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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Better off Dead series.
      

      

      Death comes to all - or at least that's the promise.

      Eve's got a problem - a big one. She can't die. She's cursed to be resurrected, no matter what. A blessing, right? Dead wrong. One of the most powerful - and handsome - generals of Hell has promised to kill her once and for all. He's left her alone for a decade, but now he's back.

      When Eve is dragged into a shady mission, she doesn't realize he's at its heart. It'll take her longer - and a lot of blood and tears - to realize he's always been in her heart, anyway

      ....

      Better off Dead follows a woman cursed never to die and a demon who'll rip the world apart to save her as they fight Armageddon and each other. If you love your urban fantasies with fast-paced action, punch, and a splash of romance, grab Better off Dead today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Better off Dead Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    I gunned the engine, driving right at the violent gang blocking the street. I could take them – I could take anything, including death.

    Gritting my teeth, I let magic bleed out of me and blast into my motorbike. It gave it the last bolt of power it needed. I mounted a car in front of me, shot over the top, and lunged into the air. Around me, shots blazed.

    This big, beefy guy in a leather jacket that looked as if it had been made from a whole cow yanked something out of his pocket. I had a chance to see a blast of light and magic exploding everywhere, then he threw it at me.

    I hauled the bike to the side, skidding around the object. It whipped past my long ponytail. I could smell the scent of nails, sulfur, and wax.

    A hex.

    Sure enough, as it smashed into the street beside me, it gouged a meter-wide chunk of bitumen out and sent it spinning into the air like flaming kisses from the devil himself. My blood boiled from the aftereffects of the hex.

    Fortunately, my blood didn’t actually boil. My heart wasn’t burned to a crisp, and my skin wasn’t seared off me. But within me, my energy recognized the magic of Hell.

    Spinning the tires, I shoved the bike to the left. There was another car. Fortunately, it was a low sedan. Expensive. Luxury even, if my short glimpse was anything to go by. Well, it was about to get a bonus set of tire tracks up the hood.

    Sneering again, I rammed the bike up and got plenty of airtime, my ponytail slicing over my shoulder like a whip.

    The gang continued to attack, firing every spell they had in their inventories, but it wasn’t enough.

    I landed again, my tires skidding. Fumes wafted everywhere. This great toxic cloud now blocked us off from the shops lining the street. Nobody was outside staring at us. There weren’t any intrepid kids on their phones catching this crazy footage for the Internet. If there had been anyone on the street when I’d arrived, they’d run for cover long ago. Nobody got involved when a Hell gang was out to make someone pay.

    Well, no one got involved except for me.

    The massive guy chucked his head back and yelled at me. Considering his sheer aggression and size, he had to be the leader.

    Jerking back, he locked his hands on his knees, and he bellowed, spittle flying around his lips. The cry pierced through the air. I wasn’t making that up – nor was I going for dramatic overemphasis. This guy had to be a voice magician. Because with one simple, rumbling cry, he carved a doorway out of the air with nothing more than his frigging words.

    Crap. Reinforcements were on their way now. As the door was carved right out of the very fabric of space-time, I saw a bony white hand stretch through. The skin glistened. It was wet and hung off the corpse like melted plastic wrap.

    Feeders. I hated feeders. Their singular purpose was in their name. They fed off anything and everything in sight. That could be lampposts, chunks of the street, little old ladies, or entire school buses. If they got big – because as they grew their appetite matched their size – you ran.

    I hated them more than any other hell creature – and that was saying something.

    Twisting to the side, using my body to force the bike into a tight turn, I reached the big guy in a leather jacket. It was my turn to shove a hand into my pocket. I wasn’t about to hex him. I had something a whole lot more powerful. I grabbed a simple white card. Engraved on it was a mandala of power. One I’d been working on for the past two weeks. I’d painstakingly crafted it, going through every line with not just my magic, but my pinpoint concentration. It now had the power to release pure elemental force, which was exactly what happened now.

    I threw the card. It spun into the air about a meter away from me. Then the paper burned off. As it singed to a crisp and flew away in the clipping breeze, it released the magical lines. They hovered there in the air until they untwined themselves like a spider web being woven in reverse.

    The guy tried to jerk back, but he was way too late. This blast of light pierced through the scene. It was brighter than a thousand flares. It made every single member of the gang jerk back and hide behind their beefy arms. As for me, it was my spell, so I could look right into the heart of it and not blink once.

    Fire suddenly burned out in every direction. It blasted in this random, impossible-to-predict pattern. It caught two of the gang members. It also slammed right into the chest of the leader. It sent him barreling back. He smashed into another gang member, forcing him to topple off his own motorbike. The air became thick with the particular stench of leather heating up – and skin too as my fire spell continued to burn wildly.

    Realizing I had no chance to gloat, I spun the bike around. I paused on the street and revved. That Hell door was now half open. The hand of the feeder had stretched all the way through until I could see its bony little elbow. The guy was small. That did not put my mind at ease. Judging by the sheer size of the etheric energy cloaking him, he had the capacity to grow as large as a frigging truck. He’d be able to take out half the city. Not that the Demon Boys would let him, but that was another story.

    I could not and would not rely on them.

    I sneered again. I revved the bike once more. Then I shot forward. I didn’t bother to rely on another mandala card in my pocket. I closed my eyes.

    So this was it, then? I would have to use that power.

    When I’d woken up this morning, I’d gotten the distinct feeling that today would be one of those days.

    I finally shot toward the feeder, the bike thrusting forward so quickly, it would’ve looked like a strike of blazing light.

    I got airtime again, leaping a good meter into the air until I slammed back down onto the street in a cloud of exhaust. I reached the Hell door. I grabbed the ring on my right index finger, twisting it to the left. A blade appeared in my hand. As I leaped off the bike and it skidded to the side, immediately catching alight, I thrust the sword right through the feeder’s hand, pinning it back against the hell door. Energy discharged everywhere, leaping high in great clouds that would’ve made a supernova blush.

    The feeder screamed. I could hear its voice reverberating through that Hell door. Soon other voices joined it, and they collected together – this cacophonous wail of the damned.

    More energy built up through the Hell door. I might’ve downed the guy in charge, but he’d already cast his spell.

    The door began to buckle. I could see the feeder’s face now. That ghastly apparition was pressed right up against the door. It wasn’t a door an ordinary human would be used to. It was more like this wall of wavering energy. It was as if someone had picked up water, condensed it into this thin line, and stretched it across space. Well, if water could be equivalent to the sheer burning firepower of Hell.

