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  Three Times a Curse: The Complete Series Blurb

    
        
The complete four-book Three Times a Curse series in one volume.
When Jennifer finds out she's a witch in the most spectacular fashion, she doesn't think things can get worse. Boy, is she wrong.
A demon – a terribly handsome, startlingly arrogant demon – soon comes to her with a proposal. It's hardly a gentle offer; he kicks down a wall to get to her with a smile that will never fade. He soon shoves a ring on her finger and initiates some magical connection between them that'll keep her powers from getting out of hand. She just has to do one thing for him: stick by his side, no matter what happens.
And a lot will happen. Because Maxwell, the Third Son of Saturn, is in serious trouble. Serious world-ending trouble. Always a loyal son, Satan has given him the task of tracking down a rogue Accountant before the creature can tip the divine scales and destroy Heaven.
What ensues will be a wild battle for everything, far too much tongue-in-cheek banter, and a good deal of kissing.
For Hell requires nothing less from one of its seven sons.

    


    Three Times a Curse Book One

  
    Prologue

    Jennifer

    “Just take my hand, Jennifer. Think of nothing. Do nothing. Just accept the hand. I promise you,” Maxwell began, eyes glittering with something that looked suspiciously like hope.

    He didn’t get the chance to finish the sentence. A slice of Hellfire rained down from a low cloud above them, striking Maxwell in the chest.

    His expensive designer suit was ripped right off him. The shirt beneath was burnt. The tie became nothing but ash. It revealed deep symbols in his chest. His Hell symbols. They started to crack.

    Jennifer couldn’t move.

    Down on her knees, shaking on the edge of the roof, as literal Hell rained down from above them, all she could do was stare at her hands. And wait. And wait. And wait. But even though it felt as if she’d been waiting for magic her entire life before she’d met Maxwell, she hadn’t.

    This was what it was like to truly wait for power to rise within you.

    It was like being pushed up against some precipice of time.

    It was like having your enemy’s hands on your back as they pushed you toward the end. While your only salvation was right there. Right there in your palms.

    “Don’t,” Maxwell suddenly roared. It was a surprise he could still do that. His magical tattoos burnt harder into his chest. They weren’t just symbols. They were an indication of the health of his magical system. And as a crack formed right across the one at the front, she could tell that he was about to fall. Forever.

    So did he back away? Did he flee and find some basement somewhere to ride out Armageddon in? No. He couldn’t abandon her. You already knew that. Even though Jennifer was just starting to learn it.

    Maxwell shoved his hand out toward her. And when that didn’t work, he thrust to his feet. His body attracted the Hellfire from the clouds above. He was from Hell. And technically, so was the Hellfire. It pounded him from all sides. He had to lift a shaking, singed arm and try to hide behind it, but as she tilted her head up, she watched, gobsmacked, as an enormous ball of Hellfire developed right above them. It looked like some alien ship pushing down to Earth to conquer it.

    There was no other option.

    She had to do it.

    She curled her fingers into fists.

    She closed her eyes.

    “Jennifer, don’t you dare. Don’t you dare go against our pact. Don’t you dare break our connection. Jennifer—”

    “Sorry, Maxwell, but our marriage is now over.” She grabbed her ring.

    She pulled it from her finger. And in doing so, she broke the only connection that would ever matter. And to do that, she had to break a certain demon’s heart.

  
    Chapter 1

    Sometime Earlier

    Jennifer stared up at the horizon glumly. Thick clouds moved in off the bay. They were the kind of dark thick clouds that looked as if someone had painted them there. With especially cloudy old paint. There were some sections of the clouds that were so dark it looked as if they’d come from outer space.

    They just had rain. Lots of rain.

    Which meant another miserable day in the nursery.

    Technically no day ought to be miserable when you were this close to plants. That was why Jennifer had accepted the job. She’d just never counted on her boss being so….

    She could never actually put her finger on it. Mean? Sometimes he was. Sometimes he wasn’t. Mad? That was a cruel term, and she didn’t want to think that way. But there was another term that always scratched at the edge of her mind like a rat trying to be let into your house.

    And only idiots let rats in, right? So why, as she leaned against her spade now and stared up at the clouds glumly, did the word scratch its way into her head anyway?

    Her lips even opened. Her bottom lip quivered. You could barely see her teeth. It was as if they were so scared they receded into her gums. “Evil,” she finally said. And she shivered, a decidedly tight and itchy move.

    She dragged her fingers down the short sleeve of her nursery uniform. It was a particularly garish shade of green. No plant, unless it was planning to poison you and your entire village, would have a shade of verdant green that nauseatingly neon, but she was starting to wonder if her boss had never really known plants.

    Apparently he’d once been a successful CEO. But he’d had a change of heart. And he’d bought this nursery from a decidedly kind man. One who’d always inspired Jennifer. Someone Jennifer had wanted to work with, in fact. But day one, her bosses had switched, and she’d begun working for Barney instead.

    Barney Waithcoat was a man who could slip by in most circumstances. He had one of those faces. You know, one of those faces? That is simply a face and nothing more. She didn’t know how he did it. Maybe he’d once been an international drug runner, or he’d been a famous spy, but he could slip into any crowd, and even if you knew him, it would be almost impossible to identify him. He had a… roundish face, she supposed. He sometimes wore glasses; he sometimes didn’t. He had dull brown eyes, but from different angles, you could pretend they were green or even blue.

    As for his smile, don’t go there. He barely smiled.

    He usually rumbled like far-off thunder. And before she could finish that thought, guess what? There were two things. Real far-off thunder and the fake kind as he finally arrived at work. She could hear as he drove his sports car right up into the disabled parking lot by the door.

    She shrugged.

    She tried to pull her collar up. She tried to protect herself from what was going to come, but good luck.

    He was a spry old fellow, even though he was… an age. Was that helpful? She honest-to-God didn’t know how old he was. Just as he seemed to have everyday features that could slip past unnoticed, he was… an age of some description. He could be in his forties. He could be in his sixties. Who knew? But she had to go back to the fact he was strangely spry. He jumped right over the hip-high fence, landing beside her, bringing his sneer so close, she could probably frame it.

    “Ah, boss,” she began.

    “We’re not selling enough blood-red roses. I have to sell them all today.”

    She looked across at the blood-red roses stand. He’d renamed them. They’d previously been named after their botanical title.

    He’d changed it to spice them up. And he’d ordered a massive shipment of them for Valentine’s Day. But guess what? While the term blood-red rose might appeal to emos, goths, and people who weren’t that interested in gardening, Barney was playing to the wrong crowd.

    He’d even erected a sign saying they were perfect for Valentine’s Day while underlining the word blood three times.

    “Sell them all. Today. They’ve got to be gone before…” he trailed off. He darted his gaze up and stared at the horizon.

    Maybe he saw something he didn’t like because his lips twitched and his brow flattened.

    He grabbed the collar of his white polo shirt and pulled it up past his neck.

