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      Daisuke hunched over the kitchen table in his Zurich apartment, eyes flicking between the yellowed pages of ancient tomes and the crinkled scrolls littering the table. His brow furrowed as he scanned the Infernal text, searching for anything of value amidst the esoteric nonsense.

      Three days had passed since he finished off the cult of Abaddon and claimed the Devil Man’s library. He didn’t permanently claim it, he just claimed the right to study everything before handing it over to the Circle of Sorcery for safekeeping. That he hadn’t mentioned his plan to the boss was a minor technical detail.

      He took a deep breath and grimaced. The books even smelled evil. A mix of brimstone and sulfur had soaked into the pages over the years leaving their trademark stench behind. It reminded him of Ruq’s fur when he was in rat form.

      “Hey!” From his perch on the couch’s arm, Ruq, currently in said rat form, voiced his objection to Daisuke’s unflattering thought. “I’m a demon. I can’t help the way my fur smells. And you got mad when I tried the cologne Helena bought you last year.”

      “Yeah, brimstone, sulfur, and whatever the hell was in that stuff didn’t make the nicest combination. And why are you watching TV instead of helping me?” Daisuke stood and stretched, his back popping after hours of reading. He walked around to look at the big-screen TV.

      An infomercial for the latest and greatest wonder mop was rolling along full speed. The show’s host, a florid fellow wearing the worst-looking toupee Daisuke had ever seen, went on about the absorbency of the new material.

      “This is what you’re watching? It’s worse than the nonsense in the Devil Man’s books. We should give the worthless things to some other demon cult. They might make the cultists less dangerous.”

      Ruq shook his little rat head without looking away. “I can’t get over the crap humans peddle to each other. How is it the forces of Hell haven’t taken over this world yet? We’d be doing you a favor.”

      Having seen the proclivities of numerous demon cults over the years, Daisuke couldn’t agree. “I don’t suppose you’d like to make yourself useful and help me search?”

      “Not particularly, no. I want to see how many mops this clown sells. They have a live counter and the number is rising with depressing speed.”

      Daisuke rolled his eyes but didn’t insist. They were technically on a break from work and just because he’d decided to use his rare time off to do research didn’t mean Ruq shouldn’t enjoy himself.

      He returned to the table, reached for the next book, and sighed. Maybe this one would have something useful.

      An hour later his hopes were dashed. It was nothing but mystic bullshit with no practical value from cover to cover. The Devil Man hadn’t been an idiot, so why did he bother to collect all this nonsense? Was it the evil equivalent of people buying the latest bestseller to display on their bookshelf to impress their friends when they came for a visit?

      “This is pointless,” he muttered as he tossed the most recent book into the finished pile.

      His eyes stung from the strain of reading and he rubbed them in the hopes of getting some moisture to counter the grittiness. Time for a change of pace. He’d been putting off talking to Remi’s captured soul in the hope that stewing in the talisman’s endless darkness would make the dead man eager to cooperate. Not that Remi had the power to refuse, but willing aid was generally faster than torturing an answer out of a spirit.

      Daisuke fetched the dark wooden talisman from the storage area hidden in his bedroom wall. The crimson gem at the end of the black, rune-covered rod gleamed in the kitchen’s light.

      He took a deep breath to steady himself then said, “Remi.”

      The ghostly form of Remi’s soul emerged partway from the crystal. His sunken, skull-like face and narrow shoulders trailed off into a smoky tail that remained tethered to the talisman.

      “What do you want to know now? When will you free me from this vile prison?”

      “Hey! Evil assholes don’t get to complain about their fate in the afterlife. I’ll free you when I’m confident I’ve squeezed every drop of useful information out of your worthless soul. Right now, I want you to tell me who else you sold demons to.”

      “There was a group of human traffickers out of Odessa and a smuggling ring out of Istanbul.”

      “What sort of demons did they buy?”

      “The Odessa crew got a claw demon and the Istanbul gang wanted a death glider. Don’t ask me why, I can’t begin to guess what someone would want with the ugly things, but they paid well.”

      Daisuke returned Remi to the talisman, then jotted the information down on a notepad to be sure he didn’t forget anything.

      “Ruq, what’s a death glider?”

      “It’s a demon that looks like a giant flying squirrel only with a skull head and sharp claws. Not much use in combat, though they could kill regular humans with no problem. They’re mostly known for their exceptional eyesight. Hellpriests summon them to serve as lookouts.”

      “I bet smugglers could use them for the same purpose. I’ll tell the boss and she can decide who to send after them.”