    The feeder’s face pressed against the doorway as it tried to force itself forward and through into the real world. The crackling force field pushed toward me as the feeder’s mouth opened wide, its lips parting back as it tried to swallow me whole.

    “Not today, buddy.” I shoved my sword further in, pinning the hellish creature’s hand against the door. I let power blast out of me. I dug deep, all the way. As this keening shriek kicked up from the doorway, blasting over the street like the trumpets of damnation, I groaned one last time. Then I screamed. I used all the magic I possibly had. I wrenched the sword out of the door. Then I twisted it around. I thrust through the doorway, and I stabbed the feeder right through its heart.

    Energy cascaded around me. The shockwave catapulted across the street. There were several parked cars. At least there had been. They were obliterated. The metal carcasses were ripped apart as if some kind of massive monster had descended on the city, Godzilla style.

    The feeder shrieked. All the while, I shook, these great big burns blasting over my skin. They reached my face. I could feel my flesh being singed from my body.

    But I had to hold on. If I didn’t kill the feeder, it would kill me and everyone else out here.

    I still didn’t know what this Hell gang was after, but with this much muscle, they weren’t here for a picnic, if you know what I mean.

    My hands were way past shaking now. They were starting to disintegrate. Right in front of me, they were just burning off as if someone had stupidly thrown a plastic doll into a live volcano.

    Come on, I thought to myself. You can do this. There’s no one else.

    I’ll let you in on a little secret – there’s never anyone else. It has always just been me. One woman hell-bent on one task – to hold Hell back for as long as I can.

    I let out another scream. Destruction was marching up my body now. It reached my chest. It was pushing in toward my heart. While the rest of my body was warm – as hot as the center of the frigging sun – my heart was frigid. It knew what I would have to do next.

    I screamed once more. I pushed the blade all the way into the feeder’s body. That meant my face was pressed right up against the Hell doorway.

    Nobody can survive coming face-to-face with the power of the damned, no matter how good they are with magic.

    My face began to disintegrate. This pernicious, destructive force marched up my throat. I lost my mouth, my nose, my other cheek. The only thing that remained was one of my eyes.

    I used it to stare at the leader just as he got to his feet. He yanked a small dagger out of his pocket, furled it to the side, and forced it to grow into this bolt of blistering magic. Then he thrust it right through my chest. It skewered me, slicing right through my heart in a blast of deadly power.

    I held on for just one more second. As my hands finally broke away, turning to dust, I transferred the last scrap of my power into the feeder.

    It exploded, and it took the Hell door with it. There were no more screams of the damned. There was nothing but an ugly popping sound like someone shooting a balloon with a military-grade rifle.

    “Dammit,” the leader roared.

    “Sorry, boys.” I didn’t even know how I managed to say that. I no longer had a mouth. For now.

    I fell. I disintegrated long before my knees struck the ground.

    I died.

    
      For now.
    

  
    Chapter 2

    As soon as I died, I felt the process being initiated.

    Resurrection on fast forward.

    Every one of the particles that had constituted my form had drifted away, but suddenly some force grabbed hold of them and dragged them back. It was like the greedy hands of God grabbing up puzzle pieces someone else had carelessly thrown away.

    The process, as always, was beyond painful. It was this agony that reached, not just into one’s body, but beyond it. This wasn’t the first time I’d died. I hadn’t died only a handful of times, either. I’d lost count, but it was somewhere in the thousands.

    Yeah, that’s right. I’d died more times than most people had gone out for dinner.

    I screamed. It wasn’t with my throat – I didn’t have one yet. But as I was dragged back together, the resurrection acting like a violent hand scrunching me back into one piece, my soul begged for mercy. Not that I was going to get it. Not anytime soon, anyway.

    Light blasted through the street. I started to take form. I was floating in the air, just above where I’d been dispatched. As my head formed, it jerked back. My arms appeared beside me. They were stretched to the side as if I was spread out on some cross. But I sure as hell wasn’t a savior.

    More light coiled around me like a snake. It blasted out. It would’ve blinded anyone stupid enough to be staring right at me.

    There was a thump, and I landed down on one knee. I slowly placed my trembling hand on the pavement. It was cracked through with light – the last vestige of the resurrection process. It soon turned into wispy smoke that coiled around my leather jacket as I thrust to my feet.

    I was back. It would be business as usual from now on.

    My sword reformed in my hand.

    The leader of the gang was right there. Right in front of me.

    He had been one of those aforementioned stupid people who’d looked right at my light.

    He didn’t have eyes anymore. They’d become glazed over like glossy white skin stolen from a corpse.

    He would know what was going on, though. He dragged himself backward, scuttling like a confused crab. He banged up against the burning remains of my bike.

    I took a step forward, swinging my hips, my sword still over my shoulder. “That’s right – I’m back.”

    “You’re… you’re her,” he hissed.

    I stopped in front of him. My sword still over my shoulder, I leaned down, placing one hand on my knee as I got right up into his face. “Yeah, I’m her.”

    “You’re the one God damned,” he hissed. For a so-called bad guy, he now looked like nothing more than a frightened little boy.

    I remained right there in front of him. “I don’t know who cursed me. Maybe it was God – maybe it was a devil. I don’t really care. There’s only one thing I want to do.”

    He couldn’t push himself backward – there was nowhere to go. He inclined his shaking, sweaty head back. He stared at me, his sightless eyes wide like open hands.

    “If you are going to plead for your life, don’t bother. You didn’t show mercy to any of the people whose lives you’ve taken since you crawled up from Hell. Which is, incidentally,” I pulled my sword off my shoulder, and it blazed brightly, “where I’m going to send you back to.”

    I wasted no more time gas-bagging. I sent magic surging into the blade until it burned like a bright slice of lightning.

    I stabbed him right through the chest.

    The blade came out the other side. His torso thrust forward, his eyes opening wide one last time.

    He disintegrated, just like I had moments before.

    The rest of his gang had already run off. Some of them had inadvertently been destroyed when they’d gotten too close to my resurrection wave.

    As for the rest of them, I’d hunt them down.

    For now, I settled my sword back over my shoulder. I turned. I looked at the patch of broken street where the Hell gate had been. I tilted my head up. I glanced at the sky. It was sunny. There wasn’t a cloud in sight. The weather had the temerity to be good when, moments before, Hell had been about to spill over the streets of Vagrant City until I’d stopped it.

    Did that mean I’d saved anyone?

    It was hard to say. It really depended on what I was. A monster from Hell? A gift from God? Or somewhere in between?

    I’d been waiting my entire life to find out.

  
    Chapter 3

    I sat on the balcony. It was literally rotting out from underneath me. As I grabbed my beer, drank half of it in one smooth gulp, and settled it down a little too roughly beside me, one chunk of the railing actually fell off.

