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Pure Wicked Heart

 

The first thing Marik noticed when he stepped into the apartment was the smell of blood. Angel blood smelled different from human, and even more different from his own, which he had been told had the odor of gasoline and tobacco smoke. Angel blood, though, was almost pleasant—or it would have been, if he hadn’t known what it was, and what it meant that his nose had caught the scent of it now. It smelled like sun-warmed wood, with a mild, sweet bite like an expensive champagne. It mingled in the air with the smell of the blueberry pancakes he had cooked earlier that morning, before he had popped out to the store and left Sacha behind on the couch with a full belly, a smile on his face, and cartoons on the TV.

The couch was empty now.

The screams hit Marik’s ears a second later. If he hadn’t already known the voice was Sachael’s, he might not have recognized it. Over the past five centuries, he had heard the angel’s voice raised in passionate arguments, or husky and low in an intimate whisper… and yes, he had heard his screams, although of a very different sort. But never this raw pain.

He dropped the grocery bags. The eggs crunched as they hit, and yellow leaked out onto the carpet. That will take forever to clean up, some distant, detached part of Marik’s mind thought, as another scream ripped through the apartment.

He wanted to fall to his knees with the force of the sound. He didn’t. He was already shifting to his true form—claws elongating, horns erupting from the top of his head, knees bending backward with a snap—as he ran toward it.

He knew what he would find before he burst into the kitchen. Hunched over something on the floor—something Marik couldn’t look at too closely—was a mirror of the form he wore now. The demon had green, chitinous skin. Twin horns twisted and curled out from his head. His long rat’s tail lashed excitedly behind him. As Marik watched, the demon raised bloodstained claws, then swept them down toward the screaming tangle of limbs and feathers on the floor.

Marik had always expected the forces of Hell to try to bring him home eventually. He had even planned out a speech in his head—or rather, several speeches, depending on how large a force they sent after him and how equipped he felt to deal with it head-on. He had practiced them in front of an indulgent Sacha, who had never seen the need but had listened to him nonetheless. Everything from a defiant pronouncement that he had chosen his own path just like their original fallen-angel ancestors millennia ago, to a groveling apology and a promise to return just as soon as he took care of a few last things. He had wasted so much mental energy on wondering if the latter speech would be enough to buy him time to escape.

All those scenarios had ended with him and Sacha flying off into the sunset. Because as much time as he had spent planning, it had never occurred to him that they might find Sacha first.

But Marik’s footsteps must have caught the demon’s attention, because the demon stopped mid-strike. He turned to face Marik as he rose to his feet, his red eyes wary. Marik knew that look—he had worn it many times before, in his time serving Hell. It was the look of someone trying to figure out whether the face in front of him belonged to a friend or an enemy.

As hard as it was for Marik to swallow down his rage, he did his best. Instead of the roar that threatened to erupt from his chest, he met the demon’s gaze with a relieved smile. “Are you here to bring me home?”

He didn’t look at the floor. He would never be able to keep this up long enough if he looked at the floor.

A little of the tension in the other demon’s body disappeared. Marik could see him running through the mental calculus, and deciding this probably wasn’t going to be a fight. “We’ve been searching for you for a long time,” the demon said. “We thought you had gone rogue. Until I tracked you here and found this… creature… lying in wait.” He kicked the bundle of feathers with clawed toes. A broken whimper rose from the floor—not even a scream this time.

Marik swallowed harder, and didn’t look. “Did you kill him?” He couldn’t keep the roughness from his voice.

But the other demon was too busy puffing up his chest to notice anything amiss. “I did better than that,” he said with a smile that begged Marik to ask him for details. When Marik didn’t, he indulged in a small pout before continuing sulkily, “The salient point, if you don’t care to hear the full story, is that he is no longer a threat.”

Marik nodded. He didn’t trust himself to speak.

The demon peered at him curiously. “I know your reputation. How did one of them overpower you? Have you been his prisoner for this long?”

