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"How in the hell did you find me?"
I asked, pushing the big dog's head away. "Wait, you don’t have to answer
that. I'm just glad you're here."


"I told you I would always find you," the big dog
replied. He lifted his muzzle and sniffed, then scanned the chapel with his
eyes, finally coming to rest on the statue of Gaea that filled the area above
the dais. "Since when does Gaea's image reside in temples? What is this
place?"


"Let's just say we aren’t in Vegas anymore," I
said, standing up. "At least not the same one you just came from. This is
somewhere else."


"I do not understand," Charlie replied. "What
mischief has Gaea wrought upon us this time?"


"It's a long story," I said, patting the big dog's
head. "But the worst part is that she's stranded me here without any
powers. I'm not a Fae anymore."


"Show me," he said, thumping my chest with his
nose three times. "The magic is strong in this place. Why would Gaea do
such a thing? What quest of hers can you fulfill without powers?" He
pulled back and stared as I slowly lifted the supple Fae armor I'd been wearing
and bared my chest.


"I haven't quite figured that out yet," I said,
rubbing my hand over my heart, the skin where Hade's key had once burned
brightly was now unblemished. "Hell, I don’t even know what the rules are
in this place. I showed up here as a Lieutenant on the Police Department in my
old office. Only things are different and it's not just the promotion. The way
I see it, I probably shouldn’t even be able to understand you, yet I do.
There's a lot of other things that don’t fit. We'll just have to play it by ear
until something comes along that we can make sense of."


"This is madness," he replied, then began to growl
as the door to the sanctuary creaked open.


"You won't get any argument from me there," I
said, turning my head to look back as Ligia walked into the chapel. I quickly
pulled down my armor and turned back to Charlie. "It's the High Priestess.
For now, just keep a low profile and follow my lead. She knows I am on a quest
for Gaea, but that's all she knows. I'll explain the rest later." Before
he could respond, I stood up and walked to the end of the pew and then stepped
into the aisle.


"Lieutenant," Ligia said as she saw me. "Maia
has done what she can for your friend. Her wounds are healed but she is still
weak."


The friend in question was a Colonel Livia Camillus, a member
of the Vatican Security Service on assignment here in Vegas to provide security
for the Cardinal sent here to head a secret meeting between the Church and
representatives from Hell. Unfortunately, her abilities to accomplish that
mission had been curtailed due to the constraints she was under by the Federal
Agency overseeing the meeting. That was why she'd been with me. We'd been cut
out as well. So I'd had to take matters into my own hands She'd been injured
when we captured the sniper that the Feds had missed some 50 yards out the back
door of the house the Fallen Angel that had set the whole thing up was staying.
That same sniper belonged to an ancient order of Knights that was opposed to
that sort of thing. Needless to say, since neither one of us could afford to be
seen having been involved, I'd had to improvise to attend to her injuries.
Which explained why I was here at the Church of Gaea instead of at a local
hospital.


"Is there someone with you?" she asked.


"Oh, yeah. Sorry," I said, motioning to the big
dog. He came out from behind the pews and walked up beside me.


"This is Char… I mean Karalos. He's a… well… call him a
friend of the family."


"Well met, Priestess," Charlie said, bowing his
head as he spoke.


"Well met indeed, Lord Karalos," she said, a brief
look of surprise on her face before she caught herself. Then she gestured
toward the doorway. "You are most welcome here. Come, Lieutenant, I will
take you to her."


Charlie gave a quick snort at the Lord reference, then
trotted behind me as we followed the Priestess out of the chapel and into the
room where I'd left Livia in the Healer's care. As we reached the doorway, I
gave Charlie a cue to wait and then I walked into the room. Livia was sitting
on the table speaking to Maia, the Healer. She looked haggard and her skin was
pale, but at least she was awake and talking. She glanced up as I entered the
room.


"Robert?" she asked. "The mission? It was
successful?"


"It was," I replied. "The Knight is safely
tucked away and no one is the wiser. Although I think I'd have preferred it
better if you would have refrained from trying to become a martyr."


"Oh," she replied, rubbing her side where a faint
scar could be seen above her hip. "My apologies. Her knife slipped between
the armor. I didn’t think it was that bad. I was wrong. Thank you for seeking
medical attention for me. This is the first time I've been to a Healer. It was
quite the experience."


"I bet it was. The important thing is that you made
it," I replied, then looked up at the Healer. "She safe to
move?"


"Yes," she replied. "Although I would caution
her to try and get some rest when possible. Magic can do many things but only
her body can finish the healing process."


"I understand," I said, turning toward the
doorway. "Let me grab you a change of clothes from the Jeep and then we
can get you out of here." I walked out the door and motioned for Charlie
to follow, leading him across the grass and into the parking lot where I'd
parked the Willy's Jeep.


"These scents are familiar," Charlie said as I
opened the rear hatch. He put his paws on the back of the Willy's and began to
sniff the compartment. "Yet they should not be." He jumped down and lifted
his nose, sniffing the air. "The magic is much stronger here. What have
you not told me?"


"Like I said," I replied, opening the duffel and
pulling out Livia's clothes. "It's a long story. This is a different
world, but then again, there are similarities. For one thing, people from the
past keep popping up."


"Such as the Knight we captured near Rael's,"
Charlie said. "I recognize her scent in this vehicle. Is she part of the
mission the other spoke of?"


"She is," I replied, closing the hatch. "I'm
not sure who the exact target was this time but she was set up at Rael's again.
As you can guess, it didn’t go as well. We stumbled through it, but without you
at my side… well, let's just say I'm glad you're here now." I knelt down
beside him and patted his back. "Look, this place is crazy. Unlike back
home, magic is everywhere and everyone here knows about it. But that's just
part of it. You're gonna see a lot of people we know, only you can’t assume
they're our friends. There's just too much to explain all at once. Let's get
her out of here and then hopefully we'll have some time to talk."


"As you wish," he said as I started to get up,
then stopped as I heard sirens coming down the road. A moment later four plain
cars running code 3 with lights and sirens passed us heading toward downtown on
Charleston.


"Trouble?" Charlie asked, seeing my reaction to
the vehicles.


"Feds," I said as they faded from view. "This
place's version of the EAB. Not quite as sophisticated as back home but there's
the fact that I might have rubbed their noses in it a bit when we snatched the
Knight. Of course, they don't know it was me, but it would probably be best if
they don’t see the two of us together. With them still out and about it's going
to make getting Livia to the downtown Neptune without being spotted
difficult."


I went back to the Willy's and tried to call Mal on the
radio, figuring he could take her for me, but there was no answer. Which meant
he was probably still at the jail dealing with our errant Knight. I looked over
at Charlie. "Come on. Let's get back to the others while I try to figure
something else out."


"What of Sendy?" he asked, meaning the sky Fae
back in my own world.


"You need to remember what I told you about this place.
I'm not a Fae Lord or a God here," I replied. "Hell, from what the
High Priestess called you, you've got a better chance of reaching her than I
do. But it doesn’t really matter. I've yet to see any of the Aurea here anyway."


"I do not like this world," Charlie grumbled.


"Yeah… well… I'm not exactly thrilled with it
either," I replied.


The Healer was already gone by the time we returned. I
handed Livia her clothes and told her about the increased EAB activity, then
waited outside for her to change. Stepping over to where the High Priestess was
standing, I noticed Charlie gazing over the grounds.


"There are Hamadryad here," Charlie said a moment
later. "Are there Hamadryad at this downtown Neptune you spoke of?"


"Yeah," I replied. "As a matter of fact,
there are." I turned to Ligia. "What about that? Can you take Livia
home via the trees? It would be a lot less risky for her than traveling with
me."


"I am sorry, Lieutenant," she said. "The
Hamadryad do not allow humans to travel within the trees. It is not their
way."


"What is this foolishness?" Charlie asked,
growling. "Are you not the leader here? Since when do the Dryad refuse a
request from their K…"


I stepped between them and knelt down in front of Charlie.
"What did I say? Ixnay on the ingkay," I whispered before turning
back to Ligia. "Sorry about that. Allies," I said, finishing the
sentence before he could say any more. "Allies, he meant Allies."


"Did he?" she replied. "Well then Karalos,
while I am indeed a Dryad and the High Priestess here, I have no control over that
realm. I do not know how they deal with such things in your lands but only the
Lady of the Wood has the authority to allow such a thing here."


"Then I will speak to her myself," he growled,
trotting off toward the grove before I could stop him.


"He's not really used to anyone telling him no," I
said as Charlie stopped in front of one of the oak trees. A moment later, a
Hamadryad appeared. After a short discussion, he followed her into the tree and
was gone. It seems like I wasn't the only one different here. Not that Charlie
couldn’t handle his own affairs but back home he probably would have checked
with me first before trotting off to talk to a Fae leader. Something about the
magic here must have changed him.


"Apparently not," she replied. "Then again,
he is an Arcadian Fae of an ancient royal line, such beings seldom do."
Then she looked directly into my eyes. "Although he does not seem to have
that same problem with you. Why is that Lieutenant?"


"Long story," I replied, trying to come up with a
reasonable explanation. I should have figured that having Charlie here was
going to open up a whole new set of problems. "What can I say? He and my
grandmother were close. Used to see him a lot when I was little. Nowadays he
only shows up when I'm in trouble."


"Strange that I have not heard of this before
then," she remarked. "As trouble seems to follow you wherever you
go."


"I can’t argue with you there. But in his defense,
Charlie likes to keep a low profile," I replied, realizing I'd have to be
careful where he was concerned. "Well, at least usually."


Livia took that moment to come out of the room.


"Are you ready to take me back?" she asked as she
joined us next to one of the Temple columns.


"Gonna be a few," I replied. "With the Feds
still active I'm a little concerned about being seen together. We're looking at
other options now."


"What other options?" Livia asked. 


"That kind," I replied and pointed to the grove. A
golden light had appeared as Charlie emerged from the tree.


"Is that the same one?" she asked. "The one
from the portrait? I thought he was your grandmother's dog."


"Yep, that's him," I replied as he ran toward us.
It was the easiest way to answer. "But he isn’t just anyone's dog. He's
something special. Come on, I'll introduce you… or not."


"You are the one that must be taken to the
Neptune?" Charlie asked, ignoring me as he walked up to Livia.


"Yes," she said, glancing over at us.


"Come then," he said. "We must go now."


"What?" she asked, pointing to the tree as her
eyes widened. "Through there? I've never…"


"Few of your kind have," Charlie agreed. "But
this is the quickest way and the Hamadryad have agreed to take you with escort.
We must hurry. Come." He turned and trotted down the steps toward the
trees, stopping and looking back as he reached the grass.


"Go on," I said, prodding her along. "He's
right. It is the safest way. It'll be fine, trust me. Besides, think of the
stories you can tell your grandchildren. I'll get the rest of your things to
you later when it's safe to meet."


She continued down the steps and followed Charlie to the
tree, stopping and staring as the golden glow brightened.


"Hey," I yelled. "Try to remember that it'd
be best if no one sees a human coming out of a tree!"


He looked at me and I could have sworn he rolled his eyes, then
he pushed her forward with his nose. She disappeared and he followed her in.


"I would not have thought that possible," the High
Priestess said when they were gone.


"He can be quite persuasive," I replied.


"Of that I have no doubt," she said. "Still,
I cannot help but believe there is more to it than that. Perhaps, one day,
Lieutenant, you will tell me what it is."


"As soon as I figure it out myself," I said as she
turned to leave. "Hey! I almost forgot. Thank you for the help."


"It is the least we can do for a Hero of Gaea,"
she said, then paused. "Tell me, Lieutenant, what of the Knight? What will
you do with her?"


"What do you mean?"


"You let her live," she said. "I am curious
to know why. I cannot believe it was from some perverted sense of justice, not
when you acted without official support."


"Justice?" I replied, shaking my head. "No, I
don’t think so. I just didn’t see the need to kill her if it could be
avoided."


"I wonder," she began. "Had your roles been
reversed, would she have done the same thing?"


I started to answer, then stopped. I had to think about that
one for a moment. Oh, sure, they would have been happy to kill me back in my
own world. I'd seen my name on one of their hit lists. But in that world I was
a Fae. Hell, I'd been the God of Hades. That was probably as close to a Demon
one could get without actually being one in their eyes. But here I was human.
Of course, they might consider me a traitor since I worked with the Fae, but
then again, with the size of this Robert's body count, I might get a bye on
that one. Especially since it was Demons that had put a price on his head. That
was probably a badge of honor as far as the Knights were concerned. But why was
the Priestess bringing this up now? Had I missed something?


"It's hard to say," I replied. "But probably
not, especially if I was in her way. But why does it matter? Aren't they as
much your enemy as Rael's?"


"It is true that the Knights are deeply suspicious of
any magical creature," she said. "But since they have never
threatened the Temple of Gaea, I can hardly call them my enemy. I have met with
their representatives before. It is possible that you do not know them as well
as you think you do."


"Maybe not," I agreed. "But what's your
point?"


"You told me earlier that you did not know if your
action's tonight were part of your quest," she replied. "I cannot say
if that is true or not. We are all interconnected, Lieutenant. Perhaps there is
more here than you realize." With that said she turned and walked away.


This is such bullshit, I thought to myself as I heard her
say the words we are all interconnected. Gaea had said the same thing
not less than an hour before. Well, there's a clue if I ever heard one. But where
the hell did the Knight fit in? Was this about her or the entire order? Shit! Now
I was gonna have to figure out what to do with her. Dealing with Gaea here was
as big a pain in the ass as back home. Then I sat down on the steps and waited
for Charlie to return.









Chapter 2


 


 


"About time," I said as Charlie reappeared a few
minutes later. "You get her there safely?"


"Of course," he replied as he trotted up the
steps.


"Anybody see you?" I asked.


"No. I told the Faerie that guards the tree to watch
for outsiders," he replied. "Your friend did not leave until it was
safe."


"Awesome. Come on then. Let's blow this popsicle stand
before Gaea thinks of something else to dump on us."


"She has returned?" he asked as we headed out to
the Jeep.


"Not exactly," I replied. "More like dropped
a hint through the High Priestess, or at least I think it was a hint. It's
getting hard to tell sometimes."


"What does she want of us now?"


"Something to do with the Knight," I replied as we
cut through the grass. "We'll worry about it later. First, tell me what’s
going on in Fae. How did you get permission to take Livia to the Neptune?"


"It is not just this world that has changed," he
said as we reached the Willy's. I popped open the driver's door and he jumped
in. "Your line does not exist here. Sylvana rules the realm from her vault
beneath the ground, still bound to the temple chamber where she guards the
entrance."


"Well, that sucks," I said, recalling how the
Hamadryad Sylvana had been bound by magic to the roots of the trees that grew
above the underground temple of Demeter. Sentenced by the Goddess to never see
the sun. All so that she could protect the entrance to the temple from her enemies.
I had freed her in my world but doubted I would be able to do the same in this
one. "I don’t know how we can help her this time. What else has changed?"


"There is much movement between Fae and this realm,"
he replied. "Yet Fae seems darker somehow. They are much more warlike there.
Sylvana does not trust many humans, nor most of the Fae that make their home on
this plane. Although from your account they seem to dwell in peace here."


"Peace is a relative term. Let's just say they both
need each other. But that sounds almost like a political statement to me,"
I said, starting up the Jeep and making my way toward Pecos Road. "So
how'd you get her to agree to letting Livia cross over?"


"The High Priestess was not entirely correct," he
replied. "Certain humans are allowed to use the trees. But only those few that
are trusted friends to the Dryad. The rule is in place to prevent any of the
humans or Fae in this realm from gaining an advantage over the Dryad. Once I
convinced her that your Livia was no threat to her people and that I would
accompany her, she consented."


"Seems almost a little too easy, doesn’t it?" I
remarked. "I mean, considering how you just got here and all."


"You forget," he replied. "Gaea did not
change me. I am still a descendant of the Fae hounds of Arcadia. Those that
were given to the Goddess Artemis by Pan. Their descendants have a special
status here. Sylvana recognizes this. The allegiance between our two realms
stands, just as it does in our world."


"Lucky you," I replied, immediately regretting my
words. "Sorry. I didn’t mean that quite the way it sounded. What I meant was
that it was lucky that she didn’t change you. Which makes me wonder. Why didn't
she?"


"That I cannot say," he said. "But perhaps it
is because she did not intend to send me here."


"I remember her saying you were driving her
crazy," I replied. "What did you do to get her to send you
here? For that matter, how did you even know I was gone?"


"I felt the void when you left," he replied, pulling
back. "I would have known if you had died, so that left only Gaea."


"So? What? You decided to chase her down to see what
was up?"


"Of course. Did I not tell you I would always find
you?" he replied. "But I admit it was difficult. Gaea was becoming
quite angry with me."


"I imagine she was," I said, smiling at the
thought of the big dog nipping at Gaea's heals. "How did you do that
anyway? Wait, don't answer that. It doesn’t matter. You’re here, that's what's
important. Not to mention that you one-upped her by getting her to send you here.
Oh… one more thing. When I showed up, it was as the Robert from this world. Did
you get any sign of him there? I mean, did she just switch our bodies, or is it
something else?"


"Not that I was aware of," he replied. "I
felt only the void when you were gone. I know nothing of another Robert."


"Damn!" I said, feeling disappointed. I'd hoped to
learn something about what was going on back home, but it was not to be. "Okay,
let's leave that on the back burner then. Nothing I can do about it anyway. We'll
deal with what we can. Here, let me tell you what's been going on with me..."


I spent the next few minutes giving Charlie the nickel
version of my conversation with Gaea before she sent me here, then tried to
bring him up to speed on what I'd been doing the last few weeks, including my
thoughts on what had happened tonight as well as my grandmother being a Demon
Hunter. At the same time, I took a roundabout way on side roads to stay out of
sight of the Feds. When I reached Owens and Rancho, I made the right and
started heading back toward my grandmother's house. This late at night the road
was clear and there were no signs of anyone looking for me, or at least none
that I could see. I passed Craig Road and continued up to Ann, making the left
toward my grandmother's house. Where the asphalt turned to dirt, Charlie suddenly
raised his nose up into the air and began sniffing.


"Something approaches," he said, turning to look back.


"From what direction?" I said, glancing around
before checking the mirrors. "I don’t see anything."


"Winged Demons," he replied, his nose in the air. "Several
of them. They will be upon us soon."


"Of course they will," I said, pulling over to the
side of the road.


"Wait…" he said, his head twisting as he followed
something unseen through the roof of the Jeep. "They are not
stopping."


"Not stopping?" I said, opening the driver's door
and stepping out to scan the sky. I didn’t see or hear anything so I stuck my
head back into the car. "Where'd they go?"


"I do not know," he said, moving to my side of the
Jeep and lifting his muzzle. "The sounds are gone and they have moved
downwind of us."


"That doesn’t make any sense," I said, sliding
into the seat as Charlie backed up. "They had to see us. Who the hell else
would they be looking for up here?" I leaned over and reached around him, grabbing
the old style crank and rolling down his window before moving back and closing
my door. "We're missing something. Keep your eyes peeled and nose in the
air. Watch for an ambush." I reached into the back and grabbed my sword,
laying it between the seats where I could get to it and then pulled my Walther
from the leg holster I was wearing and stuck it in my belt next to the knife behind
my back. I pulled the Willy's onto the dirt road and continued slowly up the
hill. As I made the left onto the road toward my grandmother's property,
Charlie spoke again.


"They are ahead of us. On the road," Charlie said
as we made the turn.


"Damn! Okay. I guess they were looking for us after all."
I sighed, seeing the three of them in the middle of the road not far from the
mailbox next to my grandmother's property. I'd run into Rael's Demon, Paige,
when we'd snatched the Knight. I thought I'd convinced her to let it lie. I
guess I'd been wrong and I doubted Rael was going to give me a pass for letting
her live. "They don’t look happy. But at least we have an advantage this
time."


"What would that be?" he asked, looking over at
me.


"You," I said, pulling over onto the side of the
dirt road about five yards in front of them. I turned off the engine, leaving
the headlights on as I pulled the big dog's head down into my lap. "Here's
hoping she hasn’t seen you yet. All right, then. I want you to watch my back
but stay out of sight until things go bad. You'll know when to jump in." I
kicked open the driver's door and then pulled the same glass grenade out of my pocket
I'd used to get my point across to Paige, holding it in front of him so he
could see it. "If things really turn to shit and you see me throw this,
get your ass away and take cover. I'm hoping with you here I won't have to use
it, but if I do, I'd rather you not get caught in the maelstrom."


"Where did you get such a thing?" he asked, his
eyes growing as he recognized what I held.


"From my grandmother's Demon hunting kit," I
replied with a wink. I pocketed the grenade and grabbed my sword then stepped out
of the Jeep and walked around to the front, stopping in front of the hood and
glancing back. Not seeing Charlie through the windshield, I figured things were
as good as they were gonna get so I twirled the sword in my hand and started
walking toward them.


I knew very little about the Rael in this world and Robert's
files had been unusually sparse, except to imply that she wasn't a fan of either
the Department or the Fae. Which meant that my past dealings with Rael in my own
universe meant nothing. I also had no idea if any part of the Fed's insistence
that I not be involved came from her. Not to mention that me pointing a knife
at one of her followers and threatening to blow us both up probably wasn't
going to score any points in my favor. Then there was the issue of this secret
meeting. That was obviously important to Gaea or she wouldn’t have let me get mixed
up in it. Oh sure, if I was still a God none of that would matter. But as a human?
Well, that's another issue entirely. Especially when I was about to go up against
a Fallen Angel. I mean, I knew I couldn't win. The best I could do was force a
draw. Now I just had to figure out how to do that without getting killed.


"Rael?" I said, my hand over my eyes as if I was
trying to determine who they were. "That you?" Not that I didn’t
already know. How many 15 foot tall Demons with that face could there be? Even when
furled behind her back my headlights threw enough light to see the feathers on
her wings that marked her as a Fallen Angel. They were black as night, unlike
the rest of her, which was covered in small scales that sparkled with hues of
brown, silver, and red all the way down from her horns to her cloven hooves. Her
horns sprouted up from above her pointed ears, ringed and twisted upwards
before pointing back behind her head. As for the other two… Well, even if I
hadn’t already run into her, I recognized Paige and the other Demon at her side.
Both were shorter versions of Rael, except for the wings. Theirs were leathery
and lacked the feathers that marked the Fallen. 


"I'm sorry. I guess I'm a little foggy tonight," I
said, waiting for her reaction. "Was I supposed to know you were coming?"
Something about where they stood tickled at the back of my brain so I played
for time.


"Insolent human," she said, pulling her sword from
her back. It burst into flames as she pointed it in my direction. "You dare
face me with a weapon and mock me? I will kill you where you stand."


"Face you?" I said, looking down at the sword as
if I just realized it was there. "You mean with this thing?" I flicked
it downward, the blade burying itself into the dirt. "Come on, Rael. That's
hardly a real weapon. Besides, why would I want to face off with you? Hell, I
didn’t even know you were in town until I ran into Paige a little while ago."



"Do you deny invading my privacy and threatening one of
my Demons with magic?" she asked.


"Invading your privacy?" I said, suddenly
realizing what had bothered me. That gave me an idea. It could still get me killed,
but it was enough to know that I held the advantage, and not just because of
Charlie, although he was my ace in the hole. "I suppose you could look at
it that way. But then again, that would mean the Department knew where you
lived. Unfortunately, you neglected to let us know where that was so I can
hardly be accused of an invasion of privacy, especially since the Feds never
mentioned your involvement. But hey, that's what you get for moving into Demon
town and bringing in outsiders when you decide to do business here. Had you
trusted us; we could have given you a heads up when we discovered a problem in
the area."


"I care not for hollow words from a Fae thrall,"
she replied, a look of disgust when she said the word Fae. "Those that
hold your leash are well known to me. But your actions against my Demon have
spoken against you. The penalty for such is..."


"Oh, please," I said, interrupting her. This Rael,
unlike the one in my world, did not seem to be the negotiating type. So be it
then. Time to speed things up a bit. I just hoped Charlie was everything I
thought he was. 


I pulled the glass grenade out of my pocket and held it up
for her to see. "You can’t tell me you think I'd really have used this
against her. Your Demon fears nothing, and if you must know, I think she was
quite excited at the prospect of facing such powerful magic. My apologies for
flirting with her. I was just trying to make a good impression. I'll try to be
more careful in the future." 


Rael didn’t flinch at the sight of the glass sphere but the
flame brightened as she squeezed her sword.


"Your quarrel is not with me, Rael," I said,
putting it back in my pocket. I was still hoping I wouldn’t have to use it, but
at the same time, I was hoping it would give her pause. "I don't give a
shit what you think of the Fae. I don’t answer to them. But this is my town. You
have no one to blame but yourself when you forget that and put your trust in others
to handle your business here."


"My quarrel is with anyone who interferes with my
business," she said, her sword blazing again. "That is twice you have
dared to threaten us with magic. It will not happen again. I do not care who
you are or what you think you know. I have no time for foolish humans who involve
themselves in things they do not understand. We are done here." She nodded
to her right where Kimar stood. "Kill him."


I pulled my sword from the ground and rolled toward him,
coming up on my knees and blocking his attack as his sword clashed with mine, sparks
flying as the force of his swing drove me down into the dirt. Barely able to
hold onto my sword, I spun to my side as he pulled back to strike again. Before
he could do so, a dark blur collided with him and the Demon was suddenly
launched backward into the air, landing behind the other two. Charlie had made
his entrance. He placed himself between us and began to bark ferociously. By
this time, Kimar had recovered. Looking pissed, he rushed toward me, only to
have Rael's clawed hand reach out and stop him before he could continue his
attack. She pushed the Demon back and stared at Charlie.


"You dare to stand with my enemy and challenge me?"
she said, waving her burning sword. "Move aside, hound! You have no claim
here."


I got back to my feet and shifted toward Charlie.


"Nor do you, Queen of darkness," he replied. "As
this human has stated, he has done you no harm. Go now and I will forget this
slight. Continue this course and you will be destroyed." 


"You threaten me?" she said, sounding both
surprised and annoyed at the same time. "You forget your place, mongrel."


"…and you forget yours," Charlie said, suddenly
growing in size till he stood above my shoulders. He looked back briefly and I tried
to get his attention but he ignored me. Instead, he lifted his head and howled
before returning his gaze to her. "I am Karalos, Lord of Arcadia. Return
to whatever dark hole you crawled out of and leave Robert be. Challenge me
further and you declare war against my kind. The choice is yours."


There was a faint answer to Charlie's howl and his head
swiveled in its direction. There was a scattering of dust in the desert across
from my grandmother's property. A moment later, I heard the sound of animals
scurrying as faint outlines began to appear in the desert on the other side of
the road. One by one, their eyes began to glow.


"War!" she bellowed, glancing across at the desert
before thrusting her sword into the ground as flames shot up around them.
"Are you mad? You would threaten me with war over a…a… a human! The Fae of
Arcadia once answered to the Gods. Since when do they align themselves with
mere mortals?"


"This is no ordinary human, Rael," Charlie said,
his head held high. "Chosen by Gaea herself, he has been named her Hero. That
is enough for us. As to war, there are but three of you and you are not of our
kind. Your loss is not one we will mourn."


"Gaea…" she replied, sounding almost in shock, then
turned to both her compatriots and threw her head back and laughed. "Now
you see for yourselves how addled the Fae truly are." She turned and
looked at the big dog. "You claim Gaea supports this human yet he flaunts
the use of magic that even the Fae condemn, or had you not noticed the weapon
he carries?"


"Perhaps you should look within yourself, Rael,"
Charlie said. "I do not question the will of the Goddess. But it was not
she that taught the humans such magic. Was it not the Watchers that taught men
spells and enchantments? You have no one to blame but yourself for that which
your own brought to the Earth."


"I have no time for this." She took several steps
toward Charlie, stopping a few feet in front of him. "Your kind are lost
in the past, Arcadian. Your bones will be long bleached before your precious
Goddess returns. So be it. I will withdraw… for now. But mark my words, I will
not be so inclined in the future, especially to any human involved. Interfere
with us again and war will be the least of your concerns."


She walked back to her sword and plucked it from the ground,
sheathing it behind her back before opening her wings and disappearing into the
air. A moment later, the other two Demons followed suit. But before she left, I
could have almost sworn that Paige winked at me.


As the sound of their wings faded, I heard a short bark from
the desert and a coyote stepped up onto the side of the road. Bowing once to
Charlie, it turned and the eyes behind it winked out as it faded into the
desert. A moment later I spied a German Shepherd and a small white Poodle.


"A freaking poodle?" I said, shaking my head as
the two dogs trotted down the road. "Dude, that was brilliant! Threatening
a war, I mean. Where did you learn to bluff like that?"


"From you, where else?" he said, turning around to
face me as he shrunk back to normal size. "But it would not have been
necessary had you not goaded her so. The Demon would have killed you had I not
intervened when I did."


"I wasn't too worried," I said, patting the big
dog's back. "Don’t get me wrong. I was expecting you to jump in. That was
all part of the plan. But trust me, I had it covered. Hey, about that growing
in size thing. You never did that before. How'd you do that, anyway?"


"As I said, the magic is strong here," he replied,
turning to follow me as I walked toward the mailbox. "There are many
things I can do here that you have not seen before. Now, would you care to
share this great plan of yours?"


"Fine," I said, holding my hands up in mock
surrender as I knelt down beside the mailbox. "Suit yourself." I
pointed to the boundary between my grandmother's house and the road. "Notice
the line that borders the property? Whatever magic my grandmother used; Rael
and her Demons couldn’t cross it. We would have been able to retreat to there
had things turned to shit."


"Things did turn to shit," Charlie replied, sniffing
at the area I was pointing at before looking back up at me. "This is well
crafted and designed to be invisible, even I did not realize it was here. I do
not understand. If I cannot see it, how could Rael? If you knew she would not
be able to cross it, we could have avoided the entire confrontation."


"The confrontation was going to happen no matter what
we did," I replied, leading him to the gate. I unlocked it and swung open
the doors, then walked in and opened the garage before heading back for the
Jeep. "But I was betting she'd back off once she saw you. As for how she
knew it was there, I have no idea. Truth is, I didn’t realize she couldn't
cross it until I got out of the Jeep."


