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PROLOGUE
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IT TOOK ONE hundred and eighty-three years to earn the guard’s trust. 

By then, she was fairly confident her demon captors had forgotten about her presence in their prison, at least for the most part. They’d been foolish to assume a Seelie Fae prisoner would be incapable of playing the long game, simply because she had stumbled into Hell with missing memories and no name to call her own, in the aftermath of the Great War.

Leyak, the imp who’d been assigned by the Demon Council to guard her, leaned casually against the iron bars that formed the front wall of her cell. “How is it that you, a Fae, can understand me better than anyone else in the three realms?” he asked.

Perhaps because you are a simpleton, and no one else cares to make the effort for fear of the crushing boredom that would result, she thought.

Fae couldn’t lie, so aloud she only said, “You are not so difficult to understand. Is being understood for one’s true self not a common desire?”

Leyak considered that for a moment. “I suppose it is,” he agreed. “Nevertheless, are you absolutely certain you wish to go through with the soul-binding?”

In a way, this whole thing had almost been too easy. The Council had assigned her an imp guard, rather than a succubus or a demon of fate. It had probably been meant as a magnanimous gesture... an unasked for kindness, intended to honor the completion of the successful peace treaty with the Fae Court.

Imps were drawn to magic, and she had magic aplenty—hidden though it might be. It took time, but the poor fool would never have been able to resist her indefinitely.

“I’m certain,” she said, batting wide, green eyes at him. “I feel confident that with the bond between us, I will finally be able to recall my name and why I came to be here in Hell. I don’t wish to be trapped here forever, Leyak. Perhaps if I am able to give your Council the answers they seek, they will consider lenience.”

“You miss your home,” Leyak said, with clear compassion. “You miss the Fae realm of Dhuinne.”

“I do,” she agreed, and every word she spoke was the truth. “It’s a good bargain, and I wish to strike it with you... only you. If we are successful in unlocking my memories and passing that information to your superiors, that success will advance your position among your people. It would also give me a chance at what I desire—returning home someday.”

Hell was a prison that had nothing to do with this roomy, furnished cell carved into the living rock. Anyone could enter this barren realm, but only demons and those bound to them could leave. It was the only reason the demon stronghold had escaped direct attack during the war—any invading force would immediately become trapped here forever.

Leyak nodded, as though to himself. “Then the bargain is sealed.” He lifted a small, faceted stone, like glowing quartz. “I’ve acquired a bonding crystal. Probably best not to ask how I got it.”

“I would never presume such a thing,” she said solemnly.

He nodded again, clearly nervous, and unlocked the cell door. He was careful to lock it again once he was inside, as though an iron lock would be enough to thwart her once she had what she wanted from him.

“You understand how this will work?” Leyak asked. “You’ll be selling your soul to me. It can’t be undone.”

“I understand.” She extended her hand, palm up.

Leyak took it gently in one of his and placed the crystal in it. With his free hand, he drew a dagger from his belt. Still cradling her hand holding the crystal, he drew the sharp edge against the base of her thumb. Blood welled up, staining the brilliant facets. He let her go and sliced his own palm open, moving to clasp her injured hand with the crystal pressed between them, so that their blood mingled.

She held his granite-colored eyes, unblinking.

“It is done,” he said, releasing her and plucking the crystal from her grip. He crushed it in his fist with demonic strength, letting the tiny, red-stained fragments rain down to clink lightly against the stone floor. “Your soul is bound to me, nameless Seelie. None can tear asunder what magic has constrained.”

“Oh, good,” she said, her magic and her memories unfurling from where they had lain dormant for nearly two centuries, waiting for this moment. “It’s about bloody time.”

Leyak looked at her in confusion, only to gasp when her hand darted forward to clasp his cool forehead, her palm covering his invisible third eye. She let the magic rush through her and into him, focusing every ounce of strength she possessed on bending his will to hers.

The imp’s mind struggled and thrashed against her. “What—” he gasped. “What are you?”

She smiled at him, baring sharp canines. “I suppose I did tell you that with the bond, I would be able to recall my identity and why I came to be here in Hell. I am Dhuinne’s Midwife, Hellspawn. I renounced my name and my memories that I might come here in secret to learn your people’s weaknesses. The Fae Court may be content to bargain and appease, now that the war is over—but I will not be content until Hell is destroyed utterly.”

Leyak stared at her, wide-eyed. “No...” he murmured, right before his will succumbed to hers.

* * *
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It was a simple enough thing to pry memories from the imp’s mind. She sought images of two high-ranking demons who would be able to pass through the gate linking Hell to Earth without being questioned. After glamouring herself and her former captor to resemble the pair, she compelled Leyak to unlock the cell and let her out. At her mental direction, he led her to the caves that housed the barrier separating Hell from Earth.

The guardians of the gate nodded respectfully as the pair entered, wearing their flawless magical disguises. In a daze, Leyak guided her to a section of rocky wall and ushered her through. Magic slid across her as she passed out of the demon realm, her body protected from the barrier by the soul-bond she’d allowed him to forge with her.

Utter darkness lay on the other side. She summoned a glowing ball of light and set it floating above her, illuminating a pile of tumbled boulders leading down to a natural underground tunnel. The eerie sound of wind moving through narrow passages brought to mind the wailing of doomed Fae being consumed by the Wild Hunt.

A shallow pit lay on the uphill side of the tunnel. The air coming from that direction held the faint scent of the distant surface. She led Leyak in the other direction, deeper into the underground cavern. When she reached the edge of a second, much larger pit, she clamped down on her control of the foolish imp’s mind to keep him quiet.

The short sword he wore at his belt was not her preferred weapon, but in the absence of her beloved saber, it sufficed to hack off the idiot’s head. Once it was free of his body, she wasted no time splitting his skull in two.

Demons were functionally immortal, but she only needed him insensible and helpless for a few hours. She threw one half of the head in the deep pit. Then she cut out his heart and stuffed it, still beating, inside her tunic to carry. She hauled the other half of his skull back to the shallower pit and tossed it in, confident that it would take him a while to magically recall all of his various pieces across that much distance.

After wiping the blade clean on her buckskin breeches, she tucked both his sword and the dagger he had used for the bonding ceremony into her belt. Casting a magical travel portal into existence, she stepped through the flaming oval to freedom.

She’d expected to find herself in the arid, nameless wilderness that surrounded the cavern containing Hell’s hidden gate. Instead, she stepped into bright sunshine illuminating a garish, human-made structure. “Moaning Cavern Adventure Park,” proclaimed a sign in Earthen English. “Twin Zip 1500 Feet Open Daily.”

