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Chapter 1

 

This world has genuine heroes in it. That might be hard to believe, what with all the suffering and senseless evil out there these days. But humanity hasn’t rolled over to play dead for the forces of Hell yet. There are real live modern-day paladins on the streets of these dark cities, fighting back that darkness in the name of the light.

I’m not one of them.

See, those crusaders are great at seeing black and white. They tend to have a bit of a blind spot when it comes to shades of gray. That’s where I come in. We’re all fighting for the same side, more or less. At least most of the time. But I do the dirty jobs they won’t touch. I walk in the places where there is no light.

Most days, that’s not quite so literal.

My phone couldn’t light up more than a narrow circle in front of me. That wasn’t entirely a bad thing. Depending on where I aimed it, I either got a look at the stagnant water sloshing lazily along next to me, or the wet, slimy concrete walkway under my feet. The cracks in the walkway told me no one had bothered to do any maintenance down here since old Jacob Jarvis’s day. This narrow little path was likely getting ready to crumble into the water any minute.

You can see why I wasn’t too unhappy about my limited vision. I had a feeling a broader view wouldn’t be much of an improvement.

The smell was the real problem. Father Keller once told me about a trick they use in city morgues. A dab of Vicks under the nostrils cancels out the assault of the organic odors. Where a priest learned that little trick, I have no idea. But I tried it before coming down here. All I can say is, if the reek was this bad with it, I’d hate to know what it would be like without.

Mind you, I don’t expect city sewers to smell like a bouquet of roses. But put it this way: I once set foot in a building full of a dozen week-old corpses. This was worse.

I didn’t mention the rats. Because there weren’t any tonight. And that was enough to send a shiver down my spine. I’d been down here before, and gotten a look at the critters that made the sewers their home. As big as cats, and no fear of humans.

But they were afraid of something. And whatever that something was, it had to be close by, because I hadn’t heard the skritch of claws or seen a flick of a pink tail since I’d come down here.

I had a feeling I knew what had them scared so bad. It was the same something I was here to fight.

My foot hit a patch of slime. My bad leg slid out from under me. I caught myself against the wall. My hand came back slick with a substance I didn’t much want to speculate on.

I cursed softly. My voice echoed back to me in half a dozen profane whispers.

My leg was mostly healed by now, but I still wasn’t one hundred percent steady on it. It could have been worse. I was lucky the bullet hadn’t hit the bone. But to the fragile human body I was stuck in these days, even a comparatively minor gunshot wound was enough to put me out of commission for weeks.

One more reason to hope I could pull off a bit of diplomacy down here. I wasn’t much looking forward to finding out how my leg would hold up in a fight.

I paused to listen. There—up ahead. Footsteps on concrete, almost too soft to hear. My target knew how to be quiet when she needed to be. But no one with that kind of muscle on her could keep perfectly silent.

I sped up, sticking close to the wall just in case the concrete walkway chose this moment to give up the ghost. I kept my own footsteps as quiet as I could without sacrificing speed. Every few paces, I stopped and listened again, to make sure I was on the right track. The footsteps up ahead grew closer and closer. I was gaining on her.

Then the footsteps stopped.

“I know you’re there,” a low female voice called. The words came back to me in a chorus of overlapping echoes. “Turn around now, and you won’t get hurt.”

“I’d just as soon no one gets hurt tonight,” I called back. I kept advancing.

“Nic,” the voice said flatly. “I thought you had listened when I told you not to stand in my way.”

“Had to wait for the leg to heal up, that’s all. Plus, you’re not an easy woman to find these days. A little birdie told me you’d been seen around these parts.” A little birdie by the name of Tish. It paid to have a contact who had ears in all parts of the city’s demonic underground.

“What are you doing down here, anyway? Don’t tell me you’re so desperate for a place to stay that you’re holing up with the rats.”

“Hunting.” The shadows in front of me shifted, and a dark figure stepped into my flashlight beam. I had to tilt the light up to reach her face. I’d forgotten just how tall she was. Wide, too. She was built like a linebacker. It was just my bad luck that she’d taken an interest in demon-hunting instead of football.