"Then you did not know for sure."


"It was a safe bet," I replied as Charlie got into
the Jeep. I threw my sword into the back and got in after him. "She thinks
we shit in her backyard. There's no way she wouldn’t try to do the same."


"That was a risky assumption," he said as I put
the Jeep in gear and drove it through the gates.


"Look," I said as I pulled into the garage. "The
Rael in this world is an asshole. No way she was gonna leave this alone once
she knew a human was involved. But she's not stupid. Since she couldn't break
the magic threshold she had to confront me in the street. Which wouldn’t have
been a problem except she hadn’t planned on you being here either. She thought
she was dealing with a simple rogue human cop that used illegal magic but she
underestimated what she was really up against. Once you were in the mix, I knew
she'd back off. At least for now."


"That still does not explain how she knew you would be
coming here," Charlie said as we got out. "You take too many risks.
You forget you are but a human here."


"That's what I got you for, buddy," I said, reaching
down and hugging the big dog. "And I'm not hard to find. Anyone that reads
the newspaper would know about Robert's grandmother. Even if they didn’t know
what all she was into."


"Perhaps Rael was correct," he said as he pulled
away. "We have gone mad in this place."


"Could be," I said as I led him into the yard.
"You know, I think I kind of like this side of you."


"Why? Because I am more powerful here?" he asked,
shaking his head and watching me.


"That, too," I said as we walked into the yard.
"But I was thinking more of you being a lot more talkative and
argumentative. You were much more subdued back home."


"Back home you were a God," he said, pushing his
big nose against me and knocking me off balance and onto the cool grass. "In
this place, I do not know what you are."


"You and me both," I said, laughing as I got up. I
brushed myself off as Charlie trotted into the grass. "But maybe now that
you're here we can figure that out together." Then I smiled as the Garden
Faeries began to gather around him. 









Chapter 3


 


 


I dragged myself out of bed and took a quick shower before
heading down to the office. Charlie was still at my grandmother's house. The
Garden Faeries had gone ape shit after he arrived and he'd offered to stay and see
what else he could find out about this Robert and his grandmother. That worked
for me as they sure as hell wouldn't give me the time of day, and let's face
it, there were a lot of gaps in my knowledge of this place. It also gave me
another day or two to figure out what to do with him when I was out and about.
Rael had been right about one thing. It's not every day a Fae Lord hangs out
with and takes orders from a human, even if said Fae Lord looks like he is only
a dog.


"Captain wants to see you," Mal said when I walked
into his office.


"No surprise there," I replied, taking a seat in
front of his desk. "You brief him on last night?"


"Yep," he said. "He hit me up before I ever made
it through the door. Of course, since the Feds wouldn't let us play, most of
what we were doing was just handling calls for service so there really wasn’t that
much to talk about. Not to mention that he was listening to the radio traffic."


"Anything else?" I asked. "Did he say anything
about the girl?"


"As a matter of fact, he did," he replied, chuckling.
"You know he gets a daily update and she was booked in under your detainer
so it's not like it was a secret. He knew I was only transporting her. Couldn’t
tell him much more since you hadn’t turned in the paperwork yet. She's only
booked on an open trespass, though. Figured it would throw up too many red
flags if I booked her for what she really was. That's about it. Oh, and I gave
her the Bible like you said. The rest of her shit is in your office."


"Perfect," I replied as he handed me her file. "I'll
deal with her after I see O'Malley. I'm sure he's getting anxious since I didn’t
get to give him a heads up."


"I'm sure he is," Mal said with a laugh. 


Nothing about Rael. That was a good thing. I figured
O'Malley had to have a pretty good idea what had happened, at least where I was
concerned. He had access to our encrypted channels and I wouldn’t put it past
him to have listened in on the radio traffic. As far as Rael was concerned, I
was going to have to let him know she was involved. Just the same, I was hoping
she hadn’t mentioned our little meeting to anyone else. To be honest, I was
pretty sure she hadn't. I just couldn’t see her admitting to being outsmarted
by a mere human and a Fae dog. I made a quick stop at my office to make a phone
call and then grabbed a few things before heading out to see the Captain.


"He's waiting for you," his secretary, Donna,
said, pointing to his inner office door.


"About time you showed up," O'Malley said, shaking
his head as I walked in. "When I told you to give the Colonel whatever she
needs, I certainly didn’t expect you to terrorize a quarter of the city to do
it."


"Then you should have been more specific," I
replied, grinning as I took a seat. Two could play at that game. "Besides,
at best it was only an eighth and you know how Demon town loves a good party. I
was only trying to keep it lively."


"You certainly accomplished that," he said, stroking
his beard. He nodded toward his desk. "The phone has been ringing off the
hook all morning. I'm sure it gave our good citizens great comfort when I
explained to them that it was a Federal operation and out of our hands. I know
it did me." He leaned back with his hands behind his head. "You got
away clean and that's all that matters. Now, tell me what you found out and
while you’re at it, who the girl in my lockup is."


"The girl's a Knight," I replied, settling back. "Brothers
and Sisters of the Sword. Caught her staked out behind a house on the mountain.
You'll never guess who she was watching."


"Enlighten me," he said.


"Rael," I replied. "Best I can figure she's
the one that set this whole thing up and called in the Feds."


"Rael!" he barked, the tattoo around his neck
flaring as he straightened up. "How in Zeus' name did you find her?"


"Feds were circling the house she was at like dogs in
heat," I replied, weaving a believable story. I didn’t want to lie to the
Captain, but I couldn’t tell him everything. Chances are he'd figure it out
anyway. But I knew that this Robert had a lot of autonomy and from reading some
of his files it appeared that plausible deniability was a big thing here. 


"Your Colonel Camillus and I were following up on a
lead in Demon town. Started seeing Bureau cars all over the place. Wasn’t hard
to track them back and see what they were keeping an eye on. We were setting up
to see what we could find when we spotted her at the house. A little while
later we came across the Knight the Feds had missed in the desert behind the
place. I couldn't see a clean way to extract her so I had to improvise. Trust
me, I thought about letting her take a shot, but that might have shut down the
meeting and I couldn’t just kill her and leave the body. Wind was right so I
popped the smoke down the hill so it wouldn’t look like a direct attack. Don’t
worry about the magic, either. It's from my personal stores from the old days. No
way they can link it to the Department."


"Hades' beard, Rob," he said before breaking out
into a huge fit of laughter. "I swear you're the only guy I know that can create
a shitstorm in the city and walk away smelling like mistletoe. You're going to
be the death of me yet. But the Sheriff is going to have a shit fit when he
finds out the Fallen Angel is involved. At least it explains why she went to
the Feds. If she'd gone to him first he'd have told her to pound sand and find
another venue. As if that was even possible. We're going to have to see how
this plays out. For the moment, we're better off with the Feds running around
in circles trying to figure out what happened. What do you plan to do with the
girl?"


"I wanted to talk to you about that," I said,
trying to find a way to keep her alive and hoping that was what Gaea had in
mind. "We booked her as a Jane Doe for now. But to be honest, we can't
charge her officially. Even as cut and dried as violating the banishment laws
are, a formal arrest will eventually become public, and I don’t think we want
that."


"I agree," he said, stroking his beard again.
"That would not be good. Hmm, I haven’t done a Druidic sacrifice in a
while."


"Not exactly what I had in mind. I'm thinking more like
we turn her back over to her people," I said, waiting to see how he'd
react. As you would expect, the Knights and the Department didn’t get along. If
there was anything they hated more than magical creatures it was the humans
that worked with them. Unfortunately, without knowing exactly where they fit
into Gaea's plan, I didn’t know what else to do with her.


"Judas Priest!" he said, wrinkling his brow.
"Why in the name of the Otherworld would you want to do that?"


"Hear me out here," I said, pushing my chair back.
"Sure, it'd be easier just to make her disappear. But you know as well as
I do that we're going to run into them again. I figure if we return her,
they’ll owe us a favor."


"You've gone soft if you expect them to acknowledge
that," he said, tapping his hand on the desk. "What? You think you
can change their minds about us? Not gonna happen, Rob. Trust me, I've been
dealing with their kind for a lot longer than you can imagine."


"You won’t get an argument from me there," I
agreed. "But I have a feeling about this one. It will also give me a chance
to lay eyes on the opposition. Something I don't normally get to do except at
the point of a sword. So I want a face to face when I turn her over. If nothing
else, they won't know what to make of it. Might make them think twice the next
time they are considering crossing the border."


"You have a feeling about a girl, do you?" he remarked,
dropping his elbows onto his desk and clasping his hands together. He started
to say more but was interrupted by the ringing of the phone.


"This better be important," he said as he placed the
receiver to his ear. "Fine… put her on." He cupped the handset and told
me to stay put. "Ingrid, good to hear from you. How can I help you today?"
After a few minutes of uh-huhs, he ended with an "I'll see you then"
before turning his attention back to me.


"That was Agent Schijven, the new SAC at the local Homeland
Security office," he said as he hung up the phone. "She wants to come
by this afternoon to discuss some issues relating to this secret meeting. Your admirer
from the EAB, Special Agent Ferrell, has been recalled to Washington and she's
been assigned to liaison with us prior to them sending out his replacement. It
looks like they've decided they might want our input on their little operation
after all."


"Sounds like you're gonna be busy," I said.


"So it appears," he agreed, nodding his head.


"What about the girl? I hear I can get a message to the
Knights through one of the priests at St. Michaels," I said, dropping the
name of the church, Ligia, the High Priestess had given me when I called her
earlier. 


He was quiet for a minute before reaching down and opening a
drawer. He sorted through the inside before closing it and tossed a business
card across the desk at me. 


"That would be Father Brook Milotay. He's usually in
his office in the afternoons. Don’t make an appointment, just drop in and see
him. He'll deny knowing anything about your Knight's order but if anyone can
set something up, it's him. Just don’t expect him to tell you anything right
away. He'll have to talk to his contacts first. Now, we never had this
conversation so get out of here before I change my mind. I've got work to do."


"Thank you," I said, standing to pick up the card
and leave.


"Rob," he said as I reached the doorway. 


I turned and looked back at him.


"You're stepping into my world now," he said, rubbing
a finger over a tattoo on his arm. "The good Father is more politician
than priest. Which means you can’t just kill him if he pisses you off. Try to
remember that. I know I don't have to tell you this, but don’t trust him or the
Knights. Their code of honor only goes so far. I'm not exactly sure what you're
hoping to accomplish. It would be just as easy to drop her off across the
border and be done with it if that's your intention. Let me be clear about
this, Rob. You're on your own on this one. Be careful. First sign of a trap, take
her out and cut your losses. I don't want to have to tell the Sheriff you got yourself
killed on some rogue operation over a girl. Are we clear?"


"Crystal," I replied, before turning and heading
into the outer office. I nodded at Donna and then went to my own office to lay
low for a while. I don't know what O'Malley thought I was really up to and I wasn't
sure if I wanted to find out. Whatever the case, I was probably going to have
to be more careful after this. I didn’t need O'Malley thinking that Robert was
going rogue and that wasn't going to be easy. The fact was, I only decided to
return the girl because I needed intel on the Knights and this was the only option
I had available to learn anything from them directly. Frigging Gaea… why
couldn’t she just tell me what it was about them that was important so I could
just take care of business and get out of this place? Oh, well, one step at a
time. It was still too early to visit Father Milotay so I sat down at my desk
and started playing Lieutenant. I pulled the stack of papers out of Robert's
inbox and got to work.


I pushed the now empty tray back toward the corner of my
desk and sat back. Now I remembered why I'd retired. I'd spent most of the last
five hours doing paperwork. Most of which had been bullshit reports to justify
my unit's existence and make sure the powers that be knew we were earning our
keep. I'd also met with my two sergeants, Mal and Roberto, to discuss what was
on their agenda and how we were keeping the forces of evil at bay. The Fae
might have found a magical home here, but it didn’t come without a price. Just
like in my world, there were those that wanted to take advantage of the system.
Throw in the use of magic and otherworldly creatures and you had a recipe for disaster
if you didn't keep a lid on it. 


Something O'Malley had said rang true. His was the political
world we took direction from. My team didn't just look down the sword at
problems, we were the sword, and Robert was the hand that wielded it. The thin
blue line here was edged in blood.


Unfortunately, I didn’t see a way around it. The rules here
were different and good and evil weren't so easily defined. But even knowing that
didn’t bring me any closer to understanding what Gaea expected me to do here. I
grabbed the copy of the file Mal had given me earlier and pushed my chair back to
get up. I might not be able to save the world today but that didn't mean I didn’t
have things to do.


Neutral ground? I asked myself as I pulled my Omega police
car out of the underground parking lot and headed south toward the Strip. How
the hell could anyone consider this place neutral ground? I'd been here long
enough to know the answer to that, of course. Where else in the universe would magical
creatures like Angels and Demons walk freely on the streets without killing
each other at first sight? Not that the occasional skirmish between even the
best of them didn’t occur, but it was rare, at least as far as the general
population was concerned. What everyone seemed to forget is that the natural state
of beings like that was perpetual war. A constant state of conflict that had
been going on for millennia, neither race gaining the upper hand, at least not as
of yet. Even the Fae were not immune to that condition. The old Gods lust for
power had almost consumed them all. 


It was only here in Nevada that the combination of magic and
some unknown earthly force I still hadn't figured out created a place outside
the magical realms where beings of all races could coexist in any numbers and interact
without the bloodlust that seemed so pervasive in their lands, or at least that's
the way it seemed. Sure, they were still scrambling over each other for power,
but at least they weren't killing one another at every move. Okay, most of them
weren't anyway. Unfortunately, the ones that fit in that group were the real problem.
Then there were the humans. They were every bit as violent as any magical
creature could be. Not that that was different from the ones back home, but this
was a place where they threw down tactical nukes whenever they thought they
might be losing a war so the stakes seemed to be a tad higher.


Then again, maybe there was more to it. I mean, wasn't the
Robert from this world the same one that ran a PD hit squad that was tasked
with taking care of any problems that occurred here before they got out of hand?
When you think about it, that meant that this Robert, and by extension, me, actually
were saving this world. Now that was a scary thought. Enough of this… I was
here on Gaea's dime and no matter what else I thought I might know; she wasn't
going to reveal her plans to me until she was ready. That in itself was enough
to make my head hurt. All I could do was take one step at a time and try to
fumble my way through it until she was ready to drop another clue. 


I continued southbound on the Strip watching the tourists.
Like back home, there were crowds of people walking in front of and to and from
the big properties. Unlike back home, the scene here was much more interesting.
Like Downtown, the Strip abounded with magic. The big hotel facades were
animated using magic. Faeries and winged creatures danced above the crowds
while Unicorns and Centaurs ran in small fields next to the sidewalks to the
tourist's delight. All of this while flying Pixies and other beings advertised
the delicacies within each property. Say what you want about the dark side of
this place but there was no sign of it here. Not surprising when you consider
that there was an entire industrial governmental machine with folks like me
that made sure the two sides never met.


I made the right and continued westbound on Spring Mountain
into the commercial district. While not as congested as it was back home, the
businesses here seemed to be doing well. Once I passed Decatur, apartments and
single-family homes took over the landscape, turning into a middle-class area
for many of the folks that worked on the Strip. When I reached Jones Boulevard,
I made the right into St. Michaels parking lot and pulled into a spot in front
of the church. I reached over and pulled two photos out of the file I'd
brought, sticking them into my shirt pocket before stepping out of the car and
making my way toward the grounds.


The church itself boasted a nice walkway leading to what
appeared to be hand-carved wooden doors with forged hinges. There were stained
glass windows on both sides. The depictions on the glass were of the Archangel
Michael wielding a sword and shield on the left and piercing a falling Demon
with a spear on the right. I would have liked to see the rest but I was here on
business so I cut around the cathedral and took the path that led to an
entrance on the side. The plain wooden door had a sign that said simply,
office, so I opened it and went inside.


"Father Milotay in?" I asked the receptionist,
pointing at the inner door as I walked toward her.


"Yes, sir, he is, but…" she began to say.


"No worries," I said, taking a cue from this
Robert's playbook and ignoring her as I walked past her desk and toward his
open door. "I'll see myself in."


Father Milotay looked up as I entered his office, his
secretary right behind me.


"I'm sorry, Father," she said, sounding flustered.
"He just barged in…"


"It's okay, Grace Ann," the priest replied,
holding up his hand. "Everything will be fine. You can return to your duties.
I'll handle it from here."


The woman nodded, glared at me for a moment, and then went
back out the doorway.


"Please sit," he said as he stood up from behind
his desk and gestured to one of the chairs facing him. He sat back down and
closed a folder on his desk before clasping his hands together and looking back
up at me. "Now, what can I do for you, Lieutenant? We've never met but I
assume that whatever your Captain sent you here for couldn’t wait for an
appointment."


"Sorry to disappoint you, Father," I said, sitting
back in the chair. "But this isn’t an official visit. I thought we could just
take a moment to chat."


"Then I'm afraid you've wasted your time,
Lieutenant," he replied, raising his hands and tapping his fingers
together. "Unless this is a spiritual matter, I doubt we have anything to
discuss." 


"Funny you should mention that," I said, reaching
into my pocket and removing the Knight's photo before tossing it onto the desk
in front of him. "Although it's not my Soul that needs saving, it's
hers."


"Should I know this person?" he said, glancing at
the photo before pushing it back to me.


"Probably not," I admitted, pulling the other
photo out and placing it next to the one already on his desk. "But this
tattoo indicates she's a member of the Brothers and Sisters of the Sword. I was
hoping you'd have a way of getting in touch with them."


"I'm afraid not, Lieutenant," he replied,
displaying a poker face worthy of a world series champion. "But I hope you're
not implying that I would knowingly allow this congregation to be involved with
a known terrorist organization."


"Of course not," I said, retrieving the photos and
getting up from the chair. "But I had to start somewhere and you were it."
I started to walk out and then paused at the doorway. "The PD switchboard
can always find me should you need to get in touch with me."


There was no answer as he waved me away. Okay, then. I had cast
my line and now it was time to see if I would get any nibbles. Not the way I
usually like to deal with things like this but I had to think O'Malley knew
what he was talking about. I headed back out to the parking lot and got into my
car. With time to kill, I decided to earn my keep. I turned on the police radio
and logged on, then swung by a few calls that sounded interesting. An hour or
so later, dispatch let me know I had a bite.


"301M, Control," the dispatcher said over
the radio. "Channel eight has traffic."


"Control, 301M, acknowledged. Going over to channel eight,"
I said, keying the mic and reaching over to the car radio and switching the
channel. "301M on eight."


The PD broke down radio channels by area and function. I had
been logged onto the one used to dispatch calls for service in the Southwest
part of town. Channel Eight was an administrative channel used by various
detectives and to deliver messages to units in the field without using valuable
airtime on the area channels. It was also encrypted, unlike the area command
channels.


"301M, Control. Be advised you have a 423 request from
an unknown female reference a response to your earlier query today. She's standing
by at Teresa's Italian Deli at Charleston and Decatur for the next 20. I'm
sorry., LT… that's all the information we have. Do you want me to show you en route
to that location?"


"Control, 301M, that's affirmative," I said.



A 423 was the police code designation to see the man (or
woman.) It was normally used when a citizen wanted to speak to an officer
about something in person and no specific type of call was noted. Since I'd
only made one query today and the caller had remained anonymous, it wasn't hard
to figure out what the topic of discussion would be. As to who I was meeting…
well, I guess I was going to have to wait to get that information until I got
there. 


"Acknowledged," Dispatch replied.
"Do you require any additional units?"


"That's negative," I said, changing
lanes. 


She acknowledged my radio traffic as I turned northbound on
Decatur and made my way toward the deli. The particular shopping mall where it
was located was rather large and included a bowling alley. The mall stayed
fairly busy so I wasn't that concerned about an ambush, although I had to admit
it wasn't the most likely place for a cloak and dagger meeting. Then again,
sometimes the best place to hide something was out in the open.


I pulled into a space in front of the bowling alley and then
walked toward the deli which was a few doors down. I actually knew the place,
but it was a little different than the one that had once existed in my world. For
one thing, that one had long since closed. This one was still open and in a
different location. Mine had been at Sahara and Las Vegas Boulevard. This one
was also larger with about twice as many booths and tables than I remembered. I
made a quick stop at the counter and ordered an Italian soda and then walked
toward the back booth where she was sitting. Not hard to spot, she was wearing
the same blue skirt and white top she'd had on when I visited the church.


"Hello, Grace Ann," I said, taking a seat on the
other side of the booth. "You wanted to see me?"


"Let me get straight to the point, Lieutenant,"
she replied, pouring milk into her coffee as she stirred it before looking up
at me. "I am no longer employed at St. Michaels. The Father has no
involvement in anything you wish to discuss so if this is some trick to
implicate the Church you are wasting your time."


"Seems to me you're wasting a perfectly good cover if
you're going to quit your job just because of me," I said, taking a sip of
soda before putting it down and raising my hands. "But, hey, quit if it
makes you feel better. Makes no difference to me. Like I told the Father, this
isn’t an official visit. So anything we talk about here is between us. You have
my word on that."


"Your word?" she asked, raising her eyebrows.
"Why should I trust you, Lieutenant?"


"You're the one that called me, remember?" I
replied. "If you know who I am then you know my reputation. So let's not
waste time. I'm here to make you an offer. It's as simple as that. Take it or
leave it."


"It's your reputation that concerns me," she said,
studying me a bit before holding out her hand. "Very well then. May I see
the photo?"


I pulled the photo of the Knight out of my pocket and handed
it to her.


"You mentioned something about saving this young
woman's Soul," she said as she handed it back. "What did you mean by
that?"


"A figure of speech," I replied, placing the photo
back in my pocket. "Truth is that your young lady there is in a bit of
trouble. Now I have several choices, most of which would not be favorable to
her. However, I'm willing to turn her over to the Order under certain
conditions. The most important being that she does not return to the assignment
that I prevented her from completing. Let's just say that the other party
involved will be watching for her the next time and such attention would not be
in her best interests."


"I'm afraid I do not understand," she said, tugging
on her ear. "Why would you violate your own rules to protect this girl? Isn't
she the enemy of the very beings you represent?"


"Is she?" I asked, placing my arms on the table
and leaning forward before settling back in the booth. It was time to remind
her of the way they did things here. "Don’t get me wrong. I'd take it as a
personal affront if she'd targeted one of the Fae, but that's not the case this
time. The truth is your girl here will never see a trial. Instead, she'll
simply disappear. Oh, I'm sure she's prepared to meet her maker, but I doubt
she's ready for what that means here. There are many ways to die Grace Ann, and
the beings here have long memories. I don’t have to tell you what the Romans
did to the Druids."


"Your concern for the girl is touching, "she said.
She kept her composure but I knew from the tremble on her lips that I'd gotten
her attention. "But you still have not explained why you are willing to
release her. What is it that you want, Lieutenant?"


"For the moment, nothing," I replied.
"Consider it an act of good faith. A gift to establish that I am not your
enemy. However, do not confuse compassion with weakness. I can guarantee you
that this is a one-time offer. If your people cross the border again then all
bets are off."


"If that is true then why do you not simply let her go?"


"I can’t take a risk that she wouldn't continue her
mission as soon as I left," I replied. "I can’t allow that to happen.
Sorry, but it's my way or the highway. The choice is yours."


"I am not sure I completely believe you, Lieutenant,"
she said after a moment. "But fortunately for you, it does not matter what
I think. State your terms and I will pass along the message."


"Safe passage at a drop off location across the border,"
I said, pulling out a business card and writing my personal number on the back.
"Utah or Arizona will be fine. Like I said, whoever I turn her over to has
to agree to make sure she doesn’t come back to complete her mission. That's it,
but I'll need to have an answer by midnight tonight. Otherwise, I'll have to
take care of her another way. Nothing I can do about that." I handed her
the card before continuing. "Call this number. If I don’t answer, leave
the details on the machine. It's private and I guarantee no one but me will
hear them."


"Very well," she said, sliding over and getting up
from the booth. "Your message will be delivered. Whatever happens after
that is out of my hands."


Welcome to my world, Grace Ann, I thought as I slipped out
of the booth behind her. I tossed a dollar on the table and then went back out
to my car. It was time to pick up Charlie and see what other dumb ideas I could
come up with to keep Gaea happy.











Chapter 4


 


 


I picked up a few items from my grandmother's place, then
fetched Charlie and headed for home. I briefed him on what I'd been up to and he
told me what he'd learned. Unfortunately, it wasn't a lot of help. According to
the Faeries, this Robert had been a pretty normal child growing up. Like the
articles that I'd read before, even with the trauma of having both parents die,
he'd done well in school and stayed active, which including playing sports and in
academic endeavors. From what the Garden Faeries said, everything was fine until
he'd returned home from the army and joined the police department. After that,
he'd stopped coming around except for the occasional visit, and even then, he'd
been different. It was as if he'd wanted to distance himself from the world of
magic.


After his grandmother died he almost never came back, at
least until I'd shown up. This was the most the Faeries had seen of Robert in
years. Whatever happened seemed to have started before the time he actually
began working at the PD. The file I'd read in his office showed that he had
been drafted into the army but there'd been no other information about what
he'd been doing while he was in the service. There was one person I could talk
to about that time period but I'd been putting off meeting with him for other
reasons. I made a note to myself to follow up on that when this Knight
adventure was over.


Then there's Charlie. My Charlie and my grandmother's
Charlie seem to be one and the same. For whatever reason, after she passed away
in this world, he left as well. He's not sure where he's supposed to have been
all these years, but the Garden Faeries left no doubt that he was the same
being. While I'm not sure how Gaea did it, that, at least, made his presence
less unusual, as he was a known commodity at the time my grandmother was
around. Even O'Malley knew the Charlie from this world, although he did call
him Karalos. It won’t explain everything, of course, but it will make
explaining his presence easier.


I gave Charlie my ideas for turning over the Knight. That
was assuming they agreed to it and didn’t think it was all a trap and blow me
off. Of course, it probably would be a trap, but the target was most likely
going to wind up being me. Not that I hadn’t planned for that all along. Almost
home, I pulled over a quarter-mile short of the turn off to my neighborhood and
stopped the car.


"We're just around the corner from Robert's place,"
I said, turning to Charlie. "I'm afraid the Fae guard is gonna freak out
the moment he sees you. You're gonna have to hide. Maybe you can lay down in
the back seat on the floorboard. You're pretty unique and I'm not sure I can
sell you as a police dog."


"You forget what I am," Charlie said, getting up
from his sitting position. "I am well versed in hiding in plain
sight." Starting with his head, he began to shake himself like a dog
covered with water. Moving from head to tail and back up again, his body
vibrated until he was just a blur. After a moment, he began to change. First
the snout, and then the rest of his body was transformed as the motion slowed
and the change was complete.


"Good enough?" he asked, sitting back down.


"Damn!" I said, seeing the now German Shepherd where
he had once been. "You are just full of surprises. Yeah, I guess that'll do
it." I put the car back in gear and pulled onto the roadway, then made the
turn into my neighborhood and pulled up to the guard shack.


"Hey, Lieutenant," the Fae security guard said as
I stopped at the window. He smiled when he saw Charlie. "You get a new
partner?"


"Temporary assignment," I said with a grin,
reaching over to pet him. "How's everything been here?"


"Pretty quiet day so far," he replied, giving me a
mock salute as he opened the gate. "Go ahead, sir."


"Be safe," I replied with a wave.


I drove to the end of the street and then turned toward the
house.


"We're here," I said to Charlie as I pulled into
the driveway. We should be safe from view now that we're through the wards. Why
don’t you check the place out?"


I opened the door and got out, then waited for Charlie to do
the same. 


"The wards here are of the same type that protected your
grandmother's house," he said, stepping onto the grass and doing the wet
dog shake before turning back into his normal self. 


"Yeah," I said, reaching into the backseat and
pulling out two paper bags of groceries. "He may have preferred to stay
away from magic but he wasn't stupid about it. Hey? Why don’t you check out the
yard while I bring this stuff in? I'll meet you at the back door."


Charlie took off around the house while I brought in the
groceries I'd stopped and bought earlier today. I placed the bags on the
counter and then unlocked and opened the sliding door.


"What are our plans tonight?" Charlie asked as I walked
back into the kitchen. 


"Well," I replied, pulling various items out of
the bags. "As far as the Knight is concerned, we'll deal with her one way
or the other. No reason to plan anything until we know if we're on or not. As
to Robert, all I can think of is that something happened and that whatever it
was had to be bad enough to make him shun the regular use of magic he grew up
with. We know he used it some; the wards here prove that. Besides, there's almost
no way to survive in this place if he didn't. Even some of his weapons use
magic. No way around that for what he was doing. But like the house here, I'm
guessing he used it as little as possible. But there's one other person I can
ask if I can figure out a way to bring it up. That's Michael. He may be able to
shed some light on what he was up to during those years."


"Why would the Michael from this world know of this?"



"I found some old photos of the two of them in the army
together," I replied, putting things into the refrigerator. "Hopefully
he can tell me something. In the meantime, we'll just try and stay low profile
and hope we can find out more information."


"Where do you plan to learn more?" 


"I have no clue," I said, closing the refrigerator
door. "Truth is, I'm all out of crazy ideas at the moment. So let's keep
it simple for now. How about steaks and beer and something we haven't done in a
while?" I reached into a bag and pulled out a tin of three tennis balls,
popping the tab and pulling one out and throwing it to him. "Let me get a
few things together and then what do you say to a game of catch?"


"I will be waiting," he said, dropping the ball from
his mouth and flipping it with his nose to toss it back.


****


I had just fired up the barbecue an hour or so later when I
heard the phone ring. Charlie stopped chasing the ball he was following and
watched as I walked back into the house to answer it.


"Hello," I said, picking up the handset from the
kitchen phone.


"Oatman, Arizona, outside of South Pointe. First lot by
the welcome sign. Tomorrow at midnight," the muffled voice said.


"I'll be there," I replied before the line disconnected.
I hung up the phone and leaned against the counter. I knew where Oatman was, of
course. It was on the old Route 66 between Needles and Kingman, but South Pointe
had me confused for a minute. Then I remembered that back in my world, South
Pointe's name had been changed to Laughlin. That had happened back in the late
70s to honor one of its early gaming pioneers. But whatever name you used, going
through it would be the quickest route to Oatman from Vegas. 