The message was cryptic and the surroundings strange, but it was clear enough that humans had encroached into the area and set up habitation. Several of the creatures were wandering around, and a few turned sharply to look at her after her sudden appearance. She sent out a wave of subtle power to quiet them. The humans’ eyes grew dazed and uninterested as they returned to whatever they’d been doing before her abrupt arrival.

Truly, the presence of this strange outpost was a blessing straight from Mother Dhuinne. She’d assumed she would need to find the closest native settlement on the banks of the nearby river—but there were humans right here, ripe for the taking.

What she had planned was distasteful in the extreme. It would also result in her death... at least, in a manner of speaking. Still, her sacrifice would be worthwhile if it made possible the ultimate destruction of the Fae’s ancient enemies. She mounted the wooden steps leading up to the structure and entered it. The inside was an explosion of useless items—rocks and ugly clothing, books, boxes, and trinkets of all description. A young human female with dark hair and brown eyes stood behind a counter piled with more meaningless detritus.

The human’s eyebrows went up. “Whoa,” the creature said, in bastardized English. “That’s some nice cosplay! Hey... wait. Are you all right? Is that blood on your shirt?”

She let her power unfold once more. The human’s will bent to hers with only a fraction of the effort it had taken to overpower her demon guard.

“Take me somewhere private, where we will not be disturbed,” she commanded.

The human’s expression went abruptly blank. It stepped from behind the counter, and she followed it to a room near the back of the structure. The place stank like a latrine, the scent of bodily waste overpowered by an appalling chemical stench that made her nose burn. The creature closed the door behind them and engaged a metal locking mechanism with a click. Unnatural lights flickered into life above their heads, the sickly glow contained within long glass tubes.

Her lip curled with distaste, but she set aside the unpleasantness of her surroundings in favor of focusing on the next stage of her plan.

“Look at me, creature,” she commanded, placing one hand over the human’s heart and splaying the other over its forehead—much as she had done to Leyak. “I have need of your body.”

A flare of primal fear ignited behind the human’s eyes for the barest of instants before she reached inside and took control.
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ONE
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THE MURDER VICTIM had already been removed from the gift shop restroom by the time Neveah Lane arrived on the scene. That was no real surprise—while she kept a sharp eye out for odd occurrences around Vallecito, with the help of a police scanner app dialed in to the area, it was still a solid hour’s drive to get here from her apartment in Stockton.

The Morning Watch website paid Neveah to write up interesting news content for them as a freelance reporter. While sticking her nose in where it wasn’t wanted had been her primary occupation for a solid couple of millennia now, receiving money in return for her snooping was a relatively new phenomenon.

She hoisted her camera bag into a slightly more comfortable position and pulled a notebook out of her pocket. “So, you didn’t see the victim come into the shop?” she asked the pale, acne-pocked teenager standing behind the sales counter as though it could act as a bulwark against the outside world.

He shook his head rapidly, pushing his black-rimmed glasses up his nose when they slipped. “No, no one did. It was really weird. Alice was watching the counter. I was outside getting the zip lines set up. But there was a pretty good-sized crowd wandering around—mostly outside, in the adventure park area.”

Neveah dutifully jotted this down, giving him a brisk nod. “Right. But you were the one that found the body?”

Another frantic head shake. “No—I mean, not exactly. The body was the women’s restroom. A customer found it and I came running when I heard the screaming. It was crazy, too. This beautiful woman—and I’m talking, like, supermodel gorgeous—dressed up like Tauriel from Lord of the Rings, with blood all down her front.”

Neveah raised an eyebrow, but covered the reaction quickly. “Do you know what killed her? Did the police say?”

“I don’t think they know for sure yet,” said the teenager. “Shot or stabbed, I guess, with all the blood. I’ll tell you what was the weirdest part, though. She looked... peaceful. Her eyes were open, staring up at the ceiling. But she had this strange little smile on her face. Like—er, what do they call it? A Mona Lisa smile. That’s it. Just like in the painting.”

“Hmm,” Neveah replied absently, already planning her next steps. “That’s interesting. Thank you so much for your help. One more thing—you mentioned a coworker who was inside the gift shop when the dead woman arrived. Alice?”

Worry clouded the kid’s face. “Alice Ramirez, yeah. She, uh... she disappeared. I think maybe she saw what happened in the bathroom and got upset. And then she, like, ran away, maybe? The police seemed really interested in talking to her, but no one knows where she is right now.”

Neveah didn’t doubt that the police were interested. She jotted the name down, and wrote ‘Suspect?’ next to it. “I see. I don’t suppose you know where Alice lives?”

“No, only that she’s got an apartment in Vallecito. She’s a college student at Columbia. I guess her parents are loaded, but they wanted her to work during the summers for the experience.” He fumbled behind the counter and came up with a cracked wooden clipboard. “Hang on, I’ve got her cell number here. I already gave it to the police. And I tried to call her earlier, too, but it just went to voicemail.”

After taking down the phone number, Neveah thanked him again and went to scope out the restroom in question. Unsurprisingly, the area around it was surrounded by crime scene tape and guarded by a stoic female police officer. The woman lifted a hand in warning as Neveah approached.

“No press allowed past the yellow tape,” the officer said. “This is an active crime scene; you’ll need to stay back.”

Neveah smiled at her, watching as the woman blinked rapidly in response, her lips parting slightly.

“I understand,” Neveah told her, letting her aura unfurl from its usual tight restraints. “And I really do hate to ask, but it would mean so much to me if you could let me have a little peek inside. It’ll just be for a moment, promise. I’ll wear the cute plastic booties and everything.”

The officer’s expression grew dazed, adoration shining in her eyes. “J-just for a minute, right?”

Neveah turned her most dazzling smile on the woman. “That’s right, dear—I just need a teensy peek. No one ever has to know I wasn’t simply another forensics photographer.”

With a furtive look around to make sure no one else was watching, the officer gave her a hesitant nod. “Okay. Just a quick look around, and don’t touch anything, please.”

“You’re a star,” Neveah told her. “Thank you, my dear. I’ll be right back out, don’t worry.”

With a final bright smile over her shoulder, Neveah snagged a pair of sterile booties from a folding table that had been set up outside the perimeter and ducked beneath the yellow tape. A couple of people looked up at her, but as generally seemed to be the case in circumstances such as this, they assumed that because she’d received permission from the officer on duty to enter, it meant she was supposed to be there.

The restroom door on the back wall of the rustic building had been propped open. The room inside wasn’t large, containing only a regular toilet stall and a handicapped-accessible stall across from the double sink and vanity. A hand dryer, a trashcan, and a diaper changing station completed the very standard setup.