Although these days she looked less like a football player and more like the ultra-modern version of an old-timey knight. She’d always had that air to her. The all-black tactical gear she favored helped. But now she’d found herself some fancier gear. Her form-fitting pants and jacket reflected the light of my flashlight in a way that told me they offered more protection than the oilskin coat she used to favor, even though they moved smoothly with every shift of her limbs. The weapons she used to hide away under her coat were in plain view now—her battle-worn axe over her shoulder, at least two guns at her waist, another strapped to her shoulder. Probably a couple more tucked away at her ankles.

But her face… that was the biggest change. I’d thought maybe all I needed to persuade her to come home was a chance to look her in the eye. Now I saw that wasn’t going to happen.

She wore a full-face black helmet, a sleek orb at the top that tapered at the bottom, making her look like a gray alien or some futuristic soldier. A shiny visor across her eyes, tinted too dark for me to see underneath, interrupted the shiny surface. A matching line came down from forehead to mouth. They formed a cross, putting me in mind of an old crusader helmet.

Those heroes I mentioned? She was one of them.

And I was here to stop her.

Guess that made me the villain.


 

Chapter 2

 

“Why did you come here?” The helmet made her voice a little louder, a little deeper. A little less human.

“Somebody’s got to,” I said with a shrug. “And I figure I’m the natural choice, seeing as I got you into this and all. Not to mention, I know you won’t hurt me. Can’t say the same for any other demon in this city.”

“Who says I won’t hurt you?”

“We’ve got a history, you and me,” I said. “Or have you already forgotten who it was that helped you get out of the Inquisition once it went corrupt? Be a little ungrateful to thank me with an axe to the face, don’t you think?”

Silence.

I tried on a crooked smile. “Besides, you’re technically still my employee. You never quit, I never fired you, which means you’re still on the books. I thought that kind of thing mattered to you, what with how you like things all neat and orderly. Isn’t there a law somewhere about killing your employer before you give him a chance to talk things out?”

Her sleek black helmet was alien, unreadable.

I crossed my arms. Took a step closer. “You’ve been doing a fair bit of damage out there,” I said quietly. “Leaving a lot of dead demons in your wake. Including more than a few who never did anything worse than be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“There are no innocent demons.”

“That’s an awfully broad brush. You mean to paint me with it, too?”

“That’s up to you to decide. Are you on the side of light, or the side of darkness? If you’re here to stop me, you’re on the wrong side.”

“And that family of imps living in that empty building down in Ashley Hill? Starving from trying to live on cockroaches because they didn’t want trouble with the local humans? Whose side were they on?”

“If you wanted to make me feel guilty, you should have sent the priest.”

“You know why I didn’t.” I nodded at her right hand. She had it covered by a thick black glove, made of the same shiny material as the rest of her outfit, but the telltale boxy bulge above her ring finger confirmed what I already knew. “That ring you’ve got would have brought him under your control in an instant.”

The ring in question used to belong to Joan of Arc. I’d retrieved it for a client of mine. It had a few neat tricks, but the main one was its ability to turn up the volume on the human conscience, sharpen the line between right and wrong. I should have figured out earlier on that it was more trouble than it was worth. Turns out when people who think themselves certain of right and wrong get hold of a little power, the rest of us wind up having to put them down more often than not.

I’d stopped the ring’s last owner without resorting to drastic measures. That’s what I was hoping to do this time around, too. And not just because I’d gotten attached to Juliana over the time we’d spent working together. That ring did other things besides make a person hear their conscience better. It made them unnaturally strong, for one—and that was an area where Juliana didn’t need any extra help. It also gave them the ability to sense the presence of enemies and anticipate their moves, which was probably how she’d known I was down here in the first place.

And last but not least, it let them prick at the conscience of any nearby humans, until they believed the one wearing the ring was the sole arbiter of right and wrong. Until they were ready and willing to die for the wearer’s cause.

Lucky for me, I wasn’t human. Not entirely, at least. For the first few thousand years of my life, I was a guardian angel, protecting monsters in human skin on behalf of the corrupt tyrant on the Divine Throne. One Fall later, along with a tiny war in Heaven and God’s blood all over my stolen sword, and here I was. I’d used up every bit of power in me to strike that final blow, and I’d fully expected not to survive. Instead, I’d woken up like this. Human. Mortal. Powerless.

