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      Sometimes, it doesn’t pay to be a model employee.

      In my case, you show up on your first day of work and end up stuck outside The Gates of Hell because no one is there to let you in.

      “Ding dong,” I yelled, eyeing the metal portal that exuded enough evil heat I could feel it on my face. There was no doorbell or security monitor. I’d expected a guard to keep out the riffraff, although it wasn’t exactly a vacation destination.

      I should be able to waltz right in. I’m a demon, after all. Seems like I’d have easy access. Thanks to the Fallen angel who now ruled this place, I was a ghost—able to travel between worlds with nothing more than a thought. The fact I couldn’t blow through the gates was…weird. My physical form was more substantial here, though, and not ghost-like at all.

      I grabbed one of the horned goat handles. “Anyone home?” I jerked my hand away. “Ouch. What the…?”

      It was hotter than, well, Hell, no lie. The skin of my palm sizzled. I blew on it, shook it, cursed.

      Beyond the massive gates that disappeared somewhere far, far above my head, tiny bits of ash hung in a supernatural fog so thick it wouldn’t let them fall to the ground. Although the dense air prevented me from seeing the ground, I knew it was moving and undulating—a constant shifting of ground, souls, and demons.

      I sucked at the burned flesh, now healing thanks to my magic. Every so often, the sound of the undulating earth permeated the fog, and the ground trembled violently as if absorbing the aftershock of a quake.

      The earth magic coursing through my body shuddered like I’d stuck my finger in a light socket. The demonic energy rising through my feet and legs tingled. The scent of the scorched landscape trickled through the gates’ bars, mixed with the disgusting odor of burnt hair and skin.

      “Lucifer!” I’d made it a point to be on time, dammit, and I wasn’t happy to be kept waiting. Sliding on gloves to protect my hands, I grabbed the metal bars and tried to rattle them, getting a surge of back-the-hell-off fire that made me yelp. It singed the leather of both palms. “Hey, come on! Are you going to let me in or what?”

      As I rubbed my scorched palms together, a figure emerged from the darkness on my left. Height-challenged with a human-ish form bent at the waist, its stringy hair fell over its face. It shuffled toward the gates, smoke puffing from its feet with each step.

      Definitely not Lucifer. Still, the magic coming from it made me instinctively move backward. It wasn’t a demon, and it wasn’t human. Whatever it was, it was dead and headed to the Pit. “Hi, um, are you…you know…going in? Is there like a key card or something?”

      The thing lifted its head, nailing me with deep, beady eyes. The skin over the cheeks was wrinkled, the nose bulbous. The mouth opened, revealing rotting teeth. “You do not belong here, demon.”

      The soft voice was unexpected and suggested a female. Self-preservation firmly in place, I touched my ring fingers to my thumbs, raising my protective shield. “Lucifer is waiting for me. Are you the welcoming committee?”

      There was no welcome in her eyes. “It’s not your time.”

      I looked at my watch, now wonky from the magic surge, showing it was a few minutes after two a.m. instead of midnight. “Actually, I’m late now that you’ve kept me waiting. Lucifer won’t be happy about that. If you’re the gatekeeper, open these things up.”

      A prickle of magical needles sliced the back of my arms, my neck. I turned to see a new entity materializing on my right.

      “Hecate?” Lucifer strode from the shadows, frowning at the ugly crone. “What are you doing? Why do you look like that?”

      “I was on time,” I rushed to say, rubbing the prickles from my arms.

      The crone morphed, her wrinkles disappearing, her hair becoming a lustrous black, and her physical frame growing taller. Within seconds, she went from caterpillar to butterfly. Goddess energy lashed out and smacked into mine.

      “Hecate.” Of course. My mother had raised me on stories of Greek gods and goddesses. “Sorry, I should have known.”

      The now beautiful female quirked her lips ever so slightly as if smirking at my dullness. “Yes, considering your lineage.”

      My mother was a demon by nature but was born into a Greek family. She and my father fled the islands and ended up in Italy, changing their last names to Dulce. I only recently learned the whole story about their origins, and I had some profound respect for the goddess before me, seeing as how she’d helped Persephone find her daughter, Demeter. But honestly, I never would have imagined she would be literally standing guard at the gates. It was only a story, right?