I let Charlie know that we were on for tomorrow night and
then grabbed another beer before heading back to check the grill. I had plenty
of time to come up with a plan so there was no reason to waste a nice night. At
least, that was the idea until I saw the fur on Charlie's back stiffen.


"What's the matter," I asked as he started moving
toward the house.


"Demons," he said, then bolted through the sliding
glass door and down the hallway.


I met him at the front window and peeked through the
shutters to see what was outside. Her face hidden by the shadows; the
silhouette of a female was visible on the sidewalk in front of the house. So
much for security guarding the development, I thought to myself. 


"She is alone, "Charlie said, his nose in the air.
"It is one of Rael's Demons. The female from last night. You were right
about the magic. I do not think she can pass the wards."


"That's Paige," I replied, stepping back.
"There's no way she can know about the call. Gotta be another reason that
she's here. Watch my back and follow my lead. I'm gonna see what she wants."


I opened the door and walked across the yard. Paige, in
human form, was standing on the other side of the veil of magic that protected
the house. Wearing black leather pants and a blood-red top and shoes, she
stepped closer as I approached.


"You gonna let me in?" she asked in an innocent
voice while twirling her dark hair.


"That depends," I replied, stepping up to the
barrier. "You here to finish what we started last night or is there
something else on your mind?"


"Oh, please, Robert," she said, biting her lower
lip. "That was just a little disagreement with the boss. It's over now. I
just came to talk."


"How'd you get past the guards?" I asked, glancing
back at Charlie before speaking the words that lowered the wards to the house.


"As if that was hard," she said, smiling as she
stepped onto the grass. She waved her hand toward the veil as I reset the wards.
"Simple magic is easy to counter. Ooh… but this… you've locked me in… I am
at your mercy….  Oh, this is delicious… and so much more challenging. I do so love
the old ways."


"I'm sure you do," I agreed, looking around before
leading her toward the house with Charlie trailing a few steps behind. Although
I didn’t get the feeling that she was here to kill me, I wasn't quite ready to
relax just yet.


I stopped to let her through the door and then followed her
into the house.


"Oh, did I interrupt something?" she asked, eyeing
the food and plates I'd set on the counter earlier. She stopped and put her
hands on her hips and took a deep breath. "Is that charcoal I smell? Are you
cooking or performing a sacrifice? No… wait… you wouldn’t need plates for a
sacrifice. Besides, you don't look like the type."


"I'm cooking," I said, finding myself laughing at
the Demon's humor as I moved toward the counter. "I was just about to barbeque
some steaks."


Charlie took that moment to butt his nose up against me
several times.


"Could you excuse us for just a moment?" I said, raising
one finger to make a point. I led Charlie into the backyard as she nodded.


"What?" I asked, closing the sliding door behind us.


"Do not waste this opportunity," he said, motioning
his head toward the door. "She could be a valuable ally in this world."


"Are you kidding me?" I whispered, shaking my
head. "By the Gods, Charlie. She's Rael's frigging Demon. Who knows why she's
here? Besides, what the hell do you expect me to do, seduce her?"


"That would be a good start," he replied. "Do
not worry. This one is different and I am prepared to defend you should I have
read her motives wrong."


"Defend me… yeah…right… oh for…" I muttered, then
started back into the house. That damn dog thought about sex more than I did.
Did he forget that I was human here and looked twice her age? Not that he was almost
never wrong about these kinds of things, but still. Oh, what the... I might as
well see what she was up to. Besides, it wasn't like I was gonna have Diantha
around to give me shit for flirting with Demons. 


"Sorry about that," I said, moving back to the
island counter. "He gets needy sometimes. Anyway, I was just about to drop
some steaks on the grill. Would you like to join us?"


"You want me to stay for dinner?" she asked,
moving around the island toward me. "I don’t want to be a bother."


"It's no bother," I replied, turning to face her as
she walked up behind me. "We've got plenty. Now, why did you say you were
here again?"


"I didn’t," she said, pressing her body closer to
mine. Before I could reply she pushed her index finger to my lips and then
dragged it down across my chest. "I'll take mine rare."


"Come on, Paige," I said, grabbing her hand that
was now at my waist. "I'm a little old for you, aren’t I?"


"Old?" she asked, stepping back and chuckling.
"Oh, my human warrior … Age means nothing to my kind. I was older than you
when the first temples were built in Babylon."


"And every bit as beautiful, I'm sure," I replied,
releasing her hand. I glanced through the doorway at Charlie and winked. 


"You flatter me," she said as I slid aside.


"The truth is never insincere," I replied, walking
around the island. I grabbed another steak from the fridge and placed it with
the others. "Now, how about you get to the point while I get these started.
I don’t know about you, but I've had a long day and I could use a meal."


She followed me into the backyard, leaning against the table
as I dropped the steaks and then crossed her arms and waited until I closed the
lid on the grill.


"Now," I said as I sat down in one of the chairs.
"What's on your mind?"


"Business before pleasure then," she said, taking
a seat across from me. "There is no reason to play games with you so I will
get straight to the point. My master is concerned. Never before have one of the
Fae aligned themselves with a human against her. The thought that one would do
so, even if simply to protect you is…" She twisted in her seat and looked
over at Charlie before continuing. "… unusual, to say the least. 


"While it is true that she does not come to this city
often, we do monitor things here. Such interaction between you and the hound is
not consistent with your past activities. Although it is no secret that your
Sheriff and Rael are not allies, he has never pitted one of you against us. Since
Rael has no desire to contact him, and in the interest of time, it was decided
that speaking to you directly was the better course."


"Fair enough," I said, getting up to check the
grill. Not exactly what I had expected from Demons, but what the hell? This was
just another example of where this world was different. I couldn't imagine the
other Rael not confronting me herself. Then again, I doubted she would have
backed off just because Charlie intervened. I sat back down and rested my
elbows on my knees, leaning forward before continuing and hoping I could
convince her that half of what I was about to say wasn't bullshit. 


"Let's get this straight, Paige. I'm not your enemy. You
should know that from our encounter the other night. I have no beef with your
boss. Hell, I didn't even know she was the target. I was just following up on information
I'd received that a Knight was in town. You need to believe me when I say that
what happened that night was not directed toward Rael. I was just chasing a
lead. With you guys and the Feds cutting me out of everything, I had no clue that
I was going into your backyard when I went up there. I only went full smoke and
mirrors because I didn’t want the Feds to know I was there. We don’t exactly
get along; at least not normally, in case you haven't figured that out already.
Although I will admit to maybe overdoing it a bit. To be honest, finding them
there did piss me off." I got up again and checked the grill. "I
won’t apologize for it. But the point is, no one's pitting me against you. Not
the Sheriff, not anyone.


"As to Charlie," I said, nodding my head in the
direction where he was sitting. "The one you know as Karalos. Well… he may
be a Fae Lord to you, but he's a lot more than that to me. He was my dog when I
was a little boy. Charlie doesn’t usually need to rescue me, and he can't
always be there, but when he is, he's still my dog. Even Rael should know not
to come between a boy and his dog, especially one that's a Lord of the
Fae."


"Robert is correct," Charlie said, taking my cue.
"I watched over him when he was a child in this world and I will continue
to do so. The fact that he is human and older has not changed my loyalty to him."


"There you have it. Believe what you want, but know
that Charlie and I are not your enemies," I said, getting up to flip the
steaks. I moved back toward the table and then gestured toward the house.
"Now, unless you have any other questions, I need to grab a few things
from inside before we can eat."


She shook her head so I got up and went into the house. I grabbed
the plates and utensils and then pulled a bag of salad and dressing from the
fridge and tossed it in a bowl. After setting everything on the table, I went into
the pantry to grab a bottle of wine and went back outside. I pulled the steaks
from the grill, placed Charlie's steak on a separate platter and set it down in
front of him, then sat back down.


"I'm sure it's not what you're used to but it's the
best I've got," I said, placing the steaks on the table and then uncorking
the bottle and pouring some into each of our glasses. "You know Rael could
have just come herself, but I guess that would be too much to ask."


"Actually, it is not," she replied, her eyes looking
over the glass at me as she took a drink. "It was I that asked her to be
allowed to meet with you. She was hesitant at first. It is not in her nature to
negotiate, although she has been known to do so under certain circumstances. She
has a great mistrust of you because of your Sheriff and the Fae that reside
here. But due to my description of our first encounter, she allowed it."


"Is that a fact?" I said, raising my glass back at
her. "In that case, I guess I should be thankful that we got to dance the
other day." 


This was not the Paige I remembered. There was something different
about her, something… I don’t know… maybe softer. It was funny, she almost
reminded me of Kyras when we first met. Don't get me wrong. I was sure she was
every bit the cold-blooded killer on this world as the one that dropped the
Knight's severed head at my feet on mine. But she just didn’t seem to be the
same pure party girl Demon I remembered her to be. Come to think of it, that
might explain why she didn’t immediately try to kill me on the mountain. Which
means, that as usual, Charlie was probably right about her. 


Paige smiled as I speared a steak and fixed her a plate.
Over the rest of the meal, she was quiet, although she eventually opened up a
bit. Small talk mostly, and I got the impression that she was studying me. It
was if she was waiting for me to do or say something, or maybe she was just
trying to decide if I was for real or not. Whatever the case, I don’t think I
was quite what she expected. Of course, if she was waiting for the other Robert
to come out, she was going to have to wait a long time.


When we were done, I refilled her wine and cleaned up. Charlie
headed out into the yard as I put the last of the plates into the dishwasher. I
was just finishing up when she came up behind me.


"Don’t you use magic for anything here?" she asked
as she watched me dry my hands.


"I seem to recall you needing me to lift the wards
before I invited you in," I replied, turning to face her.


"True," she said, sipping from her glass. "But
why do all this manual labor when a spell could do the same in a quarter of the
time. I thought that was what humans liked most about this place."


"Magic has its uses," I agreed. "But I get
enough of that at work. At home, I like to keep things simple. Besides, it's
too easy to get fat and lazy if you rely solely on magic all the time."


"Strange to hear a human talk so," she said,
stepping closer. "Especially one that has access to what you do. It has
been my experience that humans always want for more. The ability to use magic
is a powerful tool toward accomplishing that goal."


"As is the ability to know when not to use it," I
replied. "A trait which has served me just as well over the years."


"Equally strange considering the type of magic you threatened
us with the other night."


"If you're still worried about my motivations," I
replied, figuring this was the conversation she had been waiting for.
"Then I need to remind you that I've spent most of my adult life taking
out those that aspire to use magic to accomplish evil. Trust me when I say that
I have no desire to become like them."


"As I said, strange for a human, and if I may be so
bold, unexpected based on your reputation"


"Yeah, I get that a lot," I said, leaning back
against the counter. "But what can I say that would convince you I am not
a threat. I can only hope my previous actions toward you speak as loud as my
words."


"Easy to say while you have me at a disadvantage,"
she replied, moving closer as she set her glass down on the counter beside me. "With
the wards in place, I am at your mercy."


"All you had to do was say you wanted out," I
replied, wondering if this was a trick or just a point she was trying to make. Although
I trusted his judgment, I had no way of knowing if Charlie was right about her.
If he was wrong, then it was just as possible that others could be waiting
outside to attack us once the wards were down. But if I had to have faith in
anyone, it was him, not to mention that she could have done the same thing when
I first dropped them to let her in. I started to say the words that would drop
the wards but she stopped me.


"Not just yet," she replied, pressing her lips
against mine. Then she reached down and grabbed me by the waist, lifting me up
and onto the counter.


That was a little scary, I thought, as she pressed up
against me. She was a lot stronger than I had anticipated.


"2000 years," she whispered, her hot breath tickling
my ear. "That is how long it has been since a human dared challenge
me."


"Well," I said, whispering back. "Maybe you
just haven't met the right human."


"Perhaps not," she said, taking my head in her
hands and kissing me. Then she reared back and laughed as she ripped open my
shirt. Actually, it sounded more like a giggle, but whoever heard of a Demon
giggling.


"Whoa," I said, pushing her back as my buttons
bounced off the counter. She was strong and I think it surprised her. But then I
kissed her back slowly and then slid my hands down to her waist. "I'm not
trying to kill the mood here, but I'm really not a kitchen counter kind of guy.
Why don’t we take this somewhere where we'll be more comfortable?"


"After you," she said, smiling as she unbuttoned
her own blouse and followed me into the bedroom. We had barely made it through
the door before she twirled me around and pulled my shirt down over my shoulders,
pushing me onto the bed to continue where we'd left off.


****


Next time I need a safe word, I thought to myself as I
stared at the scratch marks on my back in the foggy mirror a few hours later. There
was now no doubt that Gaea had left something of the old me intact when she sent
me into this universe, I'd never have survived if she hadn’t. I stepped out of
the bathroom to find Paige still draped naked on the bed, her arm over the
side. She looked up as I joined her.


"In ancient times you would be forever bound to me for such
a night," she said, turning to her side to face me. 


"And in my grandmother's time we'd have had to get
married, "I replied, kissing her nose. "But I don’t think that's
gonna happen either."


She rolled over on top of me. "Perhaps in another world,"
she said, grinning as she slid off. "I must go now."


"So soon? I was just about to surrender," I said, curious
as to her comment while I watched her slide her leather pants back on. 


"Somehow, I doubt that," she said, sitting down to
put on her heels. She leaned over and kissed me again before picking up her
blouse. "But I will allow you a strategic retreat. At least for now."


"Works for me," I replied, getting up and throwing
on a robe. "I'll walk you out. Don’t forget, I still need to cancel the wards."


"True to your word," she said as I lifted them when
we reached the door. "And full of surprises." She kissed me once more
as I walked her to the edge of the yard. "I will tell Rael of what I have
learned." She took a step out into the street and switched into her Demon
form, looking back briefly before flapping her wings and launching herself into
the night sky.


"All went well?" Charlie asked as I turned to find
him standing behind me in the yard. 


"As well as can be expected," I said, wondering
how in-depth what I have learned would be. "As you could probably
tell, I didn’t have to initiate anything. She took care of that all on her own.
Although I have to tell you I might need to contact a Fae Healer after that
bout… or at least a chiropractor." I twisted to stretch the muscles in my
neck and shoulders as I reset the wards before heading back to the bedroom to
get some sleep. Whatever the outcome of tonight would bring, I needed to try
and recover some before I had to get up in the morning.











Chapter 5


 


 


"If that's what you want," I said to Charlie as I
put my cup in the sink. "Just remember that I plan on being back with the
girl by nightfall. We'll head out after that. Oh, and remember what I told you.
Whatever you think about her, she's still the enemy, so stick with the plan."


Nulls were humans, but ones that magic seemed to have little
or no effect on. Some Nulls repelled magic more than others. I'd noticed that
specifically when the Knight in question had been in my custody way back when
in my own universe. She'd commented about the magic that protected my home. For
whatever reason, although she'd repelled everything else, that ward had still
had some kind of effect on her.


He just nodded and headed out into the backyard. His plan
for the day was to see what else he could learn about this place. Something
that worked for me since I still didn't have any idea on how to explain him to
folks at the office just yet. Besides, it's not like I had to worry about him.
There were all types of Fae creatures running around Vegas. He was gonna fit
right in. So, for the moment, if I did have to explain him to anyone, I was
gonna go with the same story we gave Paige. Of course, that still left the gate
guard. But hey, worst case we'd tell him the truth. After all, he's just a Fae
creature trying to keep a low profile.


I drove out the gates and turned on the car radio, deciding
to log on to the area channel before I got to the office. I'd barely finished
transmitting my call sign when the dispatcher radioed me back.


"301M, Control. 507M has traffic for you on your
channel."


"301, copy," I said, picking up my pac-set
and turning it on, knowing that it was already set to the unit's encrypted
channel. 507 was Roberto Juarez' call sign. He was my other Sergeant and a
Wizard himself. He was the magic half of my unit and his team was comprised of
Wizards and Mages whereas Mal's were Fae and Warriors.


"301 on private," I said, announcing myself
on the channel. "Go ahead Roberto, what's up?"


"Hey, LT," Roberto replied. "I need
you to swing by my call. 819 Twin Lakes Avenue. Something here you need to
see."


"On my way," I replied, putting down the
radio and reaching between the seats to pull out my street map. 


While I had a pretty good idea where I was going, I needed
to make sure. In my world, the Twin Lakes area was home to Lorenzi Park and was
located a couple miles north of Vegas' downtown. It had a long history dating
way back to Vegas' earliest days when the two lakes were first created by the
park's namesake. As I looked at the map, I saw that the lakes were still there
but the park was now listed as the Twin Lake's Ranch. The street Roberto was on
bordered the place and it only took me a few minutes to navigate the traffic to
get there.


Roberto's location was across the street from the Ranch,
which was actually a series of two and three-story buildings surrounded by rows
of trees and bushes which, according to my map, contained the lakes within.
Knowing a bit of Vegas history, I was guessing that the Ranch took the place of
the old Twin Lakes Lodge. Before the city bought it and turned it into a park,
it was a motel that had housed a dude ranch and stables for those waiting to
get their divorces back in the '50s and '60s. The house in question was at
least that old, or at least it had been before whatever happened here burnt
half of it to the ground. I pulled in behind Roberto's car and got out to see
what was going on. 


"What do you got?" I asked him as he stepped out
of the half-burned doorway where a few regular and magically trained
firefighters were standing.


"It's just inside," he replied, pointing to the
house. "Somebody wasn’t as prepared as they thought they were. Tried to
summon up a bunch of Demons and it backfired on them. Sorry about the mess.
There's still a few hot spots so watch your step. Fortunately, FD had a mixed
crew with some of their specialty Mages so we didn't lose too much evidence.
They're the ones that alerted us. Good thing, too. I think we may have lucked
out on this one."


He led me through the front and into the structure. The was
water standing in places but most of the fires had stopped smoldering. He
stopped at what was left of a doorway and pointed through it. One of his guys was
kneeling near a body. When he saw us walk in he got up and handed him a stack
of what looked like parchment paper.


"We've got three bodies. FD found these under our
friend there," he said, passing the parchments to me. "They were in
his hands when they rolled him to check for a pulse. Not that there was much
chance of that with one of those bundled up tight and shoved through his skull.
First time I've seen that by the way. It was one of FD's Fire Mages that
realized what he had. They were already starting to burn when he retrieved them
but he was able to summon a dousing spell before they went up. He's going to
send us a copy of his report. It was a good thing that he knew what he was up
against. Hellfire is such a pain in the ass, you know what I mean? Anyway,
we've ID'd this idiot and we're just waiting for CSI to show up so we can
finish processing the scene, but I thought you'd want to see these for yourself
before I start digging through them."


"What's his deal?" I asked, looking at the tightly
rolled parchment that had been used to stab him through the eye socket.


"The half-ass Wizard on the floor is Craig Gill. Can't
tell you what kind of Demon killed him yet but he's the little brother of the
guy that owned the house on Mountain View," he replied, handing me the
parchments. "How's that for a coincidence?"


"No shit?" I said, gazing down at the body. We'd
been at the house on Mountain View about three days prior, chasing down a Mage
who had tried to kill me. He'd been one of Marissa's senior acolytes but had
escaped capture when Robert's team arrested her. She was as much my enemy on
this world as she had been on mine.


"He was already on our radar," Roberto replied,
nodding. "FD just beat us to him."


"Maybe," I said. "But he had to blow himself
up for them to do it."


That might have been a little harsh, I thought to myself as
I scrolled through the stack of parchments he'd given me. Each one held a handmade
drawing of a Demon's sigil. A sigil is basically a Demon's seal. Call it a sign
or business card. A visual representation of the Demon's signature which
contained his true name. They were commonly used when summoning a Demon from
Hell. Now, I don’t claim to be an expert on all things Demon. While I had read
the Lesser Key of Solomon and a few of the other grimoire's, I had no clue how
deep Robert's knowledge on the subject might have been. Unfortunately, none of these
looked familiar and I had no choice but to admit it.


"What am I missing here?" I asked Roberto, holding
up one of the parchments.


"That's just it," he said, taking the parchment
from my hands. "I've never seen any of these before either. You know me
LT, Demoncraft is my thing, but none of these are listed in any of the books
I've read, and trust me, I've studied most of them."


"So you're telling me someone was trying to summon a
shit load of Demons from Hell that no one's ever heard of? How does that
happen?"


"I can’t tell you that," Roberto said, studying
the sigil he'd taken from me. "But you're closer than you think."


"What do you mean?" I replied. 


"Check this out," he said, stepping over the body
and walking to another doorway in the back of the room.


The bathroom he was pointing to was partially burned, but
that didn’t account for the state of the toilet inside. It had apparently
exploded outward. Shards of porcelain were still stuck in what was left of the
walls and woodwork. A suspiciously large pile of smoking excrement sat smoldering
in front of it.


"Is that what I think it is?" I asked, covering my
nose as the stench hit.


"Yes, sir. One bonafide shit Demon, or at least it used
to be," Roberto replied, grinning. "Straight from the bowels of Hell."


"What could they possibly want from something like
that?" I asked. 


"I'm not sure," he replied, shrugging his
shoulders. "Don’t get me wrong, just because it's made of crap doesn’t
mean it isn't dangerous. After all, your buddy, Beelzebub, isn't just the lord
of flies, he's also the lord of dung. But this thing…  it's barely worth
summoning. About all it's good for is stinking up a room."


"Beelzebub?" I said, thinking out loud. I held up
the parchments. "How many Demons are we looking at here? Any idea how many
actually crossed over?"


"There are 29 separate parchments there," he
replied, then pointed to the body. "30 if you count the one sticking out
of his face. As to what they brought over. Except for the still steaming shit
monster parts, there's no sign of any others. Can't speak for the Demon that
killed him yet. I think he was sucked back when he killed our boy here, but I'll
know better once we start to process things properly. Just to play it safe, my
guys are out combing the neighborhood. If anything from here did cross over and
is out there, we'll find it." He stopped as I handed him back the rest of
the parchments. "I know that look, LT. What's on your mind?"


"That there's more here than we're seeing," I
replied, moving away from the doorway. "Do we have anyone that can tell us
any more about these things? You say they're not good for much, but I have this
vision of a bunch of shit Demons and other nasties running around Fremont
Street and the Strip freaking out tourists."


"Thanks for the visual" Roberto quipped. "But
you're right, that would not be pretty. Let me have Professor Cox at SNU take a
look. He's about the most well-versed Mage on Demonology out there and we've
used him before."


"Perfect," I said as he followed me back to the
front. "Get him started on it and then tear this place apart. Call Mal and
have him start digging up anything else we can find on the dead guys and their
associates. I know you guys have already started on Mountain View but I want
every link between here and there checked out as well. The Gods only know what
else they're up to. In the meantime, I'm going to have to brief the Captain. If
there's any possible connection between this and the Fed's operation, he needs
to know."


I'd read Robert's file on Professor Christopher Cox of
Nevada Southern University. Like the one in my universe that worked for the
Neptune, this one was a Master Mage and according to the file, was the leading
authority on magical creatures in this world. Well, if he was half the Mage
mine had been, he'd be able to tell us something.


****


"Shit monsters. You're telling me I need to go to the
Sheriff and tell him we're worried about Shit monsters!" O'Malley asked,
tattoo's flaring as he slammed his fist on the table. 


He'd already berated me for not answering my beeper.
Fortunately, I'd made him laugh when I said I'd forgotten to charge it. He'd
reached into his desk and tossed me a battery, reminding me that this was
Nevada, not California. It had lightened his mood a bit but reminded me that I
had to remember where I was. I couldn't afford to make too many mistakes like
that without someone thinking I'd gone off the deep end.


"The Devil take that bitch! Every single time she shows
up something happens. Hades' Beard, Rob, you should have just let the Knight
take the shot."


"Unfortunately, that wasn't an option at the
time," I said, sitting back in the chair. "Besides, Beelzebub is the
real problem. If anyone needs to be taken out it's him."


"As if he's any different," O'Malley replied,
calming down again as he reached up to stroke his beard. "Okay, I'll brief
the Sheriff and let him know you're on top of it. I'll have to let Homeland
Security know we're seeing increased activity too. They're being unusually
forthright on what they're doing with Rael and the Cardinal. Believe it or not,
the Sheriff even got a phone call from the head of the EAB apologizing for the
last agent's attitude. Probably all bullshit as they haven't given me an actual
date and time of any meeting yet, but we'll see where it leads." He leaned
forward. "Now, care to tell me when you're going to get that Jane Doe out
of my jail cell?"


"She'll be gone tonight," I replied. "I'm
dropping her off in Arizona at midnight, outside of South Point."


"Good riddance," he said, sighing. "I know I
gave you the go-ahead on this one but I wish you'd reconsider. Nothing good can
come out of it. If you get your ass killed out there, I'll have the Morrígan herself
send a Banshee to chase you down and drag you back. I guarantee that if that
happens, you'll wish you were still in Hell."


"I'm touched by your concern," I said, chuckling.
"Trust me on this one, Captain. I've got it covered."


"You'd better," he said, mimicking brushing
motions with his hands. "Now get out of here before you do something else
that pisses me off."


I headed back to my office and fired up the antiquated PC
that was high tech in a place where magic and technology don’t always play well
together and read over the latest reports from the Mountain View incident. I
was hoping to find something similar to past events in my own world that I
could use to my advantage. Having no luck online, I made my way to the squad
report room and pulled the paper files to look over any mug shots and to check
if anything new had come in. Unfortunately, even though there were several
names and photos of dead Mages and Wizards listed, there was nothing helpful.
That's not to say they didn’t look familiar. I could swear that at least one
looked like one of the Mages I'd killed in the battle where we took down my own
Marissa back home. But that wasn't going to be a lot of help here so I returned
the files. Then I made a quick stop in the breakroom for coffee before going
back to my office. 


"Lieutenant… do you have a moment?" a voice asked
as I approached my doorway.


"Professor," I replied, seeing Christopher Cox
coming down the hall toward me. "I thought you were out in the field with
Sergeant Juarez."


"Oh, I was, I was," he replied, catching up to me.
"But this not the kind of thing one can do without the proper tools. Your
Sergeant was kind enough to allow me to return with one of his Mages. Once the
items in question have been logged and photographed, I will take them back to
the University. I will need a few of the volumes of work in our collection to
decipher them properly."


"Can you do that?" I asked as he followed me into
my office. "Decipher them, I mean?" I gestured at a seat in front of
my desk then sat down to hear what he had to say.


"A few," he replied, taking a seat. "But to
be honest, I believe who they are is less important than why they were
selected. I'm afraid these so-called dark Mages have no idea of what they are
dealing with. This plan of theirs to summon minor Demons to terrorize the
countryside, if that's what it is, is not likely to bear much fruit."


"I'm not sure I understand, Professor," I replied.
"Are you saying you don’t see a threat here?"


"No, not exactly," he admitted. "But I doubt
they will be successful in bringing across more than a very limited number. You
must understand, Lieutenant. The summoning of a Demon is an art form in itself.
One only a very few can accomplish properly. Oh, don’t get me wrong. It happens
all the time. But rarely does the summoner get exactly what he wants. But there
is always an exchange, you see. There must be. In this case, however, due to
the caste of the Demons involved, they have nothing of any value to offer.
Without a proper exchange, things become unpredictable. As the three this
morning learned when they attempted to do so."


"They might be amateurs," I said, acknowledging
that many of Marissa's followers appeared to be as dumb as the ones from back
home. "But even a small number of these things could be a problem. I have
to tell you, Professor, I'd prefer not to have even one shit Demon running down
the Boulevard scaring folks. Especially at the moment."


"Of course," he replied, nodding his head.
"Not to worry, Lieutenant. The type of magic used to breach the void
between Earth and Hell is unique and gives off a certain aura as the spell is
being cast. While a skilled Wizard or Mage can hide such magic, in conjunction
with the power of the Demon summoned, of course. That will not be the case
here. Once I have identified some specifics about these creatures, I believe I
can come up with a spell that will allow your Sgt. Juarez and his team something
that will identify the magic needed to make contact. A summoning ritual such as
the one used this morning takes time. His trackers should be able to find its
location before it can be completed.


"That's good news," I said, moving around a few items
on my desk. I still had a few things to do before I could get back to returning
the Knight and I was hoping he would get the hint.


"Yes it is," he replied, leaning in toward the desk.
"If you have a moment, I would like to discuss another matter. Did you by
chance get my messages?"


"My apologies, Professor," I said, reaching over
and picking up my chrome message holder spike. I held it up to show him the several
inches of unread messages still waiting for me to get to. "It's been a
little crazy in my world lately. I would have gotten back to you
eventually."


"I believe crazy may be an understatement,
Lieutenant," Cox said, watching me as I set the holder back down.
"But that is good to know. I was afraid you were avoiding me. But I was
actually hoping to talk to you about some of your more recent adventures. These
are strange portents, Lieutenant. I can’t recall anyone ever actually
confronting a Keres, let alone being kissed by one and still remaining in the
land of the living. Except in old texts, of course, and even those encounters
were considered rare."


"You and about a thousand other people," I
replied, glancing back down at the message holder. Rather than put him off, I
decided to give him the same version of the story that I'd given Meredith.
Simply put, I'd been in a high-stress situation after killing a couple of bad
guys and rescuing some Lilin. For whatever reason, I had confronted her when
she came to claim their Souls. I told him I'd been as surprised as anyone when
the rest happened. It was all bullshit, of course. But it's not like I could
tell him I knew her name and was the father of her child in another universe,
let alone that she was their Queen. Not to mention that I was saving the name
thing for my own purposes and really didn’t want to explain what all I actually
did know about them.


The Keres here were not like the rest of the Fae on this
world. Rather than conform to whatever was the new norm, they'd stayed true to
their original course. Steadfastly ferrying the Souls of those that died in
battle to the various Underworlds assigned to them as they had for millennia.
They shunned contact with others and in doing so were both feared and revered. 


"Fascinating," he said when I finished. "I
would love to hear more about it. Especially their reaction if you come in
contact with them again."


