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  Glimmers and Trigger Warnings


For those unfamiliar with "Glimmers," these are some of the things in this story that some people can safely enjoy (I'll get to the Trigger Warnings after this). 

	Bizarre Creatures

	Dogs (None Die or are Physically Harmed)

	A Happily Married Couple in a Healthy Relationship Who Work Together as Equals

	Kick-ass Women

	Portals

	Swordfighting

	Strange Settings




Now, for the Trigger Warnings. While I had a lot of fun writing this book and hope you will enjoy reading it, this story does include some dark content. With that in mind, here’s a list of some Trigger Warnings.

	Alcohol Abuse

	Assault

	Blood

	Child Abduction

	Cursing

	Cutting

	Death

	Decapitation

	Demonic Possession

	Demons

	Dismemberment

	Exorcism

	Gun Violence

	Hell

	Knife and Sword Violence

	Loss of a Close Friend

	Loss of a Parent

	Monstrous Creatures

	Murder

	Profanity

	Purgatory

	Sex

	Smoking

	Suicide

	Vomiting




I’ve tried to include everything I could think of, so if I’ve missed anything, please feel free to contact me via my social media and let me know. I keep a mirror list on my website for this book, and will update that with additional items, if needed. If there are future editions of this book, I will update those, as well.






  
  







Every book I write is for Sheri,

but this one, more than any other I've done, is for her.




      [image: ]

Many beloved furballs have shared our journey together:

Wicket & Mocha,

Tuffy, Fluffy, Scoundrel, Akasha, Lady Macbeth, & Page








  
  Author's Note


For my fellow dog lovers, take heart. The dog doesn’t die in the end, and he gets a happy ending.
As for the humans and demons, I make no such promises.