      Again, I should have known better. My best friend was the Goddess Aphrodite. I’d met a couple of Di’s friends, and believe me, they were very real.

      “I wanted to see what you would do.” Her keen eyes dropped to my ruined gloves as she spoke to my new boss. “Are you sure this is who you want hunting for your brethren?”

      Lucifer sniffed. “My choices are limited.”

      “Hey,” I said, although as soon as I saw his face harden, I sucked in a lungful of air and quelled my flippant reply. “I’m here, and I’m damn good at what I do, so can we get on with it?”

      Being a three-hundred-year-old vengeance demon who worked for The Bridge Institute for the past few decades to save humans from unscrupulous supernaturals, I had a list of accomplishments and unique experiences on my side. They more than qualified me for this task. Lucifer knew that, yet he hesitated long enough to raise my hackles even more. “While I appreciate your impatience⁠—”

      I raised a hand. Surprisingly, he didn’t burn it off for my impertinence. “I prefer eagerness. You know I’m every bit as good as Damon at tracking your angel friends, or you wouldn’t have traded me for him. Standing here jawing isn’t accomplishing that task,”—and we had over one hundred and thirty thousand of them to find—“and I’m sure you have better things to do with your time. Amy and the baby come to mind.”

      Damon was my boss at the Bridge, and Amy was Lucifer’s wife—another Fallen who had been incarnated as a powerful witch. The two of them had a young daughter who was believed to be the most powerful of all—a supernatural who would restore the peace between Heaven and Earth.

      Another theory floating around, and that sent most of us demons into fits of unholy panic, was that if God and Lucifer reconciled and humankind was freed of sin, what need would there be for Hell and all of us?

      Lucifer was a touchy tyrant and bristled anytime Amy or Azaria’s names crossed my tongue. His shoulders stiffened. He motioned at the male hanging around behind him. “Zayfeer will accompany you.”

      “Your nanny?”

      “Manny,” the flippant angel said. “Man…nanny… You get the idea. Since Michael is protecting the prize, I have time on my hands.”

      An angel looking over my shoulder? “Hard pass. I don’t work well with others.” Especially those sporting wings.

      Zayfeer looked about as happy as I was concerning our new partnership. “Yeah, well, I don’t work with your kind.”

      “Enough.” The word was spoken softly, but its power made my bones tremble. Lucifer locked his steely gaze on me. “You have enjoyed a long working relationship with the Warrior demon, Cole.”

      “That’s different. He’s no angel, and yes, he’s the best I’ve found to watch my back. Damon assigned him to me.”

      “And I’m assigning Zayfeer.” The edge to his voice strongly suggested I keep my mouth shut. “Your first assignment is north of Chicago. The address is on your phone.”

      Zayfeer perked up. “Wisconsin? It’s on my bucket list. I love cheese.”

      Was I in some horrible ripoff of an 80s sitcom? “Where do you want me to bring him or her once I find them?” It was subtle, but using me instead of we was intentional. I would ditch Zayfeer—I was sure he’d be happy to go off on his cheese tour while I did the hunting—and bag this Fallen on my own.

      “That address is also on your phone. You are now renting an apartment near Eden, where you can rest and feed when needed.”

      Feed? Like I was a vampire? “Aw, you didn’t have to do that.”

      “I did.”

      Because he didn’t want me to hang out here? He wanted to keep me close, but not too close. “Afraid your big brother will use me again to get to you?”

      “I have no doubts about that.”

      Neither did I. The thought of going up against Michael made me swallow hard. I covered it with bravado. “Give me the entire list of Fallen so I won’t need to check in between each one. That will only slow me down.”

      Lucifer was silent for so long, gauging my intentions, I struggled not to fidget. “No. I want a report of every retrieval in person.”

      The sitcom had turned into a horror flick. “Perfect. I was just going to suggest that.” Not. I eyed Zayfeer. “May I speak to you alone, boss?”

      Surprise, surprise, Lucifer glanced at Hecate and then at his kid’s nanny. “Leave us.”

      The two of them disappeared, Zayfeer sending me a scowl.

      No time like the present to fall on my sword. “Thank you for this.”