"I'll see what I can do, Professor. But like I said,
it's not like I can call them over for tea. They only show up when someone has
died, and even then, only if one dies in battle. A not so infrequent
occurrence, I'll admit. But it's not something I can schedule in my
planner."


"Of course, of course," he replied, nodding
slowly. "But if you have the time, perhaps you could visit me at the university
one day. I would love to compare your story with some of the older texts there.
There is also the matter of the Executor you slew. An amazing feat, if I say so
myself."


"Don't forget luck, Professor. I hate to admit it, but
I almost didn’t come back from that one."


He was unable to continue his questioning thanks to the
return of Roberto's Mage. A few minutes later, and with parchments in hand, the
Professor thanked me again. With the promise of a future interview, he left to
begin his own analysis of this morning's events. 


When he was finally gone, I packed up what I needed, let
Roberto know he had the call out tonight, and then headed over to Supply to
pick up a few things. Once there, I was surprised to see a man named Jim Slater
doing some work behind the window. He'd been a Mage with the EAB in my world
but here he was wearing an LVPD badge. 


"Hey, Jim," I said as I walked up to the counter
and passed him my badge case. "I need some transport candy."


"Sure thing, LT," he grunted, jotting something
down on the log as he pushed away my badge. He pointed to a door a few feet
down from the window.


I stepped onto the pad in front and waited until he buzzed
me in and the door opened. I followed him to another door where he pulled out a
giant ring of keys. Sorting through them until he found the one he wanted, he
unlocked the door and gestured for me to follow him in. 


Transport candy was local PD slang for several versions of
sleeping spells that could be administered by almost anyone. Although not that
practical in a combat situation, it was a common method used to transport
criminals from one place to another once they were subdued. I wasn’t sure if I
was going to need it, but it never hurts to be prepared. Especially when I didn't
trust the Knights enough to expect that this would be as simple as just turning
her over to them and driving away.


It makes sense if you think about it. The only criminal's
cops back home worried about arresting were human, and while that's difficult
enough at times, here you never know what you'll be up against. More
importantly, not everyone on the Department was as well versed in magic as my
guys were. No matter what your skillset, in this job, you could face
Werewolves, Werebears, or Were something even worse at any time. Most of which
can easily bite your head off or sever numerous veins and arteries with a
single nip. That was just some of the myriad of creatures a cop can be faced
with in this crazy world. Demons with the strength of 100 men… Oh, and don’t
forget Mages and Wizards either. Muzzle anyone you want, but understand that
spells don’t necessarily need to be spoken aloud. I could go on, but let's just
say that this is a lot more effective, and thanks to a blending of magic and
medicine, it works most of the time. It's safe too, at least for the most part.
That's not to say we used them on everyone, but it was nice to know you had a
little something extra in your kit when the Werewolf you just busted starts
kicking out your windshield and snapping those canines at you.


"Generic by species or do you want me to whip up something
custom?" he asked, closing the door behind us as he sat down at the table
that took up most of the room. It was covered with various containers and small
machinery as well as several mortar and pestle sets. "If you don't already
have one, I can give you a kit which has multiple spells in it. They're sorted
by species and magic content. You probably know this but even though they're
all labeled you still need to be careful on who you use them on. Some of the
ingredients aren’t compatible with everything out there if you know what I
mean."


"I think I do," I said, leaning against the table.
"But I want something custom. It's for a human, but they're also a
Null."


"Null, huh?" he said, rubbing his cheek.
"Don't see too many requests for that. Can't weave a magic spell for that
one. You also know that anyone else would need approval for that. But since
you're the guy that would have to sign off on the request, I guess it's
okay."


"I don’t want to cause you any grief, Jim," I
replied, wondering if I was going to have to think of another way to accomplish
what I had in mind. "Not even sure if I'll need it."


"Doesn't cause me any grief, LT," he replied,
pulling a few canisters from across the table. "You said it was for a
Null. That's good enough for me. I'll just put on my apothecary hat for a few minutes.
Takes a little more work when I can’t use magic but it's not like you can hit
them with a sleeping spell if they won’t shut up. Okay, then. Standard human
with a few modifications. I'll need sex, age, height and weight to get started.
Body style, too. Doesn't have to be exact, but the closer the better if we want
to get it right."


"She's in her 20s. About 5' 6", maybe 120 - 130
pounds. Athletic build, more muscle than fat. But not like a bodybuilder, more
like she lives a military lifestyle, if that makes sense," I replied,
trying to remember all I could about her.


"Got it," he said as he carefully measured out
ingredients and added them to one of the machines as I watched. "Truth is,
it really doesn’t matter too much, but the quantity used determines it's
effectiveness and duration. How long do you want her out for?"


"Two hours should be enough," I replied, watching
him work. "Might as well give me a couple sleeping spells as well. Generic
humans, 20 to 30, same body build." Nulls were pretty rare and I doubt
they had many of them. But there was no way the Knights were going to make this
easy so I might as well be prepared. 


"Sure thing, LT," he said, then grabbed a few
different canisters as he turned on the machine in front of him. "I keep
those in stock."


"Alright, Lieutenant," he said about 10 minutes
later, handing me what looked like a USB stick with a button on each side.
"This is for your Null. Place it near her nose and press down on the red
button hard. It's in pressurized gas form. One whiff and she'll be out for
roughly two hours. The green button is the counter agent. Apply it in the same
way if you need her to wake up sooner. This particular agent induces short term
memory loss, so she may be confused when she wakes up. You might want to hold
your breath when you use it, but it dissipates fairly quickly so don’t worry
about holding it till you turn blue." He chuckled before handing me two
coin-shaped objects. "These are standard spell charms. Just tap them on any
open skin and the spell is released. Works on just about anyone in human form
with a few exceptions so you've got some options. Just say Exsurge to
release the spell and wake them up. Anything else I can do for you?"


"That should do it," I replied, pocketing the charms
and applicator. "Need me to sign for any of this?"


"Don’t know what you're talking about LT," he
replied, leading me back to the other room. "Nothing report worthy going
on here."


"Thanks, Jim," I said as he buzzed me out of the
supply room. "I owe you one."


"Yeah, yeah," he chuckled. "You're gonna be
broke when I come to collect." Then he waved me off, ignoring me as he
went back to whatever he'd been doing before I came in.











Chapter 6


 


 


The evening lights had just kicked on when I drove through
the underground lot toward the lower jail entrance and pulled into one of the empty
spots. I badged my way into the elevator and then punched the button for jail
holding. A few minutes later, I was at the counter speaking with the intake
officer and filling out paperwork.


"Okay, Lieutenant," the intake officer said as I filled
out the form that would get her released into my custody. I'd administratively
dropped the trespassing charge, but since she'd been booked as a Jane Doe and
had a hold placed on her, it would take a few hours for the paperwork to travel
through the system. Not that it mattered to me at the moment, but if anybody
checked they'd see what I had done. "All I need now is her name to close
this out."


"Gisla, Bubba," I said, pulling a name from out of
the air and passing most of the forms back to him. "That's spelled with
two Bs by the way."


"Right… " he replied, drawing out the word.
"Bubba with two Bs it is. Interesting name."


"It's Icelandic," I said, signing my name to the
final form.


"If you say so," he replied, tapping the forms on
the counter before placing them neatly into a folder and pointing at the door
across the room. "You're all set. I'll have her brought out in a minute. You
need anything else?"


"That should do it," I said, and then walked over
to one of the benches to wait. 


A few minutes later, there was a buzz as the door slid open
and she was escorted out by one of the correction officers holding a paper bag.
Standing there in her orange jail coveralls, she looked confused when she saw
me approach. She also looked dirty and disheveled. Not surprising since she'd
been taken down hard in a fight and knocked unconscious before being brought in.



"I'll take it from here, Officer, thank you," I
said as he handed me the bag. We switched handcuffs and then I led her back to
the elevators.


"Where are you taking me?" she asked as the door
opened and I led her inside.


"Let’s not spoil the surprise," I replied, pushing
the button for the lower level. When the doors opened, I led her across the
parking lot and toward my car. I popped open the trunk and placed the bag of
clothes and bible they'd given me next to the rest of her belongings and then
retrieved my guns and knife which I'd secured inside. Even I wasn't allowed to
take those into the jail.


"Okay now, Belina," I said as I positioned her
against the car and opened the passenger door.


"Is that supposed to impress me?" she asked,
turning her head to look at me. "So you know my name. I would expect
nothing less from one possessed such as you. I know not what Faustian bargain
you have made, but imprison me or kill me, it matters not. I have made peace
with my God."


"Faustian bargain," I repeated, stepping back and
relaxing my hold on her. "Has a nice ring to it, too bad it's
bullshit." I let go of her arm and pulled out a handcuff key, holding it
up so she could see it. "Although I do have a bargain for you. Less
dramatic, but one you might be interested in."


"Do not waste your time," she spat out. "I
will not be led astray by one such as you. You are a rogue and a fool. Your
words are but nonsense to my ears."


"For the fool speaks folly and their hearts are bent
toward evil," I replied, quoting a similar passage. "Yeah, yeah, I
get it. Nice take on Isaiah by the way. Verse 32, isn’t it? Listen, why don't
you take a clue from Colossians 2 and recognize that I'm smart enough to know
that I can't deceive you with any bullshit arguments. Truth is, I'm not even
gonna try. But I want you to listen, and if you even attempt to quote Matthew
before I finish, you'll regret it.


"Here's the thing. For all intents and purposes, I just
sprung you from jail. As a bonus, all your charges have been dropped. The
caveat to that is I have to turn you over to your people across the border.
Staying in Nevada is not an option. Oh, and this was a one-time deal. If you
come back, I won’t make the same arrangement again."


"I do not trust…" she started to say.


"Just allow me to finish!" I said, holding up a
finger in front of her face. "This is not negotiable. What is negotiable
is how you spend the rest of the time until we get to our destination. You can
be an ass and spend it handcuffed and shackled, trying or not trying to escape,
and I can make your life miserable, or you can promise to be a good girl and I
take the cuffs off. The choice is yours. But I will need your oath that you
won’t attack me or try to escape before we reach our destination. In exchange,
I'll promise not to ask you anything that violates your order's rules. Not that
I planned on doing so, but the offer stands.


"I will promise nothing to one of your kind," she
said when I finished.


"Oh, for the love of…," I muttered. Time to change
tactics. I pushed her against the car and grabbed her by the back of her hair,
pulling my dagger from its sheath and bringing it up to her neck. "You
don’t get it, do you?"


She looked at me defiantly as I pressed the blade harder
against her throat.


"Not long ago, I slew an Executor with this very blade,"
I said, slowly pulling the dagger back and raising it to her eyes so she could
see it clearly. "It belonged to a warrior monk. Look at the runes
carefully. I know you can read what they say. Do you really think someone in
league with the Devil would be carrying such a thing?"


The blade of Monk Magnus had been given to the Robert of
this world by his grandmother when he had graduated from the police academy. It
was a religious relic and had runes embedded along the blade and handle. While
the Monk Magnus in my world had been a peaceful minister, the Magnus here had
been a slayer of Demons. I didn’t have to explain to her its legacy; the power
of the runes spoke for themselves. 


"That is not possible," she whispered, her eyes
wide as she stared at the symbols etched into the blade.


"Welcome to my world," I said, letting go of her
hair. "Now I'll ask you one more time. What's it going to be?"


"I will agree to your terms," she said a moment
later. "I will not try to escape."


"That's not quite good enough," I replied,
sheathing the blade. "You did, after all, try to kill my partner. What do
you say we do this right? Repeat after me: 


"By the rose that
represents our sacrifice and the sword which lies beneath. That which symbolizes
our endless faith, ever ready in service to the true Word. I swear and affirm
that I will do no harm, nor try to escape until you release me. Death and
Hellfire for eternity be my fate if I break this vow."


"How do you know those words," she asked in shock.


"Does it really matter?" I replied, pulling out my
handcuff key. "Now what's it gonna be?"


Truth was that after I'd stopped her from shooting Rael in
my universe, I'd had to turn her over to the EAB. But I'd pulled a few favors later
and got a chance to review their file on the Knights. That oath, in particular,
was one they used before they finalized any agreements with outsiders. Figuring
I'd run into them again, I'd decided to memorize it. It wasn't perfect, and I
had to change what was promised, but it should bind her long enough for what I
needed. 


She didn’t say a thing and I was about to give up and just
toss her in the back seat when she suddenly spoke out and repeated the oath.
Then she turned around and presented me her cuffs. 


I removed them and motioned for her to get in. A minute
later, we were out of the parking lot and driving through the city.


"How did one such as you come to possess a sacred blade?"
she asked, rubbing her wrists and staring at the lights of downtown through the
car window.


"One such as me?" I asked, making my way toward
Rancho. "Excuse me for waking up this morning. Besides, don’t you people
do any intel? Maybe it's just me, but if I was heading into a place I had no
business being, I think I'd like to know more about what I might be up
against."


"I know who you are," she replied, still looking
away. "This is not the first time I have been in your city."


"Oooh," I said, chuckling. "Subtle. But I
feel like I should point out that denigrating one's opponent by intimating that
he's not worthy or good at his job is not the best way to get him to answer
questions. Maybe you should try asking nicely instead."


"You are correct," she replied, this time looking
at me when she spoke. "If I am irritable, it is because I have been locked
up these past few days."


I'd almost said I'd hate to see what she looked like after
40 or 50 years in Ely State Prison but I figured that might be a little too
much. Besides, she hadn’t been much less of a spitfire the first time we'd met.


"But I am curious about the dagger," she said,
much nicer this time. "How did you come to possess it?"


"It's no secret," I replied, and then went on to
give her a brief history of what I knew about the Monk Magnus in this world and
a vague story about it being in my family for years. I went on to explain how
I'd got it from my grandmother. I was about finished when I made the turn off from
Rancho into my development and pulled up to the security gate. Not wanting to
explain her presence, I left the window rolled up as the Fae guard waved me
through.


"I thought you were taking me to the border," she
said as we passed through the gates.


"I am," I replied, turning onto my street.
"But first we need to make a stop."


"I do not understand," she said as I pulled into
the driveway. "Where are we?"


"My place," I replied, mumbling the words to turn
off the wards before pulling into my driveway. I parked and reset the wards,
then turned off the car and pulled out the key. "I'm sure the address is
in your files. As to why, I'm not sure how long you were out in the desert, but
I do know you just spent the last three days in a jail cell. If we're gonna
spend several hours in the car together, you need a shower and a change of
clothes. Nothing personal, but you stink."


I led the somewhat suspicious Knight into the house and
introduced her to Charlie. As he and I had discussed earlier, I explained to
her that he was my dog and was highly trained. Then I took her into my daughter's
old room and rummaged through the closet, handing her a pair of jeans and a
shirt and then pointed her to the bathroom. Before she closed the door, I made
a point to tell Charlie to guard her and then retreated into the kitchen to
wait.


I had a slight moment of doubt when she came face to face
with Charlie. You never really know with a Null. Being one didn’t mean you were
immune to every kind of magic out there. Some were more sensitive than others.
But I'd remembered that she had been affected by the wards in my universe and seeing
that she didn’t appear to have a clue to what Charlie actually was meant that
she wasn't some kind of super-human. That at least, made me rest easier.


"Thank you," she said a half-hour later as she
walked into the kitchen with Charlie following behind her. Cleaned up and
looking refreshed, her hair was loose and frizzy from where she had toweled it
dry. Slightly suspicious at her change in demeanor, I directed her to a chair
at the table and pushed a sandwich in front of her.


"You need to eat something," I said, taking a seat
across from her. I knew she hadn’t eaten in at least three days because it had
been noted in her jail file that she'd refused her meals. "Don’t worry,
nothing's poisoned. The glass is just water and there's coffee if you'd like
some."


"You are not having any?" she asked, looking down
at the plate. 


"Had one while you were in the shower," I replied,
pouring myself a cup of coffee from the carafe. I watched her devour the
sandwich as I sipped my coffee. 


"You still have not told me why I am being
released," she said, pushing her now empty plate away. "Nor where you
are taking me."


"The where is easy," I replied, picking up the
dishes and placing them in the sink. "I'm dropping you off to your people
in Arizona. The why's a little more complicated. Let's just say it wasn't your
day to die."


"That does not answer my question," she said,
getting up from the table. 


"Probably not," I agreed, taking her by the arm.
"But it's the best you're gonna get. Time to go, we don’t want to be
late."


We headed out to the car with Charlie right behind us. He
got in the back as I went to the trunk and grabbed a CAR-15 I'd taken from my
grandmother's armory, placing it between the seat and the car door as I got in.
Belina was already buckled up in the passenger seat so I backed up, resetting
the wards as I pulled into the street and then made my way back onto Rancho
Boulevard. 


I had to cut through the city, taking Oakey to Boulder
Highway, and then turning south towards Boulder City. The I-15 freeway had been
built here at about the same time as the one back home, but the I-515 that had
replaced the highway starting back in the '70s was still just a dream in some unknown
planner's mind.


Belina was quiet as we traveled through the city and we eventually
hit that lonely stretch between Vegas and the Dam. We crossed into what was still
the small city of Henderson here and I had a momentary feeling of nostalgia as
we passed Lake Mead Boulevard and the road narrowed. The posted speed limit
sign ahead said simply Any Safe Speed, just like it had when I'd first
learned to drive. I passed the 95 South turnoff and continued around Boulder
City toward the Dam. There was no way I was going to take the Laughlin… I mean
South Pointe route. Instead, I'd take the back way through Kingman on the 93.
No reason to make it too easy on them.


15 or 20 minutes later, I followed an old blue panel van
with a Born Again Witch bumper sticker past the barrier and badged my
way through the Border Enforcement checkpoint and crossed into Arizona. Unlike
California, Arizona didn’t have its own checkpoint. Apparently, they didn’t
worry too much about magical implements crossing the border, or maybe it was as
simple as letting the Department's Customs and Border Division handle things
for them to save money. Whatever the case, Charlie and I were now officially on
our own. It wasn't until we were coming out of the mountains that she suddenly
spoke up.


"How did you know where I was?" she asked, her
head twisting to face me. "It took me over two days to get into position
and there is no way I was seen. I would have been dead long before if I had
been. But you had to know where I was to time the fog so perfectly. The only
way that is possible is if someone told you I was there. But why take me alive?
Why risk your partner's life and allow me to live with such knowledge?"


"Like I said, it wasn’t your day to die," I
replied, looking up in the rearview mirror at Charlie. "But if you want to
waste your time looking for imaginary traitors, knock yourself out. Truth is,
Vegas is my home and you were in my backyard. Did you think you could just
waltz in and take out anyone you pleased without me hearing about it? Fat
chance in Demon town, by the way. They may hate the cops, but they hate
outsiders even more."


"I did not think you would tell me the truth," she
said with a frown. 


"I find it hard to believe you'd even ask," I
replied, shaking my head. "Let me be honest. We're a lot more alike than
you think. But I'm not about to reveal my secrets any more than you are."


"We are nothing alike," she replied, turning to
stare out the window again. 


Fine, put your bitch hat back on, I thought to myself as we
drove on into the darkness. So much for being a nice guy. Well, hell… two could
play at that game. Besides, this was probably all a waste of time anyway. I
just hoped she wouldn't make things complicated when I turned her over


"You're right," I said, staring ahead through the
windshield. "I probably kill more Demons before breakfast than you do in a
year. But hey, quality over quantity, right?"


She was quiet as I drove on into Kingman. I took the right
onto the I-40 a few minutes into town before taking another a few miles down
the highway onto Arizona 10. As in my world, the old Route 66 had seen better
days and I tried to avoid the occasional pothole as I continued my way through
the mountains toward my destination. I was just coming out of the pass when a
bright light flashed and Charlie stuck his head forward next to my ear.


"There is a battle ahead," he said, startling
Belina who turned toward the sound.


"He speaks!" she said, staring at the big dog's
muzzle between us. "You lied to me. He is a Demon! I should have known
better!"


"Quiet down," I said, pulling the car over to the
side of the road. I stepped out and pulled open Charlie's door. He jumped out
and sniffed the air, the fur on his back bristling.


"Demons and a Mage…" he said a moment later.
"I sense dark magic, and humans, possibly they are of her kind."


"Oh, for the God's sake," I said, as Belina came up
from around the hood, still bitching about Charlie and Demons. "Just be
quiet for a damn minute!" I turned back to the big dog. "Go, I'll
meet you on the other side." 


He took off through the desert as I leaned down and grabbed
the rifle I'd stuck in the door.


"First off," I said as she glared at me. "I
didn’t lie. Charlie is my dog. But he's also a Fae and a royal one at that.
Second, he may have just saved your friends' lives. We've been set up. Don’t
know if they were after us or them, but it doesn’t really matter."


"What do you plan to do?" she asked, staring at the
rifle in my hands.


"What do you think?" I said, walking to the rear
of the car and popping open the trunk. Truth was, I'd planned on dosing her with
the sleeping agent a few miles down the road and then heading out with Charlie
to see if the Knights were setting us up but that plan was nixed now. It looked
like someone else may have had a similar idea. Only they were going a lot
farther than what I had in mind. "I'm going in. Now, you can either help
or get out of my way."


"Truce," she replied, stepping toward me. "On
my honor. Now give me my weapon."


"Truce, and I release you from your vow. But yours is a
single shot… it's too slow," I said, tossing her the Car-15. "Take
this. It's got three-round burst or full rock-n-roll. We can settle up
later." I reached down and grabbed two extra magazines and handed them to
her. "Here. 30 rounds each of Demon load, same as what's already in there.
I hope to hell you can aim as well with iron sights as you do with your sniper
rifle." Then I reached into her pack and took out her knife, handing it to
her hilt first before pulling another rifle with spare magazines out of the
trunk for myself.


There was the briefest hesitation in her eyes as she took
the magazines, but then she stuck them in her pocket and walked back to the
passenger side door.


I grabbed my gear and jumped into the car, squealing tires
as I headed toward town. As I reached the outskirts, I killed the lights and
decelerated, traveling slower through the streets toward where I could now hear
the sounds of gunfire and the blasts of magic not too far away.


"Okay," I said, handing her one of the pistols
from the trunk and pointing to a bend in the road ahead. "I was supposed
to meet your people in the main parking lot at the edge of town. The entrance is
at the bottom of that hill. I'll drop you off on top there and then haul ass
in. I'll hit the lot hard and loud, that should be enough of a diversion to get
you in without being seen."


She nodded and I stopped at the upper entrance to the lot.
Waiting only long enough for her to jump out, I gunned the engine and shot down
the hill, squealing tires and sliding into the turn as I reached the bottom. I
had just enough time to see a Mage in front of a burning house lob a burst of
magic toward a smoking dumpster. The parking lot was a mixture of dirt and old
asphalt and a cloud of dust joined with the smoke from the fires as I slid to a
stop. Using the car and swirling dust as cover, I took aim over the hood and
fired just as the Mage disappeared into the smoke from the burning building. I
could have sworn I'd hit him but there was no way to know for sure so I moved
to the rear of the car, maintaining my view of where I'd last seen the Mage and
assessed my options.


I could see what looked like several other fights going on,
including someone trading rounds near the top of the lot, but I had to focus on
where the Mage had been as I didn't know if he was still a threat. Suddenly, he
appeared outside the smoke and lobbed a fireball at me. I dove to the side,
coming up behind the trunk and raising my rifle when I saw a dark shape rise up
behind him. There was a loud growl and the Mage went down. Charlie had arrived.


I jumped to my feet and headed toward them, moving as fast
as I could but staying low and using the smoke for cover. Charlie was just
coming up for air when I made it to his location. The Mage was down with a
crushed neck and bleeding from the side where my bullets had hit him.


"Any idea what we're up against?" I asked,
kneeling to look at his face. I brought my gun up and turned, trying to see
through the thick smoke that by now had covered the lot.


"Three less with that one," he replied, staring
out into the lot. Even lit by the flames the smoke obscured most of what was
out there. "The others were Demons." He trotted back towards the
house, picking up something and clenching it in his jaws before returning and
throwing it down at my feet. "They were armed with this and a crossbow.
One on each side of the town. They were waiting."


"Of course they were," I said as I looked down at
the now broken weapon.


The this had turned out to be a Remington M24 Sniper Rifle.
A military-grade variation of the Remington 700. I wasn't an expert but I'd
seen a few at gun shows. Priced at over $3,000.00 back home, and that doesn't
include the now crushed optics, this wasn't the kind of weapon I expected to
find if all I was facing was run of the mill Demons or the like.


"What about the bows?" I asked, waving him closer.


"Demon made," he replied, now at my side.
"But not from Hell. Possibly from one of the other Underworlds. Every bit
as deadly as those crafted by the Fae."


"Okay… so forget Beelzebub," I said, realizing the
implication. "Somebody knew we were coming." There was the sudden
sound of more fighting in the mist and I patted the big dog's back. "Screw
it. Let's end this. There was a dumpster on the other side of the lot the Mage
was firing at. Let’s go there first. You'll have to lead the way; I can’t see
shit in this crap."


I followed Charlie through the smoke, almost bumping into
him as he stopped and growled. The mist swirled as we crossed and suddenly I
could see three beings fighting in front of us. As we got closer, I could see one
was backed up against the dumpster trying to hold off the other two.


"Going left," I called out as Charlie sprinted
forward. The Demon I'd chosen was big and carried a blade. Too close to his
opponent to shoot, I butt stroked him in the head and knocked his blade away
before tackling him to the ground. With my rifle now a hindrance, I pressed the
magazine eject and let it go, tucking my head in as I tried to avoid his meaty
fists. At the same time, I pulled my dagger and plunged it into his side,
twisting it as I forced it into his body. Seconds later, the blows stopped. I
got up to see Charlie with the other Demon's neck in his jaws. There was a loud
snap as he jerked his head, blood spurting as Charlie tossed him aside. 


"Stay away from me, hound from Hell," the other figure
said, now slumped against the dumpster. He held his knife up, pointing it in
Charlie's direction as I picked up my rifle and slammed the magazine back in.


"Next time you're on your own, asshole," I said,
knocking the shaking knife away. I picked up a handgun that laid nearby,
ejecting the magazine and tossing them both in different directions into the
lot. Suddenly, the sound of a rifle going fully automatic could be heard
further up the hill. Ignoring the male, I turned to Charlie. "Let's
go."


"You are bleeding," he said as we headed closer to
the gunfire.


"Bastard had fists like rocks," I said, wiping my
head and seeing the fresh red blood on the back of my hand. "I'll be
fine."


We found one dead Demon further up the hill and then saw Belina
in a firefight with another. Having a better view from my position, I saw that her
opponent would lean out to the side of the building he was using for cover
before firing. Holding Charlie back, I waited until he popped out again and took
him out.


Belina stepped out from behind a fence, joined a moment
later by two more humans that I assumed were Knights as well. There was a
slight moment of hesitation on their end and then all three raised their
weapons as I brought the barrel of mine up before I broke the ice


"Seems to me we had a truce," I said, all of us
with our weapons pointing at each other. "Or do the Knights lack the honor
they so claim to hold true?" Even as a human I figured the odds were 60/40
since Charlie was at my side, but we had other problems as the flash of red
lights began to appear in the distance with the sound of sirens not far behind.


"We will honor our words," Belina said, lowering her
weapon as the two next to her did the same a few seconds later.


"One of yours is down by the dumpster," I said,
dropping the barrel of my own. "I suggest you grab him and go. I'll stall
the cops for as long as I can." 


"Until next time, then," Belina said with a nod,
then she motioned to the others and they took off toward their injured friend. 


"You need to get out of here too," I said to
Charlie as I began walking back toward my car. "In the opposite direction
of wherever those clowns are headed. Find me when this is over."


"That would…" he started to say.


"Just get out of here," I said before he could
finish. "I can handle this. It's better for both of us if you're not here
when they pull up. This isn’t Nevada if you know what I mean. Now go."


Never let it be said that he doesn’t listen. He gave me a
last forlorn look and took off heading south into the desert, the opposite
direction from where we’d seen the Knights go.


I continued walking down the hill until the first two patrol
cars appeared on the road and turned into the lot. I knew the drill. As soon as
the spotlights blinded me, I laid down my rifle and turned, getting onto my
knees. Then it was both hands on my head as at least four police officers began
yelling at the same time. The next thing I heard was the sound of boots slapping
the pavement and then my hands were being twisted behind my back, the click of
the cuffs anything but comforting as I was forced face down into the dirt.











Chapter 7


 


 


"Guns!" the one cop frisking me said as he pulled
my Sig from my back holster. "… and a knife, too. Jeez, man, he's got another
in an ankle holster. This prick is loaded for bear!"


"My badge is in my back pocket," I said as he
continued to pat me down. I felt his hand reach in and pull it out, my wallet
following a second later.


"Damn!" the officer frisking me said. "This
guy's a cop from Nevada!"


"Figures! But it don’t matter! It's a freaking war zone
out here. On your feet, asshole," the cop that had pounded me into the
dirt said as he lifted me roughly from the ground and began leading me to his patrol
car. "Oh, hell no! He's freaking bleeding all over me. Need a medic over
here!"


"You might want to check the paperwork in my badge
case," I said as he pushed me up against the door.


"Shut up," the cop said as an EMT pulling on a
pair of gloves walked up.


The medic grabbed me by the face and began to examine the
wound. Then he poured water or saline out of a plastic bottle over my head
before patting it dry and repeating the process. 


"It's a pretty nasty cut," he said out loud, and
then reached up and pressed on my injury. He pulled out what I gathered were
more gauze and butterfly bandages with his other hand and began working on the
wound. A few minutes later, he stepped back. "That'll hold him but he's
going to need stitches.


"Oh, great," the cop replied. "I suppose I've
got to take him to County General before I can book him now."


So much for professional courtesy, I thought, as he pulled
me back and opened the rear door. He pushed me in and slammed it behind me.
Fortunately, the window was cracked enough to let in some air. It also allowed
me to hear most of what was being said.


By now the place was crawling with police and fire department
personnel. Cops were walking the lot as firefighters put out the last of the flames.
I heard someone shout "I've got another one," just as a black police
sergeant strolled up. He peeked into the car and then turned to the officers
that had taken me into custody. I couldn’t hear the discussion; they were
talking too quietly, but I did see one of them pull out something out of my
badge case and hand it to the sergeant. I was guessing things were about to get
interesting so I leaned back to wait.