      Ruq switched the TV off and flew over to land on Daisuke’s shoulder. “You know she’s going to send you, right?”

      Daisuke shook his head. “There are other agents strong enough to handle a couple weak demons. What say we take a walk?”

      “I could use some cookies and ice cream,” Ruq said.

      “Good call. We’ll go to the place near Arcane Books and Trinkets. After we eat, I can make my report. What time is it anyway?”

      “Elevenish. Still early, but when did that ever stop us from eating junk?”

      Daisuke would’ve sworn it was later than that. Time did not fly when you were reading boring, useless books.

      He pulled on the thin leather gloves he wore to hide the burns on his arms before leaving his apartment. They set out for Sweet Treats, the best ice cream parlor in Zurich.

      The bright sun and clear sky burned away the accumulated psychic gloom that came with reading demon books. A deep lungful of air not tinged with brimstone didn’t hurt anything either. Daisuke walked down the bustling city streets. He weaved between throngs of tourists and smaller groups of locals. Ruq stayed invisible on his shoulder. Magic might be common knowledge, but Ruq was still a demon and he made people nervous. Best for everyone if he stayed out of sight in public.

      It didn’t take long to reach their destination. Soon the cheerful jingle of the bell above the door announced their arrival at Sweet Treats. The mouthwatering aroma of freshly baked waffle cones and other wonderfully unhealthy things filled the air. Ruq’s tiny claws dug into Daisuke’s shoulder.

      “Steady,” Daisuke muttered under his breath as he approached the glass display case, his eyes roving over the myriad flavors of ice cream. The cookie selection was underwhelming, but you couldn’t go far wrong with chocolate chip.

      A couple of British tourists were in line ahead of him. When they’d wandered off with their vanilla cones, the perky blonde behind the counter asked, “What can I get for you today?”

      She was cute enough to tempt him into making a naughty reply, but he decided to behave himself. “Two large dark-chocolate waffle cones and a dozen chocolate-chip cookies.”

      The clerk favored him with a slightly disbelieving look then said, “Hope you’re meeting someone. Otherwise you’re going to have an awful stomachache.”

      He offered his best smile. “I’ll be sharing, don’t worry.”

      Daisuke paid, collected their treats, and exited the shop. He found an empty bench a short distance away from Arcane Books and Trinkets in an area largely free of people. He handed one of the waffle cones to Ruq. The imp appeared, snatched up the cone, and started slurping up the ice cream with a far-too-long tongue.

      Table manners had never been Ruq’s strong suit.

      He was about to pop the last bite of cookie in his mouth when his cellphone rang. Daisuke wasn’t expecting to hear from anyone today. He was supposed to be on a break, not that that meant anything if an emergency had cropped up.

      When he saw the name on his screen he frowned. What in the world could Natsumi want? He hadn’t heard a word from her since he left the family compound after defeating Vorgon.
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      Natsumi paced across the manicured grass of the Kugo estate’s garden, her black leather boots crunching through the handful of leaves that had fallen from the maples. Her mind churned with worry for her missing father. He’d never just up and disappeared before. If he’d gone on a job for the family someone would’ve told her, even if the details needed to stay a secret. A job was unlikely since he still hadn’t fully recovered from the battle with that insane Viking.

      And that’s what worried her. After losing his arm in battle, her father hadn’t been the same. Though never a warm person, he’d gotten even colder. She feared depression had set in, especially once it became clear they had no way of regrowing his arm. Her imagination conjured all sorts of terrible possibilities, the worst of which being some kind of ritual suicide.

      Natsumi clenched her fists, temper flaring. She had to do something!

      Turning her stride toward the fire pit, she marched over, tossed a couple nearby sticks of wood into the stone bowl, and clapped her hands together. “Oh spirits of fire, please accept this offering.”

      She snapped her fingers and the wood burst into flame.

      When the fire was properly blazing, she asked, “Oh spirits, where can I find my father?”

      The flames roared higher, sounding like a jet engine. But no voice spoke to her. The spirits had ignored her question. Again. They wouldn’t do that unless her father had asked them to. The spirits of fire loved him more than any other in this world.

      Natsumi grimaced and turned back toward the house. If the spirits refused to answer her question, she’d find another way. Maybe Uncle Yoshikazu would let her hire a wizard to cast a tracking spell. The Kugo clan had no use for such magic, but that didn’t mean there weren’t wizards in Japan who could cast them.

      She strode down the stone path, mind racing as she tried to come up with an argument that might convince him. As far as Natsumi was concerned, his brother being missing should be enough all by itself. Whether it would work out as she wished was another matter altogether.