I knew a little magic of the human variety. And my lack of a human soul made me immune to the ring’s effects. But in a fight against Juliana, those were the only things I had going for me.

“So he sent you instead,” said Juliana. “A demon without a conscience.”

“I’ve got enough grasp on right and wrong not to go slaughtering half-starved imps. Can you say the same?”

“Did you really think I would be willing to make a deal with a demon?”

“Up until a few weeks ago, we were working together just fine.”

“If you thought I didn’t have any problems working with one of the Fallen, you weren’t listening.”

I answered with a small shrug. She made a fair point. She’d never made any secret of how she felt about me. I might have done her a solid a few years back, but in her books, what I used to be still put me on the wrong side of that clear bright line in her head.

“You know this isn’t you,” I said, with another step forward. “That ring is yelling so loud in your ear about its own ideas of right and wrong that you can’t see sense.”

“It’s only making me clearer on what I already knew. You were always the one who liked shades of gray, not me.”

“Then take it off and let’s see what you have to say without it.”

“So you can take it from me?” She shook her head. My flashlight beam jumped and juddered across her visor. “You and I have nothing to talk about. I have the power to protect the city again—like back when I was an Inquisitor, only better. For the first time in years, everything is clear. I am the Last Inquisitor, and I won’t let anyone interfere with my mission. Not even you.” She turned her back on me. “Go home, Nic. I have a hunt to finish.”

I hurried ahead and passed her so I was standing in her way. My leg let out a sharp jab of protest, but it kept on holding me upright. For now.

“Not tonight,” I said. “Not until we talk. Or else settle this a different way. Your choice.”

“You care that much about protecting the hellhound that’s living down here? Do you have any idea what kind of damage that thing will do when it ventures out of the little nest it’s built?”

“The only one I’m here to protect is you. I came here to get that ring back before it swallows you up and there’s nothing left inside you but some old magic from a dead saint.” I held out my hand, palm cupped. “This ends here. Give it to me.”

I knew it was an illusion, but the reflected light of my flashlight in her visor felt like a sharp, cold stare of accusation. “You took my old life from me, Nic. I was happy fighting for the Inquisition. That all ended when you and your army defeated God.”

Her voice broke, the way it always did when she talked about the Last War. As much as I’d tried to tell her the truth about the old bastard on the Throne, she was, and remained, a true believer.

“You may have switched sides since then, but you can’t ignore the damage Hell’s army did back when you fought alongside them,” she said. “Now there’s nothing holding all the demons in Hell back from treating Earth as their own personal playground. Michael has control of the Inquisition—and you know he cares more about furthering his own ambitions than protecting humanity. Someone’s got to clean up the mess you left, and there’s no one to do it but me.

“So no, Nic. This doesn’t end here. This will never end. And you know what? I’m okay with that. This is the fight I was made for—and I won’t let you take it from me a second time.”

I could have told her I had never switched sides. That I was always on the side of the good, at least the way I saw it. Everything I did, I did to get justice for the ones who couldn’t get it for themselves.

But if I told her that, she wouldn’t listen. I knew. I’d tried it before. And if I told her the full truth about the Last War, and my role in it… well, then she’d do a fair bit worse than not believe me.

The truth is, there was no army, and no war. Just me and one of the Fallen too loyal to me to see the stupidity in following me on my suicide mission. Juliana believed in the myth that had sprung up in Heaven and Hell over the past five years—the ten thousand angels that had stormed the gates of Heaven. She didn’t know—she would never know—that it was my war alone. And my sword, ripped from the hands of the Archangel Michael, that had spilled divine blood on Heaven’s golden streets.

“Nothing to say?” Juliana asked.

“Nothing you’d want to hear.”

“Then leave.” The reflected light in her visor glittered like ice crystals. “Or face the judgment of Heaven.”

With an inner sigh, I reached for the angelic glyphs I’d painstakingly memorized—the ones that would let me shoot out a burst of pure divine flame. I rested one hand on the hilt of my magical focus: Michael’s sword itself. Angelic magic, the way humans use it, runs on faith—that’s always been the only way for humans to tap into divine power. And I didn’t have much faith in anything else except what I’d done in that war that wasn’t a war… the justice I’d brought to Heaven and Earth that day.