A young man who been crouched on the dingy tile floor next to a faint bloodstain looked up when she poked her head in. His brow wrinkled in a frown as he took in the camera in her hands.

“They’ve already finished with the photos,” he said.

She snapped a couple shots of the room’s simple layout and sent him a sunny smile. “Not quite,” she replied. “All done now, though. Thanks!”

It hadn’t taken more than a second or two to detect the faint echo of magic lingering in the enclosed space. Not that it was truly a surprise. The likelihood that an apparent murder on the doorstep of the hidden passage connecting Earth to Hell was more than a simple human robbery gone wrong had been fairly high to start with.

The gateway to the demon realm had been quiet in the last several months, but things were still tense between the two powerful races. After all, they had only recently been at war with each other across dimensions. Earth might act as a sort of demilitarized zone between Hell and the Fae realm of Dhuinne—but these days, all it would take was one poorly timed diplomatic incident to start the whole repulsive business up again.

Unfortunately, a dead Fae lying at the literal gates of Hell definitely qualified as a diplomatic incident. Neveah couldn’t imagine what the Fae woman had been thinking by even coming here in the first place. Her race might have been the nominal winners after the most recent intra-realm conflict, but they steered well clear of this place in the normal course of things.

This had the potential to be explosive. Neveah slipped beneath the crime scene tape and shucked off her disposable booties, sending the police officer a distracted nod of thanks. The woman beamed at her in return.

As she headed for the parking lot, she began plotting her next move. The humans would have taken the body to the nearest morgue for autopsy, and in an area like this that lacked any sort of entrenched Fae presence behind the scenes, the human doctors would have absolutely no idea what they were dealing with. As soon as she’d settled into the seat of her vintage VW Rabbit, she pulled out her phone and started dialing up contacts who would be able to help her discover which local hospital currently had a magic-infused corpse lying on a gurney in its basement.
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TWO
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“BAALAZAR, PLEASE TELL me this is nothing more than an ill-judged jest,” Nigellus said, kneading the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. He settled back in his chair with a sigh, giving his superior a severe look.

Like Nigellus, Baalazar was a demon of the first rank—a member of the ruling council in Hell. Unlike Nigellus, he seldom ventured outside of the demon realm. By contrast, Nigellus preferred to spend as much of his time as possible on Earth, despite the strictures on his interactions within the human world since the peace treaty between the Demons and the Fae had gone into effect a couple of centuries previously.

“Of course it’s not a jest,” Baalazar snapped. “Do you truly think I would joke about something so serious? The Fae prisoner has escaped from Hell, apparently with the help of that fool Leyak.”

In his human guise, Baalazar was a fussy little man with dark hair and rounded shoulders. In his native demon form, he was an imp. He was also the fourth most powerful individual among the demonic host—ranked two steps above Nigellus, who preferred the relative freedom of being the lowest ranked member of the ruling Council of Six.

Nigellus closed his eyes for a moment and contemplated all of the ways the prisoner’s escape could cause spectacular devastation.

“Let me call Edward in for this,” he said. “Since you’re doubtless about to charge me with finding your escapee—preferably before she can return to the Fae and tell them who’s been keeping her prisoner for the last two hundred years.”

Baalazar made an impatient gesture of assent with one pale hand. Nigellus reached for a bell rope hanging next to the small fireplace in the sitting room of his Atlantic City beach house. Distantly, the muffled sound of the bell reached them from the butler’s pantry. A few moments later, Nigellus’ soul-bound human servant entered the room.

“You rang, sir?” Edward asked, with the nearly undetectable hint of irony that colored most of his interactions with his demon master.

Edward had already been advanced in years for a human of his era when he’d sold his soul to Nigellus in exchange for success in his ill-fated lifelong goal. When Edward’s body finally began fail him at the age of eighty-four, Nigellus had taken him into service rather than reap his soul. It had been... a whim, really. A private bit of amusement, to make a servant out of a human who’d spent a lifetime seeking power.

The fact that he’d kept Edward around for the last several centuries was neither here nor there. They understood one another, to the extent that any human could understand what it meant to be an ageless and immortal demon. Besides, the man was occasionally useful for more than pressing shirts and dusting furniture.

“Edward,” he greeted. “Baalazar has brought us unfortunate news. He’s about to make his problem into my problem, which means I, in turn, am making it your problem.”

“You do surprise me, sir,” Edward replied, deadpan. Bushy white eyebrows drew together as he turned his rheumy hazel gaze on their guest. “Councilor Baalazar. May I ask the details of this unfortunate news?”

Baalazar’s expression soured further. “A prisoner has escaped from Hell. It’s vital that she be found and returned post-haste.”

“Escaped from Hell?” Edward echoed. “She was demon-bound, then? Forgive me, but why not simply have the demon in question follow the trail of the soul-bond and retrieve her?”

It was a fair question, given that—in the vast majority of circumstances—a soul-bond would, in fact, act as a beacon. It would normally allow the demon holding the bond to teleport to the location of the bound individual, unless they were separated by a vast expanse of salt water or had been magically warded by an expert.

Baalazar huffed in frustration. “The demon in question is currently in at least four separate pieces. His heart and half his skull are still missing, meaning it will take some time before he’s in a condition to do much of anything except lie there and twitch. The idiot.” The last part was delivered in an irritated mutter.

Leyak would succeed in dragging all of his constituent body parts back eventually—assuming the prisoner hadn’t thought to pack any of the important pieces in salt. Nigellus and his ilk were immortal in the truest sense of the word. They literally could not be killed. They could, however, be rendered temporarily helpless via the grisly means of dismemberment.

“Oh, dear. That’s unfortunate,” Edward said, in response to Baalazar’s pronouncement. A look of alarm slid over his deeply lined features a moment later, as he evidently put two and two together. “Wait. This prisoner. It isn’t—”

“It is,” Nigellus confirmed dryly.

“The nameless Seelie warrior, yes,” Baalazar snapped. “Hence the need to act quickly.”

“I see,” said Edward. “Yes, I suppose that’s rather politically awkward, isn’t it?”

“That is one way of putting it,” Nigellus replied in a monotone.

The female Fae had wandered into Hell shortly after the end of the Last Great War, apparently with no memory of either her identity or her purpose in entering the demon realm. Since Fae were incapable of lying, it was assumed she’d been a survivor of some magical attack during the conflict that had left her mind permanently damaged.

The weak spot in the Veil that separated Earth and Hell functioned as a portal that only opened freely in one direction. It was located deep within a series of sprawling underground caverns in an area the humans now called California. Though it was invisible to the naked eye and the Demon’s side was well guarded, there was nothing to physically prevent someone from stumbling through the gate.