      What would she do if he refused? Natsumi shook her head. Think positive!

      At the top of the steps, she slid the rice paper door open and stepped inside. The clean, unadorned walls seemed more depressing than Zen as she climbed the stairs to the second floor where Uncle’s office waited. It seemed like only yesterday she’d been climbing these stairs excited to receive her first official mission for the clan.

      Natsumi encountered no servants as she approached the office. She paused in front of the door, taking a deep breath to compose herself. Going in halfcocked and ranting would do nothing to move her uncle. When she had her emotions as tamped down as they were going to get, she rapped on the door frame. The sound echoed through the hallway, sending a chill up her spine.

      Not a great omen.

      “Come in,” Uncle Yoshikazu said.

      Sliding the door open, Natsumi stepped inside and bowed. “Uncle Yoshikazu, do you have a moment?”

      He sat behind his expansive desk, a single sheet of paper and a pen the only items on its surface. His expression was as hard and blank as a slab of marble. He wore loose robes out of consideration for the many injuries he’d suffered during the battle with Haakon. Even with magical healing, full recovery would take months.

      He motioned for her to sit in the empty chair before him. “Speak your mind, Natsumi.”

      She settled in and said, “The fire spirits still refuse to tell me where my father is. I’d like to hire a wizard to cast a tracking spell. I fear he might be doing something drastic.”

      Uncle Yoshikazu leaned back and rubbed his eyes. “If the fire spirits refuse to reveal Rio’s whereabouts, it means he is acting in accordance with their will. The spirits would never let anything happen to him. As for bringing in an outsider, don’t even think of it. The Kugo clan would never live down such a display of weakness. Have faith in your father and the spirits. He’ll return to us when the time is right.”

      Natsumi clenched her fists. She wanted to demand they act, that her father had to be depressed about his missing arm, but she knew such an outburst would do nothing to change her uncle’s mind and would only make her look like a child.

      She took a calming breath and spoke with forced composure. “Very well, Uncle. Thank you for speaking with me.”

      Yoshikazu smiled. “My brother is the strongest of us all. He would never abandon his duty to the clan. I don’t know where he’s gone, but I have full confidence whatever he’s doing is for the best.”

      She knew her uncle’s kind words were well meant, but they did nothing to settle her fear. Natsumi stood and bowed. “As you say, Uncle. I will endeavor to have faith. Excuse me.”

      Natsumi turned and exited the office, sliding the door shut behind her. It took no effort to say she’d have faith. Following through, on the other hand…

      As Natsumi rushed through the hallway, her mind consumed by the need to know her father’s fate, she nearly collided with Aunt Kiyoko.

      She stopped just short of bowling the older woman over. “I’m so sorry, Aunt Kiyoko. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, dear, but what’s got you so worked up?”

      Natsumi told her everything that happened. Sharing the story helped calm her racing thoughts. When she finished, she asked, “Do you think you could change Uncle Yoshikazu’s mind?”

      Aunt Kiyoko let out a soft chuckle. “You know your uncle better than that. Once he’s made up his mind, nothing I might say will change it, especially when it’s regarding the spirits or the clan’s honor.”

      “Then what am I going to do?” Natsumi hated the desperation in her voice but couldn’t help it.

      Aunt Kiyoko thought for a moment then asked, “Have you considered reaching out to Daisuke? He could cast the spell easily and he certainly wouldn’t care what Yoshikazu thought. He’s only sort of an outsider, so the clan’s honor should survive his help.”

      Natsumi’s brows furrowed. She’d thought about her supposed cousin off and on since he left but still hadn’t decided what to make of him. He was powerful and had no loyalty to the clan which meant he’d be perfect. “You think he’d do it?”

      A little smile played about Aunt Kiyoko’s lips. “He might do it just to spite Yoshikazu. Call him. If he refuses, you’re no worse off.”

      A flicker of hope ignited within Natsumi’s chest. “I will. Thank you, Aunt Kiyoko.”

      She gave her aunt a quick hug before hurrying outside. This wasn’t the sort of call she wanted to make in the house.

      Natsumi found the garden as empty as she’d left it. It was the perfect secluded spot to make her call. The soft breeze and chirping of birds did their best to soothe her nerves, but as she reached into her pocket to retrieve her phone, the anxiety came roaring back.

      If Daisuke turned her down, she didn’t know what she’d do.

      With trembling fingers, Natsumi scrolled through her contacts until she found Daisuke’s name. Taking a deep final breath, she tapped it.
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      Daisuke swallowed the last bite of his cookie and brushed the crumbs from his fingers before tapping the connect button on his phone. “Natsumi? What is it?"