"Special Agent!" the sergeant yelled out as he
stepped away from my limited field of view. "Over here!"


I couldn’t tell who he was talking to, thanks to the cops
blocking the window. But after listening to what sounded like a heated argument
between several of the officers by the car, the word assassin being
particularly popular from what I could tell, I didn’t have to guess at the
topic. A few minutes later the door opened. The officer that had retrieved my
badge reached in and helped me out of the back seat.


"I feel I should apologize for my partner back there,
Lieutenant," he whispered as he turned me around to remove the cuffs. "His
wife left him for some Vegas Fae a few weeks ago and he's still a bit touchy. I
hope there's no hard feelings."


"Not on my end," I replied, rubbing my wrists
where the cuffs had dug in. Probably not the first time that's happened, I
thought, as he thanked me with a nod and turned away. He was replaced a moment
later by the sergeant.


"Sorry about the mix-up, " he said, handing me
back my weapons and a clear plastic bag with everything else that had been in
my pockets except for my badge. I holstered my guns and dagger and put the rest
of my belongings back in my pants as he continued to speak. "Things got a
little crazy I hear. We don't often get called to a scene with seven dead bodies,
even if they aren’t all humans." He paused and looked me over. "You
look a little worse for wear. I hope my officers weren't the cause of any of
it. It took a bit before we could verify who you were."


"I understand totally, Sarge," I said, trying to
smile as I brushed the dirt off my clothes. Even if the guy had been a total
asshole there was no reason to cause friction. "They did a good job, by
the way. Nothing but professionals. Every one of them. No, I got this way fighting
my ass off against those Demons out there. Oh, one's a Mage, by the way."
I shrugged. "But I'm the one that should apologize. Didn’t realize what I
was stepping into."


"What did you step into, Lieutenant Hoskins?" a
voice asked as the sergeant stepped away. The 40 something woman holding up my
badge case was tall and slim, with dark skin and jet black hair that was tied
up into a bun. Looking impeccable in her black business suit, I had to figure
this was the agent the sergeant had been talking to. 


"I'm sorry," I asked, trying to decide who she
reminded me of. "Have we met?"


"Not yet," she replied, handing the case to me. "Allow
me to introduce myself. I'm Agent Roxana Samson, EAB Special Operations Branch.
The good Sergeant has turned the scene over to us. They don’t see Presidential
warrants in play too often around here. I hope that won’t be a problem during
our investigation. I'm aware of a certain… let's call it friction…  between our
two agencies."


"Friction?" I asked, trying not to sound too
shocked by the fact that Samson was a female here. He… I mean she… had been a
male back in my own universe and head of the EAB as well. This was going to
take a little getting used to. But still, the frigging EAB was here, just what
I needed, Samson or not. Time to lay it on thick. "I can’t say I'm aware
of any friction. Although I'll admit we pretty much handle our own affairs. But
a problem… Nah… I got no beef with your agency. Although I have to admit to
being a little out of my jurisdiction here."


"To say the least," she replied, taking out a
notebook. "But no matter. While I know your actions are in compliance with
the powers your Presidential warrant grants you. I was hoping you could tell me
more of what happened here. It's not often we see mercenary teams such as this one
operate in the area. From the little bit I've been able to piece together, there
was at least one other group involved here. Can you tell me who they
were?"


Mercenaries? I thought to myself. A hastily thought of
ambush I'd have expected but professional mercenaries? They had an expensive
rifle, but still. That required some planning, not to mention a shitload of
connections. It's not like most folks would have someone like that on their
speed dial. Who in the name of the Gods would have sent a hit team after me? What
the hell was going on here?


"I'm sorry, Lieutenant," Samson said as another
agent walked up and handed her something before whispering into her ear.
"You look shocked. I assure you, the Mage, at least, is well documented in
our files. Weren't you aware of who you were up against?"


"No," I replied, trying to come up with something
that sounded legit. "I had no idea who they were. I barely pulled into the
lot when the shit hit the fan. Saw the smoke and fire, but it was everything I
could do to stay alive after that."


"What about the Weres?" she asked, looking down at
whatever was written on the paper. "Did they come with you?"


"What are you talking about?" I asked, wondering where
that had come from. "I came alone. There were no Weres here, at least none
that I could see."


"Then you know nothing about the Mage and other bodies
with their throats ripped out," she asked, waving her paper in the air.
"That seems highly suspicious since you were right in the middle of things.
Especially considering that you admitted to shooting the Mage."


"Listen, Special Agent," I said, avoiding the
question. "You ever been in a full-fledged firefight? It's not like TV. Yeah,
I shot the Mage after he tried to barbeque me with fireballs. But I didn’t have
time to check on him after he went down. I was busy enough as it was. I don’t
know who anybody else out there was. They were all being bad guys as far I was
concerned. If they shot at me, I shot at them. There was too much smoke to see
clearly and bullets were flying everywhere. Like I said, I was just trying to
stay alive. But I admit to shooting the Mage and at least one other Demon in
self-defense. Took out one that jumped me with my dagger too. As to anyone else,
I don’t have a clue who shot who, let alone saw anyone ripping out throats. One
minute I'm in the middle of a raging battle and the next thing I know, the
smoke clears and everyone's gone but the dead… and they weren't talking. Then you
showed up. What else can I tell you?"


At least I now knew where the Were comment came from.
Charlie's attacks would seem similar to those of a Werewolf, especially to
someone that didn’t know any better. Which also told me something else about
this place. The EAB from my universe would never have made that mistake.


"You could tell me what you were doing here at this
time of the morning."


"I could," I agreed. "But you're not going to
like it."


"Try me," was all she said.


"I got an anonymous phone call," I said, shrugging.
"Caller said he had something worthwhile to tell me and to meet him here
around midnight. So I figured why not. It's not the first time I've gone
somewhere on a whim."


"You're trying to tell me that you came here based on
an anonymous call?" she asked, then stepped closer so no one else could
hear. "With everything we have going on in Vegas? And you came alone? You
expect me to believe that bullshit?"


"It was on my personal line," I replied, standing
my ground and trying to sound convincing. "A number I don’t give out to
just anybody… and if I recall correctly, your people cut me out of whatever you
have going on in Vegas. So yeah, I didn’t have anything better to do. Job
doesn’t leave me much of a personal life if you must know. So I figured what
the hell? Why not take a little drive… alone, because that's the way I roll. 


"For what it's worth, you might have also noticed I
didn’t come unprepared. I knew it could have been a set up, sure, but I
certainly didn’t expect to walk into a war zone. And yes, I've got a price on
my head but I bet you do as well. But mercenaries? Really? Who the hell sends
mercenaries out to the middle of the desert to take out one cop? Doesn’t make
sense. Especially since, even with what is going on in Vegas, it would have
been a lot easier to put a hit on me there. I don’t exactly hide from people. There's
plenty of places I would have gone which would have been a helluva lot less
suspicious. No… the way I figure it whoever called needed protection and they
had something to trade. The only mistake they made was calling too late."


I should have been an actor, I thought to myself as she
stared back at me. Not that everything I'd said had been a lie. Even so, I'd
bet she wasn't totally convinced, but it was enough to keep her from knowing
for sure. Not that there was a lot that she could do about it either way,
although she did bring up having to call my Captain. I told her to knock
herself out and when she was ready, I'd walk her through anything else she
wanted to know. Which I did… for the next three hours. By the time she was done
and I was free to go all that had happened was that they impounded my rifle with
the promise to return it later. At least they let me keep everything else.


"You really need to see someone about that head
wound," she said when we were finished. "Want me to have one of my
guys give you a ride to the hospital in Bullhead?"


"No thanks," I replied, giving her a mock salute.
"I'll live, at least long enough to get to a Fae Healer. If we're done
here?" With no reply, I turned and walked back to my car and got in it. 


Starting it up, I pulled out of the lot and drove back the
way I came. I figured that was the easiest way to know if she was going to have
someone tail me home. There were a lot of miles of two-lane road to go before I'd
hit Kingman. Of course, she could have just as easily put a bird in the air and
I'd never know about it, but at least I felt better about the effort.


I waited till I was about three miles outside of town before
I pulled over to the side of the road. Getting out and walking around the car,
I made like I was on a bathroom break and whistled, knowing Charlie would be
keeping tabs on me as long as he could. It wasn't long before I heard a sound
in the darkness and he trotted out of the desert in front of me. I'd left the driver's
door open and told him to get into the car. I looked back down the roadway
before following a moment later.


"I was afraid they were not going to release you,"
Charlie said as I pulled back onto the pavement. 


"I'll admit to having a moment of doubt there myself,"
I replied, speeding up. "You'll never guess who showed up from the EAB,
Samson."


"Samson?" he said. "I thought I smelled the
Nephilim when I saw her."


"No shit," I replied. "Don’t you think that's
strange? I mean that she's a girl in this place?"


"There are many strange things in this place," he
said, moving in a circle to lay down on the seat. "I am more concerned with
what happened before she arrived. Although I must point out that she is very
pretty."


"Don’t even start," I said, pushing his big head
away from the center console where he had rested it. "You realize that
someone set us or the Knights up, don’t you?"


"It is the only explanation," he agreed, laying
his head back down.


"Somehow, I can’t see the Knights being betrayed by
someone on their side. You know what I mean? The bitch is only one person on
our side knew where I was taking Belina. The implication that he is involved is…
unsettling, to say the least. But I'm too tired to even begin to think about
what it means yet."


"Who is this traitor?" Charlie asked, raising his
head and looking over at me.


"Robert's lifelong friend, the Druid," I said, punching
the accelerator into a curve. "Captain Ray O'Malley."











Chapter 8


 


 


"You set me up!" I said, storming into O'Malley's
office a few hours later. "What the hell were you thinking? That I
wouldn’t figure it out?"


I'd only just made it back from Kingman, making one stop to
see the Healer at the Temple and then once more at the house for a quick shower
and change of clothes where I dropped Charlie off before heading into the
office. I almost brought him with me, but then I figured that under the
circumstances, the fewer people that knew about him, the better. It was still
early, but I knew the Captain came in a couple of hours before anyone else so I
figured now was as good a time as any. The fact that it was the weekend never
entered my mind.


"What was I thinking?" O'Malley said, smirking.
"What were you thinking? I told you nothing good would come out of
this."


"Yeah, you did," I replied, taking a seat.
"But the last thing I thought that meant was that you were gonna blindside
me and try to get me killed."


"Get you killed?" he said, chuckling. "You
said midnight. The one time in your life you have to show up early for
something and it has to be last night? You weren't even supposed to be there,
you ass. They were supposed to be long gone by the time you showed up. Now I've
got to clean up your mess."


"My mess?" I asked, shaking my head. "What
did you expect me to do if I had been on time? Bury the frigging bodies."


"I expected you to do what you were told," he
said, leaning forward. "What you always do. I expected you to do your job.
Slit the bitches throat and come home. You'd have seen the cops and driven
right by, then dumped her when you had the chance. It would have been all so nice
and tidy."


"Nice and tidy, eh?" I replied, reaching up and
rubbing my head where my wound had been. "I made a deal. That's not the
way we do things."


"Not the way we do things?" he said, jumping up
from his desk and walking to the file cabinet next to it. He pulled open a
drawer and rummaged through it, then found what he was looking for and took it
out, throwing the folder down on the desk in front of me. "What in the
name of Balor's Evil Eye is going on with you, Rob? Ever since you got out of
the hospital you've been acting strange. So you made a deal with the Knights? Is
that supposed to mean something?


"You made a deal with some of them, too," he said,
pointing to the folder he'd tossed down in front of me. "There's your
completed killfile. How many of them thought they were walking into a deal before
you showed them the error of their ways? Too many to count, at least for me. How
many Knights do you think there are in there? I can remember at least three.
There could be more for all we know. You need to get your shit back in the
game, Rob! I'm sure she wasn’t the first silver-tongued poppy to lift her brown
robes for you. What made her different?"


I picked up the file and thumbed through it. It was thick,
really thick, thanks to the photo that was stapled to each page. It was a hit
list and it was not the same as the one in Robert's office I'd found when I
first got here. I was guessing that these targets had simply disappeared. There
were no coroners reports, no death certificates, just a red stamp in block
letters proclaiming missing/presumed dead above each name. From the size, I'd
say there were more than two hundred pages all told. Each one filled with the names
and faces of Robert's victims. No, maybe that wasn't fair. They were this
world's victims. A world where powerful Fae ruled every bit as harshly and
without fear of the consequences of their actions as the old Gods had before
they'd disappeared. Don’t get me wrong, I've killed my share of bad guys. But
this place? This was not my world, not my Fae, and definitely not my O'Malley…
and I hated Gaea right now for making me part of it. 


"She wasn't different, you prick," I said, tossing
the file back onto his desk. "She was an opportunity. One that's long gone
now."


"Yeah, well…," he said, leaning his chair back and
staring at something only he could see. "If I'd of had my way she would
have joined her friends in a wicker cage. It would have been a beautiful
sacrifice. Oh, what a sight that would have been." His chair jerked as he
leaned forward. "Of course, I didn’t have that luxury, did I? So what
happened to her? They didn’t find any of the Knight's bodies."


"Beats the shit out of me," I said, not willing to
say too much now that I saw how things were. "She bailed when your Mage
buddy decided to try and use me for kindling. But don’t feel too bad. I saw
several blood trails. As I recall, the Knights prefer not to leave their fallen
behind if they can help it."


"Well then, the operation wasn't a total loss," he
replied, looking smug. "Although I should take the cost of you
complicating it out of your pay."


"That'll be the day," I replied, spitting out the
words. "What I don’t understand is why you just didn’t say no. Why send me
to the priest at all?"


"Did you really think I was setting you up?" he asked,
shaking his head and laughing. "You know me better than that. I just took advantage
of an opportunity. It was Milotay I was setting up! I knew that smug bastard
was their contact here. Why the hell I never thought about sending you in
before is beyond me. I swear to the Gods, Rob, I've never been able to get that
guy to blink. Yet here you walk in and set up a meeting in less than five
minutes. By Hade's beard, I don’t know how you do it. He's not long for this
world now and his replacement can’t be anywhere near as bad as he is. The
Knights won’t be forgiving, that you can count on. It was perfect."


"That's what you pay me for, right?" I replied, knowing
that this had all been a waste of time and energy. Nothing I said was going to
change anything. This was just the way they did things in this world. It seemed
that everyone was expendable here, even me. "Isn't that what you said? But
you hit it on the head. I have been off my game." I stood up and started
walking to the door. "I think I need a vacation. Maybe I'll see you in a
week or so."


"Oh no you won't, Lieutenant," he said, emphasizing
my rank instead of calling me by name. "You'll get your shit together now.
You've got a new assignment. One that you were specifically requested for."


"Is that right?" I said, turning back to face him.


"Yes it is," he replied. "This one came
directly from the Sheriff. You have a meeting at Homeland Security at 4:00 p.m.
with the new agent overseeing the Cardinal's conference. I believe the two of
you have met. Her name is Samson. Sound familiar?"


"Last I heard they didn’t want me there," I said, raising
my eyebrows.


"Things change," he said, leaning back again.
"Apparently, you impressed her last night. As I've said, you’re the only
guy I know who can fall in shit and come out smelling like mistletoe. But, Rob,
as much as I'd love to see Rael fall flat on her face, the Sheriff wants the
Cardinal's conference to be successful. Cooperate with the Feds but do what you
need to do to get it done. I'll be meeting with them on and off myself. It's
important to him that this thing goes over without a hitch. Now get out of
here. Your guys can cover things in the field until this is over."


I felt like tossing my badge on his desk on my way out and never
looking back. Which, if this would have been my world, would have been a viable
option. Unfortunately, thanks to a certain Goddess, I was stuck in this place
living someone else's life. The fact that he was a hitman for a twisted Druid
that worked for the Fae really wasn't the issue. That bitch had stuck me here
for a reason, and as much as I'd rather be sipping margaritas on a beach with
Charlie at my side, I just couldn't walk away.


I was going to leave a note for my sergeants to call me. Instead,
I was surprised to see that Roberto was already in the office.


"I thought Mal had the duty today," I said, seeing
him seated behind his desk. "I was just going to leave you two a note to
call me when you got in. Why are you still here?"


"Met up with the professor at the University at zero
dark thirty," Roberto replied, looking up from whatever he'd been reading.
"Damn, LT… you look like shit warmed over."


"Yeah," I replied, stepping into the room.
"Long night running an op for the Captain. Now, what did you say about the
professor?"


"I guess he was going at it all night," Roberto
said, shaking his head. "Called me at 3:00 a.m. spouting off about some
old text he'd found. Begged me to come out and meet him. You know how he is. Anyway,
the bottom line is he's figured out what those mopes were up to."


"Really?" I said, taking a seat at his desk.
"That was fast. So how screwed are we?"


"Actually, not as bad as I first thought," he
replied, sliding his chair back. "Turns out it was an old summoning spell
that was supposed to open a portal to Hell. He found it in a scroll written by
an alchemist, of all things. Interesting reading, but it doesn’t work, as they
found out the hard way.


"It opens a portal all right, but the magic is weak and
unrefined. It's only stable enough to bring one Demon over at a shot. That's if
it doesn’t collapse while he's coming through. Which, by the way, happens 99%
of the time. Even if they do manage to bring one over, the little boogers are
so whacked out they almost always kill the summoner before the spell is
complete. Then, poof, bye-bye Demon, hello dead guy. At least most of the time.
Professor says there's no guarantee that one might slip through, but the odds
are pretty small. If they keep this kind of shit up we won’t need to find them.
We can just sit back and watch as they wipe themselves out."


"That's good news," I said, offering him a thumbs
up. "I still want you to keep on top of it though. Either these folks are
scraping the bottom of the barrel or they're grasping at straws. Either way,
they're still dangerous. Worst case, we wouldn’t want any civilians getting
hurt when they do go poof."


"No worries, LT," Roberto replied. "Cox says
the magic is so dirty it might as well shoot up a flare when it hits the aether.
He's polishing up a spell to give us a warning if one pops up as we speak. I'll
push it out to my guys when I get it. Shouldn’t be a problem. Oh, hey? What did
you need anyway?"


"I'm going to be tied up for a few days," I said, rolling
my eyes. "Someone's had a change of heart. All of a sudden the Feds have
decided they want me working with them on that church thing."


"No shit," he said, tilting his head back and
laughing. "Haven't they figured out we don’t play well together? Whose
bright idea was that?"


"You'd have to ask the Sheriff for that one," I
replied, unable to tell him everything that was really going on. "Anyway,
I need you and Mal to split the duty and work twelve twelves till this gig is
over. I'll be working crazy hours myself so you know the drill. Page me if
something you think I need to know comes up. I'm probably gonna bring you guys
in on it at some point, so be ready to join in the fun."


"Oh, joy," he replied, still chuckling. "But
you got it, LT."


"All right, Roberto," I said, heading for the
doorway. "Let Mal know what's up. You guys stay safe."


****


"What did the Druid say?" Charlie asked as I
walked toward the door.


"He admitted it," I replied, going into the house
and tossing my keys on the counter. "Said he was trying to set up the
priest I spoke to. Claims he was only after the Knights. It was supposed to all
be over before we got there. He even said it was our fault for being early. He
didn’t expect me to be so worked up over it. I think he was more upset that I
would consider dealing with Knights fairly in the first place."


"And the girl?"


"You're going to love this," I said, stripping off
my guns and vest as I walked down the hall. I tossed them on my bed and then
went back into the kitchen. "I was supposed to just slit her throat and
dump her body somewhere."


"What kind of a world is this?" Charlie asked as I
shook my head and made a pot of coffee. "Is there no honor here?"


"Oh, it gets better." I proceeded to tell him
about Robert's file that O'Malley had tossed at me. "I mean, I don't claim
to be a Saint, far from it, and I knew this Robert was different. That was
obvious from the way people acted around him. But his body count is insane, and
the worst thing is, that's what everybody expects of him. He can kill anyone
and nobody can even question him about it. Anytime, anywhere. He's even got a
frigging get out of jail free card! These Fae, they're running the place exactly
like the old Gods did. They don’t give a shit about anything except themselves
and Robert's just one of their henchmen. If Gaea's teaching me a lesson she's
accomplished that, but if she's looking for something else… I have no idea what
it can be. Even changing Robert won’t accomplish anything. They'll just promote
someone else into his job to do the same.


"Charlie, I tell you… I'm at a loss… I have no clue
what to do next." I said, rummaging through the cabinet, finally eyeing a
cup that boasted a picture of Audie Murphy in combat gear, of all things. I filled
it with what had brewed and then moved over to the couch and plopped down. "Biggest
problem I see at the moment is that O'Malley is starting to notice the
difference between the two of us. Which means I have to be less like me and
more like him if I want to keep this up. If he starts thinking Robert's a
liability he'll make him retire and I have to believe we need Robert's position
and access to stay in the loop. That's the source of his power here. But I'm
not sure I can do that. There's so many things I don’t know about him or his
background and every time I turn around something new pops up."


"You can only do the best you can," Charlie said,
laying his big head on my lap. "Gaea can expect nothing else from
you."


"Yeah, maybe," I agreed. "But I don't know if
that's enough to satisfy her." I sat up a minute later, taking a sip of
coffee as I rubbed the big dog's head. "All right, this pity party is
getting us nowhere. O'Malley might be an asshole but he's right. I gotta get my
head in the game. So what's our worst-case scenario? I fail and we're stuck
here? I've given that a lot of thought and I'm thinking Jamaica. A sandy beach
doesn't sound that bad, does it? Gaea's also made it pretty clear I can die
here. But we can deal with that. We've busted out of Hades before; we can do it
again. Right? So what's left? Lemme see... I guess we can start by looking at
what we do have. First, there's the Keres. I'm still working on that one but…"


****


"Lieutenant Hoskins," Samson said as she led me
into her office. "I apologize for the mess. As you can see, I'm just
moving in, but thank you for coming."


"My pleasure, Special Agent," I said, skirting a
few boxes that were still on the floor before taking a seat in front of her desk.
"And please, no apologies are necessary, especially since I'm probably
part of the reason you're not settled in yet. Although I would prefer it if
you'd call me Robert, at least when I'm not under investigation."


"Really?" she asked, taking a seat at her desk and
picking up a folder. "From your file I expected you to want to remain
formal when dealing with outside agencies. Was that inaccurate?"


"You can’t believe everything you read, Special
Agent," I replied, crossing my legs and putting on my Robert from this
world hat. "Why just this morning I was reading a recent translation of
the Book of Enoch. It was a new take on the actions of a certain Fallen Angel by
the name of Samyaza. You've heard of him I presume?"


"Point taken, Lieu… Robert," she said, tossing the
file back on her desk. "You've done your research, as have I. You can call
me Rox, although I prefer Roxana in public. Anything but Roxy."


"Okay, Rox," I said, glad to have that out of the
way. Of course, I hadn’t had to do any research. I knew from the Samson in my own
world that she was a Nephilim and descended from the leader of the Grigori. "So
why am I here? I seem to recall being specifically told that the EAB wanted
nothing to do with me on this op. Why the change of heart?"


"Let me cut to the chase, Robert," she said, placing
her hands on the desk as she leaned forward. "Contrary to what you said
last night, your agency and the EAB have never been close. Considering the
entities we deal with, that surprises me. But, when one factors in your method
of operation, I can see why we have our differences. I am not a fool, Robert. I
know Nevada has its own idiosyncrasies. This is the only place in the world
where the Fae and other creatures, not to mention Angels and Demons, coexist with
one another on a daily basis without a war breaking out. That said, unlike my
predecessor, I don't have to like you to know that no one else understands these
entities better than you do. But that's not all of it. You're here for the same
reason I am."


"Do tell," I said, fascinated by the fact that she
actually appeared to understand what we were up against here. "And what
would that be?"


"You might as well know," she said. "Although
I have no idea why, the facilitator of this conference changed her stance and notified
us yesterday that they wanted you involved. We didn't have a choice, it's that
simple."


"Ouch," I said, uncrossing my legs. "That had
to hurt."


"I wouldn't know," she said, dismissively. "I
wasn't assigned to this case until after my predecessor was removed. I was in
Phoenix when he had his problems here. Hence the reason for being assigned to
your incident last night. I was spending the night in Bullhead City. Staying
with a friend before I had to report here."


"Really?" I replied, somewhat surprised. "I
would have thought your family's history with the Fallen Angel would have made
you the natural choice to be in charge of this op from the beginning." I
was talking about the long-standing rumor that during the fall of the Grigori,
it was Rael herself who'd spirited Samyaza's offspring away, saving the young
Nephilim from the fate of his brethren.


"You seem to know a lot about my family history,"
she said, sounding irritated. "And I wasn't aware you'd been briefed on as
much of this operation as you seem to have been."


"I wouldn't get too worked up about it," I said,
chuckling. "As to the Grigori? Anyone can put the pieces together if they have
access to the right history books. But as far as anyone telling me State
secrets, I don't have to be included in meetings to know what's going on in my
own backyard. A Fallen Angel can't just waltz into Vegas without me hearing
something about it."


"I'll try to remember that," she said. "But
just so you're aware, the EAB doesn’t assign agents based on their family
associations. Far from it as a matter of fact. But like you, I was
requested."


"Then we're in this boat together," I said.
"I can work with that. So now that we have the pleasantries out of the
way, why don’t you tell me what you need from me."


She spent the next hour going over the basics of the
operation. Contrary to popular belief, there had been contact between the Church
and the minions from Hell over the centuries, and not just over the fight for
Souls. If what she said was true, Armageddon itself had been avoided once or
twice thanks to conferences such as these. While this one was nothing quite as
exciting, it was still incumbent on both sides to ensure the other's safety. That
was the reason Rael had chosen Vegas as the site. This was neutral ground and
neither side could say it had an advantage here.


Rael had made a deal with Meredith Milagre to use one of
their properties for the location under the guise of a private party. No
surprise there. Like I've said before, she was the most powerful Fae in the State,
not to mention that she had an army of her own she could call on. Anyway, the meeting
was to be held at their private golf course in Jean, Nevada. It was a secure
site, and thanks to its location in almost the middle of nowhere, the high
level of security needed wouldn't attract too much attention, or at least that
was the idea. Bottom line was that Rael now wanted all three entities here to work
with the delegations. 


Roxana Samson had high hopes that this wouldn’t turn out to
be a too many bosses, not enough peons kind of thing, but I had my
doubts. The Church and the Devil had their own bodyguards, while three other
separate groups were tasked with protecting the route and securing the location
of the conference. To quote Roberto's comment this morning, Oh, joy! Still,
the Captain had made it clear he wanted this to go off without a hitch, so I'd
play nice and do what I was told. Anyway, for what it's worth, it seems that Samson
and I had come to an understanding, and after another 30 minutes of boring
details, she called it a day.


"That's the basics," she said, tossing down the
folder she'd been reviewing while she spoke. "Our people will sweep the
route several times and handle security of the caravan to the site. Both
agencies will be manning fixed posts and roving units and the Neptune is
responsible for the grounds until the conference is over, although we will have
representatives there as well. Security at the actual rooms the meeting is
taking place at will be handled by us and Rael. That includes me as well."


"Sounds like you have it covered," I replied,
getting up from my chair. "But we should go out to the site on Monday
morning. I know your people and the Neptune's will sweep it, but I'd like to
get a hands-on look at the route and site. It's been a while since I've been out
that way. I'll even drive if that works for you."


"Good idea," she replied, standing and stretching.
"I'm not as familiar with the area as you are. It'll be good to see things
from a local perspective." She looked down at her watch. "I'm so used
to having a smartphone I keep forgetting to check the time. When are they going
to bring this place into the twentieth century?"


"First person to figure that out will make a
fortune," I replied, chuckling. "You think wearing a watch takes some
getting used to, just wait till you turn on the computer."


"Ugh," she replied. "I've already had the
pleasure. Did you know I have to check out a special car now that I'm assigned
here? Apparently, we have an entire fleet used only in Nevada. They say it's
going to take me a month to figure out how everything works."


"Make sure to ask for an Omega. They're the only ones
that make a police version with damping fields that offer some protection
against black magic. Almost as good as an armored car if you make a wrong turn
and get ambushed."


"Thank you. I'll be sure to specify one when I go to
check it out." She sat back down and picked up the handset of her phone, shaking
her head as she remembered that it had a cord and rotary dial. "I'm
supposed to go to the Downtown Neptune for a meet and greet with their head of
security, Michael Bunker. He's our counterpart there. You should come with me.
Might be good for the three of us to meet before we get started. I'll call him,
but I'm sure he won’t mind. He was disappointed that your agency's involvement in
the planning stages was so limited before today."


"I imagine he was," I said, smiling. I might as
well kill two birds with one stone and meet the Michael from this world. Having
a third person with us the first time I met him wouldn't hurt either. "Michael
and I go way back." 









Chapter 9


 


 


We met up with Michael at the security desk in the Casino of
the Downtown Neptune. After being introduced to Samson and greeting me like an
old friend, we followed him into his office for some small talk. Business-related
for the most part, and then he invited us to dine with him at one of the Neptune's
smaller steakhouses. After a delicious meal of steak and lobster, the waiter
brought the bill. Before she could react, Michael picked it up.


"Don’t even say it," he said, handing her a separate
check. "I wouldn't want your bosses in DC to think I was trying to bribe
you." He pointed his thumb in my direction. "This guy's money,
however, is no good. Not just because Mrs. Milagre loves the bastard, although
I can’t for the life of me understand why, but more so because we've been
friends since we were kids." He waved at one of the waiters. A minute
later, he brought a bottle of wine to the table and filled three glasses.
"Now that that's out of the way and we're off the clock, this one's on me."


"So you've been friends for a long time, have
you?" Roxana noted, taking the offered glass.
"How did you two meet?"


"What? He didn’t tell you?" Michael replied,
wagging a finger at me.


"Come on, Michael," I said, swirling the wine in my
glass. "I'm sure she's not interested in our sad, boring old stories."


