sprawled with her face planted into the couch, covered in drying blood and come. One hand lazily rubbing her still-swollen slit as she glances at the body past the leather of the couch. Her ample curves settled heavy into the cushions, her other arm dangling down over the edge of the sofa.

	A golden haze curls into the air like a cloud of hoarfrost from Jo’s open throat as the young butch Korean woman, no less slathered in blood and ejaculate, leans her head back in her chair. Before she runs satisfied hands down her well-defined abs as she stretches, and scratches lazily at her pubic hair. “Good,” she says to the ceiling, and raises one heel onto the chair’s edge to hike up a knee, the other leg swinging slow and lazy just above the floor.

	“Hmm,” says a velvet voice as its owner steps from the shadows cast by Jo’s chair. Her midnight cloak eating the light, moving and distorting it until it defines features otherwise indistinguishable from the darkness in which she swims. “I did not expect your décor to be so … rouge,” says the goddess of night.

	“Jesus!” shouts Jo, scrambling up in the chair to cover her bare breasts and mons with hands and arms, angling herself away from the goddess.

	Nyx looks herself over in confusion. “I don’t see the resemblance,” she says as she looks back to Jo.

	“Mistress Nyx,” breathes Candy reverently, coming swiftly off the couch to take a knee and bow her head to the goddess. Candy’s eyes downcast as she waits, the succubus’s broad bat wings and spiked tail sliding into sight before they too tuck down.

	“Rise, child,” says Nyx gently. One proffered hand moving like liquid as Candy follows it back up to her feet.

	“Should I, uh, be offering obeisance as well, or…?” asks Jo, as she looks from Nyx to Candy.

	“If you wish,” says the goddess with a shrug, turning from the two women to look down at the body on the floor. She sweeps her cloak into the air behind her, coating the room in a purple pall like outstretched fingers as she crouches low to look upon the mangled man. 

	“Ah,” says Nyx, one delicate hand shifting the corpse’s face. “An eater of lives and futures. Preying upon the dreams of women. I am not misinformed then,” she adds as she rises and folds her hands in front of her.

	“So, we’re not in trouble or…?” asks Jo, trailing off. “I just – I don’t really understand what’s happening right now,” she adds more quietly.

	“First goddess in person?” asks Nyx, and Jo nods slowly.

	“I mean I knew about – Candy’s told me some, and I’ve seen things, and obviously I’m now, but I…” Jo says, the words tumbling from her tongue as she stares into the abyss within Nyx’s cloak – lightless fathoms of slow-wheeling galaxies there, drifting through void.

	“Candy kept you all to herself, did she?” Nyx says, drawing Jo’s gaze back up to the outlines of the goddess’s face.

	“Can you blame me,” Candy says, waving a proud, almost possessive hand at Jo’s body.

	“You do have few enough friends, it’s true,” the goddess says to Candy, who smiles and shakes her head as Nyx misunderstands, the goddess not driven by desires of the flesh. 

	“That reminds me,” adds Nyx. “Your mother sends greetings. And what’s happening,” Nyx says to Jo, “is that I am impressed by what I hear of you both since you left Marrowmont in tandem; by how many bodies you have disposed of without trace; how you work to maintain a legend of wanton, uncareful feeding among our own people when in truth your tastes run rather more specific; and by how you have made yourselves indispensable among the wealthy and powerful here in your chosen haunt. All traits I find frequently useful, so my good favor and aegis I wish to extend, in service of broader aims. In exchange for having a great many more tools at your disposal. And all you can eat, of course.”

	Candy’s eyes go wide and she grins ear to ear as she says, “Us? You want us?” Candy practically bouncing with excitement as she looks to Jo.

	Who just says, “What…?”

	Nyx laughs gently and holds out a hand to help up the human woman turned succubus. She clasps Jo’s hand warmly between both of her own as Jo stands naked and confused before the goddess. 

	“You’ve just been recruited.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	 

	Three Days Ago

	 

	Jo breathes deep the crisp, Italian air, Rome still chilly enough even in late May for a scarf and light sweater this early in the morning; she and Candy up with the sun. But that golden light beating down on her skin is a benediction, her face and neck flush with its heat as she drinks in the riot of perfumes blanketing the streets. From the heady, lilac-tinged notes of wisteria growing everywhere in great clumps to the softer clove undernotes of sprawling azaleas, the honeyed green and citrus tones of orange blossoms, and the chalky tang of salt on bodies and sun-warmed buildings sweating out their age, Rome seems eager to share everything it has to offer. And Jo is happy to take everything it has to give; their stay not particularly long, and so much to see.

	She smiles as Candy’s own scent – the salt of last night’s exertions and this morning’s unfortunately but necessarily brief follow-up – hits her a moment before the almond and hazelnut haze of the espresso she hands off as she rejoins her best friend, colleague, and fellow hellion. Perhaps a touch less literally in Jo’s case – only Candy of the pair of them a succubus by birth, Jo having come to it through a natural alchemy neither of them still entirely understand. Some side effect of the feedback loop they discovered that first night Candy fed off Jo, back during Candy’s final year at uni. Jo, a campus legend whose own appetites had been more than a match for those of a succubus already. And then some, having worked her way through a good swath of the student body in her time.