      Nothing I could have said or done would have shocked the king of Hell more. I waited for him to recover and say something, but he didn’t.

      Go me. I’d rendered Lucifer Morningstar speechless.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” I continued. “Working for you is a—” Nightmare of epic proportions. “I mean, I know it’s no picnic for you to replace an archdemon like Damon with a lowly one like me, but my friends will be safer with me not there. I had planned to leave the Institute to protect them from your brother, but Cole, Dru, and Rad were onto me.”

      “Figured that out, did you?” He stood unmoving, his face unreadable.

      At least he wasn’t smug about it, which surprised me. Lucifer was always smug. “I’m relieved.” I’d do anything to keep them out of Michael’s clutches, and he currently had a hard-on to make my life, well, Hell, because of how I’d tricked him a few days prior. “I’ll do a good job for you.”

      “Yes, well, I’ll throw in a bone to sweeten the pot.”

      There was that famed smugness. I had a creeping sensation along the back of my neck. Making deals with the devil was a bad idea. Show no fear. “Super. What is that?”

      He pinned me with knowing eyes. “Do this for me, and I’ll release your parents and sister from here.”

      My gut twisted. I nearly staggered. My family was on the other side of the gates behind him. When I wanted to torture myself, I thought about them. About what they were enduring.

      The Devil had turned the tides on me—I was now speechless.

      He nodded as if I’d accepted the offer. “Good. Your first Fallen awaits.”

      Before I could blink, he waved a hand, and I was transported through space.

      My ass hit the ground a heartbeat later, sending up a plume of dust. In front of me, a deserted and dilapidated amusement park splayed out like another horror movie scene.
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      Clown face signs leered from every abandoned ride and carnival booth. “Hell take me, I hate clowns.”

      I sat on the side of a hill, frowning at the weed-choked landscape and the scattered rides below, which were in various states of rust and decay. A few tents defied the general apocalypse appearance, standing proud, but their fabric sides were ripped in places, and sections blew in the breeze.

      I half expected zombies to appear and was tentatively happy that Zayfeer didn’t.

      When my sharp hearing caught the sound of footsteps behind me, I vaulted to my feet and whirled. My hand automatically reached for Volante. It came away empty since my whip had been blown to pieces by Michael’s former lover, Tabriss. A Fallen angel I hated with a passion, but she was my blood slave now, and I kept her on a short leash. She was never returning to Heaven if I had my say.

      A throwing star missed my head by inches as I ducked and rolled, bounding back up and facing my attacker.

      “About time you showed up,” Cole said. “I’ve been waiting here for hours.”

      No whining nanny-angel. In his place, my favorite warrior. Lucifer had the right to be smug. He was intelligent, cunning, drop-dead gorgeous, and held the power of Heaven, even though he was the king of Hell. He’d fooled me again.

      If Cole had wanted to hit me with the throwing star, he would have. Missing me showed he cared. I nearly laughed with glee and threw myself at him, my relief at seeing a familiar face palpable.

      Being who I am, emotional displays of affection are off the table. They make me appear weak, and Cole wouldn’t appreciate it, anyway. I brushed dust from my leather pants and gave him a cocky smile. “You know archangels, a bunch of holier-than-thou schoolgirls. I had a ton of red tape to cut through.”

      He approached, picking up the star that I had given him as a gift and pocketing it. “Ready?”

      “You’re my partner? For real?” Score another surprise for Lucifer’s camp. “How?”

      His dark brown hair had been shorn close to the scalp. He kept his matching eyes averted. “Damon said you needed someone watching your ass. Last I checked, that’s my job.”

      But only Lucifer got to make that call now. Was he continuing to sweeten the pot to gain my trust? If so, why? “I’m grateful, but I don’t technically work for Damon while I’m hunting Fallen.”

      “I do, and you’re my assignment.” Seeing my hesitation, he added, “He cleared it with your asshole boss. We good?”

      Referring to Lucifer as my asshole boss could get him chucked right into the Pit. Hopefully, Lucifer wasn’t listening.

      Damon wasn’t without his own cunning and ability to manipulate. I knew that firsthand. Had he cut a deal or convinced the devil I’d be more efficient with a tried and true partner by my side?