“That doesn’t matter.” He tried not to show his anger. Tried to hold the tears at bay. Tried, so hard, not to look. From the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of blood—so much blood—and broken, matted feathers. He quickly averted his eyes. “Let’s go home.”

As Marik had learned the first time he had fought in one of Hell’s civil wars, there were only two ways to kill a demon: so quickly that it was over before they saw you coming, or slowly and painfully, with all the devices of Hell at your disposal. Marik would have preferred the second. Only because it was out of his reach did he choose the first.

He stepped forward, faking a stumble from some imaginary injury. He held his breath, expecting the other demon to see through his deception. But what Marik and Sacha were to each other was, for most of their kind, unthinkable. That worked to Marik’s advantage now. As the demon reached out to catch him, there was no hint of suspicion on his face. Even a transparent ruse like this was easier for him to believe than the truth.

Which meant he didn’t see it coming when Marik’s claws pierced his chest, and fingers imbued with the strength of Hell snapped his breastbone to get to his heart.

The other demon stared at him with shock-widened eyes as Marik pulled the heart from his chest. Too late, the hand he had extended to help came in for an attack. But he was already falling. His claws never even pierced Marik’s skin before he dropped, lifeless, to the ground.

Marik dropped the heart atop the demon’s body. He could already feel his old instincts surging back, spurred by the smell of mingled demon and angel blood—both familiar smells from his old life on the battlefield. Long-forgotten patterns transmuted his rage to something darker. He wanted to crush the heart under his foot, or force it down his enemy’s throat. He took a deep, ragged breath. None of that would be useful, or even satisfying. Not when his enemy was already dead. And he wasn’t that person anymore. Not since Sacha.

He took another breath, and this time, the smell of blood didn’t make him think of battle. Instead, it made him gag as he remembered whose veins that champagne-scented liquid had come from. He prepared himself as best he could—straightening his back, clenching his jaw. Then he turned to face the scene on the kitchen floor.

The floor was coated in blood, like someone had dipped a mop in the stuff and swirled it around. Sacha lay in the center, curled in the fetal position. His skin had always been pale, but now it looked gray. Marik suspected more of his blood was on the outside than on the inside.

Marik forced himself to sweep his gaze slowly over Sacha’s body, to gauge the extent of the injuries. He had expected to find wounds in a dozen places. Instead, almost all Sacha’s skin was unblemished. Marik focused on that—on the smooth lines of his torso and his limbs, nothing wrenched open or bent at the wrong angle—because he couldn’t bring himself to look at the one injury he had seen.

But he had to do it. He knelt at his lover’s side, and reached for the wings. The demon had torn them off almost completely. The wounds were jagged and bloody, with whole chunks of flesh missing. Marik could picture, all too clearly, how the demon had ripped with his bare hands and sliced with his claws—slowly, so slowly, savoring every scream as the wings tore free inch by agonizing inch.

But he hadn’t finished the job. One more small motion would have severed the wings completely, but the demon had stopped short. Marik would have liked to think that was because he had interrupted before the demon had gotten the chance. But he knew the omission had been intentional. The demon had wanted Sacha to suffer.

An angel’s wings were their connection to Heaven and the Divine Presence. They couldn’t live with that connection gone. If the demon had severed the wings, Sacha would have died almost instantly. But like this, with each wing still hanging by a thread, he would instead die slowly and painfully, over hours or days. Or weeks. Marik had made it last weeks, once, in his former life.

Sacha’s eyes were closed. He was breathing, but shallowly, and with too long a pause between one breath and the next. Marik wasn’t sure if he was conscious. He rested a hand against Sacha’s cold cheek. Sacha’s eyes fluttered open weakly. Marik opened his mouth, but before he could say a word, Sacha stared at him without seeing him, then closed his eyes again.

If Sacha hadn’t been unconscious before, he was now. At the very least, he was unaware of everything that was happening around him. That was for the best
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