  
  Part I

The Blood Realm









  
  Chapter 1


After four days and nights of traveling the Blood Realm’s backcountry, Ty and Dani had reached the wall of Vel with their dog Wicket. They were exorcist's swords and hunting for a demon in Hell. 
Long, slender shafts of ivory bone, carved from gigantic ulnae, tibiae, and humeri, formed the forty-foot-tall wall that surrounded the city. Only God and the demons knew what kind of beasts those bones had belonged to.
Ty and Dani had slipped in and out of Vel plenty of times during the past five years to hunt demons that had escaped exorcists in the mortal world. This wasn’t even the first time they’d come to claim a demon’s head and heart for revenge.
They navigated their way to the center of the city, which sat higher than the rest of Vel. Their fifteen pound silky terrier insisted on stopping for the occasional sniff of local filth staining the ground. They stayed with the darker paths between homes, even though they’d disguised themselves in uniforms and helmets they’d taken from a group of guards they’d killed. The closer they got to the center of the city, the more impressive the structures became, constructed from bones much smaller than those used for the city wall. Going this route forced them to climb stairs assembled from vertebrae three feet in diameter instead of taking the gentle slopes of the major streets. Their light brown furball handled most of the steps, but Dani and Ty sometimes had to lift him up.
The pale shape of a castle grew more defined against the night sky as they ascended the city. The stairs they were climbing led to one of the castle’s towers. The round structure was carved out of a single, massive femur and resembled a rook cannibalized from a giant’s chessboard. The walls jutting out from the tower were built from thousands of smaller bones.
Ty pulled out the sling they used to carry Wicket when they needed their hands free. “I’ll take him.”
Dani picked up the little furball and kissed the top of his head. Wicket licked her face. After Ty slipped on the sling so that Wicket could rest against his back, Dani placed him in it.
“You all good?” Ty whispered to his wife.
She kissed him. “I will be once we’ve killed this bastard.”
It was good to see her smile. Four days had passed since the demon Malum had killed Dani’s mother and every member of their order in Richmond. They both wanted to end this demon, but she needed this.
About halfway up the wall, Wicket shifted in the sling. Ty stopped climbing until the little terrier had settled down. “No more of that, pal. We gotta move fast.”
Dani reached the top of the battlements and waved to Ty that all was clear. The muscles in Ty’s arms and legs burned as he clung to the wall. A few minutes behind Dani, he cleared the top. While Ty leaned over the parapet of foot-long, sharp teeth, Wicket climbed out of the sling and jumped off his back to land at Dani’s feet.
She scratched Wicket behind his ears as she watched the rest of the castle wall and the courtyard below. “Need a hand?”
“I’m good.” Ty pulled himself over the teeth without cutting himself. It helped that the tips of the teeth were dulled.
A small fire burned in a pit at the center of the courtyard below them. At least two dozen demons were gathered down there, positioned at all of the castle’s entry points. The portcullis, one of the few metal features of the castle, was down. Some of the demons slept while others kept watch, probably taking turns. Most of them likely weren’t used to being awake at this time. That still left too many for Ty and Dani to walk out of here with Malum’s head and heart in a bag. They'd been lucky to make it this far without being seen.
Ty and Dani kept low as they walked along the top of the outer wall, which surrounded the castle in the shape of a hexagon. The main structure of the castle was attached to the wall opposite from the portcullis with its outer wall against a cliff overlooking the north side of the city. A few hints of firelight shown in the homes below, with most of the city asleep.
As they neared the roof of the main structure, they saw two figures moving on it. The pair stood at the wall’s edge and stared down the cliff.
One guard was a whiter, one of the most common races in the Blood Realm. Bone-white flesh covered their human-like torso, attached to a pair of furry legs that were double-jointed like a goat. Their hands and feet resembled the scaled talons of a dragon.
The other demon was a raven. Black feathers covered the raven, which had a ten-inch long beak. Since the raven didn’t have any hands to hold things, they didn’t carry any weapons. That didn’t leave them without any means of attack. Their birdlike wings were razor-sharp.
If either of the demons turned their way and spotted Ty or Dani, any chance of going undetected vanished.
Dani knelt and patted Wicket’s back. The dog looked up at her. She pulled out a dog treat and grinned up at Ty.
She tossed the treat so that it landed on the roof, on the opposite side of the demons. Wicket bolted after the treat and as he passed the demons, they turned to watch him. Their confusion at the appearance of the small dog only lasted a second, but that gave Ty and Dani the opening they needed. Ty went for the raven. His sword missed the bird demon’s neck but still caught the back of its head, crushing its skull. The demon collapsed.
Dani, armed with her two short swords, slit open the whiter's throat. The demon gasped, grabbing at the wound with its free hand. He stumbled back. Dani’s second strike severed his head and some of his blood-covered fingers. The head, still covered in its helmet, bounced off the edge of the parapet and tumbled down the outer wall of the castle.
Ty cursed as he ran to the edge of the wall, too late to do more than watch the helmet and head strike the edge of a balcony’s railing below them. Then the demon’s severed head and helmet bounced off to continue their fall along the cliff face.
Wicket ran up beside them as they stared down at the balcony. Firelight danced through cracks in the leather drapes. The room the porch connected to was Malum’s chambers. The noise of that metal helmet bouncing off the balcony wasn’t loud enough to alert any of the guards in the castle’s courtyard, but if Malum was awake or if the noise woke him, then the guards would swarm them.
Dani let out a long breath when nothing stirred from within Malum’s chambers. Her hands shook as she slid her swords into their scabbards on her right and left hips and then made the sign of the cross.
Ty stroked her arm and whispered to her. “Better to lose someone else's head than your own.”
She muffled a snort with her hand. “That was really bad.”
“Says the woman who laughed at it.”
She picked up Wicket to place him in the sling against Ty’s back. The furball grumbled his disapproval at returning to the sling so soon.
They considered jumping down to the balcony, and while the drop might be safe enough, they'd make too much noise. They’d pushed their luck enough with the whiter’s head. They climbed down the side of the castle.
A huge talon that jutted out of the castle wall formed the balcony below them. The talon’s digits reached up with smaller bones connecting their tips to form the railing. That they were descending into the palm of that demonic hand provided a metaphor that distracted Ty as he tried to keep his footing along the wall of bones. As if to echo Ty’s thoughts, Wicket growled softly causing his small body to vibrate against Ty’s back.
Ty made it down onto the balcony a few seconds before Dani. Wicket stirred within the sling as Dani pulled him out. Dozens of long leather strips formed the curtain into Malum’s chamber. Ty peeked through one of the gaps where the strips didn’t quite meet.
The demon slept on a circular slab of stone with his sword resting next to him. Malum was a steed, one of the rarest races of demons. His slender head resembled a starved horse’s. Dark brown fur covered his body, and a blood red mane ran down the back of his head and neck to spill over the edge of the bed.
Dani drew one of her swords and nodded to Ty that she was ready. Drawing his own sword, he pulled aside the curtain with his free hand. Dani entered, and Ty followed a few steps behind her. He moved slowly to make as little noise as possible as he let the curtain fall back into place. This part was the one reason they’d hesitated to bring Wicket. Silence wasn’t their terrier's strong suit, but they weren’t about to leave him alone outside the city. Dogs worked better than a compass to navigate the many realms of Hell, which was why every exorcist's sword had a dog.
Dani glared down at the demon as his pointed ears twitched. Ty stopped right behind her as they waited to make sure the sound of their footsteps hadn’t awakened him. Once it was clear Malum still slept, Ty walked past Dani to place himself between her and the door to the hallway.
He positioned his foot up against the bottom edge of the door to make sure no one could open it, at least not easily. Part of Ty was shocked they’d made it here, having expected both of them to die long before they got this close.
Dani raised her sword over her head. Ty hadn’t bothered to ask if she wanted to deliver the killing strike. Malum had slaughtered their friends, but he’d killed her mother.
She took a deep breath. Her arms tensed as her fingers tightened their grip on the hilt.
Then she swung.
In the brief moment between the start of the swing and the strike of the blade, Malum’s red eyes opened.
Malum couldn’t grab the sword resting on the stone beside him or roll away. The demon’s eyes widened in panic. He couldn't do anything but scream a single word before the green blade of Dani’s sword cleaved through his throat and struck the stone beneath him.
“Guards!”