      Right now, I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to look a gift demon in the mouth. I nodded and strolled a few feet away, brooding. “What are the odds that Azaria will reunite Heaven and Earth?”

      He didn’t miss a beat. It had probably been on his mind as well. “We placing bets?”

      The former Roman gladiator liked to gamble. “Sure, why not?”

      “I give her ten to one.”

      That was more than I’d give. “And if she does? What happens to us?”

      He understood I meant the collective ‘us,’ the demon population. A shrug. “Sin will still exist.”

      Would it, though? I didn’t think so. We tread slowly down the incline, scanning the place for signs of life. “You sound certain of that.”

      “You’re not?”

      I stopped midway, feeling my gut tighten. “I suspect there’s more to all of this than we realize.”

      Another shrug as he halted next to me. He appeared casual and relaxed, yet he’d picked up on my sense that something was off. “We’re pawns in all of this. Gods, angels, humans…they use us and then exterminate us like ants. That’s how it’s always been and always will be.”

      Hunting with Cole was one of my favorite things to do. Still, Michael was out there, crafting some form of revenge on me. That put him in danger. “Are you sure about this? Working with me?”

      “No place I’d rather be.” He elbowed me, reached under his leather trench coat, and pulled out a fine-looking sword. “I can use some bonus points with the ruler of Hell. Besides, Damon is already making life at the Institute unbearable.”

      “Why?”

      “I have the feeling he’s none too happy about your new assignment.”

      That made two of us. “Why do you want to earn points with Lucifer? Spoiler alert: calling him names isn’t your best play.”

      “Eh, you know. Hedging my bets.” I arched a brow, and he grinned. “When you take over Hell, I want to be there.”

      He always had my back. Always. I never doubted it. We’d been through too much together. “Sorry to disappoint you, but that card is off the table.”

      “Is it?” He didn’t wait for my reply. “Seems like someone has an admirer, even though he’d never admit it.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “How many demons, or any beings for that matter, have outwitted Lucifer? He doesn’t trust you but sees you as his equal in many ways. He dared to go against God; you dared to go against Michael. For him. He respects that. Azaria cleans up the mess he and his witch created, and they live happily ever after. He’ll turn over the Pit to you.”

      I laughed, a full belly chortle that echoed over the empty park. “Lucifer doesn’t see anyone as his equal. And my virtue may prevent me from entering Hell.”

      Cole held up the sword, light rippling along the blade. “All I’m asking for is a seat at the table when you take over.”

      “If Hell continues to exist, and Lucifer bails as king, Damon will be in line for that position.”

      He groaned. “Fuck me.”

      “Come on, Damon is a prince. He’s also got the most experience running large organizations.” Which Hell was. “You know what my worst fear is?”

      “That Beaumont will write another sappy love song about you?”

      Smartass. Rad, my lover, was a former rock star. He’d written plenty of songs about and for me. “Besides that.”

      “What?”

      “That I’m helping Lucifer destroy all of us, along with the humans. Azaria reunites the Fallen with Heaven, returns Earth to Paradise, and therefore eradicates sin for humanity. Without them, we cease to exist.”

      Fiddling with the sword’s handle, he seemed to soak that in. “Then I guess you better start thinking up a plan to save us.”

      My logic agreed. We stood shoulder to shoulder, gazing down at the ruined park. “What the Hell is a Fallen doing here?” I muttered.

      “Beats me.” He resumed his descent, sneering at all the clown-themed signs. “As long as there are no actual clowns...” He shuddered.

      The prickles along my skin hinted worse things were waiting for us. “I hate them, too, especially sceleros.” Those were demons that clowns had been based on. We’d recently had one loose in Chicago preying on kids. My buddy, Michael, had used the little prick as a distraction to prime me for his hostile takeover of my vessel, but Rad caught the demon, and I sent him packing back to Hell.

      Halting near the entrance to the grounds and a dilapidated sign faded over time, Cole handed me the sword. “Where do we start?”

      The weight was just right. I twirled the handle in my palm, jabbed the air in a mock fight, and pivoted to bring it across my imaginary opponent’s neck. “Nice. One of yours?”

      “I might have taken it off a vamp who didn’t need it any longer.”