    Her gaze darted toward his right shoulder. Just for a second, she thought she’d seen something there. Perhaps a glowing tattoo…?

    She could’ve palmed her face. Glowing tattoos? Seriously? She blamed it on the fact that she’d been watching way too many cheap romances on her latest streaming obsession – Paranormally TV.

    It really drilled down into her favorite genre. And what was that? Cheap-ass paranormal romance.

    The kind where, when the two characters weren’t kissing, they were fighting. There was very little plot.

    But obviously, even though there wasn’t a lot to seep into her particularly small brain, it had seeped in anyway. Because as her gaze cut toward her boss’s shoulder once more, she swore she saw something glimmering underneath the thick white cotton.

    Maybe she stared a little bit too much because self-consciously, Barney rubbed at the spot. Then he growled. “You are gonna have to get your hustle on. Sell as many as you possibly can. Look, there’s an old lady. She doesn’t have one in her basket. Go sell one to her.” He grabbed up one of the roses aggressively and shoved it against Jennifer’s chest.

    She looked down at it. These roses were starting to die. Most of the leaves were spotted with rust, and no good gardener would want to bring it into their garden. Especially if they were a rose fan.

    There were even little glimpses of mildew on some of the newer foliage.

    “Ah, boss, she is one of our best customers—”

    “So go make her a better customer. Go, go,” he said as he shoved Jennifer in the back.

    She spun.

    She stared over at the little old lady. She had potted lavenders, a brilliant-scented verbena, and some bright blue cornflowers. The last thing she wanted was a blood-red rose. Sorry, a blood-red rose.

    Jennifer stared glumly down at the pot and shuffled her feet, really dragging them to get to the old lady as slowly as possible. Jennifer had assumed that Barney would soon get distracted – as he always did – and head off to the office right at the back of the main building. Then he would descend onto his phone or computer, and she meant descend. He wouldn’t just use them. It would be like he was sucked into a vortex of them.

    You could have a war outside his front door – or an honest to god Armageddon – and she swore that he’d never look up.

    But he wasn’t distracted today. He stood in front of the blood-red rose stand, his expensive shoes crumpling some stray chunks of potting mix that had fallen from the crappy plastic pots. Seriously, which supplier had he purchased these from?

    She knew for a fact that it wasn’t one of their ordinary suppliers. She didn’t recognize the sticker on the back of the black plastic pot.

    And speaking of those stickers, they couldn’t come off. She’d tried to pick one off in a fit of boredom, but it was so glued into the plastic it was like the both of them had been bonded together by magic.

    It was an odd symbol, too. Not a brand but a symbol. It had a circle with a square inside but a triangle inside that and a cross over the top of all three shapes.

    It gave her the shivers just to look at it. Also to touch it because unfortunately her finger strayed across the symbol now as she muddled her way over to her hustle target.

    The old lady in question could obviously detect what was about to go down, and she thrust a hand into her pocket, pulled out her phone, and called someone.

    Great. It meant that Jennifer didn’t have to use her terrible hawking skills to sell this crappy rose. It also, however, meant that she had to stop and stand there with the rose in her arms, that strange symbol just underneath her thumb. It made her finger itch. No, it felt like it clawed her finger. It was just a small plastic sticker. You tell that to her spine though as it felt like someone ironed it out.

    “Sell the rose. Sell all the roses. You have until the end of the day. No, you have until midday. Do it now. Before that thing arrives.” Though Barney usually spoke so bombastically, you could hear him from the moon, as he said that, his voice became strangely quiet.

    Jennifer didn’t like looking at him unless she really had to. Quite obviously, she had a gut-full of her boss most days, and she preferred to run than actually turn and face him. It was something about the way he said that, though. Something about the way there was a shrug in his words, even though that sounded impossible. Bear with her. It was the vocal equivalent of trying to get as far away from some premise as he could.

    She turned. It was just as a gust of wind struck her on the side of the face. It pulled her hair around and whipped it in front of her cheeks. Every strand soon played up and down like someone frantically beating a drum.

    By the time she turned to face him, he’d finally become distracted. He pulled his phone from his pocket, wheezed, and muttered one word. “Accountant.”

    She didn’t know why, but her hackles rose at the mere mention of that name.

    Was she in trouble with the tax office? Absolutely not. She’d never made enough money in her life to ever garner the attention of an actual accountant.

    Not her point. Her point was….

    There was another strike of lightning. This one was a lot closer. It was a lot more startling.

    As it arced from cloud to cloud right above the nursery, even though usually the weather didn’t bother Jennifer, she screamed. She dropped the rose. She couldn’t help it. That itching sensation that had developed over her fingers now became a full-on bite. It was like something had sunk its teeth into her flesh, and it had tasted her blood and liked what it had found.

    She shrieked, and she did so loudly enough to get everyone’s attention. Including Barney. He spun.

    He’d appeared terrified several moments before, but now he was absolutely livid. He skidded over to her. It was a surprise he didn’t fall face-first into a stand of potting mix. His cheeks became so ruddy he could’ve had a stroke right then and there. “You dropped one. You actually dropped one. You idiot. Clean it up and repot it. Now,” he spat.

    Though Barney was always bombastic, he wasn’t usually this loud.

    When he was berating her, he did it sufficiently far enough away from customers not to seem insanely dictatorial. Now it looked like he would explode.

    He grabbed his phone harder. He forced his fingers in until she honestly heard a crack.

    Barney didn’t come across as strong.

    Barney came across as… well, Barney. A man with a nondescript face, with an uncertain age, with a Hell of a temper. And maybe it was the temper that made him crack right through his phone screen. It sure had to be something because he had a toughened case.

    Jennifer let out a little yelp as she heard the screen crack.

    She let out another yelp when Barney grabbed her hand, pulled it down, and made her grab up the rose.

    The poor thing was bent in half. It’d half snapped off from the roots. Yes, she could probably save it. It would take a season, though.

    Barney’s fingers shook.

    He used her hand to scoop the rose up. Then he immediately took a step back as if he didn’t want to touch it. And fair enough. For a man who’d bought a nursery, he hated dirt. He hated it on his shoes, on his expensive polo shirts, and especially on his car. He hated it so much that sometimes he took a shower behind the office after walking in the nursery. Which meant that he was taking at least 10 showers a day.

    Yet now he got a little speck of dirt on his hand, but he barely noticed. He was more concerned about the rose. “Repot it. Save it. And sell it. You have until 12.”

    With that, so ruddy red he looked as if he was a fresh new steak cut right off the rump of a living cow, he scurried away to the office.

    “That man is definitely not a gardener,” the old lady from before said. She tutted loudly, patted Jennifer on the shoulder fondly, and disappeared to buy her plants before she could be hustled.

    Smart. Jennifer hoped that she could disappear. She dearly hoped it, in fact. She couldn’t. She stared glumly at the clouds gathering on the horizon. They were so much thicker and darker now, and they really promised that they would bring rain. So much rain it would probably feel like a biblical flood.