  
  Chapter 2


Dani wiped Malum’s blood from her sword using the rag she kept on her belt and slid it into the scabbard on her left hip. 
The handle on the door clicked. Ty braced his foot against the bottom of the door. Someone slammed against it, shouting for “Premier Malum!”
Dani pulled out a rectangular-shaped autopsy saw from the sheath on her right thigh to cut open the demon’s chest and rip out his heart.
The demons slammed against the door again. Wicket barked at the demons as if he now owned Malum’s chambers and the guards were the intruders. Ty kept the door shut, but it nearly shook free of its frame. “I wouldn’t recommend savoring the moment,” he said over Wicket’s barking.
Dani laughed as she sawed into the demon’s chest. “Ruin all my fun.”
A demon’s sword stabbed through a narrow gap in the bones that formed the door. The blade stopped an inch short of Ty’s torso. It didn’t cut him, but it startled him enough to jump back.
Before Ty could plant his foot against the door again, it burst open.
A whiter with a long brown mane led the charge. Ty knocked their sword aside and then slashed through their chest. The blade caught on the underside of the demon’s ribcage, so Ty shoved forward. The whiter, wide-eyed with pain, dropped his sword and grabbed Ty’s green blade in a wasted effort to force it back out. Ty shoved the sword straight through the demon and into another whiter behind him. The strike didn’t kill the second demon, but it forced him to retreat into the hallway.
Ty kept the impaled demon in the door frame as a barrier to keep the others out. “How’s that coming along?”
Dani answered between grunts as she sawed into Malum’s chest. “Wishing we got to practice this more.”
The impaled demon slashed at Ty’s face with their talon hands. The borrowed helmet protected Ty’s face from the demon’s attack. That made him realize this demon, possibly too proud of his impressive mane, wasn’t wearing a helmet like the other guards. Ty head-butted the demon. The helmet had a little padding on the inside, but that didn’t stop Ty from seeing stars. The blow knocked the fight out of the impaled demon, though.
Dani’s curses shifted into Spanish, which was never a good sign, even if Malum’s corpse was the one being called a pendejo.
He heard her draw one of her swords and repeatedly strike the demon’s chest.
“Should I be getting worried?” Ty asked as he dodged a sword shoved at him from over the maned demon’s shoulder.
“Just softening up this bastard to speed things up,” she said between swings. “Don’t feel like you need to save any of those demons for me.”
“Noted.” He cursed as the demons in the hallway got smart and grabbed his improvised barrier under the arms and pulled him off Ty’s sword and out into the hallway. Ty kicked the maned demon in the chest, sending the two holding him onto their asses.
Wicket barked more as Ty charged into the hallway. The narrow space didn’t do his long sword any favors, but it didn’t help the guards either, despite their shorter swords. The demons could only get to him one at a time. He kept all the demons in front of him. If any of the demons came at him from the opposite end of the hallway, he’d be screwed.
“Much better!” Dani shouted as she resumed sawing into the demon.
Ty sliced the head off a whiter, and the demon collapsed to the floor. A raven rushed up behind them. Their wings sliced at Ty, forcing him to retreat. Ty leveled his sword to use it like a spear and ran it through the raven’s chest. Unlike the maned whiter, this strike pierced the demon’s heart, killing it.
Feet pounded up the stairs behind Ty. He was about to get surrounded. Wicket barked at the incoming demons.
“It’s getting a little crowded out here!” Ty held the raven in place as a barrier. The guards couldn’t pull him off his sword as easily as the maned demon because of the sharp wings, but they’d get him loose soon enough. The raven wasn’t that heavy compared to the whiter.
The blocked demons cursed at him. Ty shoved them back a bit so he could snatch up the shorter sword dropped by the whiter he’d impaled.
He positioned himself in front of the door to Malum’s chambers as the demons came up the stairs behind him.
He glanced in at Dani. She’d gotten the chest open and was cutting the heart free. Black blood covered the stone bed and bone floor.
“Any ideas for getting out of here?” Dani asked as she pulled the demon’s heart free.
“Other than hacking our way through all of these demons?” Ty parried a swing from the first demon to emerge from the stairs behind him. Then he sliced open the underside of the demon’s forearm, causing him to drop his sword. Ty cut the demon’s throat next but didn’t straight out kill him. He made a more useful barrier while still alive and on his feet.
Another glance into Malum’s chambers confirmed Dani was shoving the demon’s heart and horse-like head into the leather bag they’d brought for the task. She then shoved the bag into her backpack.
Dead demons normally resurrected within five days, reappearing in their home realm. A priest had blessed the leather bag, which bought them a little more time, giving them seven days. If they could get Malum’s head and heart into an Eternal Flame before the demon’s remains evaporated and resurrected, then poof! No more Malum—ever.
They’d been hoping to have a half night’s head start, but that hope died with Malum's scream. The clock was counting down for them to reach an Eternal Flame.
The demons finally shoved their fallen comrades out of the way to get at Ty. Before the demons could close in on him, though, Dani ran out into the hallway with both of her swords drawn. She and Ty stood back-to-back with Wicket safely between them as he barked his head off.
“Wishing you were still in that cubicle job in California?” Dani asked as she tore into the demons still filling the hallway.
Ty blocked a large whiter’s sword and kicked him in the stomach, knocking him back several feet. “You just want me to joke that it was worse than Hell.”
She laughed as she parried a demon’s attack and slit open the inside of his thigh with her other sword. “Bet you I can clear my side faster than you can yours.”
“Hardly fair considering I softened up that side.” He stabbed his sword up, below a raven’s beak and into its brains.
Much as he wanted to fight his way out of here as fast as possible, Ty paced himself. Their plans for a quick escape had vanished. For now, they needed to clear their way out of this hallway, and then the rest of the castle. Once they’d done that—if they managed that—they could worry about where they might run to next.
This was either going to be a long trip home or a quick and painful death.