    I waved at it as it sailed down the side of the castle, clanged against a broken flagstone, and crumbled to dust. “I hope you have a better rebirth than me,” I muttered at it churlishly as I grabbed my beer again and finished it.

    Without bothering to head down to the fridge, I waved my hand, wrote a mandala in the air, and waited for a beer to fly up through the guts of this broken castle.

    Because yeah, I lived in a castle. Technically.

    If anyone found this place, they sure as heck would not refer to it as a palace. It was ruined. It was crumbling down around my ears. New chunks fell off every day. It was being held together by spit, glue, and a prayer. And a little magic, of course.

    I finished my second beer. I shoved my legs through the broken railings, dangled them out in the air, and lay back. I locked my hands behind my head, and I stared up. Clouds flew on by, darting across the night sky like scared birds. A wolf call split through the air.

    “Happy hunting,” I muttered at it.

    This castle was situated… okay, there was no point in talking about where this building was situated. To say that would assume first that it occupied real space. The castle itself came from France. The forest came from Bavaria. And the beer and half-finished pizza beside me? They were from New York.

    In other words, this place and everything in it was smashed together from various locations all around the world. It had taken me a long time to master this spell.

    You would think, considering how much effort I’d put into it, that I would’ve picked a location a lot nicer than a run-down castle. Yeah, technically it had 50 rooms, and yeah, it even had a bona fide ballroom. But no, it was not a nice place to live unless you considered mold, broken plaster, and mushrooms in the bathroom to be living it up. But I didn’t deserve better. Whenever I tried to rise above, my enemies always pulled me back down. And I had a lot of enemies. Heck, I had no idea exactly how many people I’d pissed off in this great big world. The list of scumbags who wanted me dead would fill the Sistine Chapel.

    I couldn’t be bothered keeping track of them, anyway. There was only one group that mattered in the end.

    They were the Generals of the Damned. And they were here to drag me back down to Hell. That gang I’d fought today had probably belonged to one of them.

    “Not that you boys frigging won,” I said as I picked up my empty bottle, balanced the mouth on the tip of my finger, then tossed it right off the side of the castle. It sailed down and smashed against the same cracked flagstone that had dealt with the dearly departed chunk of railing.

    I slowly uncoiled my body and sat, staring at the moon. This castle was located right on the edge of a craggy cliff. On one side was a thick, wolf-infested forest – on the other was a deep valley leading up to a tall mountain range.

    I turned my face up to the silvery light of the moon.

    Then with a swallow, I pulled my hands up and I stared at my palms. And right there, emblazoned on the flesh, were two symbols. To most humans, they would mean nothing. To people who understood magic, they would be curiosities. But to anyone who’d been touched by Hell, they would be a warning like no other.

    “The resurrection curse,” I muttered to myself as I distractedly rubbed them. They didn’t glow. They looked like nothing but scrawls of black ink. Even when I was lit up with resurrection magic, they were not illuminated. They would remain on my hands – dark, shadowy reminders of what I was.

    “Don’t think too much,” I muttered to myself quietly. I finally stopped rubbing them, shoved up, and walked into my bedroom. It was the only room in all the castle that I bothered to keep in good condition.

    The walls were dotted with crumbling plaster – the baby blue ceiling having rotted away long ago to reveal the warped beams beneath. There was a fourposter bed in the middle. It, unlike the rest of this place, was perfect. It looked as if it had been snatched from Louis the XIVth’s own boudoir. It was covered in an expensive red and gold blanket. There were embroidered peacock pillows on top.

    Around it were several dressing tables and wardrobes. They were filled with my gear – both mundane and magical.

    As for the rest of the large room, it, like the rest of the castle, was fighting the ravages of time. There was even a hole down to the library in one of the corners.

    I walked out of my room, my bare feet slapping against the marked floorboards as I locked a hand around the open doorway – considering the door itself had rotted long ago – and walked quickly down the corridor.

    I reached a stately set of stairs that led down to the lower levels of the castle. Above it was a convex stained-glass window. It had broken long ago, and ivy had poked in through the shattered glass and steel to march relentlessly down the pockmarked walls.

    It left this attractive pattern winding through the blistered plaster.

    I continued down the steps in my bare feet. You would think it would be suicidal to trundle down a set of such disheveled stairs with no protection. I knew exactly where the rusted nails were, and I avoided them without looking down once.

    I finally reached the bottom floor. I stretched my shoulders, my simple blouse edging up over my knobbly, tattooed hips.

    I faced the door. While everything else in this castle was rotting away, this door was state-of-the-art. By that, I didn’t simply mean that it had been refurbished back to what it had looked like in its heyday. This door belonged inside some high-powered vault. It was massive – three meters high and three meters wide. To open it, you needed to use this huge metal wheel. It had to be turned 10 times to the left, then three to the right. To even touch the wheel, you had to have the right hands – mine.

    There was a small hall table to the side, and above it a massive hole in the wall that let in the whistling breeze. You would think, considering the hole – and all the other easy entry points into the castle – that there would’ve been no point in spending so much money and magic on a door like this. But you’d be wrong. The door was a form of force field. It was a representation of the full protection of this castle. No one would be able to poke their head through the moldering plaster – or a weapon. They’d have to breach the castle’s full defenses – and the door – first.

    I grabbed something from an ornate bowl sitting on top of the hall table. It was a handful of gleaming white knuckles. They were bone – I knew that much, though I had no clue exactly whose bones they’d been. They could’ve been human. Heck, they could’ve come from a small troll. Or perhaps they were from the very hand of a demon. All I cared about was that they were effective in telling the future. They were the greatest clairvoyant runes I had ever acquired. And if there was one thing I always needed, it was to tell the future before it happened and tried to strangle me.

    I shoved them into my pocket, opened the door, grunting as I turned the wheel, and walked out.

    Sitting on a cracked section of balcony that led down to a huge set of stairs was a wolf. It looked up at me. I nodded at it. It went back to cleaning its paw. Over the years, I’d achieved a begrudging peace with the wolves that littered the forest around my castle. And when I said begrudging, the most salient point was grudges. The wolves knew I was not someone to mess with.

    Playing with the knuckles, I leaped down the steps and headed out through the garden. Though garden was an overly generous term. Back where this castle had been plucked from, once upon a time, there might’ve been a stunning rose patch and a hedge maze, but that was certainly no longer the case. The remnants of this garden had to vie with the wilderness beyond, and what is wild will always win over what is tamed if given enough time.