    Right now, she’d be thankful for the distraction.

    But one must be very careful what they wish for.

    A distraction was about to saunter into Jennifer’s life. One who would shove a ring on her finger and never let her go. One that would dictate the next phase of her life and more.

    For it was a distraction that would never, ever leave her side until the end.

  
    Chapter 2

    Maxwell

    “Yes, father,” Maxwell said in his trademark deep tone. Because if there was one son of Satan who could speak as if his voice was rumbling up from Hell, it was Maxwell.

    He grabbed his tie. He fixed it harder against his throat as he leaned back in his expensive office chair. Several shafts of sunlight made it through the floor-to-ceiling window to his left. As he glanced to the side, he watched clouds, ominous and thick with magic, developing across the horizon. Though the word develop almost made it sound as if it was a natural phenomenon. Yeah, right.

    Some pesky magical punk in this town was getting ready to cast a weather spell.

    They were getting ready. But Maxwell would stop them.

    He heard his own father’s deep tones echo across the line. It wasn’t accurate to say they echoed. Because it wasn’t technically accurate to say that Satan’s voice did anything other than act to be heard. Was that a confusing statement? You had to understand complex Hell physics to even begin to know what Maxwell was talking about.

    But some things were clear. As was his new mission.

    “You’re the only one who can do this, the only one of my sons who can even begin to track down the rogue Accountant.”

    Maxwell smiled. It was brief, and it was lucky his father wasn’t in the room. Satan didn’t like arrogance. Which was remarkable because he’d had six of the most arrogant sons one could ever imagine.

    Maxwell was different.

    Everything about him was different. His other brothers were all idiots. Powerful idiots, to be fair, but at the end of the day, if you do not have intelligence, you have nothing. You’ll never pick the right target, and you will never know how to hold on until the end.

    Those two words echoed in his head.

    
      The end.
    

    “Are we certain that he’ll start his attack from the city?” Maxwell asked.

    “Absolutely certain. He needs something in Daring City.”

    “And what about Heaven?” Maxwell began, controlling his expression before he had to say that word.

    He wasn’t like his first brother, Luke, the Seventh Son of Satan. Luke had been contracted to hold up the treaty between Hell and Heaven. And yes, there was a treaty between Hell and Heaven. No, there hadn’t been a holy war for centuries, even longer. Because holy wars are such pointlessly expensive things.

    Both sides would always lose some of their most important forces. And the wars tended to go on forever. They were also terribly boring affairs, too. Bad for commerce as well. And when Maxwell wasn’t running special missions for his father, he was running one of the most important banks in the world.

    And perhaps, in many ways, that’s why he was the best to track down the Accountant. He understood how the bastard thought.

    “You’ll have special dispensation from Heaven to go into any of their territories, buildings, or realms. And you will track him down, son. Our last reports indicate he has designs to collapse Heaven. You know what would happen if that were to occur,” Satan said.

    Yes, Maxwell knew.

    It would be a party, right? Hell’s greatest enemy would finally be destroyed, right?

    It was one thing to do it in an expensive holy war – a pointless thing. But if Heaven were to implode on its own, c’est la vie, correct?

    Wrong.

    Even though Maxwell hadn’t always believed this, his father believed in balance. The balance of the realms, the balance of good and bad, the balance of shadows and light. Apparently without balance, you got chaos. And these past 20 years, there’d been so much chaos between the realms, even a diehard fan of the dark like Maxwell was starting to appreciate balance was better.

    The Accountant, however, would change that.

    “We still don’t have his identity. You have to track it down. For obvious reasons, you will not be able to refer to him as the Accountant.”

    “Because there are an uncountable number of those soulless fools across the universe. Yes. What shall I call him?”

    “Rogue Man.”

    Satan did not have a sense of humor.

    It was a direct, plain name. It still made Maxwell’s lips curl slightly. “Rogue Man it is, then. Where was his last known location? Do you have any clues about his identity?”

    “All those details will be down to you. We have one thing, though.”

    “What’s that?”

    “When his office was raided by the other Accountants, they found a red rose.”

    Maxwell arched an eyebrow. Accountants did not have romances. Yes, Valentine’s Day was coming up. No, no Accountant would ever get down to their knees and propose to another Accountant. Unless the proposal was to take them over in a universal merger.

    For those who weren’t in the know, Accountants were… well, accountants. But blown up to a universal size. They were the magical creatures there to account for everything. Energy flows, human beings, souls, every particle exchange, and every realm. They counted and accounted for it all. And if the books weren’t in balance, things went boom.

    “Where is this rose?”

    “Head to Pittman Cathedral. The Cardinal there will give it to you.”

    “As you wish, father.” Maxwell stood. That shaft of light that had dreamily been warming his side earlier suddenly disappeared. He glanced to the side to notice that the clouds had now sprung further across the horizon.

    They were beginning to block out the sun.

    While it would be easy to assume that the spell had been conjured by the rogue Accountant, he very much doubted that. Some simple wizard or smalltime demon was responsible for that storm, and Maxwell, if he found them along the way as he hunted the Accountant, would make them pay.

    Once a son of Satan, always a son of Satan.

    Maxwell snapped a salute even though his father couldn’t see. He made that salute burn. All Maxwell had to do was activate the mandala in the center of his chest and concentrate. Then he accessed the permanent portal down to Hell flames that existed within his body.

    It lit him up far better than sunlight could.

    And the warmth was far, far hotter.

    He smiled.

    Somewhere, his father smiled back. “You have four days. Take any more time, and this world will probably cease to exist.”

    Satan said that casually. But trust Maxwell, this was a matter of life and death. No one had ever done more for the realms than Satan.

    And it was Maxwell’s turn to help.

    He let his salute drop. He fixed his tie, grabbed his cufflinks, hooked them into his shirtsleeves, and walked to the door. It was just as thunder started to boom overhead. He watched a slice of lightning light up the thick underbellies of the clouds. They looked like rusted ships someone had pushed over the city. Get enough energy and pump enough magic into those clouds, and they’d finally fall and squish the city flat.

    Unless Maxwell got there first.

    As he walked from his penthouse office, he nodded at his human secretary. “Hold my meetings for the day.”

    “Do you have somewhere to go, sir? Is it urgent? Will it only take a day?”

    He paused. He stared through the windows behind the reception desk. He looked specifically at the clouds. Then he shrugged. He was tracking down a rogue Accountant. None of his other brothers could do it.

    It would take… a day.

    You might think that was arrogance. It wasn’t. No one was as good at estimating things as Maxwell. “One day will do. I’ll see you tomorrow, Betsy.”

    She smiled endearingly.

    And Maxwell walked from his office.

    He could have walked right out of his office literally if he’d wanted to. He could interact with matter differently from humans. Hell, he could interact with matter differently from witches, wizards, and any of the other magical races. Because matter fundamentally knew who its master was.