  
  Chapter 3

Six Years Earlier


Against his best friend’s advice, Ty was going to Richmond for the job interview. 
“Do not meet with Maria Cortez,” Barry said over the phone while chewing his way through a pretzel stick. “That lady is the dead end of dead ends for you. Call her back and tell her you’re not going.”
“They’ve paid for my plane ticket.” Ty was already riding to LAX in a taxi, which smelled like moldy corn chips. He’d considered asking Barry for a ride but had opted against it. “It’s a free trip. Besides I’ll be three hours outside of DC. I can finally go see the International Spy Museum.”
“Listen, dude. Do you remember Joo-wan? He was killing it, and then he met with Maria Cortez, and no one heard from him again.”
Ty considered hanging up his cell phone before Barry could launch into his sermon on how Ty needed to focus on film and TV opportunities, that he could use his skills to make a decent living as a stunt man for films, and that with a face like his, he could even land some decent acting roles if he got the right opportunities. Barry made a living half of the year as a truck driver, and then spent the other half competing in swordfighting tournaments. They’d met years ago at a competition in San Diego. They’d hit it off after the two of them had fought each other in the late rounds of the tournament. Ty had knocked Barry out of the competition and went on to win first place. They realized they lived near each other and became sparring partners when Barry wasn’t driving cross-country. There was something hysterical about building a friendship around frequently beating the snot out of each other. He’d noticed lately, though, that their get-togethers had gotten more about grabbing a beer at a bar and less about sparring.
Barry had big dreams about how people could make a living as a swordfighter, and none of those dreams were realistic. Ty had taken enough acting lessons by now to know he had no chance of carving out an acting career for himself. As for stunt work, that offered its own set of challenges and didn’t excite him.
“What is it about this Maria Cortez that makes you so sure she’s a nutjob?” Ty asked.
The lady had come across stone-cold sober on the phone. She’d called his cell while he was at work at the county Social Services office. He’d been copying information from a mountain of application forms into the computer system. Ty still wasn’t sure how she’d gotten his cell number, but the possibility of a job that wouldn’t be half as mind-numbing as his current one appealed to him. Sure, the government benefits were nice and getting time off wasn’t difficult compared to other jobs, but trying to advance in his current career didn't appeal to him. More pay? Sure, that sounded great. More paperwork, though? He’d rather die slowly, impaled on a pole.
“Every swordfighter I’ve known who’s gone to work with Maria Cortez has vanished like a fart in a tornado. How have you not heard about this lady? Guys at the tournaments talk about her like she’s a glorified bogeyman.” Barry pounded out the protest between chomping on his pretzels. “Did she even tell you what the job is?”
Ty groaned, because his answer wasn’t going to help his cause. “No, not exactly.” She’d offered to fly him first class and put him up in a five-star hotel while in Richmond. The lady even paid for his side trip up to DC. Only in hindsight did he realize she’d suggested the trip to see the Spy Museum without him mentioning his interest in it. He didn’t have a clue how she knew he wanted to go there.
“Right, I’ll also bet she didn’t mention she works for the Catholic Church.”
“Wait.” Ty sat up. “What?”
“Maybe it’s the Episcopal Church. I don’t remember, but she’s a religious wacko. I’m telling you. Don’t. Go.”
“Barry, I can’t back out now. I’ve already committed to it. I’m in a taxi on the way to the airport.”
Barry groaned.
Ty offered his most earnest tone, which wasn’t that great given his poor acting skills. “Relax. I’ll be back in five days.”
“You better be. I’m telling you, whatever this lady offers, run in the other direction. Do not pass go or any of that other board game bullshit.”
Barry hung up on him to punctuate the point. Was just as well. The taxi pulled into the drop off lane at the airport.