The unlikelihood of anyone doing so by chance made the Seelie’s story a bit suspect, but such a thing had actually occurred on a handful of occasions across the eons. The Council had been unwilling to allow one of their age-old enemies free run of Hell, but they’d gone so far as to make the Seelie’s incarceration as pleasant as possible.

She couldn’t leave without selling her soul to a demon—that was the nature of the gate between realms. And so, after much debate, the consensus had been that sending an amnesiac Fae captive back to Dhuinne, soul-bound to one of her mortal enemies, would have been more politically provocative than simply keeping quiet about the whole thing in hopes that her fellows would assume she’d been killed in battle.

Given the fragile peace that had reigned after the catastrophic closing days of the war, the decision made a certain amount of sense. Now, however, with the current political climate between the Demon Council and the Fae Court almost as fraught as it had been in those early days, it might be about to come back and bite them in a truly spectacular manner.

“The Fae realm is already undergoing political upheaval, with half the Court clamoring for a resumption of hostilities,” Edward summarized. “And if your escaped Fae prisoner gets back to her people and tells them she’s been an undeclared prisoner of Hell for the better part of the last two centuries, they’re likely to use it as an excuse to tear up the treaty and burn the shreds to ashes.”

“More or less,” Baalazar agreed. “Therefore, we must find her before the Fae do. The alternative is unthinkable.”

Edward’s stooped shoulders rose and fell on a deep breath. “You realize that if she’s magically adept, there’s no reason to think she hasn’t already portaled to the nearest ley line and traveled straight across the Atlantic to County Meath and the gate to Dhuinne.”

Baalazar nodded. “Fortunately for us, in almost two hundred years, she’s never shown any indication of being magically gifted to that degree. If she’s reliant on non-magical travel, there is still a chance.” The imp’s granite-colored eyes flicked to Nigellus. “You’ve a property in Vallecito, located near the gate. Go there now and try to pick up the trail. I’ll return to Hell and see if anything can be done to hurry Leyak’s recovery along.”

Nigellus nodded and swallowed a sigh, knowing that such a bounty hunt was unlikely to be simple. “Very well,” he said. “I may need to contact you on short notice, though. Edward, have you a blade?”

Edward gave him a chiding look and pulled a small folding knife out of his pocket. As a human with some trifling natural facility for blood magic, he was seldom without one, and they both knew it. Nigellus took the tiny tool and thumbed it open, using its sharp point to nick the heel of his hand. Taking a handkerchief from his pocket, he pressed it to the bead of blood and passed the red-stained cloth to Baalazar before willing the wound closed.

The imp folded the fabric and slipped it into an inner pocket of his jacket, then accepted the knife and repeated the process with a kerchief of his own. Nigellus took both items from him and gave him a nod of farewell. Baalazar lifted his chin in acknowledgement and popped out of existence without another word.

The blood he’d spilled on the stained handkerchief tugged at Nigellus’ awareness, a delicate, silken thread that would allow him to transport directly to Baalazar’s side within a given realm. A few moments later, the sense of the connection weakened as the imp passed through Hell’s gate.

Edward tilted his head, giving Nigellus a speculative look. “Well,” he said. “Now I know you’re concerned. You hate giving anyone tracking access like that. I take it we’re off to California immediately, then?”

Nigellus’ lips twisted in annoyance. “Apparently so. Cancel any appointments I have scheduled for the next few days and pack for us, please. The trail isn’t growing any warmer.”

* * *
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The property in Calaveras County lay on a fertile slope outside of Vallecito, surrounded by vineyards. The house itself was warded within an inch of its life, for the sake of both privacy and security.

It was not Nigellus’ preferred residence. Despite the other demons’ bewilderment regarding his choice of a dwelling surrounded by salty ocean breezes, he favored the Atlantic City house. The Vallecito property was, however, useful for its proximity to the cave system the humans called the Moaning Caverns... and the gateway leading to his true home.

Magical wards made the property both invisible and unwelcoming to those who had not specifically been invited to breach them. They were no barrier to its owner, though—nor to Edward, who had crafted them using Nigellus’ own power. The old human truly did have a knack for such jobs, his natural talents as a human warlock amplified by his access to a nearly bottomless well of demonic magic.

The house boasted a clean, minimalist design that Nigellus found agreeable, if only in small doses. Edward puttered around, checking all the rooms and plugging in the modem. While Nigellus didn’t possess the patience to keep up with every new development in human technology, he did make a point of maintaining a basic familiarity with computers and the internet.

Once the Wi-Fi was turned on, he pulled out a sleek laptop and powered it up. One thing about the slow death of paper newspapers over the past couple of decades—it meant that even local news was accessible more quickly on the web than it would have been a few years previously. He began scanning the web for anything that looked as though it might be relevant. Unfortunately, Calaveras County consisted of tiny, mostly unincorporated towns that didn’t run their own news sites.

“Try the police scanner,” he called to Edward, before expanding his search to recent news stories containing the words ‘Vallecito’ or ‘Moaning Caverns.’

“Of course, sir,” Edward called back from the other room. “I suppose any reports of a confused woman in unusual clothing could be suggestive. Oh, and if nothing’s coming up in a regular search on the news sites, check for recent tweets tagged with your keywords.”

Unlike Nigellus, Edward was mildly fascinated by the technological trends of humans—another useful attribute in a servant. Nigellus grunted an acknowledgement and called up the relevant website. After a bit of poking and reordering, a tweet posted seven minutes earlier popped up from an account titled The Morning Watch. Mysterious Death at Moaning Caverns Adventure Park in Northern California, proclaimed the headline, followed by a shortened link leading to an external website and several hashtags including #breakingnews and #exclusive.

“Well spotted,” he murmured as he clicked through.

Edward stuck his head in. “Find something already?”

“Quite possibly,” Nigellus told him, his eyebrows climbing as he scanned the article on the independent news site.

Edward came in and read over his shoulder. “Good heavens. If your missing Seelie is already dead, that’s a bit of a wrinkle, isn’t it?”

Nigellus sat back in the desk chair, frowning.

“You don’t think Leyak regained consciousness and reaped her soul?” Edward asked, his expression turning skeptical.

“If he did so without sanction from the Council, he’s likely to spend the next few millennia occupying the same cell as his former captive, once Baalazar finds out,” Nigellus replied.

“Hmm. Well, on the positive side, it should be a lot easier to track down a dead body than a living one who doesn’t want to be found,” Edward said philosophically.

Nigellus gave a wordless affirmative grunt, then shook his head slowly, crossing his arms over his chest. “Something’s off about this.”