I closed my eyes and watched the symbols burn bright with white flame in my inner vision. Guess it had been too much to ask that she would listen to me. Now I just had to hope divine fire could burn through that armor of hers. Didn’t look like much else would.

A low, rattling growl from behind me broke my concentration. The symbols lost their shape and escaped my mental grip to recede to the far corners of my memory. That’s the trick with this kind of magic: the angelic language doesn’t like it when the human brain tries to hold on to it too tight.

Hot breath tickled the back of my neck. A glob of thick, warm drool landed at the base of my skull and ran down my collar.

I tightened my grip on the sword. “Um… Juliana? What was it you said was down here?”


 

Chapter 3

 

I turned around slowly. Making any sudden moves seemed like a bad idea. I aimed my flashlight at the floor, so the thing behind me wouldn’t mistake it for a threat.

The beam landed square on a… well, I might have called the black hairy thing in front of me a dog’s paw, if it had been about five times smaller. Thick, dark fur jutted out in matted clumps from between sharp-nailed toes. If the creature attached to it was a dog, then I was the Archangel Michael.

Another growl sent me stepping back so fast I tripped over my own feet. My bad leg complained again. My flashlight beam jerked up, shining into dull red eyes. Eyes that were up higher than they should have been. If I wasn’t mistaken, the thing’s head came all the way up to my chest. If it wanted, it could rip out my neck in one bite without straining to do it.

And it had the teeth for it. The jagged yellow points gleamed with saliva. They had bits of fur and flesh caught between them. Maybe all those rats hadn’t gone into hiding after all.

The hellhound lowered its head. Its lips pulled back. The hair on its back stood straight up as it let out a longer growl, one that reverberated through the concrete and straight into my skeleton.

“Remind me,” I said without taking my eyes off the hound, “how did we take down that hellhound a couple months back?”

“That magic whistle,” said Juliana from over my shoulder. “The one you got from your occult-museum contact.”

“Oh, right. Well, I’m fresh out of those, sorry to say.” I patted my pocket anyway, as if a magic whistle might have materialized from nothing in the last five minutes. No luck. “If I’m not misremembering, that one was also about half this size.”

“Must have been a puppy,” said Juliana. “You’d know better than me, though. You’re the one who’s actually spent time in Hell.”

“Yeah, well, I gave these guys a wide berth if I could help it. Most of the hellhounds in Hell are feral. Would you go hanging around packs of wild dogs if you could help it?”

“So then I’m guessing you don’t know what commands they might respond to.”

“Mostly, ‘Get out of here before I stick you with this pointy thing.’ With a lot of stomping and stick-waving for emphasis. In Hell, most everyone knows to get out of the way of the scariest thing around. Animals included.”

“Worth a try.” I heard the rustle and clank that meant Juliana was pulling her axe free.

“You really think we’re the scariest things down here?”

The hellhound growled louder. Sounded to me like it was saying, Get out of here before I tear into your neck with these pointy things.

Well, it was this or run, and as a guy with one good leg, I didn’t like my chances in a race against a critter with four. I tucked my phone back into my pocket and pulled my sword free. It wasn’t like I needed the flashlight anymore—not once the white divine flame rushed down the blade, throwing a circle of light in all directions.

And killing my night vision in the process. Everything outside that small circle was now an inky black. Michael had neglected to think of certain practicalities when he’d put that flashy enchantment on this thing.

The hellhound’s growl went silent. Its red eyes held mine, like it was taking my measure.

“Well, what do you know?” I murmured to Juliana. “It shut up. Looks like you were right—it’s more afraid of us than we are of it.” I raised my voice. “Get out of here! Go on, git!”

The dog didn’t go.

“You ever had dogs?” Juliana asked. She didn’t sound relieved.

“Dogs don’t like me much. Or any other animals, either. They can smell something off about me, I guess.”

“My uncle raised guard dogs,” said Juliana. “He always said a few barks and growls are nothing to be afraid of. The dogs want to make you think they’re the boss, that’s all. The time you should really get scared is when they go silent. That’s when you know they mean business.”

The hellhound crouched low.

