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PROLOGUE
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“Lacey. I know this is not your idea of a good time, but you’re part demon. If anyone can get us in the door, it’s you.”

“Is this the shit you have to do daily?” Lacey glared at Ray and tugged the ends of her ebony hair. 

Ray nodded. “Indeed. Sometimes hourly.”

“Do you think we can take anyone else?”

Ray rubbed her chin. “Maybe Dale. Stella is the daughter of an Egyptian goddess. Hard pass. Her power is not something you randomly take into chaos. Daisy would literally wither and die. Not comfortable taking Nessa. And it’s the complete opposite of everything John is.”

“And Natalie? Or Jing?”

“They’re both still healing. The second go-round with Silya scarred Jing further. Natalie wasn’t used to people before. Now, she’s really not a fan. Sometimes she’ll sit and talk with Dale. Even then? Rarely.”

“You ever tired of being the one, Ray?” Lacey sat back and studied her. “Every trip. First in. Last out. Hyper alert. Unsure what’s behind door number two at all times. Prepared to literally die every time you walk out of this house?”

“Sure, Lace.” Ray gave a tight smile. “But no one ever asked.”
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“You’re going to Hell?” Serena looked at Ray.

“Little day trip.” Ray shrugged. “See the sights. Lay of the land. Grab a few postcards. Back by dinner.” 

“Not remotely funny.”

Everyone sat in the living room in their regular spots. Cody and Nessa. Daisy and Lacey. Dale in his new rocker. John in his overstuffed chair. Stella not far from her books. Jing on her divan. 

“We have three demon rage siblings. They’ve gone where they think they’re safe. For all we know they could be recruiting like minds to take up their cause.” Ray shook her head. “Not having it.”

“Extremely dangerous.” Nessa looked at Ray. “Who is going?”

“Lacey and I.” Ray glanced at Dale. “We’ll scout first. Then see about one or two others.”

“If your ass makes it back.” Cody glared.

“Cody. Your fixation with my ass is concerning.” Ray flipped her hair over her shoulder. Nessa snorted.

Lacey stood up. “Listen. I hate it. But we’re still fighting this fight. Half of those who escaped may be hiding down there. My father is a demon. Spoiler alert for those who didn’t know. Best chance for intel without having majorly bad shit happen is for a short visit to test the waters. Ray is going as the leader and for protection.”

“Ray is five-seven and has been used for target practice by everything you’ve come up against.” Serena crossed her arms and glared at everyone.

Complete silence.

“Now you’re throwing Hell into the mix like it’s a fucking walk in the park the next town over. Oh, you know. Demons. Torture. Death. Nightmares. Basic bullshit.” Serena stood up from the desk. “I know you all are not from the neighborhood. I understand. But do you comprehend what you’re talking about?” She paused. “Anyone?”

“Test run.” Ray shrugged. “And if you...” she trailed off at the look Serena gave her.

“If you say one fucking word about moving me somewhere else, you’ll be the one who needs protection.” Serena looked at Ray once, walked toward the kitchen, and slammed the back door.

Ray clapped her hands together. “That went well. Lacey and I will be trying this out tomorrow.”  She glanced at Cody. “If I don’t make it back, erase all my office records.”

“I’d laugh, but I know you’re not kidding.” 

“Damn straight.” Ray stood. “Trust me. If there were other ways, I’d explore them.” She waved and walked up the stairs.

No. She had no idea what Hell would hold. What other choice did they have? You needed to go to the problem. The problem happened to be in Hell. Ray walked into her bedroom and shut the door. The problem couldn’t be at some remote Caribbean Island or overseas at a Bed ‘n’ Breakfast. Heaven forbid.

Ray peeled off her clothes and threw them in the laundry. She took a quick shower and hopped into bed. She pulled out a soda and grabbed her phone. Tomorrow would be interesting.

****
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RAY WOKE EARLY THE next morning and wandered into the kitchen for a big breakfast. She didn’t have any idea how the day looked, and she needed the energy. Lacey stood by the microwave nursing a cup of coffee. She wore jeans, a dark blue sweatshirt, and tennis shoes. The microwave beeped, and she pulled out a plate with a stack of pancakes on it. Lacey took syrup out of the fridge and drowned said pancakes.

“Lace. You want some pancakes with your syrup?”

Lacey flipped Ray off and shoveled the first bite, dripping, into her mouth with a satisfied sigh.

Ray chuckled and pulled out three breakfast sandwiches, an energy drink, and a soda. The third sandwich might be a bit much, but she was no quitter. Ray threw them in the microwave and watched her sister inhale every last drop of syrup on her plate. Lacey refilled her coffee and sat back down.

Ray put the sandwiches on her plate and sat opposite Lacey. “Going to make it?”