      [image: ]After eight hours of travel, with a layover in Charlotte, Ty landed in Richmond around ten at night. By the time his cab had taken him to the hotel, his nose was dripping like an old sink.
“Allergies?” the front desk clerk said with a sympathetic smile as Ty checked in. “Yeah, Richmond is hell for people with allergies.”
Getting to sleep turned out to be miserable, too. The combo of allergies, the fact his body was convinced it was three hours earlier than it was, and the way his conversation with Barry had his brain running in circles made falling asleep take several hours.
The change in time zones also didn’t do him any favors in the morning when his phone’s alarm blared at him at a quarter to seven. His fogged brain insisted it was too early as he showered and got dressed.
He finally met Maria Cortez in the lobby around eight (five o’clock back home, his brain unkindly reminded him). She stood at the bottom of a tall staircase covered in red and gold carpet. The whole place looked straight out of Gone with the Wind. Maria turned out to be a grizzled woman, probably in her fifties, with an honest-to-God eyepatch over her left eye. She parted her black hair, which didn’t make it down to her shoulders, on the right to partially obscure the eyepatch. Despite the miles, she wore all the wear and tear with a confidence that turned it into something attractive. She shook his hand the way many of the type-A guys at sword tournaments liked to do, crushing his hand in hers. “Let’s grab some breakfast,” she said. “There’s a café near the office we can go to.” As she turned her back to him to lead the way out to the parking lot, he silently cursed as he flexed his fingers, trying to get feeling back into his hand.
They didn’t drive far, parking on a cobblestone street next to the café, sitting on a street corner. The entire front wall of the café was made up of tall doors that were all turned open to take advantage of the pleasant spring weather. Ty sucked down his coffee. It tasted stronger than what he preferred, but as tired as he was, he considered that a good thing.
“I imagine you have a lot of questions.” Maria sat at one of the tables closest to the sidewalk with people dressed in business suits and hospital scrubs walking by. She crossed her legs and leaned back in her chair, draping her arm over the back of it.
“I’m told you work for the church?” He decided against gambling on whether it was the Catholic or Episcopal Church.
“Heard that, did you?” She cracked an amused grin, as if she’d been privy to his conversation with Barry. “That’s only partially true. We’re funded by the Church of England, but we don’t answer to them.”
Taking a chug of his coffee, Ty then asked, “And who is we?”
“A fair question, and I’ll get to that soon enough.” She paused for her own sip of coffee. When she continued, she stared out at the street as cars rumbled across the cobblestones. “I’d like to talk about you a bit first. I notice you’ve started the transition.”
“The what?”
“Oh, you’re trying to find a way to make a living off that sword arm of yours that doesn’t require a nine-to-five job typing on a keyboard or some other nonsense. You’re going the usual route: giving lessons to wannabes drunk on fantasies of medieval knights or Star Wars. You know. The usual stuff.” She looked at him with a smirk that assured him she already knew the answer to her next question. “You enjoying all that?”
He cleared his throat and sniffed. His sinuses were still killing him.
“I’m paying my bills.” He shrugged, trying to mimic her nonchalance by turning his focus out onto the street and the passersby. Didn’t keep him from seeing her amused reaction to his answer, that she knew he was full of shit.
Yeah, he’d taken to giving part-time lessons at a local fencing club that included saber fighting. Most of the job seemed more about punishing clients into the realization that they weren’t going to turn into Inigo Montoya overnight and that fighting with a sword required both finesse and brutality. Being good with a sword required a killer instinct. Forcing others with limited skills to realize they didn’t have that certain something was taking a toll on him.
“Look, Mr. Faison.” She leaned forward, crossing her arms on the table. “For some people that’s enough, and that’s fine.” The way she said “fine” left little doubt it was anything but that. “But someone like you…” She shook her head.
He tried to bluff, acting amused and disinterested, but his acting skills failed him again. “You think so?”
The way her expression hardened, that single eye narrowing on him, forced his full focus on her. “I think you’re the kind of person who’s only ever whole when he’s got a sword in his hand and a real fight in front of him.”
She leaned back in her chair again, with all the satisfaction of a wildcat dining on a fresh kill. The silence offered him a chance to respond, but she’d left him speechless. No one had ever peeled him down to his bones like this—not even his parents—not this fast or with such ease.
After giving him his chance to answer and seeing he wasn’t able to, Maria sipped her coffee and then continued. “You’re twenty-six. You used to finish in the top three at most competitions you entered but you haven’t in more than a year. It’s not that your skills or body are fading, and it’s not because you’re distracted by the side work that pays the bills. No, it’s because even the competitions are starting to bore you. Those fights aren’t real anymore, because all that’s at stake there is pride.”
“And what? You’re offering me a ‘real fight’? What is this? Some kind of underground sword fight club, where the loser dies, and the first rule is to not talk about it?”
She shook her head, grinning at his attempt at wit. “This is no game or club. Underground? Somewhat. But what you’ll be doing will make a real difference in people’s lives. I’m offering you a chance to reclaim that fire that ignited the moment you first touched a sword.
“I’m giving you a chance to find your heart.”