I leapt out of the way just in time. The hound’s teeth snapped shut inches from my neck. Its nasty breath caught me full in the face, giving me a good whiff of sulfur and what I guessed was rat blood. My sword came down, but missed the hound’s neck by a lot more than inches. The sword worked well for me as a magical focus; as a physical weapon, not so much.

I was out of practice with a blade—a few years of learning to rely on guns will do that to you. Plus, it was meant to be wielded by someone with an angel’s strength. I’d been getting in my workouts—some days, at least—but the human body has its limits.

Juliana rushed into the opening I had left. Her axe moved in an intricate pattern, flying so fast all I saw was a glittering blur as it reflected the light from my sword. Every time the hellhound lunged for her, the axe got there first. One of the best gifts that ring of hers had to offer. Being able to see your enemy’s next move before they make it is no minor advantage in a fight.

But whenever the axe blade came down on the hellhound’s fur, the long, matted black hair repelled it like the creature’s coat was made of iron. As far as I could see, super strength or not, she wasn’t doing much more than making it mad.

I tucked the sword back into its scabbard and quickly pulled off my gloves. No sense in ruining a perfectly good pair by burning a hole through them. I closed my eyes and dragged the angelic glyphs kicking and screaming out of my memory again. They tried to squirm away from me, but I held them tight in my mental grip as I shouted, “A hasda!”

A rush of warmth and comfort poured through me. It was lazy Saturdays, the perfect cup of coffee, a cat lazing in a sunbeam. That was the faith that fueled the magic. The magical focus didn’t just help me draw on my personal faith—it used that emotional connection somehow to pull from the power pool that was the combined faith of all humanity. Don’t ask me how. I’m no theologian, and no magic expert either. All I knew was, without the focus and its ability to connect me to that power, I couldn’t so much as shoot off a few sparks.

Well, except under certain special circumstances. But I try not to go there anymore. It’s safer that way.

What shot from my hand was a lot more than sparks. A pure white beam of light lanced through the air and clear through the hellhound’s flank. The hellhound screamed in a voice that was almost human as the light shot out the other side and sizzled the stagnant water. Steam rose from the surface of the water as the hellhound staggered back. The smell of burnt sewage filled the air—and let me tell you, there’s no smell bad enough that burning can’t make it worse.

I thought the hound would run. But it limped forward, teeth bared, its growl loud enough now to shake the tunnel.

It leapt for Juliana, the yellowed saw blade of its mouth aimed at her neck.

She let her axe fall. It clattered to the concrete as her hands clamped around the hellhound’s neck. She held the thing up and away from her, all four of its legs dangling in front of her. It snapped and snarled, but couldn’t reach her.

As I boggled at the strength that had to take, her hands twisted in a short, sharp motion. The crack of the hellhound’s neck echoed off the walls. The creature went limp.

She dropped it to the concrete in front of her, where it lay in a crumpled heap of fur. The red light slowly faded from its eyes until they were the same flat black as Juliana’s helmet.

I tucked my sword away, and brought out my phone again to bring some light to the sudden darkness. We stood together for a moment, watching the unmoving body. I kept one hand on my sword. But the hellhound’s eyes stayed an empty black, and it didn’t so much as twitch.

I looked at Juliana. She looked at me.

I kept my hand on my sword. She reached down and picked up her axe. She didn’t put it away.

“So,” I said into the uneasy silence, “you’re pretty strong now.”

“You don’t want to fight me,” said Juliana. “You know who’d win.”

“Yeah, that’s about what I was thinking. Doesn’t mean I won’t do it, though, if you make it necessary.” I paused. “We fought well together just now. We always have.”

“Have you picked your side, Nic?”

“Yeah. I’m on your side. Same as I ever was.” I closed my eyes and got ready to draw on the magic again.

Once again, a sound from behind me broke my concentration. Not a growl this time, but a soft yip. It was coming from somewhere a little farther down the tunnel. Not much farther, by the sound of it.

I opened my eyes and swept my flashlight beam up and down. A little black puffball not much bigger than one of my boots came toddling down the path on stubby little legs. It wagged its tail tentatively when it saw us.

“Guess now we know what the big one was doing down here,” Juliana muttered. She hefted her axe.