Lacey shrugged. “Odds are good. I’m usually up at this time, anyway. But I’m researching, not planning a trip to Hell to see my absentee father.” She tugged the ends of her ebony hair. “Rather fucks with you.”

“Sorry, Lace.” Ray took a bite of her sandwich. “I’d trip the light fantastic solo if I could.”

Lacey rolled her eyes. “Because you’re so fucking light on your feet.” 

Ray started on her second sandwich. “I know this sucks, but aren’t you a little curious?”

“A little,” Lacey admitted. “You know how it is when you’ve accepted something your entire life and then suddenly, it changes? I never expected to meet my father. Now, it’s a reality, and I’m unsure how I feel about it.”

“You’re allowed.” Ray popped the top of her energy drink. “Our circumstances are bizarre, to say the least. Some of us have no idea of our parentage. I waffle back and forth between wanting to know and glad I don’t.”

Lacey looked over and smiled. “Thanks, Ray.”

“Anytime.” Ray finished eating and put her dishes in the dishwasher. Sun hadn’t even peeked over the horizon yet. She and Lacey walked out the backdoor and toward Lacey’s training center.

Lacey keyed in the code, and they entered. There was nothing inside.

“Lacey, you may want to look at who decorated. They did a shit job.”

She flipped Ray off. “I do my work in my office. I created this in case I ever needed it.” She rolled her eyes. “You know, in case I ever wanted to take a trip to Hell.”

“Forward thinking.” Ray winked.

“Quit trying to be cute. You know I’m nervous.” Lacey glared at her.

“I’m always cute, Lace. It’s my cross to bear.” Ray shrugged. She looked around. “How do we think we’re doing this?”

“Fuck if I know.” Lacey threw up her hands.

Ray studied her sister. The profanity because of the nerves and fears. She needed to take as much as she could off Lacey’s plate. 

“Well.” Ray scratched her chin. “We could get Hell horses. Or maybe Hellhounds? A tunnel to the No-No land?”

“The No-No land?” Lacey looked at Ray and bit her lip. “You are seriously calling Hell the ‘No-No land’?”

“Well, it’s not the Yes-Yes land, Lace.” 

Lacey shook her head and laughed. “Oh, help me. I can’t take you anywhere.” She composed herself. “Okay. Let’s try this shit.” She looked at the empty space. “Going to Hell?”

They both waited. Nothing.

Lacey frowned. “Hell, please?”

More nothing.

Ray grimaced. “Mention your father.”

Lacey straightened her shoulders. “I want to see my father.”

A large silver box emerged from the earth. Lacey and Ray looked at each other. No animals, apparently. They walked toward the box and stopped a couple feet away. The doors slid open. They stepped inside. The doors slid shut.

“We’re taking the hellevator.” Ray looked around the metal box. No buttons. No mirrors. Solid steel.

Lacey clenched her jaw. “Ha. Ha.”

They dropped down slowly. One minute. Two. Three. Four. They stopped. Ray stepped in front of Lacey, and the doors opened.

A long white hall peppered with doors on each side stretched out in front of them. Bright light from above illuminated every inch. Groans, laughter, and screams mingled and echoed off the walls. It smelled like damp brown bags left in the rain too long. Ray stepped out with Lacey close behind. 

Something bumped against Ray’s leg. She glanced down. A small orange tabby wound around her with a tiny meow. The elevator shut behind them. The cat looked up and sauntered off.

A door opened farther down the hall. The cat looked back once and walked toward it. Ray blew out a breath and followed the cat.

“Wasn’t expecting visitors today,” a low voice grumbled.

Ray stopped in the doorway at eye level with a dark muscled chest. She stepped back and looked into the eyes of Lacey’s father. 

The computer failed miserably to accurately depict the magnetism of the being in front of them. At least six-eight with muscles defined on every inch of his body. Sharp crimson and black plates hugged each shoulder with flaring blood-red plumage. His black horns polished and gleamed with gold pieces from top to bottom. And long raven hair now braided through his horns. He wore a short black piece of leather across muscled hips fastened with circular rubies and a matching medallion.

He sniffed, and his black eyes flared with flames. “The one behind you is mine.” He frowned. “But I don’t have any children.”

Lacey slid out from behind Ray. “You have one.”

“I smell the demon in you. It allowed you to come.” He looked over at Ray. “You’re not a demon.” His deep black eyes studied her. “You look like...” He trailed off, glanced around, and then pointed up.

Ray frowned. “What does that mean?”

He ushered them inside and shut the door. “You look like the Master. Like an...” He winced.

Ray massaged her temple. “Spit it the fuck out.”

“An angel,” he whispered and then clamped his hand over his mouth.

“Oh, my fuck.” Ray threw up her hands. “Yeah. Not so much.”