      I chuckled. He’d been brawling again. “Let me guess, Dru won’t be sending you a Christmas card this year?”

      “If he does, I’ll shove it up his royal master vampire ass.”

      “That’s the real reason you’re here, isn’t it? You killed one of the Chicago Undead and pissed off the vamp king. Damon needed to get you out of town until Dru cools off.”

      “You weren’t there, and the guy made a move on my property.”

      “Brianna is not your property.”

      “Tell her that.”

      I rolled my eyes. Cole and the female vampire, who happened to be one of Dru’s bodyguards as well as his favorite recurring snack, fought like feral cats and screwed each other like them, too. Most of the time, I couldn’t tell if they loved or hated each other. Quite a predicament for a demon such as Cole, who’d lived his whole life killing vampires and knew the female had a thing for her master. Knowing Cole, he probably offed the vamp just to piss Dru off.

      I raised the sword so the tip pointed outward, holding it like a water witch using a dousing rod. Sending some of my magic into it, I was pleasantly surprised when it trembled and jerked six inches to the right. “That way.”

      The blade could never replace Volante but had enough sentience it wanted to please me. We started walking, alert to whatever waited for us. Lucifer may have sent me here, but that didn’t ensure there wouldn’t be trouble.

      Zombies and clowns were the least of our problems when we stopped in front of the funhouse. The building was faded red and without windows. The marquee overhead had lost structural support, and one side listed precariously, ready to fall at the next strong wind. The walls were disintegrating along the foundation, and a swarm of black beetles seethed about the door. We exchanged glances, the sword insisting our quarry was inside.

      “I don’t like it,” Cole said. “Can you sense anything?”

      I placed the palm of my hand against the wall, closing my eyes. Earth magic zinged up my legs as I opened myself to it. I held still, enjoying the rush, and tuned my mind to the structure and what it held inside. The beat of a heart came back. So did magic, but it wasn’t like ours. It filled my nose with the smell of beeswax, herbs, and blood.

      The faint scent of steel registered with the blood—a knife. Sacrifices? Torture? “One entity, but traces of more. Blood magic has been used, but other stuff as well.” There was no ward, but bits of spells hung in the air like the ash behind Lucifer’s gates. “It feels very…human.”

      “At least it’s not a scelero.”

      “Stay here.” I kept the blade at the ready. While I might find more than a Fallen waiting for me, even they could be a handful. Rarely did they realize who and what they were, which caused them to run or fight me. Convincing them I wanted to help was a losing battle. “But stay out of sight.”

      His hesitation told me he hated this plan. He still did as I asked, slipping into the shadows of the building.

      Touching my ring fingers and thumbs together to raise my protective magic, I walked into the dim interior, stepping over the tide of bugs. At least it wasn’t rats. I’d forgotten about Lucifer’s ring—it reminded me it was present when it heated on my chest.

      I drew the chain from under my shirt to find it hanging there. That guy—always thinking about me.

      The sigils glowed as if the gold were lit from within with the fires of Hell. I settled the magical passport under my clothes, feeling an odd reassurance that it held protective magic along with its transporter skills.

      The temperature in the sunless interior was a few degrees cooler. The odor of unwashed bodies and weed hit my nose, blanketing my earlier psychic smell. My sensitive senses recoiled as I trudged deeper and deeper, using my natural night vision to see.

      A buzzing rippled over my skin— magic, and heavy doses of it. Under the putrid surface stink and the ritual odors of burning candles and herbs, I caught another that made me slow my steps. The stench and feel of Lilith, who was technically the mother of all demons, wasn’t something you forget once you’ve come into contact with it.

      Definitely not human. Was the queen of demons walking the earth again? If so, how? While logic said it wasn’t possible, and this wasn’t her usual MO, I knew better than to charge in mindlessly. In the supernatural world, anything is possible.

      On high alert, I retraced my steps and found Cole, telling him what I’d sensed.

      His face went tight, his magic coiling like an asp ready to strike. “You’re sure?”

      I’d considered and discarded several possibilities on the way back to him. “Lucifer would know if she was here. Either he sent me into a trap, or it’s not her.”

      “Any hellhounds?”

      She always traveled with a pack. They were invisible unless she wanted them to be seen, but I could sense when they were present. “None.”