    I headed through the forest, ignoring a pack of wolves feasting on the ripped apart remains of a deer. I saluted them, seeing in them something I’d always seen in myself – a gritty survivor who would fight, tooth-and-nail, until the end.

    I made it to a clearing. It was my favorite place in all the castle and grounds. It looked out onto the valley and the mountain ranges beyond. The view was stunning. As was the drop. Right in front of me was a precipitous fall of about 300 meters. The jagged rocks on the way down would kill you long before you had a chance to gurgle out your last breath. Unless you were me, of course.

    Shoving to the side, I plucked up an old camping chair ensconced under a set of trees. Though I’d only been here last week, ambitious grasses and vines had already wound around the rusted legs. I ripped the greenery off, opened the chair, and sat down. I pressed it right against the edge of the cliff until my legs dangled over the edge.

    Sighing, I shoved a hand into my pocket and pulled out the knuckles. I set them down on my lap. They gleamed in the moonlight. They caught it – and by that, I did not mean that they happened to glow under the intense illumination. I literally meant that they grabbed the moonlight and pulled it into themselves.

    Soon symbols appeared over their drab white surfaces. They glowed this bright neon blue.

    I thumbed them. Then I threw them into the air. As soon as they reached the zenith of the throw, they drew in more moonlight until they looked like burning stars thrown into the air.

    I caught them. By the time I did, they were steaming, magic blasting out everywhere. I settled them on my lap. I had to push magic down through my legs to protect my leather pants, lest I get knuckle-shaped indents burned into my thighs.

    I closed my eyes once, then stared at them. I let them tell me the future.

    Immediately, my gut kicked. I hunched forward, drawing my face close, even though that meant the tip of my nose started to singe. “You’re kidding me, right?” I asked in a trembling breath that would’ve sounded like chains tied around my throat. “There’s no way. That prick can’t be coming back.” My voice cracked harder. I squeezed my eyes closed.

    He promised me he’d come back for me one day. And who was he?

    Sonos, the most powerful general of Hell. He’d been there the day I’d been cursed with this resurrection hex. And he’d always promised me that he would be there the day he lifted it and killed me for good.

  
    Chapter 4

    I woke the next morning, bleary-eyed. I’d had one hell of a night – hell being the operative word.

    “Prick,” I muttered under my breath.

    Sonos, The Seventh General of the Damned, had been in my head all night long. And I hadn’t liked what he’d done.

    Rolling out of bed, I kicked my peacock embroidered pillows onto the ground. Feeling guilty as they instantly got covered with dust, I plucked them up, patted them off, and placed them on my bed. Walking over to my wardrobe, I grabbed it open, pressed my tongue against the back of my teeth, and decided what to wear.

    “You always do this,” I admonished myself quickly under my breath. I selected what was essentially my uniform. A leather jacket, a thick gray top, sturdy black jeans, and black heels to match. Occasionally I tarted up, adding different accessories like rings, bracelets, hats, and so on if the day called for it. And very occasionally, I could be seen wearing a gold cross.

    I put my clothes on and stood there, patting down my leather jacket.

    I wouldn’t go with a cross today – suffice to say, I was not feeling lucky or blessed.

    I turned, but then the light caught the necklace as it glimmered on a hook behind my wardrobe door.

    I pressed my lips over my teeth. Closing my eyes, I reminded myself of what I’d learned last night with the clairvoyant runes.

    I really did screw my eyes all the way shut now. “He’s coming,” I said out of trembling lips. I shoved my hand forward, and before I knew what I was doing, I snatched up the cross. I wound it around my neck. I hooked up the clasp and flattened the pendant against my chest bone. I patted it twice. Then I turned.

    Rather than head out the door, I used the far more direct approach. I walked over to the left corner of my room. I got down on my knees and leaped through the hole in the floor down to the library. I landed softly. Everything had to be done softly with this old castle. If I was ever stupid enough to slam a door – not that I had too many that hadn’t rotted off the hinges – I could potentially lose whole rooms.

    Sniffing, I thumbed my nose, headed over to my lounge chair, and sat in it roughly. There was a wall of bookshelves beside it. I scooted the chair backward. It wasn’t on wheels per se, but it had the magical equivalent thereof. “Let’s go do some light shopping,” I muttered to myself. My chair stopped in front of the geography section of the library. Without even having to look to the side, I selected the correct blue book, and I pulled it out. I settled it on my lap. It was a corker of a tome. The kind of thing that you could easily use to clock someone over the head with or hold up a coffee table. It sat in my lap lightly. In comparison to the resurrection curse that always hung around my neck, all other weights were like feathers.

    I thumbed to the correct page quickly. My index finger tapped over an intricate map of the streets of Tokyo. “Here we go,” I muttered. I let magic build in the center of my palm. Light escaped out, but as always, it couldn’t make it through the dull black marks of my resurrection curse. It wended its way around them instead. It bled into the page. Crackles escaped over the parchment. Then they sunk into the lines signifying the crisscrossing streets of Tokyo.

    My chair started to move. It didn’t suddenly whiz up, shoot out of the window, and fly me to Japan as fast as it could. It began to spin softly. Something picked up under my feet – and something else fell away. The floorboards simply disintegrated. They would return once the portal spell I was casting was complete, but they would still be as shabby and disheveled as ever.

    More magic bled through the room. It swirled around me. It traced concentric circles over the floor until a mandala appeared and lit up the ceiling. Finally, the spell took hold. It yanked me out of my chair, dragged me through portal space, and spat me out at my intended destination.

    I arrived down on my hands and knees in a cloud of magic dust. Right in front of me was a nondescript stairway on an otherwise busy street. The stairs looked as if they belonged to some kind of regal mansion. There were carved banisters and an over-the-top red and blue carpet. The stairway was seemingly stuck between a ramen joint and a newsagent resplendent with colorful plastic toys out the front. As the neon lights of both stores bled through the night, they barely illuminated the opening of the stairway. Still, anyone with a functioning set of eyes would have been able to see it. The late-night commuters and revelers of Tokyo walked on by as if there was nothing there at all. Because to them, there wasn’t.

    I tugged at my jacket, stood straight, turned over my shoulder in case anyone had noticed me – not that anyone would unless they were magical – then headed down the stairway.

    By the time I reached a door at the bottom, I’d already patted the last few sparks off my jacket. I fixed my hair. Then I shoved my hand into my jeans pocket to ensure my wallet chip was still there. Sure enough, it was exactly where I’d left it. I did not leave the house – let alone head to Sato’s Emporium – without my wallet chip. Nothing good could come without money – both in the real world and the magical.

    I knocked on the door three times. I waited.