I got between her and the puppy. “I don’t think so. Not on my watch.”

“You really want another of those things down here?”

“You want to be the kind of person who’d hurt a defenseless puppy?”

“Defenseless, my ass. Bet it’s got a bite like its mama’s.”

I crouched down and held out my hands to the puppy. It sniffed my fingerless leather gloves. I wore them all the time these days, to cover the scars I’d gotten in that last fight in Heaven, when the angelic glyphs carved all down the middle of Michael’s sword had burned themselves into my palms. When I wasn’t around any kind of magical energy, my palms were smooth as the proverbial baby’s bottom. But the second any angelic or demonic energy crossed my path, the glyphs showed right back up again in the angry red-black of fresh burns, and squirmed like living things as they tried to escape my skin. It was a sight to see, and not one I wanted to explain to any mundane clients. Hence the gloves.

The puppy, after a few seconds of thoughtful contemplation, licked the center of one glove. A sharp pain shot through the scar and reverberated all the way up to my elbow. Yep, that thing came straight from Hell, all right.

I reached out and scratched it behind the ear. It leaned into my touch.

Juliana’s helmet amplified her sigh. “Not worth it,” she muttered. She turned on her heel and stalked away. She made no attempt to quiet her footsteps this time, which meant she was back to her usual elephant stride that shook the ground under her.

I stood and watched her go. I’d come down here for a purpose. If I let her go now, Empty Throne only knew when I’d catch wind of her again.

And if I stayed to fight… well. I’d gotten a firsthand look at her strength. It would take a lucky shot for me to win that fight. And I wouldn’t feel too lucky afterward, since the only way she’d stop was if she was dead.

The puppy sat at my feet. It looked up at me with a little whimper that sounded like a question.

Yeah—there was that, too. “It’s not just me I have to worry about her taking out, is it, little guy?”

I scooped up the ball of fluff. It didn’t resist. It was warm against my hands—too warm. And that heat wasn’t all from my scars. The little guy seemed to burn with his own—or her own—inner fire. I held the puppy up by the shoulders and dangled it in front of me. Definitely a he.

“You’re not some stray I can take home with me,” I said, looking into his red eyes. “I can’t exactly drop you off at the pound, either. Sorry, little guy. Good luck out there. Stay away from Inquisitors from here on out, all right?”

The puppy’s ears drooped. He let out a mewling cry.

“Oh, come on. You don’t even understand English.”

He licked my thumb. His rough tongue tickled.

“I’m going to regret this,” I muttered. “This isn’t permanent, all right? I’ll give you a bowl of kibble and a warm place to sleep, and then we’ll figure out what to do with you.”

I tucked the puppy tight against my chest. He nuzzled his head against my patchy leather jacket.

Yep, I was definitely going to regret this.


 

Chapter 4

 

By the time I limped back to my office, the sun was crawling up into the sky with a red, hungover gaze. My building wasn’t much to look at. It was a skinny little two-story dump, squished ignominiously between the hulking corpses of two once-thriving factories from Jarvis’s better days.

One of those factories was now an apartment building. It had a well-deserved reputation for being the kind of place you didn’t go unless your only other option was being out on the street… and sometimes not even then. The other served as a hub for the various local criminal factions to make trades and settle grievances.

It was easy to overlook my building next to its two neighbors. Which was just the way I liked it. The sign next to the door had only my name, in letters no bigger than my thumb. No need to put anything else. Anyone who came around looking for me already knew what I did.

On paper, I was a personal security consultant. I gave people advice on keeping themselves and their property safe. Advice only, no hands-on work.

It made a good story for the cops.

In reality, my job description was simpler, and covered a fair bit more. I got justice on behalf of people who couldn’t get it anywhere else. Usually people who had gotten themselves into situations modern science didn’t know what to do with, let alone the modern legal system. Sometimes that took the form of handing out advice. More often, it meant taking matters into my own hands.

Father Keller, ever the early riser, was already sitting at his desk when I walked in with the puppy tucked under my arm. He had a styrofoam cup of coffee from the Daily Grind in his hand. Another cup sat on the corner of his desk, waiting for me—along with a white paper bag stuffed full of their daily bakery specials, no doubt still warm from the oven. I took a sniff. My mouth watered. Chocolate muffins—my favorite.

