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  Fate on Fire: The Complete Series Blurb

    
        
Rita White is an exorcist. You can tell by her last name.
But that's all you can tell. Even she doesn't know where she came from. 5 years ago, after recovering from amnesia, the Church recruited her. Ever since, she's plied the trade of the Light, hunting dark things in the night.
When one day her work takes her to the hottest club in town, she has no clue it will deliver her straight into the arms of its owner, Liam. There's a reason he runs the hottest establishment around – and it isn't just his smoldering looks. Liam is Satan's fourth son, and his club is a front to resettle lost souls running from the Grim Reaper.
When Rita blasts in one night, guns blazing, he tries to defeat her. Destiny has other plans. Before he knows what's happening, he's bound to protect her with his father's ring.
The two of them are soon forced to work together, whether they like it or not. And, whether they like it or not, they'll remain tied to one another's sides until the city is saved, every soul is resettled, and two warring hearts have become one.
…
Fate on Fire follows the Fourth Son of Satan and a chaos witch battling to save eternal love. If you crave your contemporary fantasies with action, humor, romance, and fun, grab Fate on Fire: The Complete Series today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
Fate on Fire is the fourth My Better Devil Series. A witty, action-packed, light romance world where Satan's sons must find love, but only after it sticks a ring on their finger. If you like your urban fantasies packed full of charming smiles, arrogant demons, and sprinkles of romance, dive in today.

    


    Fate on Fire Book One

  
    Prologue

    Liam

    She snarled in my face, threw herself at me, and shoved the gun against my stomach, all faster than I could say boo.

    But a Devil boy like me never says boo. Not when he’s got a flaming tail and a point to prove.

    Long before Ms. White could squeeze the trigger of her gun and fire one of her custom-made exorcist bullets into my stomach, I flung her to the side. With a crackle of flames, my tail lanced into her face. It threw her matted black locks over her eyes.

    Really, black hair? Wasn’t she an exorcist? Shouldn’t the Church have peroxided her hair by now? They took any chance to make it clear who worked for them, even if they had to cover them in white from head to foot and rename them.

    She should have been glowing from head to toe. But I was the Fourth Son of Satan, and if there was one thing I knew, it was this – the Church was just as dirty as the rest of us. They were simply more likely to slap a coat of paint on their exorcists, give them fancy new last names, shove a gun in their hands, and get them to ply their dirty work far away from the closest steeple and cross.

    Ms. White was quick. Nimble, too. She knew how to use that lithe body of hers. As she tumbled through the air, she flipped at the last moment, planted her heels down against the wall, and threw herself forward into a roll. It was agile, it was well-timed, and it brought her up right beside me.

    There wasn’t room between me and my desk. So I made some. With my back.

    Before she could get close enough to either punch me with her spell-encased fingers or shoot my stomach – and the sacred mandala beneath – I voluntarily broke my antique desk with my shoulders. I flopped backward into it as if this was a pool and I was having fun. Only one of those statements was true.

    A snide smile marked my lips. It'd been a long time since an exorcist had gotten this close to me.

    Her finger squeezed the trigger of her gun, and I heard the intricate mechanisms within twist into gear. The whole thing shuddered, and it started to pull on sacred energy from above. If I’d had the time and the correct equipment, I could’ve watched as a practically imperceptible white string tied itself to the gun from the clouds above. A string that could part through any matter, regardless of its solidity, and one that brought with it the ultimate holy power of the Church.

    They called it light. What did I call it?

    Another kind of flame.

    We Hell boys knew that in this world, there were multiple different kinds of flame. You didn’t get to pass Hell school until you could recite the recipes for over a thousand of them.

    The Church would go pink if they realized their so-called sacred light was just another kind of hellfire, but they could go pink later. Right now they needed to go sickly white from a swift punch to the face.

    At least that was the idea. But Ms. White was too fast. She ducked back. She squeezed off a shot, but I was already far away from it by the time it lanced into the window behind my desk. I might’ve technically only been on the second floor of this fine establishment, but my window gave me a bird’s-eye view of the city. If you’d been paying keen attention and you knew your geography, you would’ve realized it gave me a bird’s-eye view over multiple different cities. Because my activities required a global approach.

    Activities Ms. White was here to quash.

    “Your hellish sins will end today,” she proclaimed.

    I would give her one thing. She sure did have a shaking voice. She knew when to stress her syllables, knew when to simply scream at the end to ensure she had enough volume that her shout ripped across the room.

    It would’ve helped for her to be right, though. I wasn’t sinning here. Not unless you considered resettling refugees to be the worst thing the three realms had ever seen.

    I could try reasoning with her. One look into her eyes, and it was clear she didn’t know reason. She knew loyalty.

    The Church would’ve demanded it from her.

    Who knew if she’d been a foundling – if the Church had locked their greedy hands around her at a young age or if they’d recruited her later. Maybe she’d found them. It was the latter, wasn’t it? All you required was one look into her eyes, and it was easy enough to tell she wanted to do this.

    Some people need a sense of righteousness, even if they have to borrow it from someone else.

    That got my goat.

    I was already angry. She’d taken advantage of a zombie attack to trash my club. The Grim Reaper might’ve heard. The same Grim Reaper I was hiding these souls from. She’d made my already complicated situation all the worse. And I’d be sure to thank her – with a flame ball to her chest.

    Speaking of which, as she ducked back and squeezed off another bullet, I launched into the air. My office wasn’t massive. I could’ve taken more magic and time to expand it, but that would’ve taken magic and time from my primary operation.

    My father had seven sons. Six other sons just like me. All right, none of the rest of them were like me. But every one of us seven sons had seven different tasks.

    Nobody gets a free lunch, even in Hell. If you want to live, if you want to be special, you’ve got to give. And I gave back by resettling the unfortunately damned.

    Ms. White would only take one point from that sentence – the word damned. To her, as soon as someone threw you out and labeled you a sinner, it was time to burn you in the fiery pits of damnation forever. But mistakes are always made. And if the three realms were here to teach you anything, it was that nothing was truly fair. The weak get kicked down, not the strong. But I was here to teach you all a different kind of lesson. Rely on me, and justice would prevail.

    Speaking of justice, as I pushed into the air, as I showed my wings, though it was sometimes a sensitive subject for demons, I clenched my left hand into a fist. As my fingers squeezed down against my palm, I felt my own special magic rising.

    It was a kind of flame – one of the aforementioned infinite numbers we Hell boys needed to learn before being let out into the second realm, Earth.

    My fire was different. My fire was personal. None of the rest of my brothers – not even my father – could produce this.

