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      Bullets pinged off the rock beside Shax's head.

      Projectiles? Really?

      He ducked lower and tapped frantically at his link, hoping it hadn't taken damage. "Verin! You there, bud?"

      A low growl came back through the link. "This better be—fuck! Is that gunfire?"

      "Maybe," Shax conceded as he flattened himself in the dust.

      "What in Lucifer's name did you do now, bonehead?"

      "Um, there were pretties…"

      Verin's cussing became too heated and high decibel for him to continue the conversation for a moment. Finally, he stopped the tirade. "Get back here, then! Fast as that damn horse you borrowed can manage!"

      "About the horse…"

      "What?"

      "Got shot out from under me. I could, ah, use some backup out here, Ver."

      More grumbling came through but this time accompanied by the sounds of engine startup. "You at least get your damn pretties?"

      Shax grinned despite the dire situation. "Oh, yeah. Show you when we're off this dirtball."

      Engine noise drowned the next round of grumbling. Thank hells. Verin was coming for him. Not that a little thing like a gunshot was going to kill a prince of hell but damn it, being shot hurt. Maybe some demons got off on the whole pain thing, but he'd rather skip it, thanks.

      "There's nowhere to go, scum!" the local protector of law and order bellowed. "Give up now and we'll most likely hang you all nice and humane instead of skinning you alive!"

      Oh yes, now there's incentive for you. The shooting had stopped for a moment, so he dared to poke his head up above his rock cover. "How about a third choice?"

      "You're out of choices, boy!"

      Shax rolled his eyes at the incredibly witty rejoinder. "How about I go away and you never, ever have to see me again?"

      He offered his most charming smile, then dove for the ground, swearing a black streak when bullets zinged around him. Ow. Shit. He pushed his hat back, probing gently at his scalp near his right horn. His fingers came away bloody. "I am never going into any bar that has a piano player, ever again. Cheap, shoddy, hick town. Stupid humans."

      The roar of the Brimstone's engines briefly muffled the gunfire. Shax thought his partner would come in shooting but Verin often had more precipitous solutions. He simply set the ship down on the posse.

      "Ew. Squish."

      The few townsfolk who were not under the ship galloped off, suddenly keen to be elsewhere. The loading ramp lowered with the bitchy whine of old hydraulics. Verin stood at the top, huge arms crossed over his chest, tapping one clawed foot on the deck plates.

      Shax staggered out of his hiding spot, trying hard for an annoyed expression rather than one of profound relief. He pointed to the hull as he stumbled up the ramp. "I am not cleaning that mess off."

      "Idiot." Verin snorted. "The mess'll freeze the second we leave atmosphere and burn off the next time we do reentry. So damn planet-bound still."

      "Shut up. Am not." Halfway up the ramp, Shax stopped. "Why's the ship crooked?"

      "It's not. Get in here. You don't look so good, genius."

      Shax was about to admit he didn't feel so great, either, when the loading ramp inconsiderately leaped up and hit him in the face. The last things he heard were Verin grumble-cussing and soft mooing.

      Mooing?
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      The headache wasn't as bad as the ones after a bad tongue-lashing from the boss. Humans thought that was just an expression. Ha. The Prince of Darkness had some of the most ingenious punishments. Still, Shax wasn't in any hurry to get up.

      Verin had dumped him in his cabin, probably to get him out of the way and secured during liftoff.

      "Would've been nice if you could've taken off the boots, Ver." Shax swiped at his blankets, trying to get some of the dust and sand off. Filth was not his modis operandus. Wasn't usually Verin's either, but sometimes Verin just couldn't be bothered with small details.

      He stripped and put the dust-plagued clothes in the dry-cycler. He'd deal with rips and scuffs later. The shower was sonic, better for water conservation, but it did have the luxury of a warm air jet massage, one of the reasons he had taken the captain's cabin. Verin had the pilot's quarters, equally well equipped.

      Designed for a crew of six, the Brimstone was more ship than they needed but Verin did well with the flying part and he did well with the mechanics so they had no use for a pilot or crew. Since they had no need for a ship physician either, it was just the two of them, which suited them both fine.

      Shax fingered the bloody line that parted his red-gold hair beside his horn. Pissed him off that those idiots had temporarily marred perfection. His horn hurt, for hell's sake. Otherwise, he still looked good. Oh fine, his black eyes were a little bloodshot and a nasty bruise colored his jaw. He needed rest and pampering, but Verin sure as shit wasn't going to do any of that and he'd left the minions behind on Earth.