“But you’re dark.” He looked at her with pure fascination. “I bet you could go past seven. Maybe even down to ten, if you wanted.”

“You may not get out of the house much, but I’m not following any of this, sir.” Ray smiled politely.

“Come in. Sit. We will talk.”

Ray and Lacey looked at each other. The apartment an open-floor plan. There was a massive bed on the right wall with red and black silk covers piled against the wall with several pillows. A couple of feet away was a dark brown couch the size of a pick-up truck the demon threw some type of animal fur over. It sat facing a large screen which simply showed white lines.

Against the far wall were cabinets and a large kitchen which finished at a massive oak dining table set for six. Each chair carved from one tree. Absolutely amazing artistry. The orange cat walked by them again and twitched its tail. It jumped up on the bed, lay down, and simply stared.

“You can sit on the couch. I’ll bring a chair in.”

“This couch is going to eat my ass and not in a good way.” Ray finally sat on the arm of the furniture. “I apologize. But if I sit on a cushion, you’ll need to dig me out later.”

The demon chuckled. “No problem.”

Lacey mirrored Ray.

The demon semi-bowed. “I’m Leif. Sissy is my hellcat.”

Ray nodded her head to one then the other. “I’m Ray. Pleased to meet you both.” 

“I’m Lacey. I’m your offspring. Pleased to meet you.” She nodded to both.

Leif studied her. “I’ve never had a child. On purpose, mostly. Children don’t belong here. Your worlds, both Fae and mortal, are horrid.” He shuddered.

Ray simply blinked. Ouch

“Understandable.” Lacey cleared her throat. “My mother was Fae. She favored the fairies.”

Leif frowned and twirled his fingers around a lock of hair loose from his braid and tugged it. “Been a bit since I’ve had sex with a fairy. Mortals? All the time. Half-breeds? Sure.” He stopped. “Beautiful? Blonde silky hair? Body like an hourglass?” Leif smiled. “I remember her.” He sighed. “She didn’t ask for a favor. But she took a favor from me. Not the sex. I was more than willing. One of my feathers. Feather for a favor. It’s my trade. I didn’t even notice one was gone until I was summoned by another.” He looked at the pair.

“Where is your mother?”

“Not in her right mind.” Ray explained. “Little psychotic break. I try and take care of her the best I can. There are a few people who help me.”

Fire burned in Leif’s eyes. “Then you owe me the favor.”

“What?” Lacey looked at Leif in disbelief. “That’s not fair.”

“Do you think we demons simply run around doing what we want when we want?” He sneered. “We’re not like humans. I have to account for my favors. It doesn’t look good I have one outstanding.”

“The feather or the favor.” Ray met Leif’s eyes. “On my word.”

“Agreed.”

“Unbelievable,” Lacey muttered. “So much for a short safe visit.”

“Simple accounting.” Ray shrugged. She studied Leif. “Tell me what you meant about I could go past seven.”

“There are levels of Hell. Not quite what Dante had in mind, but similar. I’m on level four. My floormates and I are dangerous, but we don’t broker in souls. I give favors for a price. One of my brothers breaks a bone for a price. One of my sisters fixes paperwork for a price.” Leif motioned to Sissy. “Some absolute asswipe of a mortal kept her in a small room in their house. I fixed a small problem for him. She,” Leif pointed at Sissy, “was the price.” He patted the table, and she ran over and jumped on his lap, purring loud enough to rattle the rest of the chairs. Large sharp claws dug into his dark thigh.

“Thought you said she was a hellcat?” Lacey looked at the orange tabby with a frown.

“She is now.” Leif grinned. “Sissy. Work.”

They watched the tabby jump down. She arched her back and stretched her legs. Taller and fuller. Five seconds later, they looked at a three-foot tall orange feline with razor-sharp claws and fangs of a sabre-tooth tiger. Her eyes changed from emerald green to black with small fires burning in each.

Leif bent down and picked her up. “That’s my good girl. Dinner.” He opened the front door, and she shot out. He shut it and turned with the grin of a proud papa. “Isn’t she gorgeous?”

Ray nodded. “I need one.”

“Being down here turned her into a hellcat?” Lacey glanced at the door.

“Not exactly.” Leif tapped his fingers on the table. “Let’s take you. You’re part demon. This is your first visit to Hell. Who’s across the hall?”

“Mako.” Lacey looked puzzled and then continued. “She’s deadly, but she doesn’t deal in souls, either. She’s a twisted tooth fairy. She will give you the absolute sincerity in one conversation where your listener believes every word. But you’re losing a tooth the hard way. She collects them.”

“You know because it’s in your blood. Sissy knows because cats are little demons. Up there? Most breeds have to stay small because of their environment. Down here? They thrive.” Leif looked at Ray.