      “It’s my father, he’s gone missing. I need you to help me find him.”

      Of all the things she might’ve said, few would’ve surprised him more than that. No one was more dedicated to the Kugo clan than Rio. He was also the most powerful wielder of fire spirit magic in the world. Few people could take him anywhere he didn’t want to go.

      “Maybe you’d better tell me everything.”

      “There isn’t much to tell. Two weeks ago he just left. He said good night the same as always and when I woke up, he was gone without a trace. I figured he went out on a job for Uncle Yoshikazu. He’s not back to one hundred percent, but he can still do odds and ends to help out as he recovers. When he didn’t come back, I asked the spirits where he was and they wouldn’t tell me. I tried again today and they still refused.”

      “Why would they do that?” Daisuke knew enough about spirit magic to understand they wouldn’t refuse a Kugo much, if anything.

      “I can only think of one reason: Dad asked them not to. I spoke to Uncle Yoshikazu and he says we need to trust the spirits and wait for him to come back. I’m afraid he’s going to do something drastic and end up not coming back at all. He hasn’t been the same since he lost his arm.”

      Daisuke didn’t care if Rio cut his head off to match his arm, but the pain in Natsumi’s voice got to him. She wasn’t as bad as the rest of the clan, temper aside.

      “I can’t just waltz back into Japan,” Daisuke said. “The intrusion detection magic would pick me up in an instant and I’d have government agents on my tail the whole time.”

      “So you’ll help me?”

      Daisuke sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Did you not hear what I said about the risks? It’s not that simple, Natsumi. I’ll need to catch a flight and enter the proper way. It’s already been two weeks, a couple more days won’t make any difference.”

      “If you come in the official way, Uncle Yoshikazu will find out I disobeyed him.”

      Daisuke laughed. “You think he won’t find out if I arrive using an illegal magical method? The Kugo clan will probably be assigned the job of hunting me down.”

      “What if I told you we have an undetectable way in? There’s a gap in the ward only the four master clans know about.” He said nothing and Natsumi continued. “He’ll find out eventually and I’m sure I’ll catch hell for it. But if you come in this way, we’ll have time to find Dad.”

      Having a magical way in and out of Japan, should another demon prison show up, was priceless. And Rio’s disappearance bothered him. Given what Daisuke knew about the man, something more had to be going on. Curiosity had always been a weakness of his. Besides, he kind of felt like he owed Natsumi for her help during his last visit.

      “Alright, I’m in. I need to talk to the boss first, but there shouldn’t be any issues.”

      “Thank you, Daisuke. I’ll send you an image of a kanji after we hang up. When you’re close to Japan, picture it, and you’ll sense the gap in the magic.”

      “Okay, I’ll meet you tomorrow at ten local time.”

      “I really appreciate you doing this. See you tomorrow.”

      He ended the call and a moment later a text with an image attached arrived. It was a simple kanji with three vertical lines, two horizontal lines, and a diagonal slash.

      “You realize we’re going to have to leave at three in the morning,” Ruq said.

      Daisuke grimaced and stood. “Can’t be helped. With any luck we can find Rio and be home before the end of the day.”

      Ruq snorted a laugh. “Not a chance in hell.”

      Much as he hated to agree, Ruq was probably right. Daisuke left the bench behind and set out for the Circle’s secret base. The walk only took ten minutes and soon enough he unlocked the back door and stepped into the familiar hall. It felt weird coming by when he hadn’t been summoned.

      But shit happens. He stopped outside the door to the boss’s office, catching a faint whiff of tobacco smoke from inside. Before he could knock she said, “Come in, Daisuke.”

      He opened the door and entered. His stunning employer, the fallen angel Angelique, sat behind her desk, a lit cigarette between her fingers. She wore her usual gray suit and her eyes glowed faintly golden.

      “This is a surprise,” the boss said. “Take a seat and tell me what brings you by on a rare day off.”

      He dropped into one of the two empty chairs. “Two things. First, Remi’s soul told me where to find the last two demons the cult sold. Figured you’d want to send a team to deal with them. Second, I need some personal time. Natsumi called. Turns out something weird is going on with her dad. I agreed to help her track him down.”

      “I’m going to need some more details.”

      Daisuke obliged, making sure to leave nothing out of his report. “Anyway, it’s cool, right?”

      “A secret, secure way into Japan…” She nodded slowly. “That could be very useful. Do what you have to, but keep in touch. If an emergency comes up, I might need to call you in.”

      “I will,” Daisuke said. “Thanks, Boss. Got a piece of paper
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