
[image: image]
Published by Ad Astra

Copyright © 2024 by Adam Gaffen

Cover Art © Ad Astra

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the author.

All Rights Reserved.

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

For more about the author, future works, and events, please visit:

https://www.cassidychronicles.com


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Midnight Relics

Sign up for Adam Gaffen's Mailing List

Further Reading: Embers of Eternity

Also By Adam Gaffen

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Midnight Relics

[image: ]


The New Jersey night was heavy with anticipation, mingling with the faint, sour smell of spilled whiskey over the remnants of an earlier rain. Kalili Keoka, former demon, Immortal Thirteen, and occasional troubleshooter for Heaven and Hell, crouched in the shadows, her gaze sweeping over the dimly lit alley. Somewhere behind them, city lights blinked and pulsed, the glow of Manhattan’s skyline barely visible over the low-rise industrial buildings surrounding them. It was an odd contrast—the quiet of their hiding spot and the distant hum of a city on the verge of something bigger. The escalating tensions between the United States and the New England Confederation had Manhattan simmering with unrest, and Kalili could feel it like an undercurrent, crackling beneath the surface. It was almost as if the city itself was waiting for a spark.

Faith Burroughs—a fellow Thirteen and Kalili’s wife in all but law—stood beside her, silent, her fingers tapping a light, rhythmic beat against her thigh—a habit Kalili recognized as her “impatient but composed” mode. She was poised, alert, her eyes scanning the shadows with quiet intensity. They both knew this heist had to go smoothly, but with Dakota and McKenna running late, the waiting was starting to eat away at Kalili's limited patience.

Typical, she thought with a touch of exasperation. Dakota Chase was the brains of the operation, the mastermind behind every heist they’d ever pulled off together. She had an uncanny knack for reading a place, a way of spotting vulnerabilities no one else would think to look for. But she also had a tendency to tinker with the plan until the very last second. McKenna Cross, their safebreaker and tech expert, always had some “last-minute addition”—a new gadget, a piece of tech she swore would “make all the difference.”

Kalili sighed, casting a sidelong glance at Faith. “Tell me again why we’re doing this with them, and not just majiking our way in and out?” she muttered under her breath, her gaze fixed on the mouth of the alley. Breaking in the back door might be cliché, but according to McKenna it was the best option.

Faith’s eyes sparkled with a hint of amusement. “Because they’re our friends? When they heard about your idea they insisted on coming along, and they promised this was a quick in-and-out job,” she replied dryly, her voice hardly more than a whisper. “Besides, I thought you missed the thrill of a good heist.”

Before Kalili could respond, Dakota’s voice crackled in their earpieces. “In position. Just had to pick up a few accessories. We’re good to go.” Dakota’s tone was laced with her trademark smirk, and Kalili could almost picture the gleam in her eye.

“All clear on the entry, boss,” McKenna chimed in, her voice light but with an unmistakable edge of excitement. For McKenna, these jobs were as much about the thrill as they were about the payout. And on the job, nobody would ever know that she’d been married to Dakota for decades.

Kalili exchanged a glance with Faith, a strange feeling of responsibility settling over her. Kalili brought them the score, yes, but once she did? It was Dakota and McKenna’s heist, their brainchild. Still, Kalili couldn’t shake the sense that she needed to watch out for them. They were more than her partners in crime—they were her friends, her chosen family. Even after a thousand-plus years living among humans, friends were rare. Their lives, so fragile, so ephemeral, made connecting too painful.

“What’s got you so worked up?” Faith murmured, her voice barely audible as she leaned close.

Kalili’s lips tightened, her voice dropping to a murmur as she evaded the real answer. “It’s nothing. I want to make sure we get it and get out clean. That talisman has a lot of power—more than anyone should be messing with. Especially in the wrong hands.”

Faith’s eyes met hers, and for a second, the usual playfulness was replaced by something darker. Recovering the talisman was important; if it wasn’t, Lilith’s Chief of Staff wouldn’t have asked for their help. Somehow, it was also tied to Kal’s past, but the how was something Kalili didn’t discuss with anyone. Faith also knew that Kal was hiding her concerns, but decided to let it go. For now. Leaving the artifact in place wasn’t an option. “Then we’ll make sure it doesn’t stay in the wrong hands for long.”

The talisman wasn’t just any piece of old jewelry or magical trinket. It was an ancient relic, crafted by human hands, but imbued with powers by a long-fallen Prince of Hell, it practically demanded to be safely vaulted. That meant somewhere other than a New Jersey warehouse. Majik in the hands of the inexperienced or ignorant was a recipe for disaster. Dark, powerful majik? Doubly so.

Lithe and springy, her dark hair streaked with white, Dakota’s tone was breezy. “Alright, people, here’s the plan. We get in, grab the goods, and get out in under ten. No heroics. McKenna, on point. I’m on your tail. Faith, try to keep up. Kalili, keep your eyes open and stay close. You know there’s nobody I’d rather have at my back. We’ll have your trinket back before you know it.”

Faith chuckled softly, giving Kalili a sideways grin as she adjusted her grip on the twin daggers she carried. “No heroics? Where’s the fun in that?”

Kalili didn’t bother replying. Faith’s version of “fun” had evolved over the centuries, and she knew better than to question it. Besides, she had a job to do, and distractions weren’t an option.