    He flicked a hand into a fist and walked into the elevator. Then, when he noticed no one was there, he walked right through the bottom of the elevator.

    He simply melted around the metal. That left him in the shaft.

    Not a problem.

    Maxwell showed his wings. Or rather they revealed themselves.

    He might be a banker by day, but by night, he was a demon.

    His body would never forget that fact. And fortunately his magical suit wouldn’t either. As his wings burst out from his back, they didn’t rip the Cashmere-silk blend.

    He shot down the long elevator shaft, reached the bottom, melted into the basement, and flew through the bedrock of the city.

    If he wanted to get this done by the end of today, he couldn’t waste a single second.

    He knew precisely where Pittman Cathedral was. Anyone who’d just learned about magic would be able to track it. Because all of the powerful Ley Lines of the town pointed toward it.

    The Church had a predilection for buying up the best real estate across the world. And they’d certainly done a sterling job when they’d encountered Pittman Place.

    Daring City was built on an old magical fortress. Countless numbers of witches and wizards had given up their lives to alter the lines of the natural flow of energy beneath the city and point it all to the same location.

    And all Maxwell had to do to head there now was to follow one of those lines.

    It was like hitching a lift. All he did was reach a hand up, grab hold of the magical energy, and let it pull him toward Pittman Cathedral.

    While most of the time he simply magically moved through bedrock, occasionally he encountered tunnels. Some of them belonged to the subway. A lot of them belonged to the Church. Daring City was one of their hubs. They trained a lot of their Cardinals here.

    According to a personal friend in the Church, it was also intended to be a fortress for them should they ever need to fall back here during a war.

    A war with Hell, right?

    Maxwell might be going out on a limb here, but he felt confident in telling you that Heaven and Hell would never go to war again.

    The economics simply didn’t line up anymore. Too many friendships had been struck up on either side.

    Plus, these last several years, Hell had saved Heaven from far too many world-swallowing Armageddons for it to be forgotten too easily. It did not however mean that elements within Hell and Heaven couldn’t go rogue.

    But he was neither dealing with a rogue demon nor an angel here.

    This was an Accountant.

    And the mere word made Maxwell’s blood run cold.

    If it were up to him, he’d get rid of the Accountants. If it were up to anyone who’d ever dealt with an Accountant, they would be wiped off the face of existence. The problem was, it was the Accountants who cleaned the face of existence, so good luck with that.

    Though technically Satan toed the party line and accepted that the Accountants had to exist, Maxwell knew if it was ever within his father’s power, he would rewrite the rules of the universe to ensure those pen-pushers disappeared.

    But Maxwell ought to be careful what he wished for.

    He encountered one of the Church tunnels now. It led directly under Pittman Cathedral.

    Though he could’ve easily flown through until he reached the primary cathedral, he slowed down. He could feel the magical wards in the air. They were actually written onto each molecule of oxygen and nitrogen. Complex? Indeed. Finicky business. That required a lot of magic, too. It was a testament to how important Pittman Place was. The Church had wasted incredible magic to protect it.

    As he encountered the first cloud of it, it immediately lit up, alerting people to the fact he was invisibly traveling through the tunnel.

    He dropped into the visible world.

    He let his wings close partially.

    He took one step forward, placed his hand into his suit pocket, and announced in a gravelly tone, “I am here on official Hell business. I’m here to track down Rogue Man.”

    The tunnel was large. But it was empty.

    Of people, at least.

    The walls were not intelligent. There was no point in speaking to them.

    But the wards were connected to very expensive and intricate computational gear. And he knew that his voice would now be picked up and played to the Cardinals of Pittman Place.

    Sure enough, it didn’t take long for a screen to reveal itself from the ceiling above him. One word appeared on it. “Proceed.”

    He proceeded.

    And as he did, he watched as numerous booby-traps were disengaged. He’d known about the fact that wards were painted into the very molecules of the air. He had not, however, appreciated that there was an honest-to-God pit of spikes only several meters in front of him. And unlike the rather simple pits of spikes you might get in movies, these were the real deal. The spikes were made out of a substance that could pierce anything, including demon flesh. It must’ve taken the Church hundreds of years to track down enough of that material.

    Rather than spread it over all of their cloisters, they’d focused it here. Why? Because this was Pittman Place.

    The spikes disengaged, and a handy platform appeared over the pit, enabling Maxwell to walk right over it.

    It was not the last booby-trap to disengage.

    He heard a zapping sound from behind him. He turned to see that there was a lightning rod.

    It must’ve been so well cloaked that even he, as an invisible demon, couldn’t see it.

    He arched one eyebrow.

    He walked several more steps only to see several gun turrets disappearing into nooks in the wall. They were the best current military gear combined with such powerful wards that the turrets would be able to shoot through magical tanks.

    Maxwell was very rarely impressed. He was today.

    The computer screen was following him. It sent him another message. “Proceed slowly.”

    He was already walking at a snail’s pace.

    Maxwell was a giant demon who liked to do things quickly. He didn’t have a lot of time. In between running one of the world’s largest banks and being the Third Son of Satan, he barely had a moment to have a cup of tea.

    He still slowed.

    Just as he did, the air contracted in front of him. No, space contracted. A small trapped black hole appeared right in the middle of the corridor.

    Now he arched both of his eyebrows. While technically you could tame spatial anomalies, you needed a heck of a lot of energy to do that. Even he hadn’t assumed the Cardinals of Pittman place would go to such an extreme. But they had.

    It took a little while for the black hole to disappear. It had to punch a hole through space for that to happen.

    When it was done, Maxwell cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Is that it?”

    A message flashed on the screen. “That isn’t even the beginning. Pittman Place is well protected.”

    “I’ll bet it is,” he muttered to himself. Fortunately none of the other booby-traps were as dramatic and destructive. And soon he found his way up to a set of stairs that led to the very heart of Pittman Cathedral. He could sense the importance in the air. And trust him, the air knew it. The floor beneath him knew it. The carved walls knew it. The little flame torches that flickered on beside him as he rose up the stairs knew it. Everything understood how important it was. Because every single Ley Line of Daring City pointed toward it. And the most important decisions that had ever been made about the city had occurred here.

    Every kind of magical creature understands that what you do in a place will affect the place long-term. Especially if what you do is magic.

    But that’s just one way to affect some place. In the end, one factor matters more. The way people think about the place.

    So much of life is built on expectations. And the expectations that had been pumped into Pittman Cathedral were some of the most extreme you could get. Every Cardinal that had walked through here – heck, every ant that had climbed the walls – had understood this was the heart of one of the most powerful cities in the world.

    You would need something with a Hell of a will to go against that expectation.

    And maybe Rogue Man was such a person.

    Maxwell reached the top of the stairs.

    While he’d like to walk through the cathedral with his wings open, it wasn’t impossible that there’d be an ordinary parishioner or two around here – humans who knew nothing about magic.

    Their first introduction to the real world could not be Maxwell’s wings.