Looked like Father Keller was doing the accounting, which probably accounted—so to speak—for the frown on his face. We barely brought in enough money to pay the bills in the best of months, and it hadn’t been the best of months for a good while now.

At the sound of the door, he looked up from the ledger. “Oh, good,” he said. “You’re back. You have a—” His mouth snapped shut as his eyes fixed on my chest area.

It took me a second to figure out what he was looking at. With a sheepish expression, I set the puppy down and brushed bits of black fur off my jacket. The puppy promptly squatted and made a puddle. He looked up at me with a little tail wag, like he was expecting applause for his accomplishment.

“He followed me home,” I said. “Can I keep him?”

Father Keller stood and squinted at the puppy. “Those are some rather large paws.”

“Yeah, well, you should see his mom.”

“Yes, that’s what I’m afraid of. They say the bigger the paws, the bigger the dog.” He rubbed his eyes. Looked at the dog again. Then he took a long sniff. “Is that…”

“Sulfur,” I confirmed. “Turns out Juliana wasn’t down in the sewers for the hell of it. She was hunting. This little guy’s mom was her quarry.”

Father Keller looked like his muffin had gone down the wrong way. “I hear a fully grown hellhound can be as tall as a man’s waist.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell him he was underestimating by a fair margin. “Doesn’t matter. This is a temporary arrangement.”

“Yes, I’m sure.” With a sigh, Father Keller reached behind his desk and produced a bottle of spray cleaner. He got to work scrubbing down the floor where the puppy had done his business. “You’ll need to get a leash and collar so you can start taking it for walks.”

“Him. It’s a he.”

Father Keller gave me that look he uses when he knows I’m about to make a terrible decision.

“It’s temporary,” I said again. “Speaking of which, you mind keeping an eye on him for a couple hours? I’m going to crash upstairs for a bit. My leg is about ready to fall off.”

“While normally I would applaud you taking care of yourself for once,” said Father Keller, still eyeing the puppy dubiously, “what I was trying to say when you walked in was that you have a potential client. She’s waiting for you in your office.”

“What, this early?”

“She’s the first client we’ve had in weeks.” Father Keller cast a worried glance down at the ledger. “I wasn’t about to ask questions.”

As I shrugged off my jacket and started for the inner door, he cleared his throat. “And, Nic?” He lowered his voice. “Don’t be startled by her appearance.”

“What, does she have three heads or something?” It wasn’t as silly a question as it sounded. I’d seen stranger things in Hell, and a demon showing up on my doorstep looking for help wasn’t that uncommon an occurrence.

My question made Father Keller wince. “Just… show some kindness.”

I wanted to ask more questions, but the puppy chose that moment to use one of the legs of Father Keller’s desk as a chew toy, and all of a sudden Father Keller had his hands full trying to wrestle him away. Besides, I’d kept this mystery woman waiting long enough. The longer a client had to wait, the less likely it was they’d be willing to part with their money.

I pushed my wiry hair back and away from my face as I opened the door. It sproinged right up again. I stepped into my inner office, and got ready to hold down a four-way conversation if need be.

The woman was sitting in the chair in front of my desk, her back to me. Only one head. I didn’t know what Father Keller had been on about—she looked perfectly ordinary to me.

Well, maybe ordinary for another part of the city. Not anywhere within twenty blocks of my office.

Her long black coat was designer. Her black hair—the little of it that had escaped her hood—was as sleek and shiny as if she’d stepped off a movie set. Her heels weren’t made for clacking along on the rough and pitted sidewalk outside.

But my sense of her ran deeper than looks. It didn’t even come from the scent of orchids and jasmine that rose up around her, driving away my inner office’s usual smell of tacos and stale coffee. Even from behind, I marked the way she held herself with a straight back and a tipped-up head. This was a woman used to people taking note when she walked into a room, and dropping everything to listen when she spoke.

I walked around to my side of the desk and slid into my chair. I looked up at the woman, mouth half-open in greeting—and closed it again to swallow a gasp.

She’d been ordinary from the back. That was because the hood and long sleeves covered up her scars. But from here, I had a good view of her face and her hands, the two parts of her she hadn’t hidden.