"Hah!" he said, looking over at her. "Boring,
never! Sad… well… maybe. But tell me the truth, I'll bet you a dollar to a
donut that all you know about him is the negative stuff. Am I right?" He
waved his hand, shaking her off. "No, I know you won’t answer. But I'm
sure it's true. So, what do you say? You want to hear some real stories about
our friend Robert here? The real Robert, not the ones in all the fairy tales
they spread about him."


"Michael," I said, secretly hoping he would
continue. "I don’t think that's…"


"Yes," Roxana said, putting her hand over my
wrist. "I believe I would like to hear a little bit more about your
lifelong friend here."


"Fine," I said, looking over at him as I rolled my
eyes. "But try and keep the bullshit to a reasonable level."


"Oh, don’t worry, Robby," he said, chuckling at
the use of the name. "I won’t tell her how we're both orphans and you used
to invite me for dinner on holidays because my foster parents were such cheap sons
of bitches." He paused to look over at her. "His grandmother was a
Saint, by the way. She used to pack him an extra sandwich for lunch just so I'd
have something to eat. She even coached him on how to offer it to me so I
wouldn’t feel bad."


He went on like that for about 10 minutes, concluding by telling
a story about me getting kicked out of school for beating up two guys that were
picking on a girl because she had a birthmark that covered half of her face. A
story that was eerily familiar to an incident that had occurred back home. Only
that one had involved Jay instead of me. Weird, but I wasn't quite sure if that
meant anything.


"So you see," Michael said, continuing.
"Don't believe all that bullshit about him being a hard ass. He doesn’t
show it much but he's really a nice guy down deep."


"I'll take your word on that," she said, glancing
over at me as she took another sip of wine. "But I'll have to disagree
with you about him not being a hard ass. He proved that on his own the first
time we met."


"Oh, Robert," Michael said, looking me in the eyes.
"You've been holding out on me."


"What can I say?" I replied, nodding my head
toward Roxana. "Got myself involved in a little firefight last night
across the border. Ended up having to take out a Mage and a couple of his Demons.
She was the EAB agent that handled the call. Stupid of me if you must know. I
wasn't even supposed to be there. Took a wrong turn and drove right into the
middle of it like some rookie."


"He's being modest," she said, now watching
Michael as she spoke. "He walked into a mercenary hit team on a job. He
was the only one still standing when we arrived. I'd say he was lucky. The Mage
and his team had quite the reputation. At least from what I've been told."


"Only one Mage and a few Demons?" Michael asked, raising
his eyebrows and chuckling again. "He didn’t need luck for that. Let me
tell you another little story about our friend here.


"Robert and I both joined the army right after college
and served together in Vietnam. Back in '86, or maybe it was '87, we were
assigned to an MSU together. That's a Magic Suppression Unit. The two of us and
a couple of other Warriors, we played babysitters for the talent. Don’t get me
wrong, we had a good mix of Fae and human Magicians, both Mages, and Wizards with
the occasional Demon thrown in for good measure. Good guys and gals, but they
weren't real military. They were drafted in because of their skill in magic but
they needed Warriors like us to keep them alive in the bush. We spent our time
chasing our counterparts on the other side. Kind of a secret war, but not much of
one for us since we were in the middle of it. We were based out of Long Binh, although
that didn’t mean anything. We seldom got any downtime, so we pretty much operated
out of small villages across the region instead. By this time, fighting was going
on all over the country. But we actually spent most of our time in Laos and
Cambodia, following our guys as they fought the NVA up and down the trail.


"We were searching for Ghosts. You've probably heard about
them or maybe you even saw that movie they made about them a few years back.
Anyway, our guys were getting chipped at more than usual. Whole squads just
disappearing from the field, some even being taken out by their own flipped claymores.
In some cases, a squad of troops would wake up in the morning and find two or
more of their guys lying next to them with their throats slit. They'd all been
sleeping together on the floor and no one else had been touched. Nobody ever heard
a thing. Guys were getting spooked and it was affecting morale, and then there
were the other stories. Stories about Ghosts just walking through the lines and
wasting troops. Guys would be sitting down, drinking coffee or having chow with
some troop they'd just met and then he'd disappear. No one could remember who
they were but there would always be someone found dead after they were gone.


"One day Robert and I are staging out of this hamlet near
the border and there's this old woman that everyone defers to. Supposed to be
the headman's widow. She won't admit it, but Robert here's convinced she's a
Witch. So he starts speaking to her. Which is fine by me because she won’t give
our boys or girls the time of day. But then here's Robert in between missions,
drinking tea and eating rice with chopsticks, just sitting there cross-legged and
waiting for her to take notice of him so he can strike up another conversation.
To make a long story short, after a couple of weeks of this, the old lady finally
tells Robert a story of her own. One about a powerful Sorcerer that terrorizes
the lands, far and wide. So Robert finds out all he can and convinces the Major
that we should go and check it out. The Major was an actual Wizard, by the way,
and it wasn't the first time he'd heard such a thing.


"Now, we're gearing up the next morning when the old
lady comes up to Robert, bowing at him and holding a sword in her hands. Tells
him it's an ancient weapon to fight evil, the reincarnation of Heaven's Will,
the mythical sword of the Dragon King, and she begs him to take it. Personally,
it looked like a piece of crap to me, but at the time, what did I know? Anyway,
Robert bows back, takes the sword and bows again even lower. He thanks her
profusely and sticks it in his belt. She smiles like a girl on her first date, walks
closer and whispers something in his ear. Then she starts performing some kind
of ritual of blessing on him. When she's all done she starts walking backward,
still bowing, all the way to her hut. A few minutes later, she disappears
inside. By that time, the slicks had arrived, and we're off to go humping into
the boonies.


"Our objective is supposed to be in Saravan Province, a
place near Ban Yon that has caves and waterfalls near where this Sorcerer is believed
to be based. Well, wouldn’t you know it, we get within 15 or 20 klicks of our destination
and we stumble into the hiding place of the very Sorcerer that we're looking
for. Problem is, he's got half an NVA regiment across the creek from him and
we're smack dab in the middle of them with nothing but a small grove of trees and
a few rocks for cover. Now, we've got our own team of Sorcerers and we've been
humping most of the night, but when the shit hits the fan they light up the
forest with enough magic and fireworks to be seen all the way to Hanoi. Turns
out this guy's not just a Sorcerer, he's some kind of powerful Jinn. Our boys and
girls are good, but their no match for whatever kind of magic he was tossing around
so they start dropping like flies. One after the other, till there's just five
of us left. The Major is down but still breathing, and the last two of our
Mages are both injured and spent. Whatever little power they have left barely
enough to keep a shield up around us and lob a few fireballs here and there. I
finally get to the radio and get a call out but there's no way we're gonna last
till anyone can bail us out, let alone make it to an extraction point.


"Now me, I'm figuring that's it. We're going to buy the
farm. Not even Sgt. Rock can save us from this mess so I might as well kiss my
ass goodbye right then and there. But not Robert. Oh, no… he looks over at me
and says, 'No way we're going out like this. Not by some half-ass Genie wannabe.
I'm gonna need some covering fire.' By now, our Mages are exhausted and I'm
thinking I've got maybe a couple magazines left and there's no way that’s going
to work, not against both a Jinn and a half a stack of pissed off NVA regulars.
But Robert there, he throws me his last two magazines and pulls out that old
rusty sword, and I figure, what the hell? At least we're going to go out like
real Warriors. You know what I mean?"


Michael stopped for effect, winking at me as he poured
himself another glass before turning back to Roxana.


"Next thing I know he jumps up on the rock we're
hunkered down behind and starts screaming like one of O'Malley's Banshees, his sword
high in the air. By the time I realize he's yelling in Vietnamese, I'm already
dumping my first magazine as I dance full rock-n-roll with the NVA. Then he
starts running across the grass straight at the Jinn. Who by now is standing
with his mouth wide open at the sight. He's so stunned, Robert is halfway to
him before he even thinks to raise his arms and fire back. But he finally does,
hurling fire and bolts of electricity from his fingers at Robert, but he can’t
land a single shot.


"By now, even the NVA have stopped firing, which is a good
thing because I'm down to less than half a mag. Everyone's just staring at
Robert and his rusty sword as he hightails it toward the Jinn, evading every
arc of electricity and every burst of flame as if he knows where they're going to
be before they even leave the guy's hands. The Jinn is speechless. He tries to
lob another fireball at Robert but it never leaves his hand. By this time,
Robert is already leaping up and over the bamboo steps that lead up to the
hooch's doorway the Jinn is standing in. Then, with a final scream, he thrusts
the blade into the Jinn's chest and out his back, piercing his heart. There's a
burst of light as the fireball he's holding explodes and Robert gets tossed
back into the grass. The half-burnt Jinn is just standing there,
expressionless, looking down at the sword sticking out of him when he suddenly throws
his head and arms back and turns a bright white. Energy bursts out everywhere
and I get knocked flat on my ass. I'm on the ground then, staring at the NVA as
torrents of energy are flowing out from the Jinn, over my head, and into their
ranks, killing most of them instantly. The ones left are nothing but dazed and
confused. I look behind me and see Robert get up, patting the flames on his fatigues
as I hear muffled gasps from the few NVA still alive. I turn back and see them groveling
on the dirt, not even looking up as Robert walks back to me and pulls me up on
my feet.


"Damndest thing I've ever seen," he said, raising
his glass before draining it. "One Mage don’t mean nothing after living
through that. Should have given him a medal but there wasn't anything of the
Jinn left. Place looked like a B-52 had dropped a load onto it when he was
done. Even the sword had disappeared. Instead, we get a notation in our files
and then they start sending us after every piece of shit, magical creature that
the army even thinks might cause it problems. We parted our military ways a
little bit after that. I stayed in and he got out. Not that I blame him, not
with the PD and his now ex-wife waiting for him. Sounds nuts, but it was some
of the best times I ever had.


"And now you see why I told your predecessor that he
was a fool," Michael said, tipping his glass at me. "You do not want
to get into the middle of a heated debate between Heaven and Hell without this guy
at your side. Not if you want to live to talk about it later."


"That's quite the tale," she agreed, watching my
reaction. Before I could say anything, she set down her glass and checked her
watch and then looked at Michael. "I wish I could stay to hear more but
I'm going to have to ask for a raincheck. I still have to get my things from
the office before I can call it a night and tomorrow's my only day to get
everything moved in. Robert wants to see the site on Monday. I'm thinking of having
him pick me up from the office at 10:00 a.m., if that works for him. Do you
want to join us?"


"How about I meet you there around 10:45 a.m.," he
said. "I'll let them know you're coming. I'll see if Siegfried can make it
as well. I've got a few early meetings but I should have things wrapped up by
then."


"Fine by me," I said as she pushed her chair back.


Siegfried was the head of the Neptune's corporate security
and Michaels boss as well. Like Michael, he'd also been a close friend back
home. 


"Great," she said, standing. "Don't get up. Finish
your drinks. I can find my own way back to my car."


"No, that's not necessary," Michael said, standing
as well. "I'll take you out the back way. It's quicker." He looked
over at me. "Mind staying a few?"


"I'll be here," I said, raising my glass. He
nodded and then led Samson out through the kitchen entrance.


"Laid it on a little thick there, didn’t you," I
said when he got back. Not that I had any idea of what parts of his story were
true or which ones were bullshit.


"Just trying to score you a few points," he said
as he sat back down. "Besides, did I say anything that wasn't accurate?"


"I'm just saying I'm not sure what the point was,"
I said, tossing back the last of my wine. "The Feds and I are never gonna
be on the same page. They'll never understand the way we do things here."


"I wasn't talking about the Feds, buddy," he said,
pouring the last of the bottle into his glass. "I was talking about her. I
saw the way she was looking at you. That's not the normal kind of look you give
the guy that sits across the cubicle. You must have done something to impress
her."


"Right…," I replied, laughing. "That's what
happens when you drink too much Fae wine. You get delusional. Don’t let her we're
all on the same side act fool you, they teach that in their academy. Not to
mention that they'd reassign her to Greenland if she ever hooked up with the
likes of me. Besides, I think I've got enough headaches involving Fallen Angels
without complicating things."


"I disagree, I took the same classes… and stop selling
yourself short," he said, pushing his now empty glass aside.
"Besides, when did you ever give a shit about anyone's lineage. I'm just
saying she looks like someone worth getting to know better, at least to me.
Okay then, I've said my peace. You give any thought to Meredith's offer? I was
going to call you that night but I had to go out of town. Then I found out you
were in the hospital but you'd already checked out by the time I got back. I
tried calling the house but you never answered."


"You should have left a message," I said. "Not
that I would have played it back yet, it's been a crazy week."


"So I've heard," he replied, looking serious. "Which
is reason enough for you to consider her offer. I know money's not the issue,
but come on, Robert, how much more of their bullshit are you going to take?
Life would be a lot less complicated working with us."


"I have no doubt," I said, remembering who I was
supposed to be. "But I'm not sure I'm ready to give it up just yet.
Besides, I have a few scores to settle before I can hang things up. But it's
definitely something to think about."


"I figured that," he said, knitting his brows.
"I told Meredith you'd be hesitant. I understand. I really do. I was there
once myself. But you wouldn’t be an outsider just because you leave the PD. You
know how things work here and we take care of our own. You've got a little time,
though. I just need you to seriously think about it." He slapped his hands
on the table. "Enough said… Now, tell me what the hell you were really
doing last night? And don’t even try to give me that bullshit about making a
wrong turn."









Chapter 10


 


 


I'd spent several more hours talking to Michael before I'd
called it a night. If nothing else, it had been interesting. There was no
question that this Robert was a loner, but if he had one friend in the world,
that friend was Michael. Although I hadn’t learned as much as I would have
liked. I did get some perspective on what Robert's life was like, and that
included his feelings on magic. It wasn't so much that he didn't like it, it
was more that he'd lost his faith in it.


Robert grew up in a world where magic was everything. It was
all around him and the core that made this place different than everywhere
else. Being human hadn’t made that much of a difference, whether it was because
of his grandmother's influence or simply because magic was a resource to be
used by everyone, it hadn't seemed to matter what race you were. At least not
to him growing up. The constant interaction with other magical creatures was
just the way it was. The beings he looked up to weren't sport's idols or
actors, they were the powerful Fae or magic endowed humans that made Vegas what
it was.


That's not to say that this place was a utopia. Far from it,
and it suffered from the same problems anywhere else did, as far as that was
concerned. A bully's a bully. Whether they're a Fae, Were, Demon, or even a human,
people, and I use that term to describe everyone in this context, are the same
everywhere. There's always somebody that thinks they're better than somebody
else. Someone that thinks they're entitled. You know the type I mean. But for
the most part, life was pretty normal for young Robert here. He was a good kid,
and like Michael's story had pointed out, he was a good friend, too.


Like the rest of us, we all have to grow up sometime. Nobody
prepares you for the real world. For Robert, it started with the war. He'd
grown up in a place where magic was dependable. It was the source of all power
and he came from the center of the magical universe. Magicians and Fae were the
stars of his world. Out in the field, though, he'd learned that that didn’t
mean what he thought it did. Out there, the Mages, Wizards, and Fae that he'd
grown up believing were supermen and superwomen were just as frail as anyone
else. They could be killed just as easy. The fact that the power of magic
wasn't what he thought it was came as a shock to Robert, especially since he
was the one that was still alive. 


The point is that Robert changed. Although I'm not sure
there wasn't something different about him from the start. Now I'm not saying
he had a secret past life like I did, but he seemed to be more than just a
human. Of course, Samson could have been right. Maybe he was just lucky. If
that was it, then he was the luckiest son of a bitch I'd ever heard of. If
true, that was a kind of magic all in itself. Whatever the case, Robert's attributes
served him well when he came home and joined the PD.


Whatever changes he'd gone through didn’t show right away,
they manifested themselves slowly. He had a good job, a nice family, but over
time the work consumed him. Now that's not much different than a lot of cop's
lives. I used to say that the PD was like a jealous mistress, always calling
you away from home. Between promotions, he kept getting tougher assignments,
until he finally got the toughest of all. Lieutenant of the Magical Affairs
division. After that, the job became everything. His family life slowly fell
apart, although as I've found out, he did still maintain a relationship with
his ex and his kids. Of course, it's kinda hard not to where his children are
concerned since both followed in his footsteps. Not that any of this makes
understanding why Gaea sent me here any easier, but at least I have a little more
empathy for the Robert whose life I've been tossed into. But so much for sob
stories. 


Another thing I'd accomplished last night was to talk to
Colonel Livia Camillus. I'd returned her things and we'd had a private chat
before I'd left the Neptune. I'd had to ask Michael to arrange it and I'd be a fool
if I said that he didn’t suspect that something was up. But like I said, if
Robert had one friend, one person he could trust, it was him. Bottom line was
that after stopping the Knight, her primary concern at the moment was to
protect the Cardinal until the meeting was concluded. Like Robert, duty came
first. Which meant that she'd be sticking to the Cardinal like glue until it
was all over. Can't say that I expected anything less but I had enjoyed working
with her up close and personal like. I even thought we'd had a connection,
being Demon Hunters and all. But maybe it was for the best. I didn’t really
need to complicate Robert's life any more than I already had. Not that I
thought that wasn't going to happen anyway, but thinking it does make things a
little bit easier.


One positive thing I can say about Robert's personal life is
that Michael had hinted that it wasn't unheard of for Robert to have the
occasional tryst. Although he hadn’t been specific, there was no doubt from his
words that Robert hadn’t been a monk. Even among the human population, sex in
the land of the Fae seemed a lot more casual than the regular world. So I
suppose it wasn't out of the realm of things for him to have hooked up with his
ex, or even Paige. I guess as long as I didn’t marry someone I couldn't screw
his life up too badly. As if that was gonna happen anyway. Even my relationship
with Kyras, Queen of the Keres couldn't be the same here. This world's Robert didn't
have the DNA to make that possible, or at least I was pretty sure that was true
after seeing the results of my blood test when I'd been in the hospital. A
question about accelerated healing was one thing but there'd have been no doubt
of who Robert was if they'd found anything more.


Since it was Sunday, Charlie and I spent most of the day at
my grandmother's house exploring Robert's old things and the armory downstairs.
I also took a moment to read some of the old books that were on the shelves in
the library. It looks like some of Michael's story might actually be true, at
least as far as Robert's rusty old sword was concerned. There had indeed been a
sword called Heaven's Will. It had been found and used to help free
Vietnam from the Ming occupation way back in the 1400s. When the war was over,
the then turned ruler had returned the sword to its rightful owner, the
Mythical Dragon King. It was rumored that it was still out there, waiting to be
wielded by the next person chosen to free the land from evil. Now I'm not
saying it was the same sword, he didn’t possess it that long, but it does make
one think.


Even though it was the weekend, I'd spent the morning on the
phone with the office. First with O'Malley as he'd been participating in the
Church caper from the beginning. Most of the PD's involvement was limited to
the Patrol Division. He'd assigned uniform cars to patrol the area and monitor
traffic. The Feds and Michael's people had their own duties. Since I was
brought in late, I had pretty much been assigned as a consultant. I'd been told
I was supposed to offer my team's expertise in areas where problems they hadn't
considered might come up. Thanks to Rael's insistence that I be involved, that
also allowed us some freedom to operate independently, as long as I kept the
Feds abreast of what we came up with. Which, in theory, sounds great. But when
you consider that the whole thing is what Robert's old army buddies might call
a cluster foxtrot, I was not particularly thrilled about being finally invited
to play.


Part of the problem stemmed from my other conversation this
morning with Mal and Roberto. Things were quiet, too quiet for comfort. When
you look at the fact that in the last week I'd almost been killed battling an
Executor Demon while tangling with Beelzebub, taken on a Wyvern, and gotten
into a battle with one of Marissa's old Mages. The last happening while my guys
were fighting the rest of his assholes while serving a search warrant. But the
last few days had been exceptionally free from the usual problems we dealt with.
The fact that the only thing we'd really seen since then was a shit Demon that
had almost been loosed from Hell barely scratched the surface of a regular day.
Oh, and let's not forget the Knight was out there, too. It's only fair to give
equal credit to both sides. Of course, that wasn't counting the mercs since
that had been O'Malley's idea.


We'd all agreed that either we finally cleaned the city up
and were the best damn cops out there, the latter being something that I'd
argue was true even on our worst days, at least from what I'd seen, or we were
missing something and the shit was about to hit the fan. Which, of course, was
the most probable of the two. Then again, maybe word of Satan's alleged
presence at this conference had gotten out and everyone was spooked. With no
way to know, I'd tasked the two of them with having their guys get out and
start beating the bushes. Maybe if we put a little pressure on some of our
sources, something would pop up. 


I finished the day by playing ball with Charlie at sunset. Watching
as the Garden Faeries made a game of it by trying to keep it away from him. I wouldn't
say they were successful at it, but Charlie didn't seem to mind, and it looked
like they were having fun. It was good to end on a positive note and at least
they weren't hiding every time I came here anymore.


"Have you considered what to do next," he asked
when they were done, after dropping the ball near my feet.


"Not exactly," I replied, picking it up.
"Although I was thinking that we can introduce you slowly. It won’t work
with Michael or O'Malley; they already know who you are. But for anyone else, I
can casually mention that I have a dog. Maybe then I won’t have to hide you
anymore."


"What of Samson?" he asked.


"I don’t think she'd get to worked up if she found out
I had a dog," I said, tossing the ball in my hand and thinking he was
talking about the other night's battle. "Even if you are a Fae, it's not
like she's gonna ask to check your bite pattern. Even if she does, I'm guessing
you could probably change it to whatever you want her to see."


"I meant when will you see her again," he asked.
"There is something about her scent that now leads me to believe she is different.
She may be more than we originally thought she was."


"Really?" I replied, tossing the ball over my
shoulder. "Do we have to go through this again? She's Samson. If nothing
else, I'll never get that visual out of my head." I sighed. "I'm
going to forget you even asked. Let's get back to work for a minute. Do you
think you could find the golf course the Neptune has in Jean? We've been past the
area before on our own world. When we went to Goodsprings to meet with Thoth.
Do you remember?"


"Of course," he said, giving me one of those looks
like I'd just tossed his ball over the fence. "What is it you wish me to
do?"


"Okay," I said, formulating a plan. "I'm
taking Samson out there tomorrow. We're following the route they're supposed to
take the Cardinal and his team for the meeting the next day. They're planning
to hook up with the 91, the old LA Highway, just outside of town. That's the
Las Vegas Strip in case you didn’t know. That route also means they don't have
to shut down the freeway. Anyway, I'm not worried about anything in town. We'll
have Patrol and roving units everywhere, but there's a lot of desert to cover
once we're out of the City. I don't care if they are the EAB, folks tend to
forget their other senses when they have an unlimited line of sight.


"I'm sure Michael's got his shit together. Siegfried
will be involved as well and you know how anal he can be about details. But it
wouldn’t hurt to have another set of eyes probe the area. Especially when one
of them is yours. Worst case is that we tell the two of them that they've got
everything covered. If not, we can let them know quietly. That way no one loses
face. Plus, Michael will get a kick out of seeing you again. I saw a picture of
us when we were kids in the box upstairs I'd missed the first time. It's one of
the three of us sitting by the fountain out front. It even has Me, Michael
and Charlie written on the back. Now that I think about it, it's the
perfect opportunity to let folks know about you. We won’t have to wait after
all. So make sure to greet him like a long lost friend. I'm sure he'll get a
kick out of that no matter what you find."


"I will stay here tonight then," he replied.
"I will have to leave long before sunrise to do everything you ask. I will
be watching for you to arrive. Whistle when you want me to show myself. I will
let you know then what I find."


"Works for me," I said, patting the big dog's back
as I got up. "All right, then. Lemme grab my stuff and then I'll be off."


I loaded the few items I'd pulled from the armory into the
trunk and saw that I still had Belina's long gun and a few of her things that I'd
already forgotten were there. I decided to leave them where they were. Taking it
as an omen that I'd probably see her again. Why? Because I knew that nothing I
did was going to convince her to abandon her mission.
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I stepped out of the car in front of the Federal building,
walked around and opened the back door as she handed me a garment bag. I'd told
her to dress casually when I called her this morning since we might be trekking
through the desert but we'd both brought suits to change into just in case.


"Is that tailored?" Roxana asked, sampling the material
between her fingers as she admired it when I hung hers behind mine.


"Don't worry," I said, closing the door and walking
back to my side of the car. "It wasn't comped if that's what you're
thinking. I can afford to buy what I want thanks to my grandmother."


"I wasn't thinking anything of the kind," she said
as she got in and slammed the door. "I was merely admiring the fabric. It
feels like something my father would wear. He gets his suits custom tailored as
well."


"Oh, really?" I replied, pulling back onto Las
Vegas Boulevard. "What does he do?"


"Don’t start," she said, folding her arms across
her chest. "I wasn’t trying to be an ass. If we're going to work together,
I'd appreciate if you'd do the same."


"What'd I miss?" I asked. " All I did was ask
who your father was."


"Right," she said, turning to stare at me.
"Do you have any idea how much shit I get because of him? And just so you
know, I got this job all on my own, thank you. I didn’t need any help from daddy!"


"I really have no idea what you're talking about."


"You sure seemed to know enough about my history the other
day," she said, sounding even angrier now. "Lukian Samson? Head of
the EAB? Name ring a bell?"


"Oh, shit," I said, realizing my mistake. Charlie
was right again. There was something different about her. She wasn't the Samson
from my world. She was his daughter! "I am so sorry. I didn’t mean it as
an insult."


"Of course you didn't," she said, sweeping her
hand across the windshield. "I forgot. This is Vegas. You probably have
Nephilim on every street corner. My mistake."


"No, really," I said, trying to talk myself out of
the hole I'd dug thanks to being surprised. "I did know who you were but
it just didn't register, if you know what I mean. I don't usually deal with the
EAB so the name didn’t click. Sure, I saw the words on paper but I just didn’t
put the two of you together. I apologize for the misunderstanding. I gotta
imagine that it must have sucked. I've got police friends whose kids went to
the academy and they still catch shit now and then." I pulled into a local
coffee house drive-through. "Here, let me buy us both a latte and we can
start over."


"Apology accepted," she said a few minutes later
as I handed her a mocha. "I shouldn't have snapped at you."


"And I shouldn't have assumed that you thought I was on
the take," I replied, pulling out of the drive-through."


"No you shouldn’t have," she replied, now smiling.
"But if you must know, I was a trust fund kid myself. But that's what
happens when your last name is Samson, of the line of Samyaza. Sorry… that
sounded pompous, didn’t it?"


We both chuckled as I got back on the Boulevard and headed
south. Then once again when I reached over to the glovebox and asked her if she
wanted a pair of revealers. Not something a Nephilim would need, her
eyes more than capable on their own to recognize magic. In between talking
business, we played tourist as we passed the Fae hotel's and casino's that
lined the Las Vegas Strip. Even as a Nephilim, Roxana wasn't used to such open
displays of magic. In between discussions of the law enforcement headaches
working in such an environment could bring, she'd stop and marvel at the
ancient-looking facades of the major houses.


"I can see why they're the biggest game in town,"
she said as we passed the massive statue of King Neptune. He was just bursting
out of his imitation ocean with his trident raised high as we drove by the
Neptune's Landing, the signature property of the Milagres.


"And they're getting bigger," I said, pointing to
the shuttered property down the street. "They just picked up the RED across
the way. Got it at State auction after we took down the owner."


The RED had once been owned by my enemy, Marissa, the dark
High Fae of my world. Known here as Marissa, or Mary, Aiken. She was facing
life in prison after being taken down and convicted for a variety of charges by
the Robert from this world.


We continued southbound on the Boulevard, passing the last
casino and hitting the stretch of desert until we passed the Paradise Spa, the
last sign of commercial civilization in this Las Vegas until we hit Sloan. The
old grocery store, restaurant and gas station were still open as cars pulled
off the freeway to refuel while we continued our way down the 91.


"That's a lot of desert," Roxana remarked as we passed
the station.


"Roughly 14 miles between here and Jean," I
replied, looking ahead. "I know it looks like open country, but with all
the coverage you have in town, if I was going to do something, this is the
stretch I'd do it in."


"Our people have already thought of that," she
replied, gazing out the window. "We're closing the roads from Sloan to
State line in a couple of hours for a supposed road construction project. Shouldn't
be much of an inconvenience since most people use the I-15. They've swept it
once and they'll do it again tonight and then once more ahead of the Cardinal's
convoy. Nobody will be allowed in unless they're part of the operation. We'll
have roving patrols using marked construction vehicles along the roadway, as will
your folks."


"If you say so," I said with a shrug.


"You don't think that's enough? " she asked.


"Let's just say that I have a healthy appreciation for
its dangers," I replied with a nod. "Don't let it fool you. You're
right, there's a lot of desert out there but it's not as empty as it looks. If
nothing else, from what you said last night, Siegfried and Michael will have Fae
trackers and Warriors already in place out there, and that's just what we know
about. Even so, there's still plenty of places to hide, so I'll be curious to
hear if they sense anything out there."


Thanks to the hills to the south, it was about another 10
miles before the trees and entrance of our destination came into view. 


"There you have it," I said as we rounded the last
curve. "The oasis that is the Neptune's Golf Resort. More water than you
can find within 100 miles, next to Vegas and Lake Mead, that is."


From where the I-15 turnoff to past where the Jean State
Prison would have been situated in my world and beyond, acres and acres of lush
vegetation and golf courses filled our view. Two of them championship rated and
highly sought after if you believed the brochures. From the looks of what I
could see from here, I had no doubt that it was true.


We turned into the entrance, crossing two sets of heavily
guarded gates before being allowed in. It was my understanding they'd closed the
place for the event. I couldn’t imagine how much that cost them. Made me think
that I didn't care what anyone said, Meredith had a stake in what was going on
here. Whether that was in dollars and cents or favors owed was anyone's guess.


A Fae security officer checked our ID one more time before
we were directed to a place to park near the entrance to the main facility. As
we got out of the car, I felt the reverberation of a helicopter's blades
slicing through the air as it came to a landing in a grassy area across from the
lot. As the chopper touched down, Michael exited the door, head bent forward as
he jogged in our direction. He stopped midway to wave at the chopper. It lifted
off again soon thereafter and we met him in the parking lot.