    A happy neon sign suddenly appeared over the doorway, despite the fact there’d been nothing but a drab concrete wall there previously. It blinked on in Japanese first, then translated itself into English as the diodes that made up the sign rearranged like marching ants. “Welcome to Sato’s,” it read. It changed once more. “Prove yourself.”

    I rolled my eyes. I shoved my hand further into my pocket and wrapped it around my wallet chip. “You know who I am, Sato – just let me in.”

    “Prove yourself,” the sign still read, glowing more brightly as if in reply to my snide comment.

    I rolled my eyes.

    The sign changed again. To articulate how it wanted me to prove myself, the little diodes moved around until they showed a stick figure fighting with a magical sword. The little animation looked as if it had been lifted right from some arcade game.

    I rolled my eyes again.

    “I don’t know why I have to do this every single time. You know who I am – so does the rest of the entire magical world.” Scratching at my neck, I dropped my hand, yanked up my right index finger, settled my nails around the ring I always wore, and turned it to the right. My magical sword appeared in my grip. It crackled – it never stopped. This wasn’t the kind of blade a mundane would confuse for some kind of prop. This thing bled with the light of my resurrection curse.

    I gestured to the side with it, opening my arms and making a sarcastic face as I pressed my lips together tightly. “Is that good enough for you?”

    The sign replied by showing the stick figure fighting something.

    “For the love of God, Sato – you know who I am.”

    “Prove yourself,” the sign read once more.

    “Seriously?” I spat.

    The sign morphed. Bits fell off it. It didn’t lose its light, though – instead, it changed. It started to weave itself through the air until, right behind me, a stick figure appeared. It was holding a sword.

    “This is bullshit,” I muttered.

    The stick figure came at me. It looked simultaneously as if it had been drawn on reality, and yet as if it was somehow more real than the stores and commuters up on the packed street above. There was a sharpness to it – which, appropriately enough, transferred to its sword. The stick figure sliced at me.

    I dodged, my hair trailing around my shoulders as I moved as quickly as a gymnast on speed. The sword sliced into the door, embedding halfway through the thick wood. I took the opportunity to jerk my knee up. I kicked the stick figure in the linear equivalent of its elbow. It dropped the sword.

    It didn’t have a mouth, but it brought its perfectly circular face close. I imagined that right now it was trying to scream at me. So I did it the honor of screaming right back. Then I chopped off its stick figure head. It didn’t spurt lines of blood. The round 2D shape simply rolled through the air and bounced off the door with a comical boing noise. Then it disintegrated into little pixels that marched back up into the sign above the door. “You have proven yourself. Welcome to Sato’s Fantastic Emporium.”

    I shoved my sword over my shoulder. I squeezed my lips into a thin, pissed-off line. “Since when did you add fantastic?” I muttered as the door opened.

    I walked in.

    I was not met by the sight of a fantastic emporium, as promised. What I saw instead were the Tokyo flood tunnels.

    I’d been expecting them. I knew exactly where Sato’s store was located. To some newbie magical idiot who’d just found out about the place, this well-placed portal spell would have blown their socks off.

    I strode through, my heels splashing puddles over the expansive concrete floor. With every movement I made, echoes reverberated out. The flood tunnels were huge – they had to be to deal with the tsunamis that struck Tokyo on a regular basis.

    When they weren’t filled with churning floodwater, they were spectacular. An engineering marvel, they were a massive space held up by a set of huge concrete pillars. Either by design or on purpose, it gave the room an almost religious feel.

    Sato’s was not the only Emporium to make use of this space. As I strode through, my identity confirmed, the tunnels shifted. I started to see little stalls ensconced between the concrete pillars. There was a woman with a standard broom sweeping away a murky, dirt-filled puddle from the front of her table. An embroidered sash fluttering across the front read Satan’s Sickly Scented Candles.

    As soon as the store holder caught my eye, she grinned. She swept a hand toward her table. “Care to call the Devil, my sweet? Would you like a night of unrivaled passion? Do you want a demon’s hot hands all over you? Would you—”

    My sword was still over my shoulder. I didn’t bring it around and press it against her neck, hissing that the last thing I ever wanted was to spend the night with a demon. I just opened my free hand. I ensured it was wide enough that she saw the symbol on my palm.

    She jolted back, falling against her table hard. Her little red heels scrabbled in the water she’d been pushing away from her stall. Droplets splashed up and stained the ragged hems of her Gypsy dress. Immediately, she turned, dumped her broom, raced around to the back of her stall, and shut up shop. With the press of one discreet button, shutters appeared from nowhere, enclosing her, her chair, and the table. Then everything retracted from space with a pop.

    I laughed at her. “Not quite the response I was expecting from someone selling Satan’s sickly scented candles,” I giggled at the alliterative title.

    I continued through the stalls. Some of the stallholders had the same reaction as the lady had. They shut up shop and disappeared, despite the fact other customers were now picking their way through the massive expanse.

    I ignored everyone and headed straight for Sato’s. His was the biggest joint by far. It wasn’t just a couple of tables set up with some curious magical goods atop – it was a bar.

    As I neared, I saw two bouncers, dressed from head to foot in black, including black ties and jet-black watches that had no differentiation of the clock face or the handles. The only thing that was different about the men was that they had white sunglasses on. The lenses were opaque. That meant nothing. It allowed them to see by the light in the dark – in other words, to witness both the good and bad in people. Both of them turned toward me as I approached, scanning me from head to foot. “Sato is expecting you. Come through, Cursed One.”

    I scrunched my nose up. “Why don’t you just call me Eve? It’s better than Cursed One.”

    “Sato’s rules,” one of them grunted back. “You have been cursed – by the Devil or God – by one you don’t know. Therefore, you are the Cursed One.”

    I didn’t point out that didn’t make any sense. I grinned at them, winking at this young, fresh-faced guy trying to get in behind me.

    “You’re her?” he stammered.

    “Sure am.”

    I went to sashay past the bouncers, but one shoved his hand up. He nodded pointedly at my sword.

    I shrugged. “Sato was the one who made me prove myself.”

    “Put it away,” the guy growled.

    Sighing, without checking over my shoulder once, I threw it. The guy behind me squeaked and bolted for cover. My sword did not impale him through the middle. It created its own magical pocket and disappeared with the sound of a single raindrop hitting glass.