      “Could it be a witch like Vicky? Working with Lilith?”

      Vicky was a former human witch who was now a vampire and a long-term resident of Bridge’s dungeon. She’d once successfully raised Lilith from Hell. “That’s my guess.”

      “Great.” He pulled out a dagger. “Can’t wait to meet her.”

      “A witch hiding off the grid in a place like this but forgoing any wards. Weird, right?”

      He glanced around, and I knew he was taking in the scenery as if he were human. “I can see some punk kids coming here to do drugs or drink. Maybe a homeless person seeking shelter.” Both confirmed the body odor and pot. “Other than that? Maybe she doesn’t have anybody to hide from, and this beats paying rent.”

      “Maybe she’s simply human.”

      “A human dabbling in black magic who doesn’t know enough to ward up.” He considered it. “Not scared, but seeking something. Retribution?”

      It wouldn’t be the first time a scorned woman delved into the dark belly of blood spells to exact revenge. I nodded, yet that didn’t feel right, either.

      He recognized my hesitation. “Is it possible she already left? That what you’re smelling and sensing is residual?”

      It wasn’t out of the question. “I think we have two different entities.” Once, I’d entered a haunted house at a pop-up circus at Halloween, searching for a lemurea. Spectral demons attach themselves to buildings, usually houses, where they feed on humans and cause trouble. The more Hollywood versions were actual ghosts and poltergeists. Lemurea, however, could appear as three-dimensional as any other creature and often lived and worked side-by-side with humans. They hung around places where large groups gathered, such as apartment buildings, high-rise offices, and the like. The one I’d been hunting fed off the fear people expressed inside the haunted house, adding his own flavor to the ridiculous jump scares.

      An amusement park could feed their kind equally well, but with this place being a ghost town, I doubted our magic worker was getting much bang for their buck at this point. Witch or demon, it didn’t make sense, but I feared our Fallen angel was their captive. “This building has secret passageways and hidden rooms.” Just like the haunted house I’d tracked the lemurea through. “I suspect I didn’t go deep enough, and when I do, I’ll run into some nasty magic. Not only will it try to kill me, but it will alert our current supernatural resident.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      While I didn’t want to admit it, I wanted him to. After everything that had happened in the past few weeks, my brain might be the thing that was off in this situation. Michael had, after all, scrambled it to leave Lucifer a message.

      My emotions had also been a roller coaster that could give any amusement park ride a run for its money. “Let’s be smart about this, do recon first. I want more intel before we bust in there.”

      War demons rarely like to cool their heels, but Cole isn’t any warrior. He’s a bodyguard like none I’ve ever known. There is no one I would want to go into battle with more. Uncovering information and details about our enemy would mean the difference between a successful mission and being hit with a magical bomb or taking a few rounds of holy water to the chest.

      “We’re not dying today.” He took out a second dagger. “You know the routine. I take lead.”

      Man, I hated it when he pulled that card, but the training I’d received from him always worked best if I conceded to his uncanny ability to handle dodgy surveillance. Typically, we both preferred to go in guns blazing, but this required stealth.

      Don’t take it personally. He was better at this stuff than I was, period. “If I get a whiff of Lilith or anything else I don’t like, we abandon ship and regroup.”

      He nodded his agreement. “And if our Fallen is being held against their will?”

      He often read my mind. “Their captor is all yours.”

      He grinned, wicked and evil. I knew which outcome he was hoping for. “Either way, we go for a beer and steak after this.”

      “I’ll buy.”

      And then I followed him into the funhouse.
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      The sword led us to a room of mirrors. It was round, and we could barely turn around with Cole’s bulk.

      The door swung shut, and we were in the dark. The mirrors, though, magnified the tiny bit of illumination from one panel. It wasn’t light per se; it was a magical glow. We exchanged glances, and the sword trembled when I pointed it toward the spot.

      He ran his fingers along the panel’s frame, searching for a means to trip it open. “Nothing,” he said. “Want me to kick it in?”

      “Can you yank off the panel?”

      He tried, but it wouldn’t budge. Considering his supernatural strength, that solidified the idea that it was enhanced with some pretty hefty magic.