“Garden-variety intuition, or demonic sixth sense?” Edward asked.

“The latter,” Nigellus told him grimly, and made to rise. Edward stepped back to give him space.

Baalazar and Leyak were imps—drawing power from ambient magic attached to people and places. Nigellus, by contrast, was a demon of fate. He drew his power from the fabric of time, and like others of his ilk, it gave him a certain sense of when events were approaching a cusp of significance.

His servant exhaled a weary sigh. “Oh, good,” he said. “Because that always goes well.”

“Yes, thank you, Edward,” Nigellus replied, already thinking ahead to what would be necessary when it came to gaining access to the body and disposing of it.

Edward reached down and started to snap the lid of the laptop closed, only to pause. “Er...” he began.

“What?” Nigellus glanced at him, frowning.

“I take it you didn’t notice the byline,” Edward said, turning the screen toward him.

Nigellus looked down at the name at the bottom of the article and stilled.

Neveah Lane.

Edward raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t she the one who’s—”

“Yes.” Nigellus cut him off.

“—been stalking you for the past few years?” Edward finished.

Nigellus rubbed his temples.

“Coincidence?” Edward asked.

Nigellus shot him a sidelong look.

“Thought not,” Edward murmured. “Right. I’ll just go and start calling around to all the nearest hospitals, shall I?”
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MORGUES WERE a real downer, Neveah reflected. Even more so, now that she could relate to them—at least on a theoretical basis. Humans had been her first introduction to the concept of mortality; the idea that a sentient being could simply cease to exist. One day they were there, and the next, poof. No more human, just a human-shaped empty space in the world where they used to be.

After so many endless years spent trapped on Earth, the existence of death was no longer the novelty it had once been. She’d come to terms with the prospect that, at some nebulous future point in time, she, too, would be nothing more than a Neveah-shaped hole in reality. Eventually, in the absence of any connection to her home, the last of the energy that made her corporeal would dissipate into the ether, leaving nothing behind but a collection of online news articles and the transitory memories of other mortal beings.

So... yes. Downer.

However, morgues were also a good place to find individual dead bodies of interest, since humans in this part of the world seemed to be very invested in poking and prodding at fresh corpses to find out what had gone wrong with them before they died.

It had taken a bit of doing for her contact at The Morning Watch to find the right hospital, not to mention the travel time it took to drive here. She smiled pleasantly at the morgue attendant, a solidly built human in his late twenties who looked like he’d be capable of manhandling even the most recalcitrant dead person from the gurney to the cooler to the autopsy table.

“So, you see,” she told him, “I just need a quick look at the body to confirm whether it’s dear old Aunt Mary or not.”

The man gave her a skeptical look, and she let a hint of her power leak out to bolster her case.

“Did you talk to the police already?” he asked. “Only, there’s supposed to be an officer here with you to take down your statement in case you can identify the body.”

“Oh, is there?” she asked, all innocence. “I’m so sorry—I must have misunderstood. I thought I was supposed to come here and then give a statement afterward.”

The warmth of her invisible magnetic pull washed over the man, and he wavered, clearly fighting the urge to tell her things he shouldn’t. She projected a bit more, hoping to tip him over the edge into speech.

“Well...” he began, hesitating. “The thing is, this particular case is a bit... unusual.”

“Really? How so?” Neveah asked, wide-eyed.

The man licked his lips, struggling with himself for a moment before finally giving in. “It’s the body. It keeps frying all our electronic equipment.” The words came faster as he spoke, like they’d been piled up behind a dam and were spilling out through the cracks now that it had crumbled. “It’s pretty crazy, if I’m being honest. We’ve got it stashed on actual ice because when we try and put it in the fridge with the other bodies, the circuit board in the thermostat shorts out and has to be replaced. Maintenance has been shitting bricks.”

“Goodness. That does sound unpleasant,” she said, wondering for the millionth time what possessed humans to come up with turns of phrase like that. “Anyway, if you can point me in the right direction, I’ll only take a moment. Aunt Mary and I weren’t particularly close, so you needn’t worry about tears or hysterics.”

“Right...” the attendant said uncertainly. She let her power slip its leash a tiny bit more, and he gave her a doe-eyed look of longing adoration before doing exactly as she’d asked.

They’d placed the body in a room that clearly hadn’t been intended for storage of the dead. It was zipped into a standard black body bag, lying on a pile of ice in a large metal tub perhaps six feet long by three feet wide.

“You’re sure you’ll be all right in here on your own?” her guide asked, looking mildly disappointed when she nodded and thanked him.

Once the door closed behind him, Neveah reached down and pulled the zipper. As the two halves of the body bag parted, a haughty and beautiful face crowned by flaming red hair emerged. The woman’s clothing had already been removed. A smear of dried blood marked her naked torso, but there was no wound beneath it—the body appeared unmarked, at least on the front side.

At this point, there was no question that the woman had been Seelie Fae. If Neveah’s own senses hadn’t already confirmed the flavor of the slowly dissipating magic in the gift shop restroom, the corpse’s effect on human electronic equipment in the hospital would have been proof enough.

So. A dead Fae right on Hell’s doorstep.

That was likely to be a problem. Possibly quite a large one.

Neveah’s musings were interrupted by the sound of low voices outside. She straightened and turned to face the door to the room as it opened, a new brush of power tickling her senses. A striking figure stood silhouetted against the brighter lights of the hallway. And, oh, she recognized the scent of that power. Of course, given what she’d learned so far, it wasn’t surprising that he would show up here.

It was Nigellus, the notorious spymaster of the Demon Council, who went by the rather disingenuous surname of Benecea on Earth. A demon of fate, and the strategic mind behind several of the more successful gambits during the last war. He was also an individual Neveah had been trying unsuccessfully to corner for some time, in hopes of getting some very specific questions answered.

Unfortunately, those questions might have to wait a bit longer, given the current situation.

“Mr. Benecea,” she chirped, donning a layer of transparently false cheer and naiveté. “Fancy meeting you here! Have you come to identify poor Aunt Mary’s body as well?”

“Ms. Lane,” the demon replied, dry as the desert. “I wish I could say this is a pleasant surprise.”

In his human guise, the demon was a tall man, though not outrageously so. His features were generally pleasing, though they might have been more pleasing if the bloody man ever cracked a smile. Eyes the color of fine bourbon assessed her coolly, set beneath swept brows and dark brown hair shot through with streaks of white at the temples.

Apparently he still maintained his penchant for very expensive tailoring, even while visiting a corpse. She wondered what his dry-cleaning bills were like.