    It was one of the greatest sins under Heaven and Hell to let humans know about magic. You really didn’t want them to wander into the real world, anyway. Because humans had a talent for destroying everything they found.

    It was also important to the functioning of magic. Magic had to remain hidden.

    It had to stick to the shadows. If it didn’t, the wrong kinds of people would find it and bleed it dry.

    “Ah, there you are. I received notification from your father. You will be quick, and you will find the rogue Accountant by the end of the day,” a pompous voice said from behind Maxwell.

    He turned to face the senior Cardinal of Pittman Place. The man was statuesque. An ex-exorcist, if you asked Maxwell, he still plied the true trade of the Church and exorcised anything he could find. The true trade of the church wasn’t to save souls. Seriously, who believed that anymore?

    The Church was there to save Heaven. Just as Maxwell was there to save Hell.

    But if the word on the street was correct, then Cardinal West here was an active exorcist. It didn’t matter that he was 75. His strength might be waning. His mind wasn’t. And as he locked Maxwell in a sharp stare, he arched an eyebrow and looked him up and down. “Your father sent you? Really? Wouldn’t Luc have been better?”

    “Ever since my brother married, he’s been rather unreliable. Too distracted.”

    “And you’re not distracted, are you?”

    “I’m here, aren’t I?”

    “If you’re about to say that’s enough, it isn’t. The Accountant—”

    Maxwell lifted a hand. “Father prefers to refer to him as Rogue Man. Accountant, as I’m sure you can appreciate, is a common term.”

    Maxwell didn’t think a man like Cardinal West could ever be amused. And sure enough, far from smile, his lips looked like they were an ECG that was flatlining. “Rogue Man?” he asked sarcastically.

    “Father has a unique sense of humor.”

    “It’s inappropriate—”

    “It’s done.” Maxwell lifted his voice. Then he grabbed his lapels and neatened them. “And I’m here to fix your little problem. Where is this rose? What else did they find in Rogue Man’s office?”

    “Nothing. Just the rose.”

    “It will be enough.”

    Maxwell had spent some time telling you that he wasn’t arrogant. His brothers were. What Maxwell was, on the other hand, was skilled and intelligent.

    It didn’t mean he couldn’t come across as arrogant. Especially not when he needed to. And he needed to right now.

    Cardinal West was giving him the kind of look that suggested Maxwell was a little boy who’d just run away from home. A scared little boy who certainly wouldn’t have a chance in the real world.

    Maxwell had helped build the real world. And he could help find Rogue Man. In several hours.

    He took a step up to Cardinal West. “Is there a reason you’re wasting my time?”

    West simply narrowed his eyes. “This way.” He turned.

    He strode through one of the echoing corridors of Pittman Cathedral. Maxwell would give it one thing. It was an impressive building. Its scale was enormous. It was as if the planners had been building this place to fit an entire city inside. And they had. An entire city of some of the most arrogant Cardinals the Church could produce. You needed the massively tall ceilings to put up with their enormous heads and egos.

    Still, his every footstep echoed. And Maxwell had to appreciate just how significant everything felt. There were carved pillars and a checkered marble floor, and everything – and he meant everything – was covered in religious iconography. That did nothing for the vibe. The vibe created itself. It crafted itself out of the heart of every single moment of expectation anyone had ever experienced here. And that would be an uncountable figure.

    The expectation filled the halls, making the ceiling feel taller, the pillars feel stronger, and the cathedral feel ultimately unshakable.

    But if there was one thing Maxwell had learned, it was that nothing, and he meant nothing, was truly unshakable.

    They reached the right place.

    It was an office. It was locked.

    Maxwell did not mean that it was locked by a simple brass key. It was locked by such an intricate ward mechanism that it looked as if you would need a team of desperate criminal wizards to crack through it. And you’d need a hundred of them. And you’d need to give them 100 years. The Church had clearly spared no expense.

    West couldn’t unlock the door on his own. He had to go gather another one of the senior Cardinals. The two of them soon pushed down onto their knees, leaned forward, and prayed.

    They kept creating intricate patterns with their fingers.

    Maxwell meant that literally. Exorcists had wards carved onto their bones that could produce very strong magic. They could also, in desperate circumstances, alter their bodies. Now the fingers of those Cardinals changed shape, forming the strangest symbols. It was obviously some intricate lock. The door reacted to those symbols, and finally it grated open.

    Maxwell will admit that his heart shivered slightly.

    It wasn’t anticipation so much as—

    A warning.

    As the door creaked open, he saw a shadow.

    The office was beautiful. Large and trimmed with mahogany panels, there was an arched window right at the back letting in beautiful sunlight. It streamed across the desk, and it caught the cloak of a hooded figure just as they headed toward the window. They broke it with a charge of magic.

    Cardinal West shot to his feet. “Intruder,” he roared. Then being a good Cardinal, he reached for the magical gun tucked behind his robe. He pulled it out so quickly even a young exorcist wouldn’t be able to match his bone-snapping speed.

    He fired off three shots even before he found out who it was. One of the shots struck the cloak of the figure, but otherwise, the man was too fast. He disappeared through the cracking window and was out of sight in a shot.

    “Stop him,” West roared.

    He wasn’t talking to Maxwell, but Maxwell was the only demon here. And the only one who could stop a figure that quick and shadowy.

    Maxwell shot forward. He forced his wings to appear. His real wings. Sure, he’d shown them previously. He hadn’t pumped them full of proper Hellfire, though. And his wings – like his body – ran on Hellfire. The true stuff. Not the quaint fire that you’d get in flames in torches rimming Hell. Not the stuff you’d see on postcards when you visited Purgatory.

    The real stuff. The stuff that came from the center of the Hell palace. The stuff that ran Satan. As they roared and crackled over Maxwell’s wings, they gave him the thrust to move through the office so fast, he broke the floorboards. The desk exploded into flames. One of the bookcases crumbled, and every book within melted long before they had a chance to ignite. And in half a second flat, Maxwell reached the cracking glass of the window. It hadn’t even had a chance to rain down the side of the cathedral and reach the street below.

    As Maxwell shot into the air, he flapped his wings once.

    He felt alive when his wings were out. He felt like a demon.

    And luckily for everyone here, he was one.

    Like an eagle that had just swept from a tree, he scanned the street below him. Nothing could get in the way of his perfect gaze.

    There, he saw a shadow. It was hunkering by the side of a hatchback in a laneway.

    That figure, whoever they were, was fast.

    Magically fast.

    No human would ever have a skill like that. Even if they were an Olympian, they couldn’t run that quickly.

    Even if they were in a car, they couldn’t drive that fast.

    This was impossible speed.

    The only way to move like that was to alter space.

    While it might sound like you could do anything with magic, there were limitations. Hard and fast limits that had been built into the very fabric of the universe.

    And why were they there?

    Did Maxwell really have to spell it out?