    Now the bouncers unfurled in front of me like dying petals from a rose, and I walked through. There was a set of stairs. I took them quickly. I ignored the posters on either side. They were celebrating Sato’s recent achievements. He’d been celebrated by the Magical Council of Tokyo with the most outstanding small business award. He’d also acquired a whole new set of rare, cursed jade from ancient China. I snorted at both. Small business? Sato had pop-up shops around the entire world. He kept them nominally separated for tax purposes. As for the so-called new shipment of cursed jade from China? It was the same old crap he’d been shoveling for 200 years now. If anyone bothered to look into the exact curse, they would find out that it was a boomerang hex. If any poor soul bought that cursed jade, hoping to use it in devil magic, the spell would quickly turn against them, ruin them, and force them to resell the jade back to Sato at basement bottom prices.

    Profit all the way – that was Sato’s motto.

    I couldn’t blame him. It was better than my motto – survive until the day I finally died.

    I reached the bar. It was pumping, as always. The bar itself was set along one long wall and was made from antiques cobbled together in a hodgepodge of styles. There was colonial, Art Deco, and Regency – you name it. Chunks of the bar had been taken from other famous establishments throughout history. The top of the bar would shift from polished copper, to chunks of malachite, to old, chipped veneer.

    As for the room itself, it was dotted with tables – some large, some tiny. It was cut on several levels – all of them magical. The primary floor was where people came for a drink, to hang out, and to swap stories. The level above it was for business transactions, and the level above that was Sato’s actual store.

    I made a beeline for the bar. Barney, the barman, a massive ex-mercenary from Swaziland, grinned at me, the move breaking across his face like a wave coming to shore. Without a word, he reached under the bar and plucked out a special bottle. You could tell it was special, see, because it glowed this neon green that should not exist outside of nuclear explosions. He reached behind him, plucked a glass from somewhere, then rolled it down his shoulder and into his hand. He thumbed open the cork on the bottle and poured the contents slowly and carefully into the glass. He swirled the liquid around two times, then handed it over. “Sato’s waiting.”

    “What’s he got for me?”

    “Depends what you’ve got for him.” Barney leaned forward and locked an arm on the polished slab of malachite that accounted for the counter beneath him. This guy had just shifted in to get closer to a lady he was chatting up, but at the sight of the tattoo emblazoned along Barney’s arm, he actually shrieked and jerked away.

    Like I said, Barney had been a prolific magical mercenary. The exact symbol on his rippling bicep would tell any fool not to mess with him. He’d been one of the best magical bounty hunters out there until he started working for Sato. He still dabbled in a little headhunting when he had to.

    I downed half my drink. There was a woman staring at me from across the bar. She paled, looking as if she was about to throw up her expensive tapas and vodka.

    Yeah, your average fool – or genius – would not drink this straight. Because this liquor took years off your life. One sip could wile away several minutes. A whole glass? If you were lucky, it would only take several years off your lifespan. If you were unlucky, it could halve it.

    I chucked back the rest of the liquid, letting the unique, biting taste spread through my mouth until I swallowed. I slammed the glass down.

    “Feel like another?” Barney grinned.

    I shrugged. “I’ve probably got two more in me until it kills me.”

    “That doesn’t mean a lot to you.” He took his own initiative and poured me another one. “You know, you’re the only person foolish enough to drink this.”

    “Define foolish?” I leaned forward, pressing down into my heels as I nursed the drink, my hair tumbling over my shoulder and hissing as soon as it struck a few stray droplets on the bar. “Nothing much can kill me these days.” I downed the glass in one gulp.

    Anyone near the bar who didn’t know me was staring at me, shocked.

    “Make it a third?” Barney asked as he gestured with the bottle.

    I looked at it. I rolled my tongue around my mouth, then shook my head. “I don’t really want to die today. I’ll die tomorrow instead.” I scooted the glass back to him.

    He caught it carefully, ensuring he wrapped his beefy hand around the base of the tumbler and didn’t let a single drop of that fatal liquid splash onto his fingers. He carefully threw the glass behind him. It struck the wall and seamlessly shifted through it as it traveled through to the kitchen beyond. Barney inclined his head up. I went to walk away. He cleared his throat. I twisted back, locked an arm on the gleaming malachite bench, and frowned. “What?”

    “There’s a high-level bounty, if you want it. Sato wants you on the job.”

    “I’m sure he does. But I don’t really do that work anymore, do I? Unless there’s something in it for me.”

    “He’s also got information.”

    Was it just me, or did Barney’s voice become tighter?

    I frowned. “We’ve all got information. Every single one of us here,” I gestured to the bar with a flick of my hand, “probably knows something that someone else needs to know. It’s how much we need to know it that counts.”

    Barney locked his blazing gaze on me. He opened his mouth. “Sonos,” he mouthed.

    My act just fell away. I’d said that if I had one more glass of that terminal alcohol I’d die, but maybe I’d overestimated that. Because right now I felt like my life was being whittled away from underneath me.

    Barney didn’t dare to say that prick’s name out loud. If he did, at least half of the patrons here would up and leave. The other half would gather around him, cooing, begging for information on the Devil’s chosen right-hand man.

    Barney inclined his head up toward the set of stairs lodged into the wall beside the bar.

    I didn’t bother to say goodbye. I nodded briefly, turned, wiped my suddenly sweaty hands on my pants, and headed up the stairs. I’d said the stairs were lodged in the wall, because they were. They were kind of entombed in it. They only pulled themselves out and created a real staircase when you approached. One by one, they sliced out of the wall, sliding underneath my feet. They created a spiral staircase. I became sicker and sicker as I climbed it. It wasn’t the lethal alcohol.

    Sonos was coming back. He’d promised me – the day I’d been cursed – that he would come back, and he would….

    “Be the one to wrap his hands around my throat and end this for good.” I shivered.

    I walked straight past the business transaction lounge. I glanced to the side once, noting that there were several characters I would not have let in here. I didn’t exactly have great standards. Though I dealt with Hell gangs and I took on contracts for suspicious characters all the time, there were still levels even I would not stoop to. Sato had an open-door policy. As long as you could prove you were magical and you didn’t start trouble in the bar, you could come in.

    Still, I was sure to shoot daggers into the head of one particular guy. I’d fought one of his Hell gangs recently. They’d killed me – twice within 20 minutes.

    The guy had his back to me, so he didn’t see me doing the ocular equivalent of chopping his head off.

    I had to place my hand on the banister to drag myself up to Sato’s level. Every step was murder.

    If he had information about Sonos, I needed it. To get it, I’d have to do one of Sato’s frigging headhunting missions.

    I finally reached the top floor. Here was the emporium. And it was everything you should’ve come to expect. It was utter chaos – every color, every object, every form, and every sound you could think of. There was a table of toys to my side. They were these spinning tops that kept perpetually turning no matter what happened. There was a sign underneath them reading perpetual motion machines for toddlers – not physicists.