“Believe me, it wasn’t my intention to be predictable,” she told him. “Though I suppose, since I’m a reporter and this is an exclusive news story, that is a tiny bit predictable. Tell me, did you steamroll that poor morgue attendant to get access to this room? Because, if you’ll forgive me, that sounds dreadfully close to ‘interference in human affairs.’ And I gather that’s frowned on in some circles.”

Specifically, in Fae circles—since demons had ceded control of the human realm to their old enemies as part of the peace negotiations.

“I’m sure I have no idea what you mean,” he replied. “Please step aside, Ms. Lane.”

Neveah stepped aside, curious as to how the demon would react to the corpse lying in a tub of ice. Nigellus moved to look down at the Fae woman’s exposed upper body, his expression cold and calculating. Lifting one hand, he pressed a single finger to the gray-tinged skin of the Seelie’s forehead and stood unmoving for a long moment, as though listening to something only he could hear.

“Well,” he said, stepping back, “I suppose this is a simpler solution than the alternative.”

With that, he reached out his right arm, fingers splayed open. An instant later, they closed around the hilt of a massive flaming sword that burst into existence out of nothingness. Neveah stared at the unearthly weapon in utter shock, her jaw hanging open.

“Are you—” she began, then cut herself off and tried again. “Is that...?”

But the demon of fate ignored her, his full attention on the Fae’s remains. The sword dipped, its tip coming to rest over the Seelie’s unbeating heart. The corpse and the body bag containing it flared with the same eerie flames surrounding the blade, and burned away to nothingness within seconds—leaving only melting ice behind.

Neveah continued to gape at him, her attention mostly on the fiery sword. He gave the weapon a final flourish, and it disappeared as suddenly as it had burst into existence. She dragged her gaze back to his face.

“I wasn’t done examining that body! That was...” She sputtered in outrage, searching for appropriate words. “... incredibly rude!”

The demon didn’t so much as break expression as he held her gaze, unblinking. The faintest hint of flickering red kindled in the depths of his pupils, and a wave of psychic power washed over her with undeniable force.

“Tell me what brought you here,” he said, his tone growing resonant. “What have you learned about this woman during your investigations?”

The weight of the words pressed down on Neveah’s mind, demanding an answer.

“Oh, a number of things,” she replied without hesitation. “I always keep an ear to the ground for interesting happenings around the caverns, you know. Such a fascinating place, isn’t it? When the police scanner for the area flagged a dead body in the gift shop restroom, I hopped in my car right away and drove over from Stockton. The victim was female and appeared to be in her early forties. She was also dressed in odd clothing and covered in blood—apparently not her own. I took some photos of the scene and did interviews with the staff and witnesses, of which there really weren’t any good ones. Any good witnesses, that is to say. I’m sure the staff are fine.”

Nigellus nodded, never breaking eye contact. “And what else did you learn?”

“Well, here’s the really intriguing thing,” Neveah continued eagerly. “The young lady who was watching the gift shop counter when the victim arrived is missing. She disappeared sometime before the police arrived. I have her cell phone number, but it just goes to voicemail, and her mailbox is already full. I haven’t had a chance to follow up on that lead quite yet, but don’t you find that interesting?”

“Perhaps,” Nigellus said. “What is this young woman’s name?”

“Alice Ramirez,” she told him. “College student in Forestry and Natural Resources, rich parents, works at the adventure park during her summer vacations. I think that’s pretty much everything that you don’t already know about the case.”

Nigellus nodded, thoughtful. “Very well. Your assistance is appreciated... if also mildly vexing.” The weight against her mind grew heavier. “Now, you will forget this meeting, along with the disposition of the body. The staff will not question you or try to stop you when you leave. You will abandon your news story, and assume that the victim is an unknown Jane Doe whose identity and cause of death will never be determined.”

Neveah scowled at him, dropping her cheerful demeanor abruptly. “Are you joking? Why in the name of heaven would I want to do that? You know, you’re even ruder than I originally thought.”

The demon blinked at her.

She pressed her lips into a thin line and glared back. “You’ve got a dead Seelie Fae right outside the gate to Hell. I think you’ve got way bigger problems than a news story published on an obscure indie website. So, maybe you’d better stop playing fast and loose with people’s free will, and explain to me exactly what’s been going on in the demon realm lately.”
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“YOU’RE NOT human,” Nigellus said slowly. “Ah. I suppose that does explain a few things.”

Neveah rolled her eyes at him. “Is that really the conversation you want to have with me right now? You’re holding a political hand grenade, and someone’s just pulled the pin.”

“Aptly put. Though I must say, you seem remarkably well informed for a contributor to an obscure indie website, as you put it.” He was still watching her as though he expected her to jump in front of him and yell boo.

“Let’s just say I’ve had a lot of time to do research,” she said. “Are you staying in your invisible house? The one with all the grapes? If so, perhaps we could make a strategic withdrawal before someone outside shakes off your influence enough to wonder exactly what’s going on in here.”

He scoffed. “That’s unlikely to be a concern. But yes, it might be prudent to retire somewhere a bit more comfortable for what could be a rather extended conversation.” He extended a hand toward her. “May I?”

She tilted her chin in a regal nod. “Of course,” she said, and placed her hand over his.

The world fell away in a dizzying whirl, the chilly and unpleasant atmosphere of the hospital morgue replaced in the blink of an eye by baking sun, moderated by a pleasant, late afternoon breeze. Neveah removed her hand and looked around, taking in the sights and sounds of nature. Birds chirped. Insects buzzed. Neat rows of grape trellises lined the slope of a hill a few hundred yards away.

She let the etheric fields flow across her senses, outlining the shape of a large but unseen object nearby. The concealment was expertly done, as were the spells layered over the building to repel anyone who might approach by mistake, convincing them that they wished to turn around and leave. She had no doubt there were additional magical tripwires in the area, crafted specifically to catch Fae.

“May I ask who did your wards?” she said. “I noticed the last time I was here that they’re rather good.”

He shot her a sidelong glance. “Really? As I recall, they didn’t succeed at keeping you away from my door.”

“Well, no,” she agreed. “But then, they wouldn’t, would they? I’m a bit of a special case.”

She could practically feel the burn of his curiosity, but he only said, “To answer your question, my human servant crafted them. He prides himself on his expertise in such matters.” With another hard look at her, he added, almost as an afterthought, “Neveah Lane, enter and be welcome.”

The wards shimmered around her in response to his invitation, revealing the modern architecture that she’d been able to feel before, but not see.

“Classy,” she said.

He made a noncommittal humming noise, keying in a security code at the front door and swinging it open. She vaguely remembered the sparkling white and metal decor from her previous visit—when she’d cornered him here in hopes of finally speaking to him, only to have the door slammed and locked unceremoniously in her face.