    There were very few smart magical practitioners in the universe. There was, however, a Hell of a lot of idiots. Idiots who only wanted power. Idiots who only wanted to prove that they were better than all of the other practitioners out there. Idiots who would try any ancient spell they found, regardless of how cursed, just to see what it could do.

    So you had to build the rules of the universe into the very fabric of space, and you had to build them well. Otherwise they would be broken every other Tuesday by some ambitious fool. And Maxwell was telling you this why?

    Because the figure could break them.

    The figure wasn’t running through the street. He was bending space and pulling it toward him. A very important distinction. It was like grabbing hold of a rope that had a box tied to it. All you had to do was pull the box toward you. It’s just that the box was another laneway.

    It happened right in front of his eyes, and Maxwell’s back lengthened in fear. He could smell the specific scent of space being rewritten right underneath his nose.

    And it made his hackles rise so hard and fast they could’ve wrapped around the moon and pulled it from the sky.

    This fight was already personal. It had been handed to him by his father. But now Maxwell would stop at nothing to catch that figure.

    He shot high into the air. Not low toward the laneway. He’d already detected his target, but Maxwell needed to figure out something first.

    Was the figure alone?

    As Maxwell flapped his wings and rose high into the air, he slipped sideways.

    He’d already spent some time telling you that it was important not to let humans know that magic existed. While indeed the weather was about to turn, it was still technically a very startlingly sunny day. And if the humans of Daring City pulled their attention off their phones long enough, they would see a demon rising through the sky like steam.

    But it wasn’t hard for Maxwell to disappear from the visible realm.

    It wasn’t hard for any of Satan’s sons to do that. You had to just… well, look, this was going to sound quaint. You just had to believe it was possible.

    Because belief, when it comes to magic, is everything.

    Set up the right expectations, carve them hard enough, and repeat them with as much direct attention as you can, and you will craft the world.

    And no, Maxwell wasn’t selling inspirational books on the side.

    This was real.

    And this was power.

    As he shot as high into the sky as he could, tucking his wings briefly behind his back then opening them wide and banking to the left, he saw another shadow.

    It didn’t take long. He just had to expand his mind and glance in the right direction.

    There was another shadow standing off on the hill just above the city.

    Daring City, as he’d already told you, was an important magical location.

    And for magic to really build in a location, you needed three things. Desperate humans, mountains, and water.

    Why?

    He couldn’t go into the intricacies of it right now. It was to do with landforms and fragile human psyches.

    Though most of humanity couldn’t appreciate this, a lot of the concepts they had were built on the land they lived in.

    When people thought of hardness, of solidness, of structures that wouldn’t fail, they often subconsciously thought of mountains. When people thought of ever-changing situations that couldn’t sit still for even a second, they thought of seas.

    And cities, in many ways, were great gargantuan solid things that flowed through change.

    Now, Maxwell knew that he was confusing you.

    He also knew he ought to pay attention to that figure standing close to the Baron Observatory at the top of the hill just behind the city.

    But this was an important point to make.

    Cities need several things to function correctly. One is a sense of solidity. You need to feel that at least most of the city is going to be the same tomorrow. The routes won’t alter themselves; the streets won’t move; the houses won’t crumble. If there’s a storm, the buildings will be solid enough to protect you. If there’s a cataclysm, the imprint of the city will be solid enough that it will be rebuilt. But at the same time, cities cannot remain unchanged. Otherwise they will cease to be useful.

    So they must strike a balance between change and permanence.

    Maxwell had spent an inordinate amount of time describing this theory for one specific reason. While humans might not technically appreciate that they base their theories of the world on tacit understandings of the land, magical creatures understood the truth.

    And they knew exactly how to use it.

    Maxwell didn’t know what was going to happen, didn’t know which figure to track. But something told him to head to Baron Observatory.

    It was the same intuition that had gotten him this far.

    What did he mean by that? The same intuition that had gotten him to the position of CEO of one of the most important banks in the world? Not quite.

    He meant the same intuition that had kept him alive as a son of Satan, through every holy war, through every Armageddon, and through every budget meeting with the Accountants.

    He changed direction and headed toward the hill, wings tucked behind his back like a falcon diving for its prey.

    He needed Rogue Man’s rose. Presumably that other shadow was currently disappearing through town with it.

    It didn’t matter. Maxwell had made the right decision. A fact that became apparent as he landed at Baron Observatory.

    It was a quaint observational point that most people drove to when they either wanted to do drugs or canoodle in the back of their cars without witnesses.

    Very few people actually paid attention to the view. Because very few people pay attention to the world around them when they have thrills, kisses, and phones.

    Maxwell landed down, thankful for the fact there were no cars here this early in the morning.

    He landed down right on the edge of the observational platform. His wings moved out and tucked in behind him. Before they did, he landed with such force that he blew a pile of leaves, Styrofoam cups, and screwed up paper off the edge of the platform.

    It was dramatic.

    It was nowhere near as dramatic as what the shadow was about to do.

    The storm suddenly gathered pace. From the look of it, whatever punk was behind it intended to unleash its full force at night. Which made sense. Because everything is more powerful at night, especially bad weather.

    There’s something about being tucked up safely at home and listening to the wind and rain assailing your windows that makes intense weather at night all the more dramatic.

    There’s also something about the fact it’s night. For the night is when Hell comes out.

    But Hell was out during the day now, wasn’t it?

    It was very lucky for the city it was.

    Maxwell landed. Then the shadow attacked.

    It was just a shadow. Or rather, it was a man who had very cleverly hidden himself in shadows.

    When you know what you’re doing with true shadows, there’s almost an infinite number of magical spells you can conjure from its depths. The most important thing there, though, is you must know what you’re doing. Because if you don’t, shadows can and will kill you.

    Shadows, by their very nature, hide things.

    While it might be tempting to think that you could use them to, say, hide a spell or maybe even hide yourself, get it wrong, and you will strangle the spell or force yourself to disappear from the real realm for good.

    Shadows are insidious and powerful. And this shadow was a cut above the rest.

    Even Maxwell couldn’t see through it.

    As he tucked his wings behind his back and lurched toward the shadow, the shadow simply took a step to the side.

    It brought up one cloudy foot, then smashed it down against the front of the observational platform. The platform itself had been built in the seventies. It had been built cheaply, too. Obviously some council planner had thought it was a good idea to have another tourist attraction in Daring City – not that you wanted too many people to come here, considering its magical roots.

    It was already a tourist attraction for demons and angels. But the observational platform, even though it had been intended to put Daring City on the map, hadn’t.

    Only idiots braved it.

    The rickety platform bent away from the steel pillars that supported it, and there was a decided tilt right at the end. It made it feel as if you were about to plummet headfirst down the mountain into the heart of the city.

    A few telescopes had been erected close to the railing, but they were all rusted, and the lenses had broken a long time ago.

    One day, maybe this place would be rebuilt.

    You’d have to destroy it first, though. Which was exactly what the shadow intended to do. As it smashed its foot down, it broke the supporting pillars the observational platform was attached to.