  
  Chapter 4


More than half of the night was gone by the time Ty and Dani fought their way out of Malum’s castle. The low notes of horns thundered from the gate tower as the guards fell to Ty and Dani’s swords. The summons roused the rest of the city’s guards and alerted those who were already awake. Ty and Dani would never reach the breach in the city wall that let them slip inside of Vel. 
Instead, they retreated into the bowels of the city. Ty would have preferred any other option, if they’d had one, because blood, not water, flowed through the sewers of Vel.
Ty didn’t doubt the demons would eventually think to look for them down there. If luck treated them kindly, though, the demons were spread too thin to prevent him and Dani from getting out of the city this way.
Like most mysteries of Hell, the source of the blood flowing through Vel remained hidden from the living. If the demons knew, they weren’t sharing. Ty had once joked with his fellow swords in the Richmond branch of the Order that maybe God had slit the Devil’s throat, and this level of Hell was where it all spilled out. Dani was the only one to laugh.
Fortunately, they didn’t have to walk in the blood. Narrow, raised walking paths ran along the walls. In some places, bones had broken off and narrowed the width of their path to six inches.
Wicket took the lead. While Ty had a decent sense of direction and assumed they could simply follow the flow of the blood, they couldn’t afford to waste any time getting out of Vel. Dogs had an innate ability to navigate the realms of Hell to find the rips in reality that connected Hell’s realms to each other and with Purgatory.
“He’s feeling mighty proud of himself.” There was no missing the smile in Dani’s voice or the confident trot to Wicket’s walk.
“You’d think he was the one who fought off all those demons.”
Wicket paused to sniff at the ground.
No torches or lamps burned down here. The only light came from the glow crystals they carried in the mesh pouches on the sleeves of their jackets. The crystals came from a realm of Hell that existed entirely underground, or at least seemed to. Sadly, the crystals only worked within Hell and Purgatory. In the mortal world, they made for some lovely paperweights and little else.
Dani pulled one of her crystals from its pouch to hold it out for a better look at this section of the sewer. Wicket had stopped them where a smaller tunnel intersected this one. “We’ll be lucky to get out of the city before sunrise at this rate.”
He knew where her mind was, and it wasn’t on finding their way out of the city. “Wasn’t your fault. The bastard just happened to wake up.”
Even in the dim light of the crystal, he didn’t miss her scowl. “If I’d swung a second sooner, he’d have never gotten the chance to scream.”
He reached back and took her hand in his. “We’re gonna finish this.”
“I know.” She shook her head. “Would’ve been nice not having to fight our way out of Hell. That’s all.”
“Yeah, but I wish I could’ve seen it up close when Malum realized what was coming.”
That brought back her smile. “It was satisfying.”
They squeezed their hands tighter and then let go. “Well, let’s make sure it sticks then,” he said.
Wicket kicked up a leg and took care of some business, then continued down the narrow path of white bones.
They journeyed in the dark for what felt like an hour until they came to a split. Voices echoed through the tunnels. Seemed the demons were searching for them down here. Wicket led them down the tunnel the voices didn’t come from.
Before Ty could voice his concern that the demons didn’t seem to be worried about patrolling this part of the sewers, Dani shushed him.
When she spoke, she lowered her voice. “Point one of your crystals ahead. Don’t talk.”
Wicket stopped and growled, the token complaint came out as a quiet rumble.
A low gulp came every few seconds from somewhere ahead of them in their tunnel. Nothing stood out until he noticed a bit of debris, something like a five foot long stick floating on the blood. Then a small pop of an air bubble broke the surface, and the realization hit. The “stick” flowed in the opposite direction of the blood.
Ty exchanged a quick glance with his wife. She drew both of her swords. He returned the glow crystal to the mesh pocket on his left sleeve that allowed its glow to help them see without having to hold it and then drew his own sword.
The “stick” floated closer. Wicket kept growling, but he didn’t launch into a barking fit. Ty took a deep breath and held it.
The unknown thing pushing against the flow of blood reached them. This close, Ty could see it definitely wasn’t a stick. At least ten pinkish bone-like pieces comprised it. Each piece had a spike, some had as many as three, that pushed up a few inches. Two of the thickest spikes, one near the front and the other bringing up the rear, had two black spherical bulbs atop them.
The stick that wasn’t a stick moved past Ty. He quietly released the breath he’d been holding and smiled to Dani. She didn’t see his expression, though. All her focus stayed on the thing moving by them.