"You really let them force you to ride in that piece of
junk?" I asked as I reached out to shake his hand. "I don’t care how
much money the Neptune has, the avionics in that thing have got to suck big
time."


"Which is why we never fly without a Worp Mage in the left
seat," Michael replied, shaking both our hands. "Those bastards can
take over anytime and set us down anywhere we choose, light as a feather."


I'd never met a Worp Mage but I'd heard what they were
capable of. Masters of air, they had the ability to change its properties. Making
it as heavy as water or to disappear entirely as if in a vacuum. They were able
to tunnel through it, too. Line of sight, from what I'd heard, but good enough
to prevent a helicopter from falling and crashing. I'm told they were quite
rare and expensive as hell to employ. Which is why few commercial airlines had
them on staff. Although I'm sure they had the few for hire on retainer when the
expense warranted it.


We followed Michael as he led us through the building and
onto the grounds behind the main hall.


"How was the drive up?" he asked as we went down
the stone stairs. "Everything look quiet?" 


We'd stopped in front of a large garden, reminiscent of something
found in an 18th century French or German castle, with statues and
exotic plants and what almost looked like a hedge maze in the distance. There were
several rock paths large enough to accommodate golf carts, and foot trails that
led to the different grounds and courses. 


"Let's find out," I said, pointing to one of
several carts parked nearby. "Can we take one of those to one of the back
exit gates? One that leads directly into the desert would be best."


"Absolutely," Michael replied. "There is a
paved road that borders the grounds. It's guarded and patrolled 24/7." He
glanced over at Roxana as he spoke.


"Don’t ask me," she said as we followed him to the
lead cart. "He didn’t say anything about it on the drive over."


"What are you up to, Robert?" Michael asked as we
drove through the luscious grounds. 


"Just covering all the bases," I said, patting his
shoulder.


"Sure you are," he said as he approached another
gate. The Fae guard waved us through and then he pulled up to a large wooden
door set within the stone border wall.


"This is it," he said, stepping out of the cart.
"All right, we're here. What next?"


"I've got an old friend checking out the area," I
said, approaching the gate. "Think you can let him in?"


"What? He can't use the front door like everybody else?"
Michael asked as he pulled out his radio. He said a few words into it and the
door began to swing open. "I hate to break it to you, but if anyone was
out there, my folks would have already reported it."


"He won’t be in the perimeter," I said, walking through
the gate and out onto the roadway. "At least not if your guys are doing
their job." I put two fingers in my mouth and whistled, then walked back
toward the two of them to wait. "Oh, you might let them know he's coming
in."


"This is ridicu…," Michael said, frowning as his
radio buzzed. "What?" He glanced in my direction, giving me a dirty
look before responding. "Let him through."


"Is that an Arcadian?" Roxana asked as we stood in
front of the open gate, the plume of dust getting closer.


"An Arcadian?" Michael asked, squinting to get a
better look. Part Fae, or not, his eyes couldn’t match those of the Nephilim
"Where in the God's names did he come from?"


"I told you he was an old friend," I said, just as
Charlie skidded through the open gate and almost collided with Michael. Then he
jumped up, placing his paws on Michael's chest as he gave him a typical dog welcome.


"Charlie!" he said, hugging the big dog.
"When the hell did you come from. It's been what? 40 years?"


"Hello friend Michael," Charlie said, jumping down
and turning his snout toward me. "It has indeed been many years. But our
young Robert has been busy as of late. Even as far away as my lands are, word
of his recent escapades have come to my attention. I felt I should come and see
for myself what kind of trouble he has gotten himself into."


"When is he not getting into trouble?" Michael asked
with a laugh.


Show off, I thought to myself as I turned to Roxana.


"Special Agent Roxana Samson," I said, waving my
hand toward the big lug. "This is Charlie, also known as Karalos. Charlie,
meet Roxana."


"Well met, Charlie… I mean Karalos," she said,
then turned to me, whispering. "That isn't just an Arcadian. That's a Fae
Lord. How do you know him?"


"Oh," I said, moving over to pet the big dog's
head. "Charlie was a friend of my grandmothers. He used to keep an eye on
us when we were kids." I turned to face him. "So? You find anything
unusual?"


"The perimeter is secure," he replied, glancing
over at Michael. "Your associates perform their duties in an exemplary
manner, as they should. You have taught them well."


"They didn’t see you," Michael said, sounding
disappointed.


"It was never my intent to breach the grounds unless
necessary," he replied. "Had I attempted such, I would have more than
likely have been discovered. But even the best of us cannot expect to know
every creature that roams the desert, especially those outside our sphere of operations,
and I did not wish to be seen. I was unable to get close enough without the risk
of drawing attention. That is more than enough to know that those within are in
good hands."


Suddenly, the fur on Charlie's back bristled and then
Michael blocked him as the dog began to turn his body. As I looked behind us, I
saw two ghostly forms emerging as if from a fog. As I looked closer, the
apparitions took solid shape.


"It's okay. Everybody relax," Michael said,
raising his voice and hands to get our attention. "She's with us."


A moment later a female and a Hellhound came into view. She
was exotic looking, with a strangely beautiful face but with eyes of black that
seemed intense enough to pierce one's soul. Her long black hair flowed down below
her waist. Her skintight leather suit, the color of ash, looked more like armor
than a statement of fashion. The Hellhound beside her was as big as Charlie, with
red eyes that glowed like burning coals. As they got closer, his nostrils
flared and smoke poured out, the barest hint of sulphur now mixing with the
once sweet air. He parted his mouth, revealing razor-sharp teeth, then snorted
as she placed her hand on his head.


"This is Attaria Diabolus," Michael said, relaxing.
"Bodyguard to Satan and Commander of his Imperial Legion."


"And his daughter, if that matters anything to you,"
she said, taking her hand away from the Hellhound and walking toward us. "No
need for introductions, I know who you are." She stopped in front of
Charlie. "Thank you, Lord of Fae. My own hound, Gehenna, confirms your
assessment."


Charlie dipped his head.


"And you cousin," she said, turning to the agent
and extending a hand. "Roxana of the line of Samyaza. It is good to
finally meet you. Many times my father has spoken of him. I am pleased to see
that his line continues on."


"My pleasure," Roxana said, taking her hand.


"Ahh... Robert, son of Gabriele," she said,
letting go of her hand and stepping up to me. "You may be the first human
I owe a debt of gratitude to. Beelzebub's lamentations at the loss of his pet
Demon have been music to my ears these past few days. I will be watching to see
what other amusements you may offer."


Michael rolled his eyes as she stepped back.


"Would that we could have spoken longer. But alas, I too
have duties I must attend to," Attaria said, lightly slapping her thigh and
waiting as her Hellhound trotted back up to her side. "Perhaps we will meet
again once this is over." Then she turned around and walked back the main
path, the Hellhound beside her as they turned on to one of the pedestrian
trails that lead deeper into the resort.


"What was that all about?" Roxana asked as they
disappeared from view.


"Probably just what she said," Michael replied.
"She wanted to meet you in person. She had to know you were coming. She
has access to the same information we all do."


"Interesting, if nothing else," I remarked,
raising my eyebrows to make a point. "Maybe she was just sizing up the
competition. For later, of course."


"I doubt that she would feel the need," Charlie
chimed in. "After all, she has already discovered much about you. I do
believe she said that you were amusing, did she not?"


"Wait… did you just make a joke?" I asked as the
others burst out laughing. Damn, he really was showing off. I clutched my hands
over my heart. "Oh, that was cold. I'm wounded. I really am. But can we
get back to business now?"


That got a quick laugh and then Michael got serious again. 


"Unless you just want to get a look at the grounds,
there's not much more to see," he said, taking a few steps and leaning
against the golf cart he'd brought us here in. "Attaria has total control
over their internal security. The Cardinal and Rael's folks, the same. The
meeting room has already been sealed by the EAB and representatives of all
sides have signed off. Your people basically have everything outside already in
motion. Of course, I'll have triple the guards here by midnight. Not much else
to do except wait till things get rolling. Which, as you know, should be
sometime after 4 a.m. They won’t let us to know exactly when until it happens,
although I will get a little head's up because the Cardinal's folks are already
staying with us. After that, everyone stays on property until it concludes.
They've already secured their rooms so that's not an issue." 


"Any idea how long this thing is supposed to
last," I asked, not being sure of the timetable.


"Two days minimum, probably three to four,"
Roxanne replied. "It's just like any other diplomatic summit. Since this
isn’t a regular thing, the first day will probably be introductions and the setting
of rules. After that, it's all about the negotiations. Hard to say how long
that will take with this bunch."


"It looks like you have everything covered," I
said, moving to get into the cart. "Makes me wonder why I'm here."


"I know someone that can answer that," a voice said,
stepping off one of the nearby trails. It was Siegfried. He was accompanied by
a 40-something brown-haired woman with green eyes and wearing a deep red wine
colored business suit.


"Because my chief bodyguard insisted that you be
involved," Rael said, looking more like the one I knew from back home. "Odd,
but she has never spoken so highly of a human. You must have made a deep
impression on her for her to be so insistent."


"We did spar a bit," I said, thankful that she'd
said nothing about the other night but wary at how complementary she was being.
I couldn't be sure of what all Paige had told her but it almost appeared by her
comment that she was trying to have some fun at my expense. I hadn’t expected
that. But what the hell? I'll play along. "She's quite the opponent. I
think I'll be carrying a few of the scars from our last engagement for quite
some time."


"Of that I have no doubt, " she replied, just a
hint of a sparkle in her eye. "Her skills in that area are quite formidable."


"I'll have to agree," I replied, a slight heat
warming my cheeks as I wondered how much Paige had told her. "I was
fortunate that she allowed me an honorable retreat after the third session. I
doubt I could have kept it up much longer."


"Most humans would never have lasted that long,"
she said. "If you lasted three I can see then why she was impressed."
Then she turned to Roxana and smiled, our conversation forgotten for the moment.


"Lovely to see you again, my dear," she said,
taking her by the arm. "Walk with me a bit. You must tell me how your
father is doing." Then she led her away until they were out of earshot.


"What was that all about?" Michael asked.
"You didn’t tell me you had a run-in with one of her Demons."


"I wouldn't exactly call it a run-in," I said,
trying to act nonchalant. "I bumped into Paige on a call. I'd say it was
more like a dance contest, although I'll agree we were sparring till the end.
Anyway, at least we didn’t kill each other. Fortunately, the incident made her
reevaluate her opinion of me and here I am."


"Why do I get the feeling that we're missing something
here?" Michael asked, shaking his head.


"Aren't we always where Robert is concerned?"
Siegfried replied, slapping me on the back. "But it is to our benefit whatever
occurred. I for one will be glad to be working with you again. Come, I believe Rael
will be tied up with Agent Samson for a while. Unless there is something more
pressing, let us go to the dining room to wait. I will leave word for her to
meet us there."
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We had a quiet lunch which consisted mostly of Siegfried and
Michael tag-teaming me to make sure I seriously considered Meredith's offer of
employment. I got the feeling that before I got here, Robert and the two of
them had discussed this same issue in length. It sounded like Robert was
becoming increasingly disillusioned with the PD but was still committed to staying
for a while. Judging by my contact with O'Malley, I could see why that would be
the case, but I was still no closer to knowing what Robert actually had in
mind. I wasn't sure what kind of job he'd been offered in his earlier
discussions. Although his takedown of Marissa paved the way for the RED Hotel
and Casino to come on the market, thereby creating a position for him, I doubt
he could have factored that into any equation prior to my taking his place.


There was no way for him to have known what the outcome would
be if she was taken out of the picture unless, of course, he'd had prior
knowledge of when that would occur. From the files I'd seen, he'd been chasing
her for quite some time. If it was a conspiracy, I certainly wasn't getting any
signals that these two were party to it. Somehow, I doubt he would agree to
such a thing unless one of them personally vouched for it. Then again, I could
be totally off base in that assessment. We were not the same person. Which,
quite frankly, frustrated me to no end. The differences between the Robert from
this world and I were fast becoming a problem I didn’t think I could solve.


While I'd eaten a light fare, Charlie was on his third porterhouse
when Roxana returned. She said she'd had a quiet lunch with Rael and was ready
to go. Charlie told me that he had decided to stay a bit longer. For a reason
he didn’t disclose, he'd asked Siegfried to set up a meeting with Attaria's
Hellhound, Gehenna. I was afraid to ask what that was about. He said he'd meet
me here tomorrow or to just whistle if I needed him sooner. Figuring he knew
what he was doing, I gave him a nod and then Roxana and I headed to the car for
the drive back to town.


"Did you notice the steak Charlie was eating?" Roxana
asked as I pulled back onto the 91. "That was Kobe. I looked over the menu;
they charge more than $350.00 for that cut. That's as much as they charge for
the Helios from Thrinacia, and that comes from Fae."


"You just had lunch with the Fallen Angel that saved
your ancestor and met with the Devil's daughter. All within the last couple
hours… and you're worried about the price of Charlie's steak?" I said,
pulling over to the side of the road. I turned to face her. "I'm almost
afraid to tell you that that was his third one. What's going on? You okay Rox?"


"I'm fine," she said, pointing to the road.
"Just drive."


"Okay," I said, pulling back onto the roadway. I
kept quiet, but I could tell that something was still bothering her. I got
about four miles down the road and out of sight of the resort when she grabbed
my arm.


"There! Pull over there," she said, pointing just ahead.
"Under the bridge."


I couldn’t do as she asked, we were on a curve and there was
no shoulder there. But rather than argue, I slowed down and crossed over the
travel lane, driving over the curb to reach a clear spot in the dirt. I stopped
in front of the hazard sign just shy of the bridge. "Best I can do. Now
what?" I asked, slamming the shifter into park.


"I need a minute," she said, jumping out of the car
as I followed her. She walked to the middle of the bridge, then suddenly
changed into her Nephilim persona and roared. Like her father before her, she
looked part Angel and Demon, with black feathered wings and leathery scales on
her arms and legs. Similar to Rael, but not exactly the same. She had a more human
face like her father. Also, like him, she lacked the horns most Demons sported.
Clad in silver armor, her face shined with a dark glow. At a little over nine feet,
she was not as tall as Rael, but she still carried the leathery scales that
marked the Angel's fall on the rest of her skin. It was too bad Charlie wasn't
with me to see that.


"She wanted to use me," Roxana said, staring down
at me as she paced back and forth. "Can you believe that? Wanted me to befriend
Attaria so I could gather some kind of intel for her. As if I'd break the oath
I took when I was sworn in as an agent. I don't care if she did save my
forefather. That was out of line!"


"I can see where that might be unsettling," I
said, nodding my head.


"Unsettling?" she replied, angrily. "You have
no idea. All those years I looked up to her and all she wants from me is to use
me to spy on her competition."


"You're probably not going to want to hear this,"
I said, crossing my arms. "But I'm sure it wasn't personal. Beings with
power look at things differently. They're no different than the old Gods or
even the human-run corporations. It's all about the big picture in their minds.
They use assets as they see fit."


"Well I don't want to be her asset," she replied.


"Yeah, you kind of expect blood to be thicker than
water," I said, agreeing with her. "It's kind of a letdown when you
find that isn’t always the case. I can relate."


"What?" she asked, pausing her pacing and looking
down at me. Suddenly she switched back to her normal self. She brushed a lock
of hair from her forehead and faced me. "I'm sorry. Sometimes it's just
easier to process anger in my other form. But what does that even mean? Blood is
always thicker than water, isn’t it?"


"Oh," I replied, realizing I had just made another
blunder. I was going to have to be more careful about what old sayings I used
around here. "Just something my grandmother used to say. It means family
should always come first.


"I see," she said, shaking her head and walking
back to the car. "I really do need to apologize. I shouldn’t have lost it
like that, especially in front of someone I barely know. That was
unprofessional of me."


"Don't worry about it," I said, opening the car
door. "I can see where that would piss you off. But I will have to say
you're quite impressive in your other form. Love the wings, by the way."


"Really?" she said, getting back into the car.
"I'm usually much less bold when it comes to that. Humans tend to freak
out when they see one of us switch. The EAB regularly practices combat
exercises with human officers just for that reason. Don’t want them freezing in
the middle of a firefight when the agent next to them turns into a Demon or whatever
they happen to be."


"I can see where that might be a problem," I said,
backing up and then pulling back onto the road. "Not that we have that
issue here. Most of us grew up around Demons and Fae and folks switching personas
all the time. You stop thinking about it after a while. It's the same with
nudity. We don’t have a hang-up about it."


"Nudity?" she asked, looking confused.


"I don’t think that came out right," I replied, chuckling.
"What I mean is that when you change you immediately switch from clothed
agent to armor-wearing Nephilim. It's the same with Demons. Anyway, that's not
the way it works with many of the Fae, especially Weres. Like if a Fae has
wings, they have to take off their shirt or dress so the wings won't bind up
underneath the fabric when they appear. Same thing with Weres. When they
transform, their clothes get in the way. So they usually undress first. I've
got Weres on my teams. We always have one designated cop that carries a
backpack just to hold their clothes on ops."


"I hadn’t thought about that," she said. "I
don’t think we have more than a handful of Fae or Weres at the EAB, and they
almost all work out of DC. It's mostly Demons in the field, except for the
Mages and Wizards, of course."


We made it back to town a little while later and after
dropping her off and letting her know when I'd be back out, I contacted both
Mal and Roberto by radio. Roberto had already gone home but offered to come
back in. I declined, telling him I'd see him later tonight or in the morning
since he was working the night shift. Mal was close to the office so I told him
I'd meet him there.


"What's the word on the streets?" I asked, knowing
that nothing significant had happened. I would have gotten a call if it had.


"Not much," he replied, taking a seat in front of
my desk. "Pretty quiet out there. Other than the normal crap that happens
all the time, our regular assholes are lying low. Did shakedown a couple
wannabees off of Fremont earlier this morning. They were spooked, claimed they'd
heard a couple of Hellhounds were in town. Not to drag Souls back to Hell, but just
out looking for lunch. I think you called it, the rumor that Satan's in town has
them all spooked."


"There's probably more truth to that than you think,"
I said, thinking of this morning. "I got to meet his daughter this
morning. She's got at least one Hellhound with her. This one was stuck to her
side like glue but I wouldn’t put it past her to have others out there just to
stir shit up."


"Really?" he said, looking intrigued. "I
wouldn't have thought they'd both leave Hell at the same time. This meeting is
getting more interesting by the minute. Not that they're going to tell us
what's really going on."


"Nope," I said. "And all our guys are going
to be on the outside, except of course for the Captain, and he's not going to
be behind the locked doors. The Neptune and the Feds have that honor. Only way
we're going to hear about what happens is if he hears something and tells us.
Somehow I doubt we're going to be in the loop."


"You got that right," Mal said just as his phone
rang. He had a short conversation and then hung up. "That was Dispatch.
NHP has a couple of Lilin stopped in a panel van full of empty boxes off the 170
just this side of Bunkerville. They were following them on the 15 and got
suspicious when they turned off. Stopped them on a traffic violation and found it
full of boxes. Empty boxes. They're convinced they're up to something. Their
guys can't make heads or tails of it and the two aren't talking. Probably bootleggers.
I'll send Shirl Ann out on it. She's the only Wizard I have free at the moment
with the schedule all screwed up."


"Tell her I'll meet her out there," I said,
getting up. Bunkerville was an unincorporated town north of Las Vegas with a
long history of farming and ranching. In my world, it had been somewhat
overshadowed by the city of Mesquite next door. Here that was still a small
town as well. Since they were both near the Arizona border, it didn’t take much
to figure out there was more to this than a simple traffic stop.


"You sure?" he said, looking surprised.
"That's a hundred miles in the opposite direction of your caper. I can
head out there if you think it's that important."


"No," I said, stopping in the doorway. "I'm
working on a few projects that involve the Lilin. Nothing earth-shattering but I
want to check it out myself. Nothing's going to happen on the church caper till
tomorrow at the earliest. Since I'm going back out early in the morning all I
had planned was paperwork and then early to bed. It'll be a nice diversion.
Besides, if they need me bad enough they can send a chopper. The Neptune has
one on standby. Of course, they'll have to catch me first. No way I'm flying in
one of those things."


"If you say so," he said, following me out. "But
take some extra water just in case. It'll be hot out there."


Not a bad idea, I thought as I picked up a case of 12
bottles from our supply room. With the current attitude toward the Lilin, there
was no telling how long they'd be sitting out there before I could get there. I
dropped it in the back seat and then drove to the turnoff, making the right and
heading north onto the I-15. I contacted Shirl Ann on the radio, telling her I
was on my way and that I would meet her there in an hour or so. I flipped the
switch that turned on the redheads and siren, then punched it till I hit a cool
120 mph. The Omega I was driving may not have the advanced computer technology
incorporated in the engines of the cars outside Nevada had, but neither had the
ones when I first learned to drive. The feeling of power when I pressed the
accelerator and felt the roar of the big V-8 engine was music to my ears just
the same. There was nothing that could compare to it.


I killed the siren as I got off on the 170, slowing down as
I approached town. I spied the two troopers parked behind the white panel van on
a dirt road pull out. I turned off and parked behind them and got out to see
what they had. After a few minutes of discussion, Shirl Ann arrived, and I told
the Troopers we'd handle it from here. Walking over to the sweat-drenched
girls, we switched cuffs and then waited for the Troopers so leave. I directed
Shirl Ann to check out the Van while I walked them to the front of my car. Really
Gaea? I thought as I took the cuffs back off. Why was I not surprised that I'd
seen one of these Lilin before?


"I'd hate to have to kill you," I said, walking
around the car and grabbing a few bottles of water from the back seat. "So
please don’t try to run." I set the bottles in front of them. "Here,
drink this. It's only water but you look like you might need it."


There was a moment's hesitation as both girls looked at each
other. Then they reached over and took the offered bottles, gulping them down
as Shirl Ann came up to join me.


"You took the cuffs off?" she asked as she walked
up with a square box in her hands.


"Yeah," I said, taking her arm and leading her to
the rear of the car. "They aren't gonna do anything stupid. You able to
tell what they're smuggling?"


"Yes sir, " Shirl Ann replied, handing me the box.
"It's food. The van's crammed full of assorted meal box spells. There's
also a couple of coolers with blood tubes the Troopers missed. I haven't
inventoried it all, but what's interesting is that there's nothing gourmet
here. Meat and vegetables, breads, fruit packs, the kind of stuff your mother
would have wanted you to eat. Oh… sorry, LT, I didn’t mean that the way it
sounded."


"That's okay," I said, turning it over in my
hands. "I know what you meant." 


This box was small, maybe six inches by six inches. I
reached in and pulled out an apple. I knew if I reached into the empty
container again I'd grab another one. Depending on the spell crafted, there
could be at least half a dozen in there, maybe more before it wore off. 


Depending on the size of the box, they might contain
anything from more apples to a full weeks course of meals. The fact that Shirl
Ann had said there was nothing gourmet here was the kicker. People would spend
real money to get their hands on a box of expensive steaks or lobster that
would last a week and didn’t need to be refrigerated. Which is why even magical
foodstuffs were carefully controlled for export, lest the big food companies
took umbrage.


What we had here was basic food to feed a family in need.
Nothing fancy, but enough to keep a small army's stomachs full for a while,
even more for a small village. It made sense when you took the blood vials into
account. While the Lilin within subsisted on blood and passed on its power to
the host in exchange, the body still needed other nutrition to stay healthy. 


"All right then. Double-check it and make sure there's
nothing dangerous. I want to know if there's anything back there that can be remotely
considered Black Magic."


"Do you want me to neutralize the spells?" she
asked.


"Not yet," I replied, handing her back the box.
"Let's see what else they're carrying first."


Standing in front of the car were the two Lilin. One, the
fair-skinned one I knew as Kitlyn. The other, this one dark-skinned, had to be
her friend Angela. At least if things went as they had before. A quick peek at
the two driver's licenses I'd been given by the Troopers confirmed it.


"So," I said, tossing the two licenses on the
hood. "You two starting a food truck business or what?"


Neither replied.


"I'm not going to ask you again."


"We were just going for a drive," Kitlyn said
after a moment. "Whatever's back there was already inside when we borrowed
the van."


"Shut up," Angela whispered, kicking at her
partner. "I told you not to say anything. Don’t you know who that is?"


"Then we're already screwed, aren't we?" Kitlyn whispered
back.


"I'm standing right here," I said, putting my
hands on my hips and staring at the two of them. "Besides, you two have been
together, what? 300 years. Is that any way to talk to your partner?"


"How could you possibly know that?" Angela asked just
as Shirl Ann called out to me.


"Hold that thought," I said, and then walked over
to meet her.


"Nothing dangerous here, LT," she said when I reached
the van. "Just foodstuffs and the blood. There's a box cutter in the cab.
But that's it as far as anything that could be used as a weapon goes."


"Refresh my memory," I said, opening the driver's
door and taking a peek inside. "What's the penalty for transporting this
much out of the state without the proper permits?"


"Based on the quantity," she replied, raising her
eyebrows and shrugging. "It's still a felony for trafficking in
unregulated magical implements. If they get stopped at a Border Enforcement
checkpoint they'll seize everything and charge them accordingly. First offense
is usually probation. But to be honest, all we normally do with stuff like this
is release the spells and write them a misdemeanor ticket for illegal
possession based on circumstances. As long as they aren’t moving Black Magic or
big-ticket items it's just not worth the time to book them. Unless, of course, they
pissed us off. Then it'd be a different story."


"Where's the closest Border Enforcement checkpoint? It's
gotta be just up the way, right?"


"Arizona line is on the other side of Mesquite,"
she replied, pointing down the road. "But from here? They could split it
up in either of the towns and take it out by back road. It's a known smuggler's
route but there's no way to catch them all. Besides, it's just food. I doubt
the Mages that patrol the border would get too worked up over it. They're
looking for Black Magic, not stuff to feed someone's family. How do you want me
to handle it?"


"Leave everything as it is," I said, pulling the
keys out of the ignition. "We'll let them go this time."


"You sure?" she asked as I closed the door. There
was a tiny hint of surprise in her voice.


"Yeah," I said, already heading back to my car.
"I'm not taking food off someone's table. You can go ahead and clear the
call. Just log it as an assist with no details. I'll handle it from here."


"Whatever you say, LT," she replied, then walked back
in the direction of her own vehicle.


"What am I gonna do with you two?" I asked as they
watched Shirl Ann get into her car. "I suppose you know that transporting
that stuff is a felony."


"Oh shit," Kitlyn said as she saw Shirl Ann pull
away. "He's going to kill us!"


"Stop it," Angela said. "If he wanted to kill
us we'd already be dead. He wants something else."


"Very astute of you," I replied, tossing the keys
and a pair of handcuffs on the hood next to their licenses. "How'd you
guess?"


"You don’t remember me do you?" Angela asked,
rubbing at her neck. "I was there when you cut the collars off us. What do
you want Lieutenant? Just don’t ask us to betray those that helped us gather
this food. We'll gladly take a fall to protect that secret."


"I'm sorry I didn’t recognize you from that day, Miss
Angela," I said, wondering what the odds of a twofer were. As much as
Gaea's games were a pain the ass, this one, at least, might actually work out
to my benefit. "Things got a little busy that night as I recall. But don't
worry. I don’t really care where this stuff came from and I'd never ask you to
betray Bjarter anyway. No one's taking that kind of fall today. But what I do
need is to return a favor and that's where you two come in."


"How are we supposed to do that Lieutenant?"
Angela asked, not even flinching when I mentioned the Elf from Danu's.


"Do you read the newspaper, Miss Angela?"


"What does that have to do with anything?" she
asked, sounding surprised at the question.


"The editor of the Las Vegas Age wants to talk to a
Lilin," I said, leaning closer. "Her names Michelle Brickey. I owe
her a favor. Agree to call and meet with her and I'll let you go on your merry way."


"You want us to talk to a reporter?" Kitlyn asked,
jumping into the conversation.


"That's the plan," I replied, picking up the
handcuffs and twirling them in my fingers. "She just wants to talk to a
Lilin, probably to do a story on your plight. All you need to do is agree to
listen to what she wants. How far it goes from there is up to you but I'm
guessing she'd be a good contact. For what it's worth, she knows how to keep a
secret and can be trusted to do so with you. Hell, she probably won't even tell
me about it."


"Then how will you know if we do?" Angela asked.


"Oh, she'll definitely tell me if you don't," I
said with a grin. "Choice is yours."


"And if we refuse?" Angela asked, crossing her
arms. "Then we get arrested and you destroy our stuff, right?"


"Yeah," I said, nodding my head. "The problem
with that is that it would mean I'd have to look closer at illegal activity on
this part of the border. That would be bad. At the moment I'm not that
concerned, but if that happens I'd probably have to reevaluate my position
entirely. I'd most likely be forced to order a clampdown on these back road border
crossings, maybe even add a squad of Mages and Warriors out here just to keep
things from getting out of hand. I don’t think that would be to your benefit
and I'm betting that whoever's waiting for that load you're carrying would probably
feel the same. Of course, if you agree and don’t follow through, then I'll have
to hunt you down myself. I shouldn't have to tell you that would be even worse."


"We agree to your terms, Lieutenant," Angela said,
abruptly. "I will contact this Brickey woman at the Age myself."


"Wonderful," I said, then reached down and picked up
the keys from the hood and tossed them to her. "Have a nice day."


"That's it?" Kitlyn asked as Angela turned and
walked back to the van. "You're really letting us go?"


"I really am, Miss Kitlyn," I said, then handed
her the two licenses. "Here, you'll probably need these."


"Thank you," she said, stuttering, then followed
Angela, looking back a few times as if to make sure I was really letting them
go. 


"Hey, Kitty," I said, when she was about halfway
to the van.


She turned and looked back again, twisting her head to the
side at my use of her nickname.


"Take care of yourself," I said, and then got into
the car, closing the door before she could reply. 











Chapter
13


 


 


It was after 6:00 p.m. by the time I made it back to town. A
few minutes later, I was pulling past the guard gate and into my neighborhood.
As I turned the corner onto my street, I saw her civilian model Omega parked in
the driveway. I pulled in next to it. I hadn't expected Diantha to be back so
soon. She had a twice nightly show at the Neptune and only had one day off a
week. As the Oracle of Delphi, she was the only person from this world who knew
who I really was. She was also the only other person that could lift the wards
that protected the house. Charlie, of course, could do it, but that went
without saying.