    As a yellow, hot-white light flickered across my knuckles, it produced the flames of justice.

    You might pause, scratch your chin, and point out justice is an abstract concept. Such things make for very poor fuel sources. There’s nothing to burn, surely? You’d be wrong. Injustice is one of the greatest ignition forces out there. And as I settled the injustice of this situation in my heart, I let it lead me.

    I roared, one of the first true screams I’d indulged in all day. So what did Ms. White do? Oh, she just roared back.

    Roared back and flung herself forward.

    I’d been operating on the assumption she only had one gun. Turns out I was wrong. Turns out she had two. Somehow she’d tucked one into the back of her pants. She was wearing slim-fitting jeans, so that was impossible. It meant she’d tucked one into a pocket of magical space instead.

    The exact fabric mechanics aside, as she shoved her gun around, I pushed my knuckles forward.

    We had one second to look into each other’s eyes, one second to face the fact this could only end one way.

    It would be Ms. White or me, but one of us would die. Trust me. It would be destiny.

    And nobody, nobody can get in the way of a fate on fire.

  
    Chapter 1

    Rita White

    I snapped a salute as hard as I could, really putting my wrist into it and meaning it. Meaning it right down from the bottom of my heart. In fact, it was pretty easy for me to say I’d never meant anything like it.

    When people say that, when they pretend that some experience is more significant than any that has ever come before, you can usually assume it’s hyperbole. If someone has lived a really long life, statistically, they will have forgotten most of its details. Me? I had precisely five years to draw on. Five years since I’d woken up in the hospital with amnesia that wouldn’t shift. Five years since the Church had recruited me into their exorcist program. Five years of training in the light. So my short life helped me snap that salute harder.

    It even helped a small smile spread across my lips. “Thank you, sir,” I said, and I meant it.

    Cardinal Leslie clenched his hands, steepled his fingers, leaned forward against his desk, his chair’s casters squeaking, and appeared to consider me. He used long sweeps of his gaze. It was like his eyes were a ruler, never deviating off a set path. They swept up from my standard-issue brown exorcist boots to my equally simple jeans, blue shirt, and plain gold cross tucked underneath my collar.

    If you looked at me, you wouldn’t look at me twice. I appeared to be a normal woman. But inside? I was anything but.

    “Do they hurt?” he asked conversationally.

    He didn’t glance toward any specific injury site, because there were none.

    I frowned, stared to the side, and soon shrugged. “No,” I said honestly.

    This brought a curious smile to his lips. He leaned back. He had an old body. But not an old mind. He might be 85 on the outside, but on the inside, the Cardinal was as fresh as a 20-year-old recruit. Nothing ever slipped past him.

    But I wasn’t lying, a fact he soon figured out. It brought a gruff laugh to his lips. It shook through the small room.

    It hadn’t always been small, but it was so decked out with shelves that you could barely spin with your arms out wide. Paper covered every single surface. It spilled off the edges of the small school-style desk, and I stood in the only section free from it.

    You might accuse the Cardinal of not being capable of finishing his paperwork. That was the wrong accusation. When you accuse somebody, you accuse the sinner, not the person desperately trying to make up for every single one of the sinner’s mistakes.

    You wanted to know why the Cardinal’s desk was such a mess? Because his work never stopped. Every day, Hell did new devious things. Every day, men like the Cardinal had to make up for those atrocious actions.

    “You know,” he said conversationally, his hard voice becoming momentarily soft, “if you were any other of my exorcists, I would’ve assumed you were lying. The process of carving exorcist wards onto your bones is known to be one of the most violent and nasty experiences an exorcist will ever go through – this side of Hell, anyway,” he added as he whipped his glasses off his face and started to clean them with a dusty microfiber cloth. He stared down at them as he made quick but efficient sweeps of his rag over the polished lenses. “But you’re being honest, aren’t you?” He fixed his glasses back on his face and peered at me as if I was a specimen in a lab.

    I just stared back, not bothering to straighten my shoulders, not bothering to fix a different expression on my face.

    He knew the truth. Everyone who’d ever trained with me knew the truth. I didn’t lie – I simply couldn’t.

    Maybe back in my past I’d lied. Who knew? The doctors, after my terrible accident, had told me one day I’d regain my memory. They’d said it would come back in pieces. Said I might even start remembering something that very day. For the past five years I’d recalled nothing.

    It was like the memories weren’t there anymore, like someone had burnt them up.

    Good. Let them go.

    I was a new person now. I didn’t care who I’d once been. This was who I would always be from this point on.

    I snapped another salute, and from my stiff fingers to my equally stiff expression, I meant it.

    The Cardinal settled back in his seat, the old leather creaking under his weight. He placed his microfiber cloth down then neatly tucked it into one of his drawers – the only neat thing about this messy office. He nodded at me once. He groped behind something in the drawer and pulled out two guns. Pearly white, they looked as if they had been carved from alabaster. They had yellow crosses inlaid with actual gold in their butts, and the muzzles shone with reinforced magical silver.

    He placed them on the desk and pushed them over to me. A few pieces of paper fluttered off onto the carpet. Neither of us made a move to pick them up. I didn’t snatch up the guns, either, even though pride swelled in my chest. This was like a police officer getting their badge.

    He considered the guns then looked up at me. “I have a feeling there isn’t going to be another exorcist like you, Rita. I have a feeling,” his voice deepened, “that you’re going to be able to go after targets no one else would even dare to touch.”

    “And I have a feeling I won’t let you down,” I said clearly, meaning every emphatically spat word.

    He leaned back, and I thought his old chair would break. Others would’ve just bought a new chair. Others didn’t have the same kind of passion he did. Everything he did, he did for the Church, for the people out there who relied on us to keep them safe from Hell.

    I knew very well one day he’d likely die at his desk from overwork. It would be a good death.

    I snapped yet another needless salute. He finally snapped one back and gestured at the guns.

    Without looking at me, somehow understanding exactly where the right piece of paper was, he reached over, pulled out a small yellow parchment, and handed it to me.

    I grabbed it up. As soon as my fingers touched it, ink began to scratch itself across the porous surface of the paper.

    The words ‘your first mission’ appeared as the header. My stomach clenched, but not too hard – just enough to tell me this was significant. It might be difficult. I would get through anyway.

    “Your first mission is somewhat open-ended, Rita. We’ve had reports bodies are going missing. We think somebody is turning them into fiends.”

    My jaw clenched. “It’s got to be Hell—”

    You might think that was a rather obvious statement. Who cared the most about souls? Surely Satan.