It reached her and continued past.
Then it stopped, no longer pushing against the blood flow nor surrendering to it.
Both black bulbs turned atop their spikes until they pointed directly at Dani.
The rest of the beast erupted from the blood, sending up a red spray in all directions. The thing’s ten-foot-long body ended in an armored tail reminiscent of a scorpion, except that had a round mouth at its tip with hundreds of razor sharp teeth. A larger version of that hideous mouth convulsed with a roar at the front end. The “stick” that had been visible formed part of the spine that ran along its back. Half a dozen pairs of spidery legs pushed the torso up out of the blood. The right side had a serrated pincer that repeatedly snapped in a gleeful and hungry fashion. The greater threat rested on its left, a mushroom type bulb burst open and released a dozen whip-like threads.
Dani screamed her war cry as the sewer scorpion lunged towards her. Her swords slashed at two of the creature’s whip-like extensions when they shot at her. She didn’t cut the whips. Instead, she knocked them off target, causing them to slash at the bone wall behind her. Bits of bone rained down as the the whips jerked away, but they didn’t pull back into the mushroom. The other whips thrashed around, kicking up more sprays of blood and creating a shifting shield to deflect any attacks to its left side. The two whips, as they retracted, wrapped around the blades of Dani’s sword and jerked. The smooth surface of the blade prevented the whips from getting a decent grip, but the sewer scorpion knocked Dani off-balance.
Ty grabbed Dani by the arm and pulled her back from the brink.
Wicket ran ahead and barked. He sounded like he was telling Ty and Dani to quit fighting the ugly monster and follow him.
“It’s after the demon bits in my bag!” Dani raced behind Ty as they followed Wicket.
Blood splattered across the walls and onto all three of them as the monster pursued them. The thickness of the blood flow slowed the beast a bit. Its pincer snapped after Dani’s backpack. Its roar warbled and echoed through the sewers.
Dani blocked the pincer with her left sword and then hacked at the offending appendage with her right sword. She couldn’t get past the exoskeleton to cut off the limb. The blade made a cracking sound against the pink outer shell.
Ten yards ahead, a metal grate blocked their path of escape. Wicket reached it and barked as if angry that the door didn’t have the decency to open for him on its own.
“Dead end!” Ty shouted.
“Get on its other side!” Dani stood her ground and battled the pincer, but when she went still, the sewer scorpion spun around to attack her with its whips. One wrapped around her leg, but the instant it went taught, her sword slashed at the extension and sliced it in half.
The scorpion screamed. The mouth on its tail spit out a black sticky substance that hit Dani's backpack.
Ty leaped across to the narrow platform on the other side. His foot caught the edge and the femur he landed on snapped off. He fell waist-deep into the blood that splashed everywhere.
Dani shouted as the scorpion tail snapped down at him. Ty threw up his sword with one hand gripped around the hilt and the other braced against the flat of the blade. The tail slammed against the sword, but the blade kept the thing’s mouth at bay.
The monster jerked away from Ty as the bottom of its tail scraped against the sword, drawing a small bit of pusslike blood.
Ty lunged forward. His sword thrust into its underbelly near the point where the tail met the rest of its body.
A loud yelp erupted from both mouths of the sewer scorpion, and it dove into the blood. Its spine, the only part still visible above the surface of the blood flow, sped away.
Wicket ran past Dani to bark after the retreating beast. Dani leaned back against the wall and sighed, before erupting into laughter. “You all right?”
Ty laughed with her. “I can’t begin to tell you how gross I feel at this moment.”
She held out a hand to help him back onto the platform.
The sensation of blood soaking his socks and other places he preferred to not think about was a unique experience he prayed to never suffer again. “Suppose we need to figure out a different way to go.” He pointed towards the metal grate that barred their path. At least they didn’t hear any demons coming their way. Either they hadn’t heard the fray or weren’t dumb enough to risk running into whatever that monster was.
Dani narrowed her eyes as she studied the grate. “Hon, I think you should take a closer look at that.” She pointed towards the edge of the grate along their wall.
He walked over to it and noticed a small gate latch. Hinges were visible on the opposite wall where the grate met it. He flipped up the gate latch and pulled the grate open.
“Are you kidding me?”
Dani snorted. “You were quite heroic, though.” She wiped the blood from his cheek and kissed him. “Just no hugging until you’ve had a bath.”