“Now you? You’re at least three shadows deep.” Leif looked into Ray’s eyes, never breaking contact. “You stopped at four because I’m here, and Lacey was with you. But by yourself? Seven is the last level of any type of civility. Eight? They would rip your limbs off. But twelve? The real Hell. Where demons prowl and torture those souls of foulest deed. Where the Master dwells and holds court over the madness. Where death is promised but never given.” Leif rubbed his lips. “I wonder how far you could go.”

“As far as needed.”

“Stop it, Ray.” Lacey scowled. “This is not some competition where we see how far down you can go before someone decides to rip your limbs off, okay? File that bullshit somewhere.” She turned back to Leif. “We’re here because there are three demons hiding. We need to take them back up.”

“Hybrids?”

“Yes.” Ray nodded. “Also, part fairy part demon. But we don’t know the demon sires. Are most demons full-blood?”

Leif half-shrugged. “Basically. It’s not strictly Mendel stuff, but yeah.”

“Would it be difficult to find hybrids?”

“There are a hundred of us on each of the first seven levels. From levels eight to eleven? Not sure. Lower? Teeming with demons.”

“Oh.” Ray nodded. “Another picnic.” She turned her neck side to side and popped both. “We’re going to need Dale. We have no idea of the sires. They could be mild or straight from the depths.”

“Who is Dale? A demon?”

“No. He’s a hybrid. Two mothers. One is the fairy. The other is Belladonna.”

“Shit,” Leif whispered. “She’s bad news. Pure poison.”

Ray threw up her hands. “We are way more badass than we thought we were.”

Lacey sighed. “You know how everyone is going to react.” She pulled the ends of her hair. “Nessa. John. Stella. How are we going to keep them busy at home?” Lacey tilted her head to the side. “And the two humans?” A pause. “One human in particular?”

“I’m not letting Nessa have one peek of this fucking place. It’s not necessary. Those three can work on finding the three left aboveground. We’re waiting on the last female. I’ve a bad feeling about her. We’ll need everyone.” Ray clenched her jaw. “Cody will do as Cody has always done. He’s support. He’s damn good support.” She sighed. “The other one can help with research. It’s still not safe for her to go home.”

Leif studied the pair. “Why bother?”

“Great question.” Ray rubbed her hands together. “I finish what I start. This is still my business, and I won’t have rage siblings stir it up when I’m trying to put the fire out.”

“Rage siblings.” Leif nodded. “Appropriate. Three?”

“Yes.”

“You know I can’t interfere...” Leif trailed off.

“Wouldn’t ask you.” Ray simply nodded. “I appreciate the visit. Cleared up a few things.”

“You are both more than welcome to come back anytime you like.” Leif motioned around. “My room is open to you always, whether I’m here or not. I do not do business at home.” He looked at Ray. “You should come back by yourself, when you have time. Explore. See where the elevator takes you.”

“I will.” Ray nodded her thanks.

Lacey glared at both. Ray pretended not to see.

“C’mon, Lace. Let’s head back up.”

They walked down the hallway toward the elevator when a door slightly opened to their left. Six hot pink tentacles with seven rows of tiny suckers from top to bottom reached out and groped the air. Ray stepped up and offered her hand. One tentacle touched Ray and turned bright red. Then it shook her hand, pulled back quickly, and slammed the door.

Lacey blinked. “This place is nothing like I imagined.”

Ray shrugged. “They never are.”

They walked into the elevator, and the doors closed. Four minutes later, they were topside and stepped out onto their own soil.

“You’re going to piss off a lot of people.” Lacey stopped and looked at Ray.

“It’s a day that ends in ‘y’.” 

“Are you going to go back by yourself? See how far down you can go?” Lacey demanded.

Ray rubbed her forehead. “Not right now. We need a plan for everyone. Me. You. Those looking aboveground. Those looking below. Work for Cody. Work for Serena.”

“I’m not letting this go.” 

“No shit, Lace.” Ray sighed and led Lacey back into the house.

Time worked differently in other worlds. Everyone gathered in the kitchen for dinner when Ray and Lacey walked in the back door. Someone, Ray didn’t care who, had the foresight to order pizza, and she was starving.

They spoke of the inconsequential until they retired to the living room. Everyone sat down and fell silent.

Ray motioned to Lacey.

“Met my father.”

Daisy’s jaw dropped. 

Lacey chuckled. “Surreal. Seems pleasant for a demon. Invited us inside his demon dwelling. Gave us a layout of the levels of Hell. Introduced us to his pet. Said we could visit anytime. Won’t interfere with our task.” She shot a look at Ray. “I can visit to level four because he resides there. Apparently, Ray can go lower if she chooses, though lower means more dangers and bigger monsters.”

Ray’s face showed no expression.

“Also, our leader took on our mother’s debt. Silya stole a favor from Leif, my father. Ray took on the debt. She owes him either the feather or a favor.”