    Though I would never cut him any slack, there were plenty of dark practitioners out there. There were three realms. The first and lowest was Hell. The second one was Earth, the one I currently inhabited. Then the third and holiest was Heaven.

    Almost all wars, battles, and acts of any significance occurred in the second realm. Because it was Earth that Heaven and Hell fought over. They might technically have a treaty that stopped them from going into all-out war, but that didn’t matter. Demons violated it every day. And though you could have made an argument that a human practitioner was behind this, I doubted that. It would be Hell. It was always them.

    Ever since I’d woken up, though I had no memories whatsoever, I’d had a pathological hatred of Hell. Not a bad thing in an exorcist. Not a bad thing in anyone. These days, there was too much permissibility, too much rule-breaking.

    Some amongst the Church even assisted Hell. It was all for the treaty, apparently, all to keep the peace.

    But if you truly want to keep the peace, first and foremost, you have to keep justice. Any society that falls too far from the arms of justice will crumble. It will just be a matter of time.

    “I’m sure this has something to do with damned souls. Track them down,” the Cardinal continued. “Head to the likeliest places they’ll be. Find them, and see where they end up. Then,” he clenched a hand into a fist, and he pressed it against the wood of his desk, “deal with it. I know you can. I have a feeling we will never again have an exorcist quite like you.”

    With one last salute, I grabbed my guns, pocketed them in my holsters around my hips, tucked my mission parchment into my pocket, then left.

    “Good luck,” the Cardinal called out to me.

    It brought a smile to my lips.

    The mission itself brought a spring to my step. As I pushed out into the hall of the cloister, I watched other exorcists darting to and fro through the Cardinal corridor, picking up their own missions. I nodded at a few and saluted at the rest, recognizing everyone, regardless of their station, was doing something important.

    I carried myself like I was a long-term exorcist – heck, I felt like one, too.

    From the very beginning, since the Church had found me in the hospital, this had felt right.

    I walked out into the covered, arched outdoor area, and glanced up at the sun. It was just starting to set.

    Beyond, I could see the city in all of its sparkling glory. But no number of nightlights could make up for the fact that pure sin boiled beneath the streets.

    I headed to the garage. Striding across the damp grass, which had just been watered, and smelling the scent of dirt beneath my feet, I made a beeline for the east side of the cloister. The garage was easy enough to spot. Now the sun was setting, it was a hub of activity. Cars – everything from limos to SUVs to compact two-seaters perfect for driving down alleyways – rumbled past down the long winding path that led to the cloister’s massive gates beyond. Gates that weren’t just made out of reinforced iron. Gates that bled, quite literally, with the light of the Lord.

    I entered through one of the side doors into the garage.

    A few of the official mechanics were handing out keys.

    The guy at the lead, Stanley, looked at me once, remembered me from training, broke away from his task, reached the wall with all the keys, and soon selected a bright red key tag. He spun on his boot and threw it at me. I caught it, hand darting up 30 centimeters away from my left ear, because it turned out Stanley wasn’t that good at aiming. Me, I was perfect. I hadn’t even bothered to turn my head to track the keys.

    A fact he noted.

    He shoved a hand into the front pocket of his blue overalls, pursed his lips, and whistled. “They are finally letting you out, are they, Ms. White?”

    I nodded.

    I resisted the urge to show off the two pearly guns in my holsters.

    His gaze flicked toward them, anyway, and he smiled. I was about to say he grinned. That suggested something surface-deep. That was the kind of move you’d make if you were just having fun.

    Every man and woman here knew the importance of their tasks. They were all here to make a difference. And Stanley’s smile came from the heart of a man who realized I could help.

    “Have you ever ridden a motorbike before?” He shrugged to his left.

    There I saw a motorbike sitting on one of the mechanical pads. Not only could it lift it up so the bike could be accessed easily by the maintenance crew, but it ensured the delicate magical systems of the bike could be replenished easily. It was kind of like a cordless re-charging pad for a computer.

    Rather than answering, I shoved my hands into my pockets and walked around the bike.

    My quick eyes noted it was in perfect condition. It looked new, in fact. It was one of the recent breeds we’d heard about in class. I said breed for a very specific reason. Inside this bike, I guess you could say there was a mind. Or something that operated like one. Call it a fancy evolved AI.

    “Hello, it’s nice to meet you,” I said in my best phone voice. You wouldn’t be surprised to know that was the voice I used all the time. I didn’t see the point of ever changing my tone. I didn’t know frivolity. And frivolity didn’t know me.

    The bike roared into life.

    Stanley chuckled. “You’re the first person to realize the best way to get started with these things is with a simple introduction.” He leaned over and patted the glossy chassis. His grease-covered fingers slid down it, and the bike purred like a happy cat. “Her name is Vivian.”

    “I am honored that I am allowed to ride her. My name is Ms. White,” I said officially.

    “I am here to assist you in your tasks. What is your mission?” Vivian asked.

    You’d expect she’d have a throaty smoker’s voice. You’d be wrong. She sounded like she was a telephone operator from the fifties with a clipped English accent. She should be serving me tea, not driving me through the streets of this sinful city as fast as possible.

    I plucked my parchment from my pocket and pressed it against the dash. I didn’t need to do anything other than that. She took a quick scan of it, and I saw a green optical laser flashing. When she was done, I tucked the paper away, then immediately mounted her.

    I still had the keys. I didn’t need them. They weren’t required to start the ignition. They would presumably be required to kick the bike into its next level. A level I could only go to if the Church approved. A level that would give me access to the true magic pumping within her engine.

    Stanley stood back. He looked at me seriously, all levity gone. “Good luck out there. I don’t want to say this, but I think you’ll need it. I swear this city,” he switched his gaze to the side and shivered until his shoulders drooped, “is going to Hell, is slipping further toward it every day. A lot of your sisters and brothers don’t return,” he began. Then he pulled himself together. “You’ll be different. Show everyone exactly how brightly you can burn.” He snapped a salute, let it linger, nodded at me once, then rushed off when a Cardinal came to ask for a car.

    I sat further back in the seat, grabbed the handlebars, and started to get a feel for Vivian.

    “Your balance is perfect. Are you ready?”

    “Yeah, I’m ready. You can call me Rita, by the way.”

    “Ms. White,” the bike decided to keep it formal, “our mission is clear. We will head to the dark parts of this city, and we will find damned souls.”

    I snorted – I couldn’t help it. The derision snapped into my mind faster than slime slung by a loaded spring. “Every single part of this city is dark now.”