    And Maxwell was still standing on the platform. As it tilted back, it was easy enough to lift his wings, to rise into the air.

    It was not, however, easy to dodge the next attack the shadow threw his way.

    Because Maxwell had no way to see beyond the shadow, it was impossible to tell who he was fighting and what kind of skills they had. It was also impossible to tell what they were carrying. They could have a thousand different powerful potions tucked behind their shadow cape. They could have a tank.

    Maxwell wouldn’t know until he faced it.

    And he soon faced it.

    The shadow figure threw a fireball right at Maxwell’s chest.

    Stupid.

    Even an idiot knows that demons are born from flames. And being born from flames, they can absorb them.

    Maxwell opened his arms now to absorb these flames, but it was one of the worst mistakes he’d ever made. Just before the flames struck him, they shifted and changed state.

    Don’t ask him how they did that. It should be impossible.

    They did it anyway.

    They changed state until they stopped being Hell flames and started being blasts of soul fire. Soul fire, roughly speaking, was the Heaven equivalent of Hellfire.

    And while technically you would need a lot of it to kill a demon as strong as Maxwell, this was just the start, now, wasn’t it? The flame ball struck him in the chest, and it drove him back down toward the observational platform. It had now completely ripped its way free from the pillars pinning it down to the side of the hill.

    It shot off down the hill. It skidded into small shrubs and ripped right through them. As he’d already told you, it was crappy. That meant the floor soon buckled. Those rusted telescopes ripped themselves out of their casings. They shot off down the side of the hill, clattering over the stones and breaking further.

    While this was indeed vandalism, it wasn’t like there were any people around here. And it certainly wasn’t like this would kill Maxwell. It was just a waste of his time.

    The shadow man was simply proving what he could do.

    Fine. Two could play that game.

    Maxwell roared.

    And he ripped his tie right off his chest.

    Was he hulking out on you here? Not exactly.

    As he pulled his tie off, he activated the spell within it. It was a sacred whip. A weapon given to him by his father.

    As it activated, he gave it a blast of his Hellfire.

    It shot into the tip of the whip. It made it look like a tentacle that had come to life.

    And Hell, in many ways, it was.

    Maxwell had gone through many a fight with this whip. And it had always been trusty and reliable.

    As magic charged through it, it practically roared with alacrity, ready for another fight.

    And so was Maxwell. He’d been a little rusty to begin with, but now it was time to bring the pain.

    He could’ve flown off the platform. He decided to do something far more impressive. He rammed one foot down into the buckling flooring, and he forced it to sit still. Then, as his sacred mandala appeared on his chest, he practiced enough magic that he forced the entire observational platform to come to a stop.

    The hill it was currently skidding down was at a good 90-degree angle.

    It didn’t matter. Not to a demon with Maxwell’s magic. And speaking of that magic, it wrapped its way around him, crackling over every single centimeter of skin, making it look as if he had just swallowed an inferno from Mars. “You,” he roared, as that inferno concentrated on his eyes, “will stop. And I will stop you.”

    He cracked his whip. It was just as there was a slice of lightning overhead.

    Maxwell should’ve paid attention to the fact it was unnervingly close. And unnervingly loud.

    It was as if the lightning had a score to settle.

    The shadow still stood exactly where it had always stood.

    Maxwell still had absolutely no idea what class of creature it was. The shadow had to be strong, though. He had to be well-versed in magic, too. And he had to be here for a reason.

    Because trust Maxwell, this wasn’t just a simple act of vandalism.

    This was the first barrage in a war.

    The figure tilted his head to the side. And even though this was just a guess, Maxwell was certain he smiled.

    You can tell a lot about someone’s skills based on how they smile.

    Even if you can’t see that smile, it’s irrelevant. It’s how much time they waste in smiling.

    If they smile for a few seconds, you can safely conclude that your enemy is terrified.

    If it’s closer to 10 seconds, you can conclude your enemy thinks they might win. But this figure took 30 seconds to smile.

    By the end, Maxwell knew the figure was smiling even if he couldn’t see the guy’s face. The entire energy around the shadow changed, deepening and becoming dangerously powerful.

    Maxwell will admit to you that his stomach shook. Once. It was only a slight move. Because he didn’t have the time.

    The shadow lifted a hand, then pointed to the sky. Then he sliced that same finger down.

    What had Maxwell just told you? That he was bringing the pain? Ah, it was time for the pain to be brought to him.

    An enormous tree trunk of lightning sliced down from the heavens and slammed into Maxwell’s back. It drove him down to his knees. It was so powerful, it almost cracked through one of his mandalas.

    Any son of Satan knows this – your mandalas are more than tattoos. They’re not there to make you look pretty. They are there to keep you alive. They are the anchor point between your Hellfire and your body. Lose them, and you will lose your life. It might be a few hours. It might be instantaneous.

    Maxwell stared down in gob-smacked horror as a tiny crack appeared in one of the smaller mandalas closer to his stomach.

    “What the—” he began. But he never got the chance to say what the Hell.

    Another slice of lightning moved toward him from above.

    Maxwell was not the kind of operator to ever voluntarily give up ground.

    He had to now. Or he’d die.

    He leapt high off the observational platform. He flapped his wings once.

    Then he banked to the side as hard as he possibly could. He intended to dodge the lightning. The lightning did not intend to be dodged.

    It changed direction.

    Lightning usually has to move in one direction. It can’t move about creatively because it has to ground itself. Even if it’s magical lightning, it still has to ground itself. It has to take the shortest, quickest path down to land.

    To change that path halfway through the air…. Maxwell couldn’t even do the calculations in his head. It would take so much energy you would have to have a virtual god behind the attack. And maybe there was a virtual god behind this attack, for who knew who was behind that shadow?

    Maxwell wasn’t ready for this. It struck him anyway. It blasted into his back and threw him forward. He crashed right through the observational platform he’d wasted magic in saving. His face struck the floor, then churned right through the wood beams.

    They broke around him, battering his cheeks, poking him in the ears, and scratching along his back.

    He reached what was left of the steel supporting beams, and they bent around his arm and throat.

    He got to the side of the hill. He struck it with so much force he was soon buried two meters into it. But if he thought his friend in the shadow cloak was done, then he thought wrong.

    Maxwell felt a tingle along the back of his neck that warned him another strike of lightning would soon hit him.

    He didn’t have time to stare down at his stomach, to realize that his mandala really was cracked now.

    He needed to get out of here, escape, lick his wounds, and get the Hell away before that strike killed him.

    He threw himself forward through the rock, burying into it as fast as possible. He didn’t bother to move through matter. He couldn’t. His magic system was too damaged, and he was too flustered.

    He accessed his true Hell flames, letting them rise up from his soul, letting them force him forward like jet fuel.

    He could feel that branch of lightning slicing toward him from the clouds. He felt the point where it changed direction and tried to tunnel through the hill to get to him.