“Are you serious?”

“It’s not your debt to take!”

“You seriously cannot be taken anywhere.”

Ray held up her hands. Talking ceased.

“Everything Lace said is true.” Ray looked around the room. “I’ve agreed to owe the debt. I will visit and see how far the hellevator goes down. I want to take Dale on at least one trip. Apparently, Belladonna strikes fear into them, being pure poison and all.”

Dale chuckled. “Fair.”

“And we are going to need those eyes to look around, if you don’t mind.”

“Here if you need them.”

“The rest of us?” Nessa smiled politely. “Would you like me to paint a pastoral or a few vases?”

“Nessa.” Ray met her eyes. “You don’t need to look down there.” She shook her head. “You are better utilized up here. I know you’ve been working on something. Are you trying to pull some siblings?”

Nessa blew the red curls out of her eyes. “You’re too clever, and you know it.” She patted Cody’s hand on top of hers and scooted forward. “I’ve been working on writing Silya’s name and then closing my eyes and free drawing. I’m trying to pull up faces or places the rage siblings are. Right now? Simply shadows. But I’m making progress.”

“You are brilliant.” Cody kissed her forehead.

“How can I help?” John sat up in his chair.

“We need research. Lots of it. Lacey can set you up with a computer and places to look. Anybody who can contribute? I’d appreciate it.”

“I’ll poke around the sprites and see what I can find,” Daisy promised.

Ray yawned. “More tomorrow.” She stood up.

“Hold on.” Lacey smiled. “Forgot one little tidbit I wanted to share.”

“What?” Ray frowned.

“When Leif saw Ray.”

“Lacey. I swear to you. Don’t.” Ray’s eyes hardened.

She grinned. “He told Ray she looked like an angel.”

Ray flipped her off, turned on her heel, and walked up the stairs. She heard conversation resume and didn’t give two ripe fucks about it. It bothered her. A great deal. Lacey repeating it only irritated her more.

She walked into the bathroom and locked the door behind her. A hot shower to wash the Hell off and clear her head. Ray dressed and walked into her bedroom, surprised to find it empty. She grabbed a soda from the fridge and climbed into bed.

Ray knew she’d go back alone. She knew she’d go past seven to see what lower levels held. Ray pondered the quick meeting. Nessa’s idea held a great deal of potential. The redheaded

pixie amazed her. And if she were right, Nessa and Cody seemed closer than before. About damn time. Ray picked up her phone and tapped notes.

She stayed up another half hour. Drank more soda and ate half a sandwich. Still no visitor. Maybe Serena’s bed wasn’t uncomfortable after all. Good. The human could sleep in there from now on. Ray touched her damp hair and scowled. She rolled over to the middle of the bed and tried to fall asleep.
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Ray woke up the next morning stiff as a board. She grimaced and sat up slowly. A little after six, and she wanted to be at her office before everyone decided to take issue with her. She dressed quickly and walked downstairs and into the kitchen.

Dale sat at the table drinking coffee in his black shirt and jeans, hat low on his head. 

“Do you ever sleep?” Ray walked over and took a soda from the fridge. She set it down and foraged for leftovers.

“No pizza, but there’s some roast and mashed potatoes right side, second shelf, back.”

“Yes!” Ray slid the container out. She shoved it in the microwave and sat down.

“No. I don’t sleep much.” Dale took a sip. “I don’t need it. I’d rather be doing something. Too much idle time doesn’t sit right with me.” He looked up. “Same as you, I imagine.”

The microwave beeped, and Ray removed her food. She grabbed a fork and sat back down. “There’s always something to be done.”

“Including going south solo?”

Ray glanced up. “Is this an intervention?”

“Would it matter?” Dale chuckled. He stood up and poured himself another cup of coffee and sat back down. “I’ve no issue with accompanying you. I understand my role completely. These eyes see things others cannot. I hope they pick out some rage siblings, and we can put three out of commission.”

“But?” Ray took a bite of mashed potatoes and studied the man in front of her. The fearless one who wouldn’t let her fight a massive tiger alone and insisted on trying to whack him with a cane.

“They know you’re going to visit on your own.” Dale took his glasses off and studied Ray. Those dark orbs didn’t reflect even the smallest bit of light. “Playing chicken in Hell sounds a bit dodgy, considering you don’t know the players. Your siblings, and friends, are extremely worried.”

“I know.” Ray took a sip of soda. “I also know, as do you, it’s not a want. It’s a need. Those assholes are not likely skimming the first four levels. They’re lower since it’s easier to hide among the killers and the chaos.”

“Ray, why do you always need to party among the killers and the chaos?” Cody stepped into the kitchen and grabbed an energy drink from the fridge. He popped the top and sat on the same side as Dale, a chair in-between them. He was dressed for work with a bit of brown hair sticking up in the back. He resembled a baby duck.