      I pivoted in a slow circle, the reflective glass playing havoc with my vision.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      I closed my eyes, shutting off the contorted and twisted images I was getting from the rebounding glow. I placed a hand against the mirror and opened my earth magic senses again.

      Layer upon layer of spells tickled and sliced at my palm. My demon chuckled, amused at the sensations but in no way worried. Probing the layers, I teased and picked my way through several. A brute force attack would have caused them to sound the alarm, but gentle flirting and stroking kept them subdued and curious. “This isn’t the way in,” I told Cole. “This is just a distraction, a lure.”

      He rotated to his left, eyeing the other mirrors. “You only need a lure if you’re trying to catch something.”

      I stepped back from the magic-laced panel. “Or trap it.”

      “We’re in a kill box. You can’t make a better trap than that.”

      I reached for the doorknob. “Time to go.” It wouldn’t turn. No longer willing to be delicate about it, I blasted the locked door with my magic. It swung free.

      The stench of sulfur hit my nose before I crossed the threshold. I held up my hand with the sword, signaling Cole not to run out as well as preparing myself for what might come through.  “That was too easy. Something is waiting for us.”

      “Yeah, well, something’s already here.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw movement inside the mirrors. Each one showed a beast stalking toward us. Hellhounds. “Mirrors are portals. If we stay here, we have to fight them. If we exit, we have to fight what’s waiting out there.” I pointed the tip of the sword at the shadowy exit. “Your choice.”

      He gave me that evil, feral grin again. “Why not both?”

      As the drooling, skeletal hounds advanced on us with bared teeth, we put our backs to each other. I kept one eye on the exit as I readied the sword to do some damage.
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      We killed six of the eight hellhounds. I was covered in blood and other disgusting things when a figure appeared from out of the shadows and whistled.

      The last of the hounds slipped back into their portals and disappeared. Cole and I were breathing hard as we faced the cloaked person who’d called them off.

      “I see your first assignment is going well,” Zayfeer said. He lowered the hood of his cloak, his angelic eyes glowing in the dim light.

      I kept my sword raised, considering if I could get away with slicing him in half and telling Lucifer he was collateral damage during the fight. A glob of hellhound skin and bone slid off the blade and hit the floor with a juicy splat.

      He’d be more challenging to kill than the hounds, though. I went on the offensive, anyway. “Where the hell have you been?”

      “Good one,” he said. “Since Hell is exactly where I’ve been, and from the looks of it, I’m still there.”

      Cole wiped his knives on his pants. His demon bristled at the angelic mojo and the snippy comment. “You know this guy?”

      “Unfortunately.” I used a sleeve to remove blood splatter from my face. “He’s my babysitter.”

      Cole studied one of his blades, turning it back and forth to catch the faint light. “Can I kill him?”

      I shrugged. “Fine by me. He’s worse than Damon by a long shot.”

      “Hey,” Zayfeer protested. His copper-colored hair was smoothed back in a ponytail. It bobbed with indignation. “You don’t even know me.”

      “You’re an angel.” Cole stepped toward him. “What’s there to know?”

      The former nanny had enough sense to back up. “I don’t want to be here anymore than you want me here.”

      I put a hand on Cole’s arm. “Any points you make with Lucifer will be forfeit if you kill him.”

      “You can’t kill me,” Zayfeer said. “I’m an angel.”

      Cole chuckled. “Nothing I like better than a challenge.”

      “You two have fun.” I headed out the exit. “I’ll go hunt down my target.”

      Outside, Zayfeer rushed to my side. “If you’d done some research, like I did, you’d know this place is cursed.”

      I stopped walking. “Cursed by who?”

      “Whom,” he corrected, glancing over his shoulder at Cole, who stalked him. “And that I’m not sure about, but local legends claim humans go in, and they don’t come out. The fairgrounds used to host a yearly Christian revival meeting in the off-season. The last one raised a dozen demons by accident. One possessed the preacher who wiped out over twenty revivalists, including his wife and daughter.”

      “You don’t accidentally raise multiple demons.” Cole shifted his attention from the nervous angel to the grounds. “One, maybe, two, if you’re an idiot. A dozen?”

      I nodded. “They opened a portal, and you can’t do that without intent and a whole lot
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