    “Granted. Some places are darker than the rest. We will start with Sandringham Crematorium. Our latest reports suggest damned souls have gone missing from there.”

    “Lead the way.” I crumpled over the handlebars, and she purred into life.

    The tires rolled forward. It was slow at first as she navigated the cramped garage and the Cardinal waiting for his limo.

    I stared across at him. He stared across at me. Even though I was just a lonely recruit who’d only been given her guns a few minutes ago, he bothered to snap a salute. I didn’t recognize him. He was likely from out of town. He still knew who I was.

    It seemed like everyone in this cloister did. It seemed like all of their hopes and dreams were riding on me.

    That kind of pressure might crush someone else. Me? I swear it gave me wings. The bike certainly tried to as we finally rolled out onto the driveway. There was a break in the traffic, meaning there was no one between us and the fearsome cast-iron gates at the bottom of the hill.

    Vivian finally showed her worth. Her purr turned into the kind of roar that would make a lion blush. She shot forward, tires spinning but never losing traction. In the space of only five seconds, we reached the gate and spun out onto the street beyond.

    The cloister was out of town but not too far. It meant we had a little privacy, a little distance from Hell, too.

    It also meant that we exited onto a relatively quiet country lane. There was nobody about, not a single other car. As dusk quickly gave way to night, it lengthened the shadows, making the tall trees on either side of the road feel like they were witnesses and I was the show.

    I powered forward along the winding, tight road. In five minutes, I joined a highway. And there, just beyond, I saw the city.

    According to the Church, it was currently one of the most sinful places on Earth.

    Something was gathering underneath its streets. Dark energy was building in every crack and every corner.

    What do you do when you face too much darkness?

    That right there was an entry-level exorcist question. If you couldn’t answer it, you couldn’t rise up the ranks. Me, I’d woken five years ago knowing the answer, practically burning with it.

    When you face too much darkness, shine a light into it.

    And I’d shine a light into every single infected crack in this town until I finally found out what was going on.

    Leaning back, letting Vivian drive herself and knowing my balance was perfect, I pried both hands off the handlebars, pressed my fingers underneath my blouse, and grabbed up my cross. I settled it against the light blue fabric of my shirt, putting it on display and letting the world – and the two realms on either side – know exactly who I stood for.

    It didn’t take long to leave the highway, to finally reach the city.

    Twisted. Burnt. Decaying. Words jumped into my head. They did not have to try particularly hard to get there.

    They were logical, see, were what anyone would think of when they faced a place like this.

    I didn’t know what this city had once been, but for the past five years, it’d been tumbling headfirst into sinful oblivion.

    There were more crimes every single day. They spread like a freaking virus.

    I knew in my heart of hearts it all came back to what was happening to the damned souls.

    Why was it so important for damned souls not to escape punishment? You could probably figure it out yourself.

    It was important for damned souls to go through the process of punishment so when they were reincarnated again, they didn’t drag their old base instincts with them. So they didn’t repeat the barbarous mistakes of their past. If instead someone gave them a hand, helped them to dodge that fate, and allowed them to reincarnate anyway, there would be a vicious cycle.

    “We are coming up on the crematorium,” Vivian said.

    Yeah. We were. I could hear it. I could smell it. I could feel it. You might question the first assertion, though. How exactly could I hear it? It wasn’t like I could hear the sound of an incinerator working from out on the street.

    No. But I was an exorcist. I could hear souls loosening from their bodies. There weren’t cracks. There weren’t screams, either. It was a gentle process.

    Most of the time.

    We parked out the front. Across the street, though, not in the car park. I wouldn’t put Vivian through the dense energies I soon felt covering this place. They clung to the crematorium from every angle like moss around a rotting log. They were there to tell somebody that only destruction lay within.

    As soon as we parked, I swung my legs off the motorbike, leaned against it for half a second, grabbed my shirt, and untucked it.

    I had no intention of looking scruffy. But as I grabbed the back of my shirt and gave it a single tug, I activated the magical strands within the fibers of the fabric. It grew. And where previously I’d just had a shirt, now I had a thick woolen jacket, too. An attractive shade of navy-blue and black, it was cinched in at the waist and pleated at the hips. So pleated, in fact, you could easily hide two very hefty handguns on either side of your hips and no one would ever notice.

    My shirt beneath reformed, tucked underneath my jeans, and let out the faintest blast of heat to help me understand I was good to go.

    Before I strode across the street underneath the shadow of the crematorium, Vivian muttered, “Good luck. Whistle, and regardless of where you are – whether you are inside a building or under the streets – I will reach you.”

    I smiled. Rather than reply with words, I gave her a thumbs-up.

    Then I concentrated on the crematorium. I needed to, see, because it was dark.

    When you have a really strong light source, the things beside it are cast into shadow simply by occlusion.

    This crematorium was casting itself into shadow. Sure, the streetlights were bright, and clearly their globes had been changed recently. But the crematorium brought its own darkness. It felt like it was a cloak. It was wrapped around the two chimneys on either side of the squat, two-level building. It had clearly been built in the seventies. It wasn’t just the pockmarked gray-brown breeze block. It was the sense of it. There was no fun, no dignity. There were just the utilitarian strong lines and a sense it was here for a single purpose.

    
      Breaking things down.
    

    If you were ever unlucky enough to find someone from Hell, they’d tell you that Hell was there to break things down. It was a so-called necessary part of existence. It was the recycling hub, the trash compactor. It was there to ensure the cycle of life continued and never stopped spinning.

    That was just simple propaganda. When somebody hands out evil, time and time again and gets away with it, they start controlling the narrative. Because if you’re in control, guess what? You get to do whatever you want to, but you also get to write the ending of the story too.

    I clenched a hand into a fist, all tight and bloodless, all emotional and truly angry. I always did that whenever the topic of Hell came up, and I couldn’t tell you why. Except for obvious reasons. And speaking of the word obvious. The second I strayed into the car park of the crematorium was the second I heard a damned soul. I’d only just been given this mission. If I were anyone else without the truly fine senses I’d developed over the past five years, maybe I wouldn’t have detected the soul so quickly. I felt it as this throbbing lump a couple of centimeters down from the middle of my sternum.

    It was accompanied by this itchy sensation that spread across the back of my neck then down to my knees. It always flowed back up to my fists. Appropriate, because that’s exactly what I’d need to fight with.

    The damned soul wasn’t here, though. It was deep inside the crematorium – I knew that, because my tongue tingled as if I'd dumped it in a jar of sherbet.