“Why is your ass awake right now?” Ray frowned. “I swear you have something wired to know when I’m up and around. I planned on going to the office early.”

Cody shrugged. “Woke up. Dressed. Here I am.” He took a drink. “Going to grab a couple of breakfast sandwiches and warm them up at the office while I inhale another energy drink. But first,” he glanced at Ray, “let’s continue talking about killers and chaos.”

Ray flipped him off. She ate the last bite of her roast and put her dishes in the dishwasher. She looked at her assistant. “Meet you at the office.” Ray walked out the back door and enjoyed the cool breeze on her face. The sun hadn’t even made an appearance, and she drank in the solitude. She cleared the other side of the thicket when she heard crying. Ray stopped.

“Hello?”

Sniffles and silence.

“Hello.”

Daisy appeared in her pale green gown that hung to her ankles. Her blonde hair now kept back with a dark green ivy wreath. Her pale green eyes red-rimmed. She twisted her hands in front of her.

“Daisy.”

She looked at Ray and tried to smile.

“Nice try. Let’s go to my office.”

Daisy hung her head and followed Ray inside. Ray grabbed an energy drink from the break room and motioned Daisy into her office. She floated in, and Ray shut the door behind them. 

“Tell me.” Ray sat down in her chair and popped the top on her drink.

Daisy sank down into the chair across from her. She lifted her head. “It’s silly.”

“Rarely do people cry over something silly.”

“I’m fighting with someone.” 

Ray watched Daisy’s pale eyes fill up with tears again. Someone important. Someone who mattered. “What are you fighting over?”

“This fucking battle.” Daisy threw her hands in the air. “Bryn wants me to stay in the woods and be safe and not involve myself in this anymore. But it’s not going to happen. This is my fight, too. She’s going to have to understand it.”

“Bryn is...?” Ray waited for a response.

Daisy blushed. “She’s a wood sprite.”

“And you two have a relationship?” Ray tried to be delicate and not completely alienate her sister.

“Maybe?” Daisy sighed. “We’ve kissed.” She glanced up at Ray.

“Do you really think I’m the type of person to pass judgment?” Ray arched an eyebrow. “Happy is happy, Daisy. Jesus. Grab what you can.”

“I like her a lot.” Daisy rubbed her eyes. “I want to have a relationship with her.” Color rode high in her pale cheeks. “But this is non-negotiable.”

“There you go.” Ray leaned forward. “She will accept you as you are, or she won’t.” She studied her sister. “I’m not thrilled you’re putting your life on the line, either. But I respect your choice. She will have to do the same, Daisy.” Ray paused. “You can’t keep fighting over the same thing repeatedly. Accept or move on.”

Daisy smiled and rose. “You’re right.” She chuckled. “Who knew?”

“Go find your woman and chat.” Ray shooed her. “I have work to do.”

Daisy blew her a kiss and disappeared.

Cody knocked on the door, and Ray told him to come in.

“Dr. Love, I presume.”   

“Asshole assistant, I presume.”

Cody grinned. “Touché.” He stepped inside. “Tell me.”

“Have a seat.”

Cody sat down where Daisy vacated and put his energy drink on the coaster in front of him.

“Levels one through seven are demons who don’t deal in souls. Levels eight through eleven are hardcore. Level twelve is ruled by the master of Hell, and it’s the real deal.”

“You think the rage siblings are on eight through eleven?”

“Yes.” Ray tapped her chin. “Or at least no lower than eleven. They go lower, and they’re not leaving. Dale will go with and see what only he can see.”

“After you’ve gone, scouted, and made friends?” Cody sipped his drink and eyed his boss.

“You act like I’m having a sleepover with the cool kids.” Ray looked at her assistant. “Leif practically dared me. He tried to make it sound like a friendly invitation. If I can go in, with even a slight upper hand, we have a chance.”

“You’re definitely not making any friends here.” Cody cleared his throat. “Serena fell asleep on the couch. She woke up at some point and wandered to her bed.”

“And?” Ray demanded.

“Her bed.” Cody didn’t break eye contact. “Not yours.”

Ray growled. “She has her own fucking bedroom. Nothing new.”

“She prefers to sleep with you.”

Ray slammed her hands on the table. “And how in the fuck do you know?”

Cody shrugged. “Same way I know when you wake up. Same way I know you’re going to visit Hell tomorrow. Same way I know your wayward socks are in Middlebury, Vermont.”

Ray sat back and studied the young man in front of her. “Perhaps your environment’s been affecting you.”

Cody sat back and crossed his legs. “Perhaps.”

“When in the hell did this start happening?”