      He pulled on comfortable old work pants and a sweater, shrugged on his jacket and shambled off to the kitchen. While he wasn't really in a mood to deal with computer snark, he needed his damn coffee.

      Lights came up as he entered. The bench slid out from under the counter to welcome him. "Ivana, coffee."

      "How about you ask nicely, handsome?" the lisping CG voice purred. The damn computer had been programmed with a drag queen personality and neither he nor Verin could figure out how to change the settings.

      "Ms. Ivana Cockatoo, might I have some coffee, please?"

      "That's better. Now why are you out of bed, sugar? You look like five light-years of bad road trip."

      The whir and hiss of the insta-brew gave Shax hope that his misery would end soon, which improved his patience by a few degrees. "Headache. Couldn't sleep anymore. I want whiskey in that."

      "No can do, Captain Cute Buns. All out."

      "Great." Shax buried his head in his arms. "Any ethanol then. I'm not picky."

      "Tsk. You need to take better care of yourself."

      His mug came down the conveyor toward him, the one with the big red letters that read, Hell is empty and all the devils are here. Coffee scent rose from the mug mixed with the sharp fumes of pure grain alcohol. Ivana might scold but always came through in the end. After a sip, Shax heaved a happy sigh. Soon the little men would stop practicing small-arms fire in his head.

      "Thank you, Ms. Ivana. Take a break and get laid or something."

      "Oh, honey, are you offering?"

      "In your dreams, sweetheart."

      Shax ambled off, coffee in hand, though not before he caught a muttered, "Computers don't dream, smartass."

      Verin wasn't in the pilot's pod, no need for him to be with the course set and nothing around but the great emptiness. Shax found his partner down in the hold, standing on the landing with his characteristic dark frown.

      "Ver."

      "Hey, trouble."

      Shax sipped his coffee, staring in confusion down into the not-quite-empty-anymore hold. "We have cows."

      "You figured that out all by yourself."

      "They're…floating."

      "Yeah." Steam rose from Verin's nostrils when he snorted. "They're antigrav cows. The guy explained the science-y stuff about how they have some kind of extra antigrav stomach built into their genetics but I wasn't really listening."

      "The guy?"

      "Client, numbnuts. Someone has to take care of the business side of things. We're delivering them."

      "Ah." Shax tipped his head back to watch some of the bovine dirigibles floating overhead. "And someone thought this was a good idea…why, exactly?"

      "Running a delivery?"

      "No, I get that part. Flying cows." One overhead lifted her tail. "You may want to step about three feet to your right, Ver."

      Verin jerked his head up and around, one of his huge, curled ram's horns clanging against the wall. He swore and shifted right just as a platter-sized patty splatted on the landing. "Shit."

      "Yes." Shax took another long pull at his doctored coffee. "This is going to get messy."

      "Already is fucking messy," Verin growled as he eyed the floor below. "Why can't they all do it in one corner or something?"

      "They're cows, not cats. You're not going to get them to use a giant floating litter box."

      "Do we have one?"

      Shax raised an eyebrow at Verin, not sure if he was trying to be funny. No, steam rose at an alarming rate from his nostrils. Ver was just annoyed and perplexed. "Ah, no."

      The cows were well adapted to their non-standard mode of locomotion. They used walls, support posts, and each other to change trajectory in a slow, graceful dance. Shax found them oddly beautiful. One drifted near him at eye level and mooed at him, her breath better than most demons he'd known. Liquid brown eyes regarded him with infinite patience and understanding as if none of the terrible things he had done in his long life mattered.

      "Interesting critters. What are we feeding them?"

      "The guy gave me a couple of bags of pellets."

      Shax pointed with his coffee mug to two rather sadly depleted biopoly bags on the floor of the hold. "Those bags? The ones the herd has just about eaten through?"

      "Well, how the hell was I supposed to know they eat that much?" Verin's snort actually held sparks, not a good sign. "What am I, a fucking cow whisperer? I'm trying to keep us in fuel. What the fuck have you done lately?"

      Early in their partnership, Shax had made the mistake of telling Verin to calm down. One of the cabin doors had bent nearly in half when Verin blew a gasket and tried to see if he could disprove certain laws of physics by getting Shax and door to occupy the same space at the same time.

      He took a step left, cautiously out of reach, and pulled the purloined stones from his jacket pocket. "I did grab some pretties. Sapphires."

      Verin leaned in to glower over the four shiny rocks in Shax's palm. "Those aren't sapphires. Sapphires are blue."

      "Synthetic sapphires."

      Smoke curled up in a double helix from Verin's nostrils. "You risked your neck for fake sapphires?"

      Shax put the stones away before Verin decided to fling them
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