She'd offered to do some research into her earlier visions
to see if anything about what I was doing here could have been foretold by her
in the past. An easy thing to miss as many of her private visions were unclear.
That would have been a simple thing if all her predictions were known to the
public, unfortunately, that wasn't the case. While the outside world had a
complete database of any oracular statements made public, those that she'd made
privately were known only to her. I walked through the house and spied the open
back door. Heading through it, I saw Diantha lounging in the shade of one of
the tall trees that bordered the back fence.


"Millions of dollars of hotel luxury and you decide to spend
your evening off here in my backyard," I said out loud, walking through
the yard toward her. "I don’t even have a pool."


"Sometimes I miss the simple things in life the most,"
she said, moving her legs to the side of the lounge chair and motioning for me
to sit down.


"Why do I think there's a but at the end of that
sentence," I replied, sitting down beside her.


"Only if you're referring to that swill you call
alcohol I saw the last time I was here." She reached down and pulled out a
glass and handed it to me before retrieving a bottle of wine from an ice bucket
and filled it. "Here, try this."


"Very nice," I said, after taking a sip.


"The truth is that this reminds me of where I grew up,"
she said, tipping her own glass toward me. "Before I was chosen as the
Oracle. Oh, not the desert. But here, in your backyard. My parents had a farmstead
outside the walls at Delphi. It was small, maybe five hectares or so. They grew
olives mostly. I used to sit in the shade of the trees on a hot day, running my
fingers through grass such as this. Of course, the yard was much smaller, but I
remember the earthy smell of the lawn and the scent of the olives in the air."


"I seem to recall them having real grass at the
Neptune," I said, wondering what she was getting at.


"Not like this," she said, reaching down and
pulling out a clump, dirt still clinging to the roots. She lifted it to her
nose and took a deep breath. "There's comes from Fae. This has the scent
of Mother Earth. There is a difference."


"I'm going to have to take your word on that," I
said, taking another sip of the wine. "Now, why are you really here?"


"There are such few pleasures in my world these days,"
she said, gently placing the plug of grass back and running her hand over it.
"I am sorry that this one is not to your liking. But are you not happy to
see me? I thought we were close in your world." 


"Diantha," I said, placing my hand on her leg.
"I am happy to see you. If there is one person that I miss more than
anyone else from my world, that person is you. Next to Charlie, you were my
closest friend."


"You speak in riddles," she said, putting down her
glass. "How can you miss her more than anyone if another is your closest friend?"


"That's because Charlie's not a person," I said,
chuckling. "He's my dog."


"You never mentioned that you had a dog," she
said, sitting up.


"That’s because he wasn't here the last time you came
by," I said, looking over at her. "Besides, he's not just a dog. He's
a Fae Lord, an Arcadian, one of those descended from the hounds of Artemis.
He's over at the Golf Resort as we speak."


"Do you mean to say that he has followed you here?"
she said, getting to her feet. "How is that possible?"


"I guess Gaea found out that he was as big of a pain in
the ass as I am," I replied, standing up. "She sent him here a few
days ago. Why?"


"Come inside," she said, taking me by the hand.
"There is something you must see."


She led me into the kitchen and then stopped, putting down
her glass and opening a scroll that was laying on the counter.


"This is actually the reason I came," she said, sweeping
her hands over the parchment. "I dreamt of you last night. You sat on Demeter's
stone throne in a circle of tall oaks. There was a crown of fire on your head
and a sword of blue flame in your hand. A young girl sat on your lap. Sylvana,
Queen of the Dryad, stood at your left and I stood at your right. You spoke
with me but I could not understand the words. Strange, I know, since Sylvana
rules from Demeter's vault beneath the ground while the throne sits unclaimed
and here we have but barely met. Stranger still since no male has ever ruled
that realm. But when I awoke I recalled a vision from some 50 years past. It is
a prophecy unclaimed. The kind that comes to me in the night. For some reason
the dream made me think of it. At first, I thought the hound below might mean
Cerberus, he that guarded the gates of Hades. But now that you say your hound
is here, perhaps my dream means that this prophecy was indeed intended for you."


I looked down at the scroll and read what she'd written
there so long ago. I was keenly aware that I'd never mentioned what I was back
home. All I'd said was that I was a Dryad and Gaea's Hero. I'd never mentioned
being a King or the God of Hades.


In
the land where the King is not the King, these words shall find purpose. When
the hound above seeks the hound below, troubles overlooked arise in the night. In
craftiness, they come when least expected. Seek not your past reflection in the
waters, the Gods cast no shadow here.


"You may be right," I said, trying to make sense
out of it. "Charlie did just request a meeting with one of Satan's
daughter's Hellhounds. But even if I am the King that is not the King, at least
according to your dream… I have no idea what the rest means. Hell, they come
when least expected is a daily occurrence around here and I can't even begin to
know which troubles I've overlooked. I guess past reflections could mean the
world where I'm from, there have been a lot of similarities. But if I'm not
supposed to look to the past for trouble ahead then what am I supposed to do?
You say you had this vision fifty years ago?"


"Approximately," she said, looking at me intently.
"But that means nothing. I have had many such unwanted visions. It is the
price one pays for having the sight. They are seldom made public as there
meaning is unclear. Although several have become understood later and the
events come to pass."


"No, I got that," I said, rubbing my hand over my
head. "I was thinking more of the timing. I would have been just a kid
when you had this vision. Which means that if it is about me, then Gaea set
this up a long time ago. Not that I'd put it past her. Unfortunately, that
doesn't get us any closer to understanding what it means."


"You said this Charlie sought council with a
Hellhound," she said, moving back a few steps. "Perhaps he can shed
some light on its meaning."


"I doubt that council is the right word," I said, rolling
the parchment back up. "But it's certainly worth finding out." I held
up the scroll. "I'll see him again in the morning. Mind if I take this to
show it to him?"


"Of course," she said, bowing her head. "That
is why I brought it. If the vision concerns you then you should have it. I only
wish I could be of more help. Ever since it first came to me I have never understood
even a little of its meaning, not until this morning. Although it still is not
clear. But then that is not uncommon with visions such as this."


"I'll have to figure out another way to share the
information with Siegfried and Michael if it turns out to involve the
conference," I said, setting it back down. "Probably a good idea if
nobody else knows about us for the time being."


"That is for the best, I agree," she said, chuckling.
"I have heard more about you this last week then I have ever heard of Robert
before. It would not be wise to add the Oracle's friendship to your resume lest
others wonder what you are up to."


"Hey," I replied, jerking my thumb toward the
front of the house. "You're the one with your car parked in my driveway. I'm
not sure what I'll say if the neighbors start asking questions, let alone the
guards."


"Unlike you, the guards actually respond to my
suggestions," she said with a grin. "They will remember nothing. I
have made sure of that."


"Then I guess we're okay as long as no unexpected
guests show up."


"Somehow I doubt that will be a problem," she
said, looking up at the bare walls. "I do not get the impression that you get
too many guests. From what I've been told, the Robert that was here before wasn't
what one would call the entertaining type." 


"Checked up on me did you?" I asked, leaning back
against the counter and crossing my arms. Not that it was unexpected, even as
the Oracle she didn’t know everything.


"I may have made a few discrete inquiries," she
replied with a smile. "Even the best of magic can fail under the right
circumstances. Although I was convinced of your story, it never hurts to have a
few facts confirmed."


"Learn anything interesting?" I asked.


"You are definitely not him," she said, stepping back
up to the counter.


"Tell me something I don’t know," I replied with a
laugh. "But now I'm curious. What did you find out?"


"The Robert from this world is a loner," she said,
walking around the kitchen as she spoke. "He has very few friends. Even
those he does have; he seldom visits with. This Robert would never have
accompanied his ex-wife and daughter for an extravagant evening at the Neptune and
he most assuredly would not have come to the show with them."


"Really?" I asked, following her as she walked.
"You can’t possibly know that for sure."


"Yes, I can," she replied, stopping for a moment.
"Your…I mean his ex-wife has been back to Vegas seven times in the last
two years. She has always stayed with her daughter or taken a room at the
Neptune. She has never spent the night here, or even visited, even though this was
once her home. At least until that night. While it's true you have met with them
on prior occasions, you've never lent her your car. She always rents one. For
that matter, there is nothing to indicate that you ever spent more than a few
hours with them during those times. If I were to guess, that night was a last-ditch
attempt by Nikki to spend a little time with the two of you when the
opportunity arose. I imagine she was quite surprised when you agreed to
accompany them."


"That's mostly speculation," I pointed out.


"No, it isn't," she said, continuing. "Tell
me something. Since you have been here, how many times have you talked to
either of your children, other than the evening I just spoke of?"


"I'm not sure," I said, thinking back. "Maybe
once or twice. I think I spoke with Nikki when I picked up my car after Kathy
left. I've talked to her a few times at work, of course, and I spoke with Jay
once right after the show. He called me to ask about the Keres. But you need to
understand that I have no frame of reference with them here. It's not like I
can just call and make up some past memory to share with them."


"Forget about you for a moment," she said next.
"How many times a week do Jay or Nikki call you in your own world?"


"Almost every day," I admitted. "Worst case a
couple of times a week if they're working a long case."


"There you have it," she said, nodding as she made
her point. "But the true indicator was your actions the day you confronted
the Keres. Something, I might add, that Robert has never done. The Keres have collected
the Souls of his fallen more times than I would care to count and he has never
approached them." She crossed her arms and looked into my eyes. "Then
there's the Lilin. I have sources at your Department. The Robert of this world
would never have cut off their slave collars. Don't get me wrong, I doubt he
holds any contempt for them as many of the Fae do, but he holds no special love
for them either. I think that is adequate to make my point. I doubt we need to
add Robert's lust for killing to the equation. No, that's not correct. It's not
lust, it's indifference. Robert simply sees those he kills as his enemies, or
at the very least, obstacles to be removed. In short, the Robert from this
world is very much like me. He does what he must to survive day to day. Perhaps
he was not always that way, but I doubt he was ever what you are. Whether this
is his own method of survival or something else, that is what he has become
through the years. That is the difference between the two of you."


"I don’t doubt that you have most of Robert
pegged," I said, uncrossing my arms. "But I don't agree that he was
never like me. He wasn't that way when he was younger. I have proof of that. Something
changed him, and please, you're nothing like what he's become."


"I disagree," she said, moving to my side.
"The world has not been kind. I have done terrible things over the past
3000 years. Somehow, I imagine your Diantha has done the same." 


"My Diantha has told me a little about what she went
through over the years," I admitted. "But that doesn't make her a bad
person. Sometimes you do what you have to in order to survive."


"Perhaps you did not know her as well as you
think," she said, instantly reminding me that Gaea had said almost the exact
same thing. "You were a Fae there. It is impossible to explain to you what
it took to survive as a human female in this world over all those years. It is
only recently that things have changed. I doubt it was much different in your
world. Despite what you may think, much has happened to her over three
millennia. You yourself told me that she was hiding in Pahrump when you first
found her. I, too, have had to hide from my past. I am sorry, Robert, but I do
not believe either of us is truly what you think we are."


"And I say you're wrong."


"I wish that I was," she said, moving to stand in
front of me. "I will tell you this. I have seen the way you look at me. I think
your Diantha did find one thing that I will never have. She found you. You were
much more than lovers and there is a sense of sadness in your eyes when you
look at me. All was not what it could have been, was it?"


"I'd be lying if I said that wasn’t true," I
admitted, my eyes drifting downward. "There were… complications. It's difficult
to explain."


"I imagine it is," she said, pressing closer
against me before brushing at my chest with her hands. "Which only proves my
point."


"I don't think…," I started to say as she took a step
back.


"Let us leave it at that. I hope the scroll is of some
help," she said, then paused. "Perhaps there is one more thing. If
you will indulge me." She moved closer again and wrapped her arms around
me, putting her lips to my ear. "I would like to know what you feel for
her. For just one moment in time, hold me as if I were her." Then she
hugged me tighter and lay her cheek against mine.


She caught me off guard with the hug. Even so, I couldn’t
help pressing closer, feeling the heat of her breath on my skin as she nuzzled her
face into my neck. I hugged her tighter and I have to admit it was like being with
my Diantha again. The beat of her heart, her scent and the warmth of her body, as
was the fragrance of the perfume they both wore, were identical. I found myself
hugging her closer as I lost myself in the sensation. Without thinking, I took
her head in my hands and kissed her. She suddenly pulled back and the moment
was gone. She didn't move for a second. There was the briefest hint of a tear
in her eye and she swung around and walked away, never uttering another word as
she continued down the hallway. A second later, I heard the front door open and
close and she was gone.


I almost went after her. Almost. Oh, sure, I knew this
wasn't my Diantha, at least not exactly. But that's not what stopped me. I knew
in my mind that my Diantha was gone, the young Oracle that had taken her place
would never be the same as the woman I lost. Not her fault, of course, and she
was probably better off, no matter what I'd said to Gaea. Truth was that this
Diantha was more like mine than I cared to admit. Exactly like her if I was to
be honest. But I was only a human here and at some point Robert would be back. Better
to remember that and not try to make things any more complicated than they
already were. Besides, I couldn’t bear the thought of starting over just to
lose her again. I drained the remnant of my glass and sat down on the couch to
think.











Chapter 14


 


 


I'd finally grabbed something to eat and then gotten a few
hours of restless sleep before my alarm went off at 2:30 a.m. With things
starting as early as an hour and a half from now, I figured I might as well get
a head start. Less than a half-hour later, I was on the road picking up my pac-set.


"507, 301. You out there Roberto?" I asked
on our private channel.


"Go ahead, LT," he answered. "Sahara
and the Boulevard."


"What's your status?" I asked.


"Clear," he replied. "What can I do
for you?"


"I'm heading your way. Name a meet."


"Sixth and Sahara," he replied. "Be
there in two."


"Copy that," I said, placing the pac-set
between the seats and then turned the car in his direction.


I pulled in behind what would have been the Eureka Casino in
my world and the home of my favorite Asian fusion diner, Fat Choy. Here, the
casino was called the Heureka and the sign for the restaurant said Sheridan
Su's. That was the chef and owner back home so I made a mental note to check
the place out during regular business hours. I pulled into the lot and parked next
to Roberto's car which was backed into a spot and shut off the engine.


"How's it looking," I asked as the window rolled
down. 


"Pretty quiet so far," he replied, resting his
head on the pillowed seat. "Patrol's got extra units working out south and
calls for service are light so nothing to report on my end. The bad guys must be
sleeping in their holes. I was just heading to pick up the professor. I told
him I wanted to spend an hour or two before the sun is up to do a deep sweep.
I'm not holding my breath that we'll find anything but it can't hurt. Everything
seems pretty subdued since the big guy's in town. I guess nobody wants to do
anything to get noticed. What about you?"


"Just logged on and it's a little too early for the
Feds just yet," I said, sighing. "Probably head down south in a
couple of hours myself since I'm supposed to be playing liaison. It's just a bullshit
title but I wanted to get a head start in case someone did actually need
anything. Sheriff's orders and all that."


"Lucky you," he said with a chuckle.


"Yeah," I replied, shrugging. "I should
probably pick up a lottery ticket across the border with so much of that rolling
my way."


"Hey, which reminds me," he said, sitting up.
"You know my brother-in-law, Bruce? The one that works for Arizona
DPS?"


"Yeah," I said. "I think I've heard you talk
about him. Why?"


"So Bruce calls me today," Roberto began.
"Tells me this story about this Vegas lieutenant that made a wrong turn
into a middle of a firefight down in Oatman the other night. Says he took down
a whole team of mercs that were in the middle of a hit. Killed a Mage and a
dozen Demons without ever breaking a sweat. Scared the shit out of the locals
too. Had to call in the Feds to figure out what to do. Asked if I knew who that
might be. You have a party without inviting us, LT?"


"Well," I said, grinning. "It wasn't exactly a
party and it's probably better if you keep my name out if it. Truth is I only
took out a Mage and three Demons. Everyone else that got killed did so without
my help."


"Aahh…," Roberto said with a smile. "I do seem
to recall you mentioning something about having had a long night pulling a
caper for the Captain the other morning. No problem. I'll give him enough to
make him happy and then tell him to downplay it. He'll do that for me. You know
how rumors are, they only last until the next one."


"Yes I do," I said, thinking that Robert didn’t
need any more attention. Not that it would probably matter in this case, but
still. "I'll leave you to it then," I said, starting up the car.
"I'm going to make a quick pass through the Demon Quarter then I'll
probably go back to playing the Sheriff's bitch. I'll be on the channel if you
need me."


"I'll let you know if anything comes up, LT," Roberto
said, then gave me a mock salute and we made our way out of the parking lot.


I made the left and headed back toward the Strip, turning
southbound on Paradise Road toward what was affectionally known as the Demon
Quarter. Once I drove by the blocks of apartment buildings where many of the employees
of the hotels and casino's lived, I passed Flamingo and the scenery began to
change. Besides the Southern Nevada University on my left, the street here was
home to a variety of bars and night clubs, as well as a few hotels and small
casinos in between. This area housed many of the Demon owned businesses that
catered to a slightly different style of nightlife that patrons of the Strip
were accustomed to. Oh, not that they didn’t partake of the sights, it was just
that they probably kept quiet about it when they got back home. 


Demon owned brothels, staffed by Succubi and Incubi, were
popular places for a number of tourists to frequent. Nobody here really cared
too much. Prostitution, after all, was legal and regulated. But most of the big
joints tended to ignore them publicly. Limiting advertising, if they had any it
all, preferring to direct their patrons to other attractions like golf courses
and their own, perhaps no less seductive, nightclubs. But just like the old
days of Vegas when cash was king, palming a few bucks to a bellman or casino
host would get you pointed in the direction of almost any perversion you might be
looking for. Who were they to judge?


Don't make me no never mind either, I thought, as I cruised
the quiet streets. The weekend was over and most of the crowds had already gone
home so there wasn't much going on in the Quarter as far as I could see. The
parking lots had a few cars, but overall, it was about as I'd expected. A
little too quiet for my comfort but I was already edgy. I flipped a U-turn and
made my way back to Flamingo, making the left and turning again at Koval.


I was heading to a place called The Giant Pallas. Supposedly
named after one of the ancient Greek Gigantes, it was one of the largest
hotel/casino's located off the strip and Demon owned at that. Although I had to
wonder if the name was really just a play on words. There had also been a Greek
Titan with the same name and besides sounding like a type of building, the name
Pallas did rhyme with phallus. I wouldn't put it past them to have thought of
that when they were deciding what to call the place. Especially considering the
bulge in his loincloth when you first see the sign. Gotta love a Demon's sense
of humor. But I wasn't here for the sights, instead, I drove into the six-story
parking garage and made my way to the top. Unlike the Neptune, the garage here
was wide open with no guards. I found a spot near the northwest side of the mostly
empty level and parked, then grabbed a pair of revealers and binoculars before
I got out of my car to take a look around.


I had a pretty good bird's eye view of much of the Strip and
Paradise Road at least in parts. Thanks mostly to the distance between the
properties here. Like the Vegas of old, this place didn't have door to door buildings
lining the street. Instead, there were empty desert lots between the big
houses. That allowed me to see the basic traffic flow, which was light. It also
gave me the opportunity to eyeball the various marked and unmarked police units
out there. I was just watching what looked like a small caravan of undercover
agent's cars when I heard the faint beating of leathery wings above and behind
me. I gripped the gun I'd pulled from my waist and turned my head to see who it
was.


"By the Gods, Paige, you trying to get yourself
shot?" I asked as the Demon softly landed on the ground several yards
behind me.


"I'm surprised you even heard me," she replied,
switching into human form and walking toward me. She placed her arms on the top
of the barrier that surrounded the floor and leaned forward, looking out over
the city. "Watching the boys and girls play, are we?"


"Just trying to get a handle on what's out there,"
I said, holstering my gun and sliding next to her. "It's pretty quiet at
the moment, but with only one real route from downtown to the golf resort I'm
not sure there's any safe way to get them there."


"Which is why they were moved yesterday," she
said, grinning. "Only a fool would have taken them via the streets,
especially in the dark of night."


"Carry them yourself, did you," I asked, although I
severely doubted that was the case.


"Hah," she replied, sticking out her tongue. "As
if…"


I had to laugh. She was finally sounding like the Paige from
my world I'd grown to know and love.


"They used one of their Worp Mages," she said,
turning to face me. "Loaded them up into their helicopter at sunset and
away they went." She looked back over the Strip and waved her hands.
"All this is a diversion."


"You don’t approve?" I asked, figuring that made
sense. A much better move than driving 30 miles as a target on wheels, no
matter how many supporting guards you had.


"Of course I do," she replied, "I just do not
like their insolence. As if there is something special about them."


"Are you referring to the Mages or the Cardinal's group,
or both?"


"Exactly," she replied, her eyes lighting up as
she elbowed me. "You understand."


"We are but playthings for the Gods, " I said with
a grin.


"That does not make it any easier," she said, returning
to her position on the barrier. "I am a Warrior, not a … what do you
humans call it? Oh, yes, a babysitter. I am not a babysitter."


"Welcome to my world," I said with a shrug. Although
if I had to admit it, it was hard to imagine her babysitting anyone.
"Shouldn’t last too long, though. A couple of days and it'll all be over."


"So it has been said," she replied, turning to me.
"How fares the rest of the city?"


"You mean crime wise?" I asked, watching as she
nodded. She turned around and stuck her head further over the barrier, closing
her eyes and looking like she was feeling the wind on her face as I continued. "Regular
crime is about normal. Your Demon friends are pretty low key though. Rumor on
the streets is that everyone's laying low till Satan's family blows town. Personally,
I think we're missing something. But then again, I get kind of jumpy when
someone doesn't try to take a pot shot at me at least once a day. Why? You know
something I don’t?" 


"No,'" she said, opening her eyes again.
"Nothing certain. But Satan's domain is a nest of vipers and his power is
weakest when he is away. It would not be unheard of for someone like Ba'al or Astaroth
to take advantage of the situation."


"Is that likely?" I asked, recalling that even O'Malley
had mentioned Beelzebub had made another power grab in Hell. "Would one of
them try and attack him here?"


"I do not think they are that foolish," she said, turning
around and leaning back against the barrier. "Even on Earth, he is more
powerful than they are. As long as he has control of the Hellhounds neither he nor
his daughter have too much to fear. Now that all participants are together and with
our combined forces protecting them, there is most likely little to worry about.
At least as far as the terms of the negotiations go, therefore, what happens in
their domain is not my concern."


"Then what's the problem?" I asked, scratching my
head. "Sounds like most of the issues have been taken care of. From the
way you're putting it, we can probably call it a day and go back to bed without
anyone noticing. Sounds like everyone's getting all worked up for
nothing."


"While that is the most interesting offer I have had
all day, we can be nothing if not thorough," she said, reaching over and
running her index finger over my hand. 


"That's not exactly what I meant," I said, chuckling
as I moved my hand away.


"What a shame," she replied, grinning as she
pulled her finger back. "But even we could have overlooked something and
who knows what havoc Demons of their power can cause. Because of that, we
cannot rest until the last words are spoken and they go their own way."


"It's always something," I said, sighing. I hid
the chill that ran down my back when she said the word overlooked. Diantha's
vision clearly stated that I was missing something. But just what the hell was
it? I guess it could be Beelzebub. But what could he do that I wouldn’t expect?
It would be nice if she could give me a clue but all I was hearing from her was
the exact opposite. 


"As I said, a shame," she replied as she
straightened up and began to walk away. "It is best I return. We can talk
again at another time."


"Hold on a sec," I said, starting toward my car.
"How about I give you a pac-set in case something comes up. I won’t be at
the resort all the time and this way we can stay in touch."


"No," she said. "I have already spent too
much time with you and I would prefer not to have to explain why I have it. It
is not normal for me to be communicating with a human. Even one as you."
She paused and put her finger to her lip. "But there is another way. Tell
me, have you ever summoned a Demon?"


"Don't ask me to get involved in any of that weird
shit," I said, brushing her off. "I already told you I'm not
interested in that kind of thing."


"I am not from the Christian Hell, Robert," she
said, chuckling. "I could just as easily give you my number but cell
phones do not work properly in this accursed place. I am speaking now of one of
the old ways. A method of communication once used among my kind. Do you want to
stay in touch, or not?"


"Oh, well," I said, still feeling a little
uncomfortable about the whole thing. "Sure, show me what you got."


She switched into Demon form and faced me as the first rays
of the sun appeared in the sky. Her eyes began to water and a moment later, a
single tear appeared. I watched as it slowly slid down her cheek. She reached
up with a clawed hand and scooped it up. She placed it into her palm. Then her
eyes were on me as she whispered a few words in a language I didn’t understand.
She blew her breath over it and closed her palm before switching back into her
human persona.


"It is called a Linu's tear," she said holding out
her hand and handing it to me. "Place it in your open palm and allow your
breath to flow over it. Then say garnu Astanamu. It will reach out to me,
and me only. A depiction of my face will appear. When it does we may converse. If
it feels your breath again the connection will be severed. It will work the
same on my end. If I am trying to connect with you it will glow red like an
apple and feel warm to the touch. Your breath upon it will open the connection.
It cannot harm you and can only function if both of us agree It is old magic
and specific to my kind."


"Garnu Astanamu? What do the words mean?" I
asked, looking it over. It was clear as ice and cool to the touch, with a shape
like a small diamond. 


"It means call me," she said with a laugh.
"Astanamu is my name."


"Isn’t that dangerous?" I asked, careful not to breathe
on it. "Telling me your name?"


"Not at all," she replied, still smiling. "I
am not like those Demons. While I follow Rael, despite all appearances, I am
not of their kind. Keep it close and do not speak of it. It is old magic and of
a nature shared only with close friends. It is best if the others do not know I
have given this to you. Kimar, in particular, would not understand. It is not
something normally given outside of our kind. If that concerns you, feel free
to crush it beneath your feet and its power will be gone."


"No, no," I said, surprised at the gift. I
actually knew some of that, of course. Demons came in all shapes and sizes and
there were as many Underworlds as grains of sand in the desert. "I'm
honored that you would share this with me and we should keep in touch. I'll keep
it close. Thank you."


She nodded and switched back, then took to the air and was
gone.


I shook my head as I got back in the car. I don’t know if it
was just me or if this place was getting weirder by the minute. Whatever the
case, I still had work to do.











Chapter 15


 


 


I pointed the car south and headed toward the resort where
the command post was. Driving down the Strip until the city disappeared and
only the desert remained. There was no sign of the decoy convoy. Not really my
problem since they hadn’t bothered to inform me what they were doing but it did
mean that they got at least this far. Not surprising when you consider how
quiet it's been. But that only reinforced the fact that we were missing
something. 


Continuing down the 91 I passed several marked units and undercover
utility vans so I was pretty sure the convoy made it without incident. Showing
my ID at each stop, they let me pass. I had to admit the road work cover looked
good. They'd even tossed in a few bulldozers and cranes near the bridges for
effect. With only a few people out there actually using the old highway on a
regular basis, most folks were barely inconvenienced thanks to the I-15 freeway.
I doubted that anyone looking would think twice about what was going on.


After arriving at the resort, I made my way to the security
offices where a command post had been set up. There were a number of Siegfried
and Michael's people stationed in front of old-style monitors in one room, with
Mages and Wizards in another office conjuring up images of the area while
several Fae coordinated activity between the two. From the looks of things,
they had it well covered. So much so, in fact, that I doubted even a Null could
slip through. That was an especially good thing as I didn’t think the Knights
were going to give up so easily. 


"What do you think of the CP?" Michael asked, stepping
up behind me.


"Your Command Post looks good. I think you have everything
covered," I said, turning around to greet him. 


"I think so too," he said, nodding. "We've
got a phone bank set up for outside communication. Everything's hard-wired, of
course, and even if someone tried taking down the lines we have dispatchers
from the PD and the Feds here monitoring all the Emergency Services channels as
well. Of course, we have Fae, Mages, and Wizards using magic to accomplish a
lot of the same things, but it's always better to cover all the bases."


"What about the delegates?"


"We'll have a Fae liaison stationed outside of the room
along with the guards we're providing," he replied. "Rael's people will
be inside along with a couple of the Feds, including Roxane. They're responsible
for what goes on there. Your friend Camillus turned out to be the Cardinal's
bodyguard so she and Attaria will coordinate with the two of them directly if
they have a problem."


"Imagine that," I said with a smile. "Well,
she certainly had me fooled. I thought she was just an aide."


"Right," he said, drawing out the word. Then he nodded
toward the door. "Come on. Let me give you a tour of the place and
introduce you to a few of the folks. Then we can sit down. I've got a couple of
break rooms already set up."


"I thought you said this was a break room?" I
asked an hour later as I settled down into a plush chair in what looked like
someone's very exclusive private dining area.


"The whole place is closed for the conference,"
Michael said, handing me a cup as he sat down across the table. "No one
else is using it so we might as well enjoy it while we can."


"Works for me," I said, taking a drink. "By
the way, have you seen Charlie?"


"He was outside the walls last I heard," he
replied, leaning back. "I'm sure he'll show up now that you're here."


"You're probably right," I agreed as I set my cup
down. "To get back to it for a minute, like I said, it looks like you guys
have everything covered on this end. Is there anything you need from me before
I head back? And don't tell me you're worried about the transports. I know
everyone's already here."


"Didn’t think that would fool you," he said,
cracking a smile. "But in all honesty, I think we're good. It's probably
for the best if you're out there in case someone does try and hit one of the
decoys." He looked down at his watch. "We have two more coming in
over the next hour now that it's light. They've got a 10-minute window either
way so only the driver knows his actual departure time. I figure if nothing
happens to those we're good. It'd take an army to get in here after that. We've
got a pretty fair force here so even if that happened we could hold out till
it's over. My biggest fear was a small team incursion but Charlie's put that to
rest. He was pretty impressed with our reaction time out there so everything
seems to be well in control."


"If he says that you're good then you must be," I
replied, nodding. "Okay, then. Let me grab the big mutt and we'll get back
out there. Assuming he ever shows up and after I finish my coffee."