Cody spread his hands out. “Gradually. I don’t know. I never examined, only accepted. Oh. Ray’s awake. I’ll dress for work. She’s been hurt. I’ll patch her up. It’s a knowing. I don’t question it.”

“But all of it has to do with me?”

He nodded. “Sorry about that. I’m sure it makes you extremely uncomfortable. It’s not like I’m reading your mind. I have no idea what you’ll be doing in Hell or your plans two days from now.”

“Have you told anyone?”

Cody frowned. “Of course not.”

“Apologies. I knew before I asked.” Ray looked at him. “Maybe you have some sort of magical lineage. Nothing else makes sense.” She frowned. “No one else can know, or you’ll be in more danger than you are now.”

He blinked. “Didn’t think of it, Ray. Thanks for pointing it out.” Cody shook his head. “Whatever. Are we taking on any cases? Or are we simply here because the house is too crowded, and we’re anti-social? Oh, and we can sneak off into the hellevator without others knowing?”

“No new cases until this rage sibling shit is finished.”

Cody nodded. “That’s what I thought.”
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THEY WALKED HOME AT five and opened the kitchen door. Nessa wore an apron around her waist, and Cody stopped in his tracks. The smell of roast chicken and vegetables filled the kitchen. Yeast rolls rose in their pans.

“Smells so good in here.”

Ray walked around him to grab a soda from the fridge.

Nessa grinned up at him. “I’m making dinner.”

Cody leaned down and kissed her softly. “Dinner smells good, too.”

Nessa giggled while Ray rolled her eyes and walked into the living room. Kids. She nearly stopped in her tracks when she noticed Serena sat alone, reading a book. Everyone else must be researching or training.

Ray sat down in the office chair and pulled up some notes.

Everyone filtered in slowly over the next twenty minutes, and Nessa called dinner at five-thirty. Ray snuck a glance at Serena, who did her best to ignore Ray. Fine. Even better. Exactly how she wanted it.

They ate dinner and discussed research and training. Stella ate quickly and returned to the library. John wandered off next. Everyone praised Nessa. She blushed and thanked everybody. Lacey stayed to do dishes, and Ray immediately headed for the stairs. 

She needed to make notes about tomorrow. Ray planned on taking the hellevator almost immediately after she left for the office. Cody could tell anyone, if they asked, where she went. She stopped at the landing on her floor. The things he knew puzzled her. Maybe he’d been affected by snake-boy. The unpleasant brush with their sibling may have triggered something. But why only tuned into her?

“Excuse me.”

Ray turned as Serena walked past her, opened her bedroom door, and shut it behind her.

Ray clenched her jaw, strode into her bedroom, and closed the door. She walked over to the bed and sat down. This was better. Serena stayed out of her way. One less thing to deal with. Ray stripped down and crawled into bed. She grabbed a soda and her phone. Maybe if she started with level one and worked her way down.
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RAY DRESSED IN A BLACK tank top and jeans. She tugged on black boots and pulled her hair back. Nervous? Not particularly. When she and Lacey visited earlier, there’d been no bad feelings other than, you know, visiting Hell. Ray had no plans on renting an apartment and setting up shop. But she needed a better lay of the land and more knowledge than she had now. She wouldn’t take Dale in blind, so to speak.

She walked down the stairs and into an empty kitchen. Ray grabbed a soda and warmed up two sandwiches. The microwave beeped, and she ate them standing up. Still no warm bodies. She finished her soda and walked out the back door. Ray didn’t bother visiting the office. She walked directly to her training area and stepped inside. 

Did Lacey simply will transportation to appear? Ray walked a couple of feet and stood still. She thought about Hell and a black box appeared in front of her. Black. Not silver. Ray walked forward, and the door slid open from the side to let her in. She stepped in and turned around. The door slid shut. Solid black interior. No buttons. Dim white lights pulsing from the top.

“First level, please.” Ray braced her feet as the elevator slid downwards into the earth. 

A minute later, the doors slid open, and Ray stepped out into the first level of Hell. 

A pink balloon flew toward her, and Ray instinctively hit it back. She heard applause and laughter. She looked out into a long white hallway which branched off into more hallways halfway down. Doors were open, and streamers hung from those and the ceiling. Beings walked around with party hats over horns and shiny feathered boas. Some demons managed to wear heels, and Ray could hear the clicks as they paraded up and down the halls with filled glasses of red and green smoking liquids.

Ray hit another half dozen balloons before she found the breakroom. Cotton candy pink swirled with robin’s egg blue. Every table full of demons in their pastel finest from the softest white to light lavender. Music streamed through the walls, and a dozen demons moved their hips and some unrecognizable parts on the sunshine yellow circle in the middle of the room. It smelled of burnt maple syrup.