    Everything – everything – came down to a point. A point so fine, so thin, you could stab it anywhere.

    And indeed, the lightning almost struck him in the back and stabbed him right through his chest, but he’d buried through enough rock that it didn’t matter. Luckily for him, he reached a Church tunnel. Because luckily for him, the Church had been so busy digging their way through Daring City they hadn’t left even a meter of bedrock without a tunnel or two and a booby-trap or three.

    Pure fortune meant that he met a booby trap now.

    As he slammed down onto his face in the Church tunnel, his demon body initiated a cloud of those air wards.

    They moved around him, holding him in place, thinking that he was attacking them. But by doing that, they protected him, and they took the brunt of that lightning.

    It sliced through the tunnel he’d created, and it slammed into the wards. And even though the Church had spent a fortune on the wards, they were still destroyed. But in the time it took for them to be destroyed, it gave Maxwell a chance to lurch forward out of the wards’ control and finally put some real distance between him and the shadow above.

    Maxwell opened his wings, and fortunately they still worked. He flapped them once as wildly as he could, and he shot down the tunnel faster than an F1 car on a straight track.

    He couldn’t tell you how long he flew for. He couldn’t tell you how desperate he was. But he could tell you that eventually, it paid off.

    He stopped.

    Never in all his life had Maxwell ever run from a fight. But one thing was certain. He wasn’t done running yet. Because the fight hadn’t really reached him. Yet.

  
    Chapter 3

    Jennifer

    She repotted the plant. It had been… look, there was something wrong with those blood-red roses. She was certain of it. There was something far worse wrong with her boss.

    Barney had started to gibber.

    He’d pulled her into his office. Then he’d become distracted by something on his phone. Now he was playing with it, though that was the wrong term. He was shoving his fingers against the screen so hard he was worsening the crack with every single jab.

    She grabbed her arms. She felt itchy all over. It wasn’t the usual irritation she faced in his presence. It was something far deeper and edgier. “Ah… boss? Boss, are you okay? You seem a little off today.”

    “Everything is off. The balance is broken. He’s coming, isn’t he? Crap. You could have stopped this. You should’ve stopped this. Instead you couldn’t sell those damn roses. It all started with those damn roses.”

    He grabbed his head and bent over his desk.

    Though he was technically speaking, he was breathing so hard between every single syllable it would take a frigging AI to translate his words. She could only pick them up because she was good at lipreading.

    Her back arched with more tension.

    Tension wasn’t even the right word.

    It was that prickly energy you get when you’re facing the kind of threat that can kill you.

    It was a last-ditch blast of adrenaline telling you to run. Where exactly could she go? She needed this job. If she didn’t have this job, she couldn’t pay her rent. If she couldn’t pay her rent, she’d be kicked out and she’d have to live under a bridge. Renting had become so bad in this city that if you got a place you could rent, you held onto it. Through life and death. Through thick and thin. Through bad bosses and….

    That word rose again. You knew what word she meant. Evil.

    It was just in time. Because Barney rose again. He got a certain look in his eyes. A certain look that soon locked on her.

    He tilted his head. It had a slightly animalistic quality to it.

    Jennifer backed off.

    She lifted her hands. Maybe it wouldn’t be that bad to live under a bridge, honestly. If it meant getting away from the look in his eyes.

    “Ah, boss, I don’t think I can—”

    “I think you can. Hell, I think it’s a great idea. Why sell the roses? Why don’t I just feed them here? It’s the same thing, isn’t it? He needs them fed. It doesn’t really matter if – instead of selling them to random citizens – I feed them with you, right?”

    Her hands shook. Until they stopped shaking. Until the adrenaline pumping through her body realized she finally understood what it meant. It had been screaming at her to get out.

    So she got out. She turned tail. She lurched toward the door of the demountable.

    Though technically this nursery had a lovely office, Barney never set foot in it. He’d tried to on his first day, but he’d muttered something about the lines being wrong, whatever that meant. He’d got a demountable delivered later that week, and he spent most of his time in it. It didn’t matter that it was rickety, that it was cold, that it was dark. Barney appeared to favor all of those three things.

    It also meant it was small.

    And that really worked in his favor. Because he barely had to jump up from his desk to catch her.

    He wrapped an arm around her middle. He pulled her to the side, and she felt his breath hissing along the back of her neck. She honestly swore it scratched at her skin as if he had fine enough control over the air to turn it into claws.

    “Let me go,” she squeaked. “I quit,” she tried.

    “It’s too late for that. I require your service. I require your blood,” he added, voice becoming dark.

    It was like everything was shutting down in front of her.

    Barney wrapped his hands around Jennifer’s throat. Everything started to go dark. The kind of dark that made it feel as if her eyes had been taken and thrown into deep space. Then why stop there? It felt like deep space had been stripped of every single particle, no matter how small, until it was just her and the darkness. Thick, cloying, and… powerful.

    That word came out of nowhere.

    Or maybe it came out of asphyxiation. Because Barney was losing it and killing her in the process.

    He suddenly glugged. It sounded like someone had taken his throat and split it in two. But even that didn’t account for the exact sound. It was like he was drinking something. What? Blood? No. It was like he was drinking power from some invisible source.

    Power. There was that word again. As it snapped into her head, something tried to snap into her fingers.

    It didn’t have time.

    Barney was not done yet.

    “If the roses need to be mulched, the roses will be mulched. It’s not the same as selling them to different people, but you’ll do. You will buy me a few hours. He will understand. He always understands.”

    “Barney,” Jennifer said, wasting the last of her breath to do that. She pulled one of her hands off her throat because it wasn’t as if she could protect herself. She reached out to him. Why? Did she really think that she could get him to let her go? Was this some kind of last-ditch act to get him to see she was worth saving?

    No.

    Because she could see from the look in Barney’s eyes that he’d always wanted this. Because he’d always been evil. And now there was nothing between her and that word.

    Because Barney had always been evil. And what do you do with evil?

    You gather your power and fight it.

    Gather… power. Fight.

    Her mind started to fragment. The asphyxiation got worse. But it wasn’t Barney’s plan to crush her throat and kill her.

    He had something far worse up his sleeve.

    Unbeknownst to her, he’d been keeping one of the blood-red roses in his office.

    As she’d already said, it was a demountable. It was no larger than a rather long shipping container.

    And yet, still holding her by the throat, still carrying her until her feet dangled in the air, he spun. He lurched toward the back of the demountable. He kicked at the back door.

    She was pretty good when it came to spatial awareness. It was the back door. Yet as he kicked it, she heard this solid thump that seemed to indicate there was another room beyond.

    He kicked it one last time – then a door appeared. A door… it wasn’t the same door.

    Something created a new door over the old one like it was the hand of God. Like some artist had suddenly reached into this scene, grabbed up the correct materials, and carved a door right in front of her.

    It crackled. Little blasts of light – yellow and gold like sunlight glinting into the shop window of a jewelry store – sank into the hinges and sizzled across the
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