    I walked past it. To my left was a hanging wall of Christmas ornaments. Some of them were legitimately jolly – the kind of baubles and knickknacks you’d actually see on a normal person’s tree. The rest… were for people with different kinds of tastes. One was an exploding Santa. Every time he combusted, little elves would march out, rebuild him, nail his head on again until blood trailed down his neck, then shove dynamite up his ass.

    I strode past, rolling my eyes. Sato had one of the wildest senses of humor I’d ever come across, and considering I had spent my entire life dealing with the twisted minds of Hell on Earth, that was saying something.

    I finally reached the magical area. There was everything you could think of. There was a spinning rack of mandalas. There were weapons arrayed on the wall. There were even trapdoors. They were littered throughout the emporium. They had minimal signing warning a customer that if they were stupid enough to fall into one, they would have to buy the trapdoor before they were let out.

    I strode on through, intending to get this done. I had to be careful where I stepped. There were spiders – everywhere. They ran the joint. I saw a whole team of them – maybe 100 – carrying a curious looking wicker chair. One scuttled in front of me. I went to step on it, but it brought up a flag. It had a tiny little warning written in Japanese. When I scrunched my nose and made it clear that I couldn’t read it, the spider flicked the sign around. In English, it read, “Warning, heavy load.”

    I went to walk around it, but two more spiders came out. They flicked their Japanese signs over. They now read, “Road blocked.”

    I had to stand there waiting until the team of tiny spiders had shifted the wicker chair out of sight. Finally one of the spiders blew the itty-bittiest little whistle, and I was allowed to go past.

    I sighed. Every time I visited Sato’s crazy Emporium, it did my head in.

    I finally made it to the back of the store. Before I walked down into a small room to see Sato, I frowned. There was a wooden table with a singular object on top. I shouldn’t have to tell you considering the chaos I’d just described how unusual that was. Sato’s mode of decoration was the same as someone filling a shotgun with glitter and splattering it onto the wall. He didn’t go in for minimalism. But this object caught my eye precisely because it didn’t abide by Sato’s crazy tastes.

    I frowned at it. I didn’t pick it up. Sato had a strict policy. If you broke it – or it broke you – you bought it.

    It was a snow globe. It was a big one. It also had a little crank on the side suggesting it doubled as a music box.

    There were two figurines inside who were in some kind of broken ballroom. One was a strapping demon in a ripped white shirt and black pants. He had the stubs of two broken black wings poking out of his back. Dancing with him, hand-in-hand, in a loving, close embrace, was a little figurine of a woman in a splendid blue ball gown. I couldn’t see her face, no matter what angle I stared at her from.

    It took me a moment, then I shoved up and shook my head. “Junk,” I muttered under my breath. “Everything here is junk.”

    I didn’t know why I was being so defensive, nor why my hands had suddenly become sweaty. I wiped them on my pants as I trotted down a few small steps into a large sitting area.

    This room was… okay, it was actually tasteful. It was decorated in a fusion of Japanese and old English. There were beautiful paper dividing walls, Japanese screens, and precious little gold painted lamps interspersed with richly upholstered Edwardian chairs and a carved cherry wood table. Sitting on one of the chairs, his legs crossed, his black button vest at a jaunty angle was Sato himself. He leaned forward as he saw me, smiled, and pushed his glasses up his nose. He spread a hand to the side. One of the chairs kicked its legs out as if it was stretching them, then marched up to me.

    “I can pull out my own damn chair,” I muttered as I sat in it. It scooted me back toward Sato.

    He leaned back. He had a cigar in his hand. Well – the magical equivalent of a cigar. Rather than burn through his lungs, give him cancer, and otherwise make him smell and taste of crap, it allowed magic to coil out of the blazing tip and into his body. The smoke took on different shapes, and each shape came with different attributes. As he drew in a lungful, I could see a twisting, blazing red dragon. He sucked it into his mouth, sat back, and sighed. “Have you ever tried one? I just got a whole shipment from Havana. Best magical cigars I’ve ever tasted.”

    “You and I both know I can’t afford them.”

    He clicked his fingers. He pointed to my left hip pocket, which was exactly where my credit chip was. “Ah yes, money. Makes the world go around, even for we special ones. Are you… what’s the word? As poor as a dog? Skint? One of the great unwashed? Scum? A hobo?”

    I leaned all the way back, the plush upholstery behind me squeaking at the force of my move. It wasn’t nearly as forceful as the frown that tugged hard down my lips. “You done? Why am I here?”

    He frowned at me. “Because you came here – presumably to shop.”

    I rolled my eyes. I was acting defensively. I was trying to hide it, but Sato was a keen student of psychology. He would tell that my lips were too stiff, that my cheeks wouldn’t slacken up, and that there were too many fine lines around my eyes.

    “I have information. However,” he spread his hand expressively, several fragments of ash falling from his cigar, alighting onto the carpet, and letting out tiny little wafts of dragon-like smoke, “it will be expensive.”

    I’d already come to peace with the fact that Sato was going to bribe me into a mission. I shrugged. “What do you want?”

    “Ah, Eve Marigold, always my finest employee. You cut to the chase. There’s something that can be said for that.”

    My lips twitched. This was where I wanted to scream at him that I was not his employee and never would be. But he clearly had information I needed. And though you might think that a man with his questionable morals could be lying, he wouldn’t be. He’d know the consequences that would come with shafting me.

    … Which meant he had real, important information on Sonos. Information I would need.

    I crunched forward, my leather jacket squeaking over the polished armrests of the distinguished recliner. “Just tell me what you’ve got and tell me what you want.”

    “Information. Information that could change the whole world.” He squeezed his fingers together. Something started to appear between them. It was a folded-up piece of parchment. On top of it was a seal. It was thick, and it had been embossed with a cursive S. It was no mere piece of wax, however. It was a proper magical lock. It was encrypted – not by some fancy computer system, but by reality itself. Sato was the only one who had the key. If I wanted to know what was written on that paper, he’d have to give it to me.

    Though I couldn’t drag my eyes off it, at least I controlled the rest of my expression. “If you want me to do something, I need to know what kind of information is in there.”

    “It’s important,” he got straight to the point as he whispered those words. He waved the letter. A few little sparks chased around underneath the seal.

    I focused on them. It wasn’t like I would be able to glimpse what was written on the parchment despite the fact it gave one the impression that with enough directed light, you’d be able to see through. I focused on it, because my intuition started to play up. It promised me that, just as Sato had already said, this would be important, all right.

    “Potentially life-changing,” he added as he looked right at me, leaned back, and took another puff of his cigar. This time a great koi fish rose up out of his mouth, coiled around his chest, took a turn around the room, then was drawn back into his lips as he breathed in.