The house gave no indication of being lived in. It was picture perfect, staged as though for a real estate listing.  She could detect no one else inside. “Is your servant here? Current crisis aside, I’d love to pick his brain about magical craft.”

“Not presently. I believe he’s following up some leads related to the ‘current crisis,’ as you put it.” He ushered her into a high-ceilinged living room sparsely decorated with modern furniture.

She sat on a thin-cushioned ergonomic sofa and crossed her legs, regarding him as he settled onto the equally spartan chair across from her.

“Well, I suppose I finally know what it takes to get you to talk to me, at any rate. You’ve been quite a slippery one, Mr. Benecea.” She raised an eyebrow. “Interesting choice of name, by the way. A corruption of ‘blessed one’? Really?”

“It’s as good a name as any other,” he replied, steepling his fingers and studying her over them. “When one lives for long enough, one seeks fleeting amusement wherever it might be found.”

Tell me about it, she thought.

“You seem quite remarkably well informed about other realms,” he continued. “Yet you are not Fae, and you most certainly aren’t demon. I confess myself intrigued.”

She crossed her arms. “See, now, if you’d caught me a year ago, I’d have been thrilled to have that conversation with you,” she told him. “But as things stand today, I’m a bit more concerned about the part where your people and the Fae are about to start trading metaphorical punches again, possibly flattening Earth in the process. I’m afraid the other subject might just end up being a distraction.”

“A fair point,” he said, giving nothing away.

She sighed in irritation. “So... maybe you’d like to explain why you decided to flambé the corpse before we could figure out exactly what happened to put it there in the first place?”

His expression grew calculating. “Not particularly, no.”

“You really are the most infuriating—” she began, only to cut herself off with a sharp exhalation. “Fine, here’s the deal, Nigellus of the Demon Council. Earth is the only home I’ve got left at this point, so I don’t intend to see it turned into a giant sheet of volcanic glass after you lot start tossing magical bombs around.”

“Nor do I,” he said. “That’s actually rather the point.”

Neveah’s people had once held a well-earned reputation for patience. Unfortunately, Neveah hadn’t been a particularly good spokesperson for her race, even before things had gone pear-shaped. Now, after a few thousand years kicking her heels among humans, she was even less inclined to put up with Nigellus’s particular brand of stonewalling.

She retained very few of the gifts she’d originally possessed, but the power to inspire adoration was one she could still use. It took more energy than the resulting outpouring of love could replenish, but it was staggeringly effective in getting her what she needed, when she needed it.

Demons—immortal, ageless, and powerful though they were—had never been a match for Neveah’s people. While she hadn’t had cause to go head to head with one on this sort of battlefield before, she was confident that Nigellus would not be a match for her now.

The fate of three realms was at stake, and she wanted answers.

“You already know exactly how this Fae came to die on Hell’s doorstep,” she accused softly. Her power unfurled to its full extent, mantling around her like great wings, enveloping them both. “Tell me what’s happening, spymaster. Maybe I can help you put the genie back in its bottle, assuming it’s not already too late.”

Nigellus’ bourbon-colored eyes sharpened on her as her magnetic pull surrounded him. Hellfire sparked once more in their depths, stronger and brighter than before. She sensed his growing awareness of her gambit, as her aura demanded his immediate and reverent devotion. A human would’ve prostrated himself at her feet within the first two seconds. Nigellus fought the pull, his hands gripping the arms of his chair until the metal frame creaked in protest.

She wondered if anyone had ever turned his own mind games back on him before. Her race had fought his before humanity had even been a glimmer in evolution’s eye, but they didn’t engage in battles like this. Her fellows would have considered such manipulation beneath them—yet another unwritten rule that held no meaning for her now.

Nigellus rose from the chair, and she rose to match him.

“Tell me,” she commanded, wrapping him up in her aura of love and pulling him closer to her.

He stumbled forward—another step, and another. Only when he was an arm’s length away did she read the emotion behind his red-tinged eyes, and stop to wonder if perhaps there was another reason her people had never dallied with demons in quite this way.

Nigellus’ hellish gaze didn’t burn with uncontrollable adoration for her.

Instead, it burned with lust.

Oops, she thought, an instant before a long-fingered hand wrapped around her throat, walking her backward until her shoulders hit the nearest wall with a dull thud.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

FIVE

[image: image]


“OH, DEAR,” she said, eyes wide as she looked up at the demon looming over her. “This wasn’t quite what I had in mind.”

“What are you?” Nigellus rasped. He took another aggressive step forward, insinuating a hard-muscled thigh between Neveah’s legs.

A jolt of sensation shivered up her spine, the heart that she’d copied from the humans she lived amongst surging against the cage of her ribs. She swallowed convulsively, the movement pressing against the fingers spanning her throat.

“Ah. Well, you see...” she began, the words cut off in a gasp when the corded thigh between her legs sent another shudder of pleasure along her nerves. She wriggled, which turned out to be a less than successful strategy, assuming the goal was to escape the unaccustomed onslaught of physical pleasure.

That... had been the goal, right?

The demon’s hard length pressed against the crease of her hip. He growled—a low, menacing rumble that Neveah felt straight to her core. In the bright light of the airy living room, she watched with wide eyes as curling ram’s horns and great, leathery wings phased in and out of the current plane of existence like flickering images on film.

She was only distantly aware of the sound of a door being opened and closed.

“Sir?” came an unfamiliar human voice made rusty with advanced age. “Good heavens! What in the name of sanity?”

The subsequent blast of human magical force that jolted through them appeared to penetrate Nigellus’ haze. He pushed away from the wall almost violently, his hulking demonic form phasing wildly back and forth with his urbane human guise.

“Angel,” he hissed, as though it was a curse.

“Er, yes. Hello. Sorry about that,” she managed, still trying to regain control of her galloping human senses. She lifted one hand, wiggling her fingers in a sheepish wave at the elderly human standing in the doorway. “You must be the wardsmith, right? Lovely to meet you.”

The man regarded her with open consternation, cupping a ball of roiling magic energy in the palm of one gnarled hand. He was frail and stoop-shouldered, but his white, bushy eyebrows drew together above eyes that had seen battle before.

“Sir?” he asked the demon. “Are you well?”

Nigellus clenched his jaw and gave his shoulders a purposeful roll. The wings disappeared back to whatever dimension they normally resided in, as did the horns. Despite herself, Neveah kind of missed them.

“Yes, thank you, Edward,” the demon said, as though they hadn’t been openly rutting against each other mere seconds before. “Everything is under control.”