	The two of them have widened that circle considerably in New York in the almost a year that’s followed since she graduated. An ad agency catering primarily to the city’s premiere fashion houses and operating out of the Garment District, run by two women who can sell anything to anyone with just a hint of necessary persuasion, makes for a thriving business. As well as a broad clientele of eager people with money to burn and a strong desire to have someone else handle the more fiddly and grounded details of their business. And if a few of them a month happen to go missing, well, who’s going to miss the less pleasant and more predatory members of the New York fashion scene?

	“You’re a life saver,” says Jo, kissing Candy in exchange. Her fingertips brushing the impossibly soft flesh of Candy’s bared shoulder in thanks. Making promises she will absolutely be keeping later as her eyes remove Candy’s tank top.

	“We aim to please,” says Candy in a Midwestern drawl against Jo’s lips, before she pulls away. The heat boiling off her skin leaving Jo dizzy as Candy adjusts her purse strap so the bag sits more comfortably against her side as she holds her own coffee level, doing her best not to spill any as she falls back in step with Jo.

	More fuel for the day ahead in hand, they make their way together down the wide avenue toward the rise of St. Peter’s Basilica in the distance, and Vatican City beyond. “Absolutely divine,” Candy says to Jo. “If far too pure for my tastes.”

	Jo squeezes her friend’s arm as she leans in to whisper, “Then let’s go raise a little hell.” Before she adds at a normal pitch, pulling back to glance around the scattering of people seated outside osteria and trattorias lining the street, “Now where is this woman we’re supposed to meet?”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Half an hour later – having gotten lost multiple times, and post several tiffs about it – Jo and Candy finally spot, seated at a caffѐ off the beaten path and away from the tourist traps, a tall, auburn-haired woman in a worn if well-maintained pantsuit. She waves Jo and Candy over like old friends, rises to kiss them each gently on the cheek, and points to two chairs. 

	“Thank you,” says Candy as she sweeps her dress up under her and takes a seat. Jo pulling another chair over to sit directly beside her. Her own relaxed cargo pants flattening against the seat as the two women sit across the small table from their contact. 

	“The photos Eresh sent do not do you two justice,” Sienna says in thickly Firenze-accented English as she settles herself back down in her own chair. The corded, subtle muscle of her shoulders and arms rippling under her well-tailored suit; the sunlight catching subtle, natural highlights in her hair.

	“I like her,” says Jo, eyeing the way Sienna crosses her legs, letting her gaze trace the elegant line Sienna makes in her seat.

	“Yes, she warned me about you two,” Sienna says, gently rotating the mostly empty tazzina in front of her. “She said to say to you I am … ‘off limits?’” she adds with a confused shrug.

	“Noted,” says Jo. “She did tell you what we need…?”

	“Normally, such access would be complicated. Even before I left the carabinieri I had few enough friends among the gendarmerie. But I am still owed favors,” Sienna adds with a sly smile. She turns it on full as a young barista comes out of the caffѐ’s entrance, cleaning her hands on a towel hanging from her apron.

	“Vorresti un altro caffѐ?” she asks Sienna.

	“No, grazie,” says Sienna, covering her cup with her hand.

	The server turns to Jo and Candy. “Ti porto da bere?”

	“Uh, no, thank you,” says Jo.

	“We already have,” says Candy, letting her affected drawl thicken as she holds up what’s left of the coffee Jo bought her earlier. 

	The server scoffs as she sees the disposable cup, sharing a look with Sienna, who just smiles knowingly. The barista shakes her head and mutters “Turiste…” as she goes back inside.

	Candy watches her go, looks at her cup, and drinks from it sadly as she slumps back in her seat.

	Jo rubs Candy’s back without taking her eyes off Sienna as she says, “I thought you were polizia?”

	Sienna laughs, and drains the rest of her drink. “She has not told you much about me, then.” She nods to herself as she sets the empty tazzina in the middle of the table. “Does she talk about me?”

	“I don’t really know her,” says Jo.

	“She was just helping out a mutual friend. Sorry,” shrugs Candy.

	“Ah,” says Sienna, her silence filling the air between them in the slowly warming morning. “Well, it was lovely meeting you anyway,” she says, stretching her back and flicking the sleeve of her suit jacket as she rises and puts a hand out for Candy to shake. “The man who was kind enough to procure my friend what you sought seemed insistent that the ‘back door’ would be the smoothest point of entry.”

	Candy snickers and Jo glares at her fondly.

	“Do I want to know why you want this?” Sienna asks more seriously as the two women rise and Candy clasps her hand.

	“Almost certainly not,” says Candy, accepting the brush pass.

	“Be careful then. Both of you,” Sienna says, shaking Jo’s hand as well. “One does not make an enemy of the Vatican lightly,” she adds sotto voce. “But I hope the rest of your stay proves … pleasurable,” Sienna adds at regular volume, waving a hand in the air to catch the attention of the waitress from earlier as she comes out to attend other customers. Sienna’s back already to Jo and Candy as she pulls several euro bills from her pocket and the two women chat a moment while Jo and Candy quietly slip away. Sienna’s gentle laughter skipping along the street in their wake.

	Candy waits a few blocks before she unfurls her palm to reveal a small key card and a slip of paper with an address handwritten on it in black ink.

	“Nyx was right,” says Jo, taking the paper, while Candy slips the card into her purse with practised ease. “Eresh’s ex came through.”

	
* * *
 

	Jo holds up the note in front of her, double checking
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