    Different magic tastes like different things. Dark magic is like running your tongue along decrepit old flesh. The magic of the light is like the greatest meal you’ve ever had. As for magic in between, it depends on what kind of force it’s based on – whether it’s elemental and if the caster intends for it to act on the side of good or bad.

    The magic currently being cast inside the crematorium was powerful. With an edge. I felt the very tip of my tongue tingle harder as if I’d just shoved it in acid.

    I moved faster, ducking behind an old, gray, beaten-up SUV. As I pressed my back against the glass, I twisted, and I spied a backdoor into the crematorium. It creaked open. It closed. Nobody left, and nobody entered. Nothing alive and possessing a body, that was. I felt wisps of magic moving toward the crematorium then descending down, down, down.

    Magic could be used to create portals that would allow you to easily go from one place to another. Different creatures – especially powerful demons – could also move through matter as they saw fit. Doors were just suggestions to them, and locks were there to be laughed at.

    I didn’t sense a demon going through the door now, though.

    It was time to stop thinking it through and time to start acting. I rolled, came up behind some well-trimmed conifers, and launched myself toward the back door. I kept low, and I dodged the security cameras on poles on either side of the building. They didn’t look like they were on. Little red lights weren’t flashing underneath the lenses.

    Possibly because they weren’t taking footage of the real world. They were magical scanners, see. The exorcist wards carved into my bones would be more than sufficient to ensure they didn’t detect me. If they were a little more expensive, they might find me. But today, I’d be fine.

    Sorry, whether or not I would be fine would depend on what I would discover inside.

    I reached the back door. My fingers slid down to the handle, and immediately I felt one heck of a locking spell. This wasn’t what you got with mere metal. This spell had a bite to it, a kick, too. And as soon as it felt an unregistered hand squeezing around the brass handle, it tried to force me back.

    It felt like a bat to the chest. So what did I do? I flung myself forward harder. Gripping the handle until my fingers could’ve crushed steel, I closed my eyes and opened my left eyelid partially until it felt like I could see through anything. I accessed my wards. I spoke, not just to the power within, but to its reason.

    Magic is as much about the mind – is as much about motivation – as anything else. When you need a quick burst of power, recall why you exist, what you want, and why you will never back down.

    Now I focused on extinguishing Hell once and for all, and it gave my prying, searching fingers all the force they needed to find the heart of the lock spell and snap it.

    There was a quick, blasting, echoing click that fortunately wasn’t loud enough to get anyone’s attention but mine. It spread my lips into a smile as I twisted the handle and I walked into a dark, narrow corridor. It stank of burnt material. I imagined the actual crematorium, if it dealt with real people and not just the souls of the damned, had proper vents. This made it smell as if fabric or perhaps even plastic had been burnt recently. It had a real nostril-grating edge to it. Find yourself sharing a cramped space with it for too long, and by the end of the day you might have a serious lung infection.

    All I had to do was pull up the collar of my thick jacket and press it over my face. In a single second, it created a mask capable of filtering out even the smallest pollution.

    I didn’t go for my guns yet but certainly felt their weight pressing into my hips, their promise, too.

    I didn’t know if you’d ever used a weapon – I didn’t know if you’d ever fought a holy war – but let me tell you this: if you had, you’d understand the sense of protection and responsibility those guns brought me. It was like I was dragging my soul along wherever I went.

    And if I found a demon, those guns would partition off little bits of my soul and shoot said demon to smithereens.

    Though all my Cardinals had always given me glowing reports, one or two over the years had taken one look at me and told me I was cold. I lacked something, some generosity of the spirit an exorcist apparently needed to truly thrive.

    The Cardinals in question had been too permissive, if you asked me. Proponents of the treaty, they actually believed there was a point to Hell, that it existed to do something important.

    In time, I simply hoped those Cardinals would learn the truth. In time, I hoped they’d see the light.

    And speaking of the light, every single new breed of exorcist had a new strain of light they could call on when they needed it most. Now I had wards, I could use it in my guns. I’d gone through the procedure, painful as it was meant to be, only a single week ago. But I’d bounced back quickly. Pain simply couldn’t stick around with me. It was a fact I could push into the distance, not a warning I had to heed.

    As I slunk down the narrow, cold, smoke-infused corridor, I started to detect just how dark the shadows were. Their clinging touch wasn’t normal, nor the promise of exactly what they hid.

    Exorcists can see through the shadows, but sometimes they might need a hand. And speaking of one of those, I spread my fingers in the exact right motion and activated the ward carved onto my palm. I shone a brilliant but directed beam of light against one of the thickest shadows to my left. There was nothing there except for a couple of scuff marks and maybe a chip or two. It looked like what you’d get if somebody had been using trolleys repeatedly in this section and they’d crashed into the walls a couple of times.

    Why would this place need so many trolleys? Unless it was being used to store something.

    I swung the torch beam around. I checked every thick shadow, but I didn’t find anything more.

    I reached a door at the end of the corridor and paused. Before I broke through its magical lock, I paid attention to the particular tickling sensation climbing up the back of my neck. It was like a ghost of a hand. Let it grab my head, and it would try to pull it up and to the left. I swung my torch beam in the right direction, and there, I saw a claw mark. A specific one. This hadn’t come from some enterprising bird. This had come from a demon.

    Thick and strong, the claw had punctured deep into the plaster, and on either side, it had left swathes of dark burn marks. Even the most eagle-eyed human detective wouldn’t have seen it during the day. Most other exorcists would’ve missed it, too.

    I cast a quick spell on my hands, made them sticky, climbed the wall, reached the mark, paused, and scraped off a little of the plaster.

    It sang in my grip, and boy was its song a dark one. Melodious and easy to listen to, it was unfortunately the kind of tune that would soon send you into the darkest of slumbers and the worst nightmares.

    Not all demons could burn magical songs into matter. Think of it kind of like a stun grenade. It was there to ensure if a magical practitioner accidentally activated one of their spells, they’d black out. But with the right protective spell in my fingers, I pocketed the plaster, jumped down, stared at the mark one last time, then yanked out one of my guns. I’m sure I’d need it by the end of tonight.

    I opened the door. The handle didn’t even resist anymore, or, more likely, my body now knew how to quickly deactivate the spell. I walked into a much wider corridor. This one was thick with smoke. Either the crematorium was on fire, or a nasty spell was being practiced here.

    I heard it again – the sound of a damned soul escaping – and I ran. I pushed into the thick smoke, and immediately it made me feel as if I was in a blizzard. The corridor wasn’t that wide. It only led in one direction, too, but the whole nature of this smoke was to twist your mind.