The door proved to be little challenge, and they moved as a unit, slipping through shadows and empty corridors with practiced ease. The hum of fluorescent lights overhead and the low drone of security cameras followed them, but McKenna was a step ahead, disabling systems and unlocking doors with barely a pause. Dakota followed, her fluid motions belying her advancing years. She moved with the confidence of someone who’d planned every possible detail, her mind already a step ahead of the obstacles they might encounter.

Halfway to the vault, Kalili felt a strange chill prickling at the back of her neck. It was subtle, like a whisper she could almost ignore, but the sensation grew sharper with each step. She glanced at Faith, who had gone still beside her, eyes narrowing. There was something off here, something dark that seemed to linger just beyond the edge of her senses.

Faith’s posture tensed, her hand inching toward the daggers strapped to her sides. The look in her eyes told Kalili everything she needed to know—they were being watched, and not by any ordinary security guards. This was something else. Something sinister.

The last thing they needed was Dakota or McKenna realizing there was something beyond locked doors and cameras lurking in the shadows.

“Be ready for anything,” Kalili muttered, her voice low but steady, hoping it sounded casual enough. She tried to keep her tone light, suppressing the tremor that wanted to creep into her words. 

Dakota shot a quick, assessing look over her shoulder, one eyebrow quirking in curiosity. “What’s going on back there? You two look like you’re about to jump out of your skins.”

“Covering our bases,” Kalili replied, trying for a smile that probably came off more like a grimace. “You know, better safe than sorry. We’ll stay here while you two continue to the vault.”

“If you say so,” Dakota said, shrugging before she turned her attention back to the route ahead. “McKenna, are we almost there?”

McKenna glanced down at her hacking device, the small screen flashing as it processed one firewall after another. “We’re close. Another minute or two and we’re golden,” she murmured, fingers flying over the screen with practiced ease. Security systems fell before her skills like wheat before a harvester. Lockpicking and safecracking had evolved since she’d gotten into the business, and she’d adapted readily to the new realities. Still, the final hurdle would be the true test.

They reached the vault door, and McKenna went to work, her fingers tapping rapidly as she navigated the intricate security protocols. Faith slipped in and closed the outer door despite Dakota’s questioning gaze. Outside the once-secure room, Kalili positioned herself near the entrance, eyes sweeping the dimly lit hallway, every muscle poised as she tried to pinpoint the source of the oppressive feeling closing in around them.

That’s when she saw it—a tall, shadowed figure with burning eyes, emerging from the darkness at the far end of the hall. Its eyes glowed a deep, malevolent red, fixed intently on them as if it had been waiting all along. The figure moved slowly, deliberately, its presence radiating an almost physical malice. Kalili’s heart skipped a beat as she recognized it for what it was—a favored demon, an archdemon’s or Duke’s favorite. It should have been in Hell, bound there, awaiting the bidding of its master. Its presence here did not bode well for their mission, and it was far too dangerous for Dakota or McKenna to even comprehend.

She shot a look at Faith, who met her look with concern. They couldn’t let Dakota and McKenna see this thing for what it was. Not yet. Not if they wanted to keep their friends safe from a truth they weren’t ready to face.

“Kal, everything okay?” Dakota’s voice crackled over the earpiece, her tone curious and a little worried.

Kalili forced a tight smile, adjusting her stance slightly to keep the demon in her peripheral vision. “All good,” she replied, keeping her tone light with a Herculean effort. “Keeping an eye on things.”

Faith moved closer to Kalili, her daggers drawn and ready, her body angled to intercept the demon. They had to take this thing down fast and quietly—without letting their friends realize anything was out of the ordinary.

The demon advanced, its gaze shifting between them, calculating and hungry. Kalili felt the comforting weight of a sanctified blade at her side. She’d gotten over her residual anxiety about the holy weapons centuries ago and now carried one as often as she did Thakumis’s Blade. This weapon had a major advantage: if she could pierce the demon’s armor, it was game over. She drew it slowly, letting the blade’s faint, holy glow fill the corridor, catching the demon’s notice. It halted, eyes narrowing, recognizing the weapon’s power.

Dakota’s voice crackled again, oblivious to the danger lurking nearby. “Are you sure?  You two don’t sound like yourselves.”

Kalili gritted her teeth and let an edge slide into her voice, her focus locked on the demon as it began to circle them, seeking an opening. “We’ve got it covered, Dak. Focus on your end.”

Without further warning, the demon lunged, claws flashing in the dim light. Kalili sidestepped, bringing her blade up in a swift arc that slashed across its chest. The demon let out a guttural hiss, recoiling as the sanctified blade bit into its armor, but it wasn’t enough to bring it down.

Faith moved in tandem, her twin daggers flashing as she struck the demon’s flank, drawing a line of smoking, dark blood. The creature snarled, lashing out, but Faith was quicker, dancing back out of reach.

“Hey, knock off the movement! You’ll screw up my bypasses.” McKenna’s voice sounded irritated, and Kalili winced. They’d have to end this, fast.

“Sorry, just stretching,” Kalili replied, a little too quickly. Faith didn’t miss a beat, pressing the advantage and sinking a dagger deep into the demon
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