She had a couple patches of milky-pale skin here and there, where the burns hadn’t touched. But everything except those few spots was layers upon layers of knotted red scar tissue. Her one remaining eye had a dark, hypnotic quality that told me she’d once possessed the kind of beauty people would stop dead on the street to take notice of.  The other eyelid looked half melted shut, with nothing underneath but a dark emptiness. Her hands, resting on my desk, were twisted claws, the smaller fingers withered away.

She caught me looking. Her lips—or the place where lips normally would have been—twisted in an ironic smile.

I flushed. “What can I do for you, ma’am?” I asked.

“You could start by asking how I’ve been.” The woman’s voice was as raspy as the caw of a crow at the wrong end of a lifelong smoking habit. That alone would have been startling—but not enough to jolt me out of my seat. No, what sent me to my feet so hard my chair clattered to the ground behind me was that I recognized that voice.

I reached for my sword with one hand, my pistol with the other. “Vek. It’s been a while.”


 

Chapter 5

 

“Relax, Nicariel,” said Vek in a throaty murmur. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

“That’s not what you said last time I saw you.”

“Yes, well, things have changed since then. As you can see.” She gestured at herself with a talon of a finger. “I’m here as a client. I need your help.”

Vekaniel. Five years ago, when I had stormed Heaven to get my justice, she had followed behind. I’d gotten her out of a bad spot once, back in Hell. She took it to mean she owed it to me to die for my cause.

And for five years, I thought she had. Up until a couple months back, when she resurfaced in Jarvis, spearheading a demonic scheme to give demons a new life on earth by sticking them in the bodies of street kids. I had some sympathy for the demons in question. Not all of them are inherently evil, whatever Heaven’s propaganda machine will tell you. It wasn’t their fault their great-great-grandfather or whoever had Fallen from Heaven, damning all their future descendants to an eternity in Hell. The thing I took exception to was the fact that the human hosts hadn’t exactly been willing.

And neither had my client—the owner of the body Vek had wanted to take for herself. Normally, for one of the Fallen, a human body would be a major downgrade. But Vek had paid a hefty price to buy me the time I needed to get to the Divine Throne. She had come out of the battle twisted and scarred, and minus a good chunk of her power. Last I knew, she hadn’t even been able to shift into the human form all the Fallen possessed.

Which was part of the reason I didn’t know what to make of the woman sitting in front of me now.

“Where’d you get the human body?” I asked. “I should warn you—if it’s not yours, we’re not going to sit down and have a civil conversation about it.” My grip tightened on my weapons.

She rolled her one good eye. “If I were going to possess a human host, don’t you think it would be one in better shape?” She tapped her talons against the wood of my desk. “No, I have you to thank for this. You convinced your client to pay back her debt to me with her remaining vitality rather than her physical form. I could have used that influx of power to fully heal my true form, and possibly even regain a portion of my strength. If I had, I would have been in much better shape to fight you, if a fight was what I was looking for.”

“Instead, you gave yourself back your human form,” I said. “Looks like what you got from Holly Bennett was enough to let you shift forms again, but only just.”

I loosened my grip on the gun and the sword hilt. But I stayed standing, and I didn’t take my eyes off her for a second.

“What I don’t get is why,” I said. “Last we talked, you were desperate to free yourself from the pain of those scars of yours. And you’d set yourself up as the liberator of demonkind, besides. Could have liberated a lot of demons with your old power back.”

“There was one thing I wanted more than power, and more than relief from pain,” she said. “It’s the same thing my followers wanted. To be free of Hell. To have the same second chance you were given—the chance to live a simple human life.”

She lowered her head and looked up at me through thick, dark lashes.

“I failed them,” she said. “You defeated me. I thought it best to accept my defeat gracefully. I cannot free those to whom I promised freedom, but I can take a little of that freedom for myself. This body may not be the most lovely, but it passes as human with no questions, which is more than I can say for my other form.”

Considering her other form was a seven-foot-tall demon with cracks of lava-like blood spilling out from crusty, blackened skin—and the skeletal remains of her angelic wings jutting out from her back—I’d say that was an understatement. “Accepting defeat? That doesn’t sound like you.”

She seemed to grow smaller in front of
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