    My gut sank. Sato wasn’t lying. What was on the parchment really was going to be life changing to me.

    I gave up. I no longer controlled my expression or my posture. I flopped back in the seat. I dropped my hand and started to tap my fingers lightly against the armrest. Slowly, I curled my hand into a weak fist. I tapped it down once. “What do you want me to do?”

    “The thing you are best at.”

    “Dying,” I snorted.

    “The second thing you are best at.”

    “Hunting,” we both said at once.

    Sato was amused by that, and he coughed through a laugh, several small wisps of dragon smoke escaping his lips before crawling back into his mouth with a pop of yellow light. “Yes, hunting.” Finally he decided to cut to the chase. Shoving a hand into his pocket, he pulled out another piece of parchment. He ran his thumb down it and concentrated, his eyes staring off into the middle distance as his mind unencrypted reality. The seal on the parchment broke apart, and the paper floated in front of my face.

    I snatched it, leaned back, and stared at the image.

    I squeezed my eyes shut, my lips becoming as hard as concrete.

    “You’re the only one who can do it.”

    “Do you have any clue who this is?” I brandished the paper at him.

    “I am unlikely to make a contract with you for valuable information if I didn’t know who I was sending you after.”

    He had a point. But so did I. I leaned forward, shunting the paper right in front of his face. With a white knuckle and a stiff finger, I pointed at it. “That’s Bishop Hilliker. He is one of the most powerful white practitioners Italy has ever seen. Why the hell would you want me to go after him? How the hell would you expect me to go after him? Last I heard, the monastery where he lives is one of the most protected joints this side of the freaking Vatican.”

    “You do not need to know why, you just—”

    I rose. I locked one hand on my hip. I wrapped my fingers right around it until the leather scrunched. A few charges of magic burned from my stiff fingers into my pants. I didn’t make them singe – but I did make them glow. As did the rest of me. It was not a happy-go-lucky glow, let me tell you that. I would’ve looked like a bomb getting ready to explode.

    Sato sighed. He opened his hands in a surrender position. “If you take out Hilliker, it can help us both.”

    “Why? I have no beef with that man. I’m not that stupid.”

    Sato’s eyes flashed. “Trust me, you have a beef with him.” He took another puff of his cigar and settled back. I didn’t like the look playing behind his eyes – it was mysterious and leading. And considering the kind of mind he had, I certainly did not want to be led into a single one of Sato’s innumerable crazy mysteries.

    But I didn’t have a choice, did I? I sighed, rolling my eyes to the side and crossing my arms before I turned to face him again. I would’ve looked like some truculent child refusing to do their homework. “Why do you think it would benefit me to take down one of the most protected priests in the world?”

    “Because he has information that’s relevant to you. And that will be relevant to your coming situation.” He gestured at the floating piece of encrypted parchment – the very same letter that held information on Sonos.

    I stared at it. I rolled my lips through my teeth. I swore violently. But my shoulders sagged as I gave up. “Why do you want him dead, anyway?”

    Sato pressed his fingers together. “Dead or alive is negotiable. Trapped is preferable.”

    I arched an eyebrow. “What?”

    “My client wishes to extract information from him.”

    I made a suitable face on the word extract. That would be literal. There’d be no questions – there’d be no quaint human torture. If you were magical enough – and devious enough – then you could literally pull facts out of someone’s brain. It was painful – and exceptionally damaging to said brain – but it was possible.

    I looked Sato up and down. “If I do this, I’m gonna create a lot of bad blood with the church.”

    “They already hate you. They call you child of the damned.”

    “And Hell calls me child of God,” I spread my hands and said that sarcastically. “Not my point, though. The church tolerates me. I really don’t want to go stepping on any toes.”

    Sato looked at me. That mysterious little glint was back behind his eyes. “Yes, you do.”

    “I need some real information—”

    “Hilliker knows why you are cursed and who cursed you,” Sato said flatly.

    I ground to a halt. It would’ve looked like the equivalent of a speeding train that had paused in space or a bullet suddenly dropping out of the air.

    My lips wobbled open. “What?” The skin around my eyes became slack, this dread descending through me and tightening every muscle until I was the equivalent of a coiled spring. “What?” I asked louder.

    Sato nodded at the parchment. “Hilliker knows who cursed you and why. I’m taking it that you want that information.”

    I didn’t reply – nor did I need to. My body language was reply enough. You wouldn’t need to be a student of psychology to understand what my slack shoulders, open mouth, and fixed gaze meant.

    I took a sudden, jerked step up to him, my heels indenting the plush carpet. I squeezed my hands into fists. I had to be careful. If I accidentally ran my thumb over my ring, my sword would appear. I also had to remind myself that I downed two fatal drinks stupidly. The damaging liquid was kicking around my system. If I kept giving myself shocks like this – the emotional equivalent of digesting bombs – I might accidentally kill myself.

    Which would be a real shame, because, for the first time ever, I finally had a lead.

    My whole life, I’d been looking for one. I always strove to understand what I was. A curse or a gift? Or something freaking in between.

    I now curled both hands into such tight fists, I could’ve rammed my fingers right through my palms. They would’ve kept going until they burst through the walls, shot out into the street, and grabbed Hilliker by the throat.

    Sato leaned forward. His gaze shifted back and forth, left and right as he stared at both of my eyes. “Is this enough to get you to go after Hilliker without further question?”

    I opened my mouth to say yes. Something stopped me. “Who’s your client?”

    “We both know I’m not going to tell you that.”

    “I need a little more information. Are they powerful?”

    Sato simply nodded. The rapidity and the fact that he hadn’t paused told me that his client wasn’t just powerful – they were mega-powerful.

    I shoved my bottom lip in between my teeth, and I dragged my incisors over it until they left white streaks in the otherwise plump flesh.

    Sato looked up at me. He finished his cigar. Rather than flick the end into an ashtray, he popped it in his mouth. Magic exploded down his chin, played around his beard, jerked over his chest, then disappeared into the air in discharges shaped like tiny little dragons. “Is that it?” he asked through a magical belch.

    “I want an assurance—”

    He opened his arms in an endlessly accommodating way. “Anything.”

    “That this isn’t gonna get me in trouble.”

    He made a face. “As you already pointed out, you will be going after one of the most protected bishops in the world. There will be a little bit of trouble. But that’s only if you let yourself be found out.”

    My lips twitched. Did he honestly think that I would be able to sneak into a heavily fortified monastery and kidnap Hilliker without causing any trouble? This was not going to be
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