  
  Chapter 5


The tunnel Ty and Dani traveled ended at a cliff with the blood spilling into a red river. The demons hadn’t expected them to come this way for good reason. They spent an hour climbing down the fifty yards of jagged rocks. A few ravens passed overhead during their descent. Each time, Ty and Dani hugged the rocks and waited on the ravens to pass. Wicket slept most of the way down in the sling against Ty’s back; probably the only reason he didn’t bark at the demons flying overhead. Thankfully, the ravens appeared more focused on the riverbank. As soon as they reached the bottom, Ty and Dani ran for cover. 
Barren rock littered with massive formations that loomed in a similar fashion to trees dominated the countryside beyond Vel’s walls. The “trees” resembled thirty-foot tall people kneeling but without any distinguishing features to assure they were ever actually statues. If someone told Ty they were ancient giants turned to stone by some other creature in Hell, he might have believed them.
Three miles separated them from the cliff to the start of the swamp. They jogged most of the way with the formations obscuring the sky as it began its transition from black to dark orange. It wouldn’t get much brighter than that in this realm of Hell. Wicket loved the chance to stretch his legs after his nap. He often ran ahead of them to sniff around and occasionally kick up a leg to mark his territory.
They paused halfway to the swamp. Dani leaned against the kneecap of one of the smaller formations. “Running is rubbish.”
Ty caught his breath while walking in a circle. “I’d have thought this fit into your list of reasons to run. You always say you don’t believe in running until you’ve got monsters chasing after you.”
She turned her head to stare at him in disbelief and then pointed back the way they’d come. “You see anyone coming?”
“Well, just because we don’t see them"— He stopped as her glare darkened into what he affectionately referred to as The Look. “I’ll shut up now.”
“Smart man.”
He grinned at her and pointed the way they needed to go. “Why don’t we keep walking? We can jog again once we’re up for it.”
She nodded and started walking with her hands on her hips to keep her back straight. “Been thinking about our plan.”
“Uh huh?” His instincts screamed he'd hate her suggestion.
“If we go through the swamp, we can reach the Purgatory Arch in two days. Cuts our time in half.”
He took in a deep breath, less because he needed the air and more because he wanted to stall for a counterargument she’d agree with. The arch was a thin place, the link between this level of Hell and Purgatory, and Purgatory offered the only certain path home.
Ty didn’t spare on the skepticism when he replied. “You’re assuming it’ll only take us two days.”
“Look, I know my sense of direction might be worthless, but the road we were going to take goes the long way around the swamp. All I’m suggesting is that the shortest path between two points is a straight line.” She wiped her forehead with the back of her forearm. “Even you said we needed a big head start to get around the swamp to reach the Purgatory Arch before the demons, and we've lost our head start.”
“I know what the map says, but no one in the Order has ever gone through the swamp and lived to tell about it.”
“Bullshit!” She managed a laugh, even though she was still somewhat out of breath. “Nelson hid in there for a day once.”
He glared over at her. She would invoke that lousy ass—may he rest in peace. She’d gone out with Nelson once during their training academy, right before she and Ty got involved. He and Nelson had taken an instant dislike to each other. That bastard thought he knew everything. Nelson might not have been stupid, but his sword skills were sub-par.
“Nelson,” he said the name with all the venom the man deserved, “hid out on the edge of the swamp. He didn’t go through it. Even doing that, he nearly got eaten by one of the beasts in there.”
She shrugged and grunted in an obvious taunt. “I mean, if you don’t think you can do better.”
“Don’t you try that with me!” In spite of himself, he couldn’t repress a grin. Dani could be shameless. “Look, we don’t know what kind of conditions we’ll face in there. It’s a swamp. In Hell. At best, we’ll be up to our ankles in blood-soaked muck. Never mind there’s no telling what recent tectonic shifts might have changed in this realm. The swamp could be even bigger than we know. Even the demons avoid that place, because most every creature in there wants to eat them, too.”
She leaned her head back, taking in a deep breath and then slowly releasing it. “Malum’s army knows where we’re headed, and they’ll send every raven flying there and have them notify any demons they can find along the way to gather at the Purgatory Arch. Cutting through the swamp improves our odds of getting there before they can plant their army between us and the passage to Purgatory.”
Dani stared straight ahead. She was breathing hard again, and it had nothing to do with their run from the city.
Ty had put the idea out there after they’d found her mother’s body and learned the Order’s oversight officers were on their way. No one in the Order knew Malum as well as they did. That’s why they were the most qualified to kill the bastard and
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