The human—Edward—gave his master a mildly incredulous look, quickly masked. He flicked his fingers, dispersing the energy he’d held poised and ready to hurl.

“Oh, good,” he said. “I trust you’ll warn me if things are in danger of getting out of control, sir.” He turned a wary gaze on Neveah. “Miss? I trust you’re unharmed?”

“Oh, quite,” she replied. “And please, you must call me Neveah. Mr. Benecea and I were just about to have a pleasant discussion about the dead Fae in the Moaning Caverns Adventure Park, but apparently the subject of conversation has just shifted a bit.”

Nigellus regained himself enough to rejoin the discussion. “Your presence here is impossible. Heaven cut itself off from the other realms shortly after the war started.”

Neveah winced. “Yes. They did. Bit of a long story, that.”

Edward looked between them, gauging the atmosphere of the room. “Er... right. I’ll just go and make drinks, shall I?” he said.

* * *
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A few minutes later, Neveah was once more seated on the couch—this time, with a glass of very passable red wine in one hand.

“Is this from the vineyard I saw outside?” she asked, swirling the crimson liquid and taking another sip.

“It is,” Edward said, still sounding cautious.

“How lovely.” She risked a quick glance at Nigellus, who was studiously ignoring the tumbler of whiskey cradled in his hands.

“You were about to explain what an angel is doing on Earth,” the demon prompted, in a tone implying that if she hadn’t been, she’d better start.

She let out a petulant sigh. “Yes. Well. You’re quite right that Heaven slammed the gate closed on the other realms when it became clear the war between your people and the Fae was about to escalate. Unfortunately, they failed to do an accurate headcount first, and I was trapped on this side of the barrier when it snapped shut.”

Nigellus stared at her for several seconds. “I thought you said it was a long story.”

A sour expression tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Did I say that? Sorry, I meant ‘embarrassing,’ not long.”

“You’re saying you missed a memo from corporate and got locked out of Heaven?” Edward asked. “Was it just you, or are there other angels trapped on Earth?”

“Just me,” she confirmed. “And I did say it was embarrassing.”

“You’ve been alone on Earth for fifteen hundred years?” Nigellus asked. “And you have no contact at all with the angelic realm?”

“None,” she said.

“How are you replenishing your power?” Nigellus demanded. “Angels draw directly from the fabric of their realm.”

Discomfort trickled through her at the unwelcome reminder. This was not a subject she cared to discuss... or to think about at all, really.

“Mostly, I’m not replenishing it,” she replied. “Angels have a deep reserve of power, but aside from the occasional bit of spontaneous love that comes my way, I’ve just been drawing down the metaphorical well across the years. Eventually I’ll use the last of it and discorporate, I suppose.”

She refused to dwell on the prospect of floating around the human realm as a diffuse, undifferentiated consciousness—still immortal, but cut off from everything that made existence worthwhile.

Nigellus raised an eyebrow pointedly. “You still have some angelic powers, clearly.”

Neveah waved the words away. “Yes, yes. I’m one of the heavenly host. I can command adoration. But doing so uses more energy than it replenishes. I’ve already lost most of the rest of my angelic nature. I haven’t been able to manifest my wings since the early nineteen-nineties.” She shifted her shoulders uncomfortably against the back of the couch. “They itch.”

The demon appeared mildly uncomfortable at that declaration—as, she supposed, would any winged being. Edward was already focused on other matters, however.

“And now you’re a freelance internet reporter?” he asked.

She spread her hands in wordless affirmation.

“Why?” he pressed.

She gave the question a moment’s consideration, because no one had ever asked before.

“What else would I do?” she replied.

The truth was, she’d merely been going through the motions for some considerable time now. The alternative was not going through the motions, and that sounded even worse. So, she poked her nose in where it wasn’t wanted and wrote stories about the things she found out.

“I suppose it’s also a useful career when it comes to stalking someone.” Nigellus’ tone was pointed.

“Yes, that too,” she agreed. “Though you’ve been an exceptionally slippery target, up until now.”

“Why stalk him in the first place, though?” Edward asked.

She snorted. “Why stalk the one member of the Demon Council with an established presence on Earth? Forgive me, but who else would I consult about the barrier protecting Heaven from the other realms? The Fae know nothing about it, and they care even less.”

Understanding dawned on the demon’s tightly controlled features. “You still wish to go back.”

“Of course I wish to go back!” she said. “Do you think I want to rattle around this ridiculous planet until I’m nothing more than an incorporeal consciousness floating on the breeze?”

Most humans weren’t even aware of the world beneath the world. They bumbled around, never realizing that Earth had been the spoils in a war they knew nothing about. At least the vampires had been interesting... and then the demons had gone and let most of them become cannon fodder during the conflict.

“I see,” Nigellus said. “And what of your involvement with this current crisis?”

“You mean your dead Fae?” she asked. “I don’t have any involvement in the ‘current crisis,’ beyond what you already know. I’m a reporter; I keep close tabs on the area around the gate to Hell. I also have a vested interest in making sure Earth doesn’t get flattened by the more powerful races—since, as I’ve already made clear, I’m stuck here.”

“When it comes to the matter of Earth’s safety, we are, in fact, in accord,” Nigellus said. “Restarting the war is to no one’s benefit.”

She sat back on the couch, absently twirling the stem of the empty wine glass between her finger and thumb. “Tell me something, in that case.”

His wary look returned.

“You wield an angelic sword,” she said. “How did you come by it?”

One dark eyebrow quirked. She’d surprised him.

“Shemasiel’s sword?” he replied. “I bartered a favor to another demon in exchange for it, some centuries ago.”

“And where did they get it?” she asked.

“I’ve no idea,” Nigellus said. “My understanding is that it has changed hands several times since it was originally captured in battle during the angelic wars. Why?”

She consciously let it go. “It’s not important. I was just curious.” With a deep breath, she moved on to a more important subject. “Tell you what, why don’t we discuss the fact that a random human college student is the main suspect in the killing of a Fae warrior, instead? Because I’m sorry, but that doesn’t track.”

Edward’s bushy eyebrows drew together. “It certainly doesn’t. What random human are we talking about?”

Neveah filled him in on Alice Ramirez and her abrupt disappearance around the time of the death.

“Alice from the gift shop?” Edward asked, clearly taken aback. “Oh, heavens, no. She’s worked there every summer since she graduated high school. She couldn’t have done it.”

“You are both correct,” Nigellus said. “No human killed that Fae without a struggle, and without leaving a single mark on the body. There must be some other explanation. Perhaps Ms. Ramirez came upon the corpse and panicked.”

“Which means
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