There were games on the far wall. Ray glanced over and bit her lip. Pin the tail on the demon. Three tables playing ruthless games of dominoes. Cards at two other tables. Looks like the losers lost some of their jewelry. 

“Come here, honey!” 

Ray looked over at a large green feathery puff and then pointed to her chest.

“Yes, you. Come join the fun!”

Ray walked over to the table and sat down.

The green puff was short with dark green eyes. The other two demons covered in pink scales which changed to blue when their hands rubbed the scales. Ray couldn’t see any facial features at all.

“Why are you here, honey?” The green puff studied Ray.

“Looking for three wayward demons.” Ray glanced around. “I don’t think they would fit in around here.” She looked at the other tables and back at her tablemates. “What is it you do?”

The green puff giggled. “I make people stub their toes.” 

Ray blinked. “You?”

“Mostly. Other times, you people are simply clumsy.”

“You two?”

“Paper cuts.”

“Dust in eye.”

Ray grimaced. “This is certainly Hell.”

“Honey.” The green puff touched her arm. “Not to be insensitive, but you’re dark. Really, really dark. Are you okay?”

Ray took a breath. “Better when I find the three demons.” She patted the puff’s hand. “Thank you for your time and hospitality. I doubt they’re on this level. They’d stick out like a sore thumb.”

One of the scaled twins jerked its head. “It’s over there.”

****
[image: ]


RAY WAS NOT THE POSTER child for moderation. She hit the next three levels in succession. Each level partied with games and dancing. None wanted Ray to leave. She played cards with demons using money she pulled from the outside. They had discussions about humans and their many foibles. She refused to dance, but eventually gave in on three when they formed a Conga line. 

Still no rage siblings.

Ray said her goodbyes and walked toward the hellevator. Her head pounded, and every part of her ached, but she never faltered. She could hide a weakness better than anyone. A couple minutes, and she stepped onto safe ground. The hellevator disappeared, and she groaned. Had to be three in the morning. 

The moon but a sliver as she shuffled to the kitchen and grabbed a soda. Ray downed it and sighed. She would never accept food or drink from any of them. She’d been so parched it was a small wonder she didn’t crumble into dust. She burped and grinned. God, she was uncouth. Ray chuckled and grabbed another soda from the fridge. She needed sleep. And food. And warmth. But she was so tired. Too tired to make food right now. It could wait.

Ray eyeballed the stairs and took a deep breath. Were there always eight hundred of them? She squinted. Fuckers. She put one foot in front of the other until she stood in front of her bedroom door. Miracles did happen. 

Ray stumbled into her bedroom and leaned against the closest dresser. She knew their game and played it well. She kicked off her boots and slid her jeans down. Then she ripped off her tank and threw it. Socks peeled off on the way to bed. Ray sighed as she slid her tired body under the fresh sheets.

She didn’t even flinch when a hand turned her head to the left and full soft lips met hers. They kissed with gentle pressure, careful not to push down hard. Ray’s heartbeat sped up, and she reached up with her right hand to tangle it in the hair sliding over her. She fisted it and pulled those lips closer to her. Ray wanted more. She was freezing inside. She needed the heat. She slid her tongue into the warm, willing mouth and groaned. Ray took and then took more until her head spun. She buried her face into a soft, sweet neck and fell asleep. 

****  
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RAY WOKE WITH A HEADACHE and the sun shining in her eyes. She winced and pulled the curtains tighter. She grabbed her phone and checked the time. Nearly two o’clock. Ray stumbled in around twelve hours ago. Demons didn’t give a damn about time. She sat up and stopped. Ray hadn’t been in bed alone, had she? She touched her lips and blinked. Was it a dream? Something the demons planted? Ray bit her lip as her body flushed. She clenched the sheets as the memory played in her mind. Serena. Soft, warm, and willing.

Ray jack-knifed out of bed and ran her fingers through her hair. Fucking demons. They loved to mess with her mind. Guess the gameplay didn’t end in Hell. She scowled and threw on some clothes. Food first. Checking in with everyone a close second. Ray walked downstairs and directly into the kitchen. She could eat an entire cow. Hopefully, food and caffeine would kill the headache.

She pulled two roast beef sandwiches and warmed them up while she inhaled an energy drink. The microwave beeped, and Ray ate half a sandwich before she sat down. She would have to eat more if she planned on staying in Hell longer. What a thought.

Cody walked through the door as Ray took a large bite, and he sat down with a grin.

“Nice of you to join me. Everyone is worried about the hours you keep. We need an update on how things are going, and some guy named Edgar keeps calling the office.” Cody sat back and studied her. “You look thinner. Glad to see you’re eating something.”

Ray swallowed and took a drink. “Are you the Ray Ambassador?”

He shrugged. “Not really. Timing. I needed another energy drink. Everyone’s had lunch and is back to working on research. I stopped by the office to make sure
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