    If I let it, it would convince me I was running in circles even though I was patently running forward. If I let it, it would tell me to turn around and run, or I’d be stuck in this maze for good. Instead, I ran right through it. The further I got, the more the smoke twisted around my chest, trying to hold me back.

    It could go to Hell. Everything could head there by the time I was finished with this story.

    I reached the other door on the other side, and this time, I kicked it down. It was just as I heard another damned soul screaming.

    As the door sailed inward, it revealed some kind of storage room. I saw several trolleys. And beside them stood stacked-up metal crates. They had strange shimmering symbols on their left sides.

    And atop them, oh, atop them were smoke demons.

    They’d be the ones pumping out all of that mess in the corridor, then?

    They had faces in that way that sometimes clouds can resemble people. They were completely made out of clouds, from the tips of their flaming, crackling tails, to the sharp tongues that suddenly lashed in their mouths as they hissed, “Exorcist.”

    Yeah, exorcist. Even if my cross hadn’t been out on full display, even if my holy guns hadn’t been in my grip, I swear they would’ve recognized it in my eyes. They blazed far brighter than any hellfire ever could.

    I came in, guns shooting. One of the smoke demons sitting on the closest box flung himself into the air and immediately dispersed. He tucked his tail around his middle, pressed his arms in front of his chest, then flipped. His body immediately broke apart, creating some of the thickest, most glowing clouds I’d ever experienced. They flung themselves around me, creating a mist worse than the one that filled the corridor. That was just one cloud demon. This storm was made out of ten of them.

    So I started shooting. Not at the clouds, though. Clouds, famously, aren’t that affected by bullets.

    Whatever was in the boxes would be.

    I wasn’t above a bit of property destruction to make a point.

    The demons had specifically been sitting on the largest crates. They hadn’t been doing that because they were the most comfortable. They’d been guarding them.

    As I let rip, I blasted through the side of one of them now. It was relatively shielded, but there wasn’t much it could do against my bullets. It tore the reinforced metal to shreds, and within, I saw something glowing this soft, almost vacant green.

    Color isn’t vacant. Maybe someone with green eyes, for example, might stare at you with a vacant stare. But the color itself is, honestly, just color. Or at least that would be the case if magic played nice. But magic was only ever there to complicate things.

    The exact glow of the thing in these crates suggested some kind of emptiness, as if I had just glimpsed the void and it could stare back at me.

    Nothing came out of the crates. And I didn’t see what created the glow.

    No, because like eyes, it suddenly blinked out.

    The demon clouds screeched. Every single one of them hollered at the top of their lungs, making it sound as if I had just plucked the tails off an entire truck of cats.

    Suddenly something was flung around my throat, and it tried to pull me back, but I ducked underneath it. Even through the thick clouds, I spied another crate, and I fired at it.

    This time I knew exactly how to best its defenses. It was strongest on the eastern side of the crate, if one could use cardinal directions to describe such a thing.

    But every good Cardinal knows they could describe anything.

    The crate exploded.

    Another one of the demons shrieked. This time I saw whatever was inside the crate for a longer glimpse.

    It definitely felt like it was watching me, definitely felt like it was eyes. No, it was one big eye. There was one big green eye in every single crate, and that was just as spine-tingling as it sounded.

    The cloud demons were getting sick of smothering me when it had no effect. So it was time to try to push into my mouth, time to try to blast me apart that way.

    I felt them push against my nostrils and lips. It was a horrendous sensation, what you’d get if you stupidly opened your mouth underneath a massive waterfall and waited for it to inundate you.

    But I knew exactly how to push back.

    A well-placed exorcist bullet can do a lot of things.

    Exorcist bullets aren’t just intricately carved, aren’t just covered in wards – they don’t just pump with light magic. Exorcist bullets, when used correctly, can help exorcists lead their minds into their targets. If your target was a cloud – if, say, it didn’t have a proper form to begin with – you could begin the fight to control that form.

    Yeah, yeah, there are certain benefits to having an insubstantial body. You can move about, and gravity can never get in your way. But if you encountered a stronger will that could push into that insubstantial form, you’d have to fight for your very existence.

    I’d once had feedback from a Cardinal that I pushed the boundaries of magic sometimes. I thought in a way that the rest of the students didn’t. And I certainly fought in a way the rest of them didn’t, too. Other exorcists might’ve continued to destroy the crates. There was no point, for I now knew what was inside them. It would be quickest to deal with the clouds. And while I could just get into a gunfight with them, why not get into a mental fight?

    These little smalltime demons would be used to winning. I was used to sacrificing just enough of myself as it took to win.

    A fact I proved as I crossed my guns in front of my chest, half closed my eyes, and deliberately opened my mouth. I let the closest clouds push into my mouth with glee. They didn’t laugh, but if they could have, they would have.

    As the clouds pushed into my gullet, the pressure was tremendous. My head wanted to explode. I told it with a firm hand there was no point. It was just a sensation.

    Just a trap. But my trap would be more effective.

    As soon as I’d ingested enough clouds, I clamped my lips closed, securing my jaw shut hard. Then I frigging swallowed. Yeah, that’s right. I swallowed demons. It felt like I’d always been born to do that.

    I had no memories of my previous life. Not one. I just had a sense, something I couldn’t put into words, something I could never ignore. I existed to fight the darkness. I existed to shine a light into it. Nothing and no one would ever get in the way of that existence again. But here’s the thing, the thing you needed to heed and the thing I could never forget. The word again was the most important part of that memory. It suggested that whoever I’d been in the past, I’d done something like this, but I’d failed.

    That would not happen now.

    This time, I would win.

  
    Chapter 2

    Rita White

    As soon as I had the spell trapped in my mouth, I could fight it. As soon as I swallowed, it started to become part of my body. I could feel the demon energy inside it. It thought it had won.

    It soon realized that I had so many new exorcist wards cut into my bones, I was the perfect prison for it.

    The cloud was technically still connected to the cloud outside – a fact I would have to use later. For now I sank my entire mind and every single one of my glowing wards into the process of recombining the demons’ magic.

    Demons might say that they are here to break things down, that they are here to uphold the cycle of life and death. They exist for greed. They are fundamentally consumptive beings. They want more and more. And all I had to do to reprogram this demon cloud and defeat it was to give it less and less. I started to shut it out from its own power, from its own freaking mind. It was easy enough. Brave, maybe stupid, but still easy for me.

    I heard the rest of the combined demon cloud scream. It might’ve been made up of 10 different practitioners, but when they’d joined into a single cloud, they’d become one. Good. It was easier for me.

    Easy enough that, with one more push from my mind, I completely reprogrammed the cloud in my mouth. I opened my lips. Opened them and started shooting.

    I’d already told you that my guns couldn’t be effective against clouds. What they could do, however, was distract the demons long enough for me to push my virus in. They could also make a few well-placed cuts that would allow my virus to spread.

    And what happened a second later? It spread. I opened my mouth and with a growl, let rip with the reprogrammed cloud within. It shot into the room, and the entire thing shuddered.

    I needed to remind you that several of those crates were open. The eyes had previously disappeared, but now one, the closest, only two meters to my left, blinked open for half a second to watch me.

    Sometimes people get a sense they’re being watched. It’s easy enough if you’re a trained exorcist like me. Maybe the back of your neck will prickle. Maybe it will simply be an undifferentiated sense. However it chooses to communicate with you, don’t ignore it.

    But sometimes it’s so easy to tell that someone’s watching you, it’s like they are right in front of your face, their eyes so wide, they could swallow you whole. That’s the sense I got from the creature in the box to my left. A sense I somehow ignored anyway as I pushed my reprogrammed cloud into the room.

    There was an unholy fight.

    The rest of the cloud tried to get out of the way, but there was nowhere to go. It had started this Devilish game, and it would now lose to it.

    I didn’t bother to roar, didn’t make a single sound, just watched in satisfaction as my reprogrammed spell spread.

    I pocketed one of my guns, knowing the fight was now over.

    As my spell spread and the rest of the demon cloud fell, it turned to rain.

    A nice touch, that.

    Rain is there to cleanse the earth, and this crematorium sure did need to be cleaned. As the last of the smoke disappeared, drenching the floor until it looked as if a storm had swept through here, I swept through faster. I encountered more of those large boxes. I settled a hand on them, using some of my scanning exorcist wards to confirm what was within.

    Sure enough, there were more of those large eyes. So I moved on to the other crates, fully expecting there to be other body parts in them. That’s what was going on here, right? Someone had ordered the parts for a large monster, or they’d created them and were storing them here. What better place to do it?

    I doubted this crematorium actually did what it was meant to. There were plenty of things a foul, devious mind could do with a fresh dead body other than simply burning it and returning it to the earth. I could guarantee you that whoever ran this crematorium was breaking down the bodies of their poor unsuspecting corpses and remaking them into monster bits. It would be a hard spell. You’d need dark energy, but Hell has more than enough of that to go around.

    Except the other crates weren’t filled with other body parts. The other crates were filled with smaller eyes. That didn’t mean I was wrong. It just meant that whatever creature they were going to create had so many eyes, you’d need an entire storeroom to keep them in.

    When I was done and I was certain I’d gone through every box, I returned to my original mission.

    Not before pausing in the doorway.

    I considered destroying all of these eyes on my own. It would take a fair amount of magic. I had it. And unlike my other exorcist colleagues, fighting injustice gave me force. It didn’t take it.

    Even the bloodiest battle, no matter how hard it battered my body, would give me force and not take it away. I was known for my incredible stamina. But I was also known for following the rules. I knew what to do in a situation like this.

    I shoved a hand into my pocket, as deep as I could go, moving past the wards I kept there, the hexes, the books, the spare bullets, even a few muesli bars for long stakeouts. I grasped hold of a locator bug.

    I pulled it out of my pocket, flicked the dial on the top, and threw it into the air. It paused in the middle of the room, spun to the left to initiate, then cast a deep green mandala beneath it. It would call to the Church. The closest group of cleaners – magical cleaners, mind you – would find it, come here, burn this place to the ground, and ensure not one of the demon eyes ever escaped.

    With the deed done, I went to leave and investigate the rest of the crematorium, but I paused in the doorway, gaze darting toward the first crate I’d opened. There was the eye, watching me.

    Why did it feel as if something else was watching me beneath? Not beyond, mind you, beneath.

    I swung my gaze down. I felt the tension gathering there. So what did I do? I thumbed my nose at it, holstered my gun, and sauntered off to complete my mission.

    I knew why I existed. And soon enough you would know, too.

  
    Chapter 3

    Liam

    “I don’t care. You’ll organize the shipment. You’ll do it today. Do you understand me?” I snarled over the phone, pressing it against my ear as I walked through the pumping club. My club, the hottest club around. Quite possibly because it was run by me, the hottest demon around.

    I had flames inside me that could burn brighter than any others.

    Being the Fourth Son of Satan came with a heck of a lot of responsibility, but it sure did come with power, too.

    As one of the fire torches around my room ran out of flames, all I had to do was flick my fingers from 20 meters away, and it burst back into life. It cast the club into a dim but memorable glow.

    It was only just past dusk. There were a couple of patrons but only my diehard fans.

    Barney, a bounty hunter who plied his trade on Earth, sat at the bar, legs tucked underneath the stool, his massive shotgun tucked right in front of them. He wore a long trench coat as dark as the depths of space, and he had a matching look in his eyes as he nursed his drink.

    He tipped his hat at me as I sauntered past.

    I paused and nodded. It didn’t matter if I was one of Satan’s seven sons. You should respect where respect was due. Plus, Barney had helped me out last week and delivered a poor damned soul straight to my door.

    I still remembered the little boy’s ghostly form shuddering under the effects of an old exorcist ward. It’d been the equivalent of a rabbit trap, and he’d looked like said rabbit, dragged in from a field, covered in blood, eyes full of terror. Eyes full of terror at a world that just kept kicking him down, no matter how hard he tried to pull himself back up again.

    Barney turned right around in his chair, looked me up and down, lifted his amber-colored drink, and saluted me over the top. He proceeded to guzzle it. Normal people couldn’t do it while maintaining such a steady stare. When he was done, he placed the glass down. Normal, non-magical people couldn’t fill it themselves and down another gulp.

    He leaned back. He cast his gaze around the busy club. “Hardly happy hour in here. But you’re still busy – just not running this club, hey?”

    The slightest smile plucked at my lips. “The party business isn’t what it used to be. With every day, there’s a lot less fun in this town.”

    “And how’s the soul business?” He leaned forward on his stool, placed his beefy elbow on his knee, and looked directly at me.

    Barney, like a lot of practitioners stuck between Heaven and Hell, was neither good nor bad. Which, in my books, was exactly what you wanted to be. Don’t align yourself – just live.

    Now, now, I wasn’t maligning those who chose to follow the path of Hell. I was just appreciating that there was a certain freedom in getting to do whatever you wanted. Freedom I hadn’t known for a very long time.

    I might have been a Hell-raising party boy for most of my existence. Then, one fateful night, my father had tapped me on my shoulder and given me this job.

    Unfortunately for me, I’d never been able to look back.

    I grabbed my hand unconsciously, sliding my fingers over a small tattoo. It was nothing more than a black band.

    On closer inspection, if you had the eyes of the damned, you’d be able to see it was a contract signed by my father.

    Barney, as far as I knew, didn’t have the requisite gaze, but he still knew what it was. He was a frequent customer. He glanced down at it. “Dear old dad’s contract giving you trouble again? Grim Reaper on the move, is he?” he muttered, voice becoming much quieter. He could converse at full volume about any topic – except for that one. Barney might be a hardened bounty hunter. Nobody, in Heaven, Hell, or Earth, could ever speak about the Grim Reaper with a straight face. Even Barney, knowing full well the Grim Reaper wasn’t in the room, cast his gaze over both of his shoulders just in case the terrifying creature loomed behind the bar.

    I looked down at my feet once. “I wouldn’t call it trouble.”

    “Then what would you call it?” He paused with his now refilled glass against his lips.

    I sighed. I meant it. Right deep down from my flaming soul. “I call it fate.”

    You might think you know a thing or two about the Devil. But he isn’t your dad. So here’s a lesson from me. Satan does everything for a reason. And that included having his seven sons. Each one of us was born for a task. I might’ve shirked mine for most of my party-loving existence, but now it had been shoved down my throat, or at the very least, tattooed onto my body.

    You might’ve claimed that was revenge for me ignoring my father for most of my existence. I doubt it. I think my dad, right from the beginning, had made me who I was to one day take on a Grim Reaper. I was the only one of his sons who could do it. I was the only one with a sufficiently… now, what was the word? Let’s say slippery soul. I could move in between the various realms – not just Earth, Hell, and Heaven but the sub realms too – with ease.

    And I had a real thing for justice. A sense I had subsumed for most of my existence, but one the contract now bound me to.

    Before Barney could continue the conversation – or remotely steal more of my whisky – I got a parcel delivery. After years of explaining the rules, the delivery agency still burned a hole right through one of my tables.

    There was a great whoomph as a transport fire circle appeared, carving up the expensive wood and turning it into ash that scattered across my previously clean floor.

    I erupted just like a Devil boy should. “What the Hell?” I snarled, meaning every word, especially the last one there.

    I shoved one hand into my pocket then pushed my other forward. I accessed my underlying demon form and went to burn through whichever delivery boy was stupid enough to ignore my house rules.

    It wasn’t a delivery boy this time; it was a delivery bird. A sparrow to be precise.

    It wasn’t even a demon sparrow.

    It chirped. Tied to its leg was a string. Tied to the string was a small piece of parchment.

    Sparrows aren’t large – I’m sure you appreciate that fact. There isn’t much you can tie to them. They aren’t going to deliver your groceries, that’s for sure. But they could, if they really wanted to, deliver you a lot of poo, as this one did now, a splatter of it further sullying my floor.

    Really?

    Why had Magical Message Solutions, the largest delivery firm servicing the three realms, chosen to replace its delivery boys with birds?

    Who knew?

    I reached forward, grabbed the strand of magical string binding the sparrow, snapped it, gathered up the parchment in one hand, and went to open it.

    Barney gestured at the sparrow. “I’d let that out, if I were you. Those things can produce a lot of crap. The last thing I want is anything to stain my new jacket.”

    Barney had a new jacket for every single day of the week. Something to do with ensuring his scent could never penetrate the fabric so he couldn’t be tracked easily.

    I’d heard he had an apartment somewhere close to downtown with a basement so large, you could fit half the city down there. Instead, he fit rows upon rows upon rows of the exact same jacket. He had, after all, been plying his trade for many millennia.

    I had never bothered to question if he had worn a fitted leather trench back in the days of Caesar, but that was a conversation for later.

    I made a face at him. I pointed at the bird, and yes, while I had already established that it could crap, I arched an eyebrow. Then I indicated its relative size with a squeeze of my fingers.

    Barney just turned back to his drink and laughed. “You’ve got a lot to learn about the real world, Devil boy.”

    My cheeks stiffened. Those were the exact words my father had said before tattooing a contract on me and sending me out onto the streets to apparently hand out justice.

    Before I could say anything, I turned back to the sparrow, but I got distracted. My phone pinged. I reached into my pocket, around all of the other junk I kept in there, including almanacs, soul registries, guns, and the occasional apple, and grasped up the phone. I pulled it around.

    There was a message from an old flame.

    Or potentially a current flame. We’d have to see.

    As a smile sliced across my lips, I forgot about the sparrow. The same sparrow who was no longer tied to his message. The same sparrow, apparently, who could produce a whole mountain of crap far larger than its tiny body.

    Barney reached into his pocket, grabbed out a hat, shoved it on his head, clicked his fingers, created a rain-blocking spell, and downed his drink in one gulp.

    Then the sparrow turned out to be far larger than a chicken egg. And far, ah, how should I put this? More productive.

    The sparrow suddenly flapped its wings, and in the blink of a magical eye, became half the size of the room. It crapped right over my shoes, my jacket, my counter, half the dance floor, and a recent shipment of antique tumblers that’d cost me an arm and a leg.

    I stood there, splatter-covered phone in hand, lips puckering wide, eyebrows sinking down.

    This was why I had been dragged out of Hell? This was why my father had so-called given me one of the most important missions any of his sons had ever seen. Really?

    Honestly, really?

    Yeah, really.

    Before I could blow a gasket, I swiped a hand toward the sparrow. It was making odd gurgling sounds. I didn’t think it immediately needed to feed to replace the food it had just defecated in some reverse postprandial reaction. It looked as if it was about to grow even bigger. I didn’t know how large it was meant to be, but now I paused to think about it, you’d want your messenger to have a larger form. It would make them more efficient. They could carry thousands or millions of messages in one shipment and stay on the road for longer.

    I really didn’t need to wait around and find out exactly how big this sparrow could become – and critically if it had finished its midafternoon ablutions.

    As I clicked my fingers, I suspended its form. Then I scrunched it. A hard spell. It might’ve taken a lot of other Devil boys a lot longer to produce it. They might’ve had to pull out one of their old spell books, practice it in the corner for a little bit, then cast it.

    For me, it was instinctual. Though there was no good reason for that to be the case. As you already knew, I had wasted so much of my life partying, not studying. But there were some aspects of magic that I could just move into, click my fingers, and control, and this was one of them.

    I suppose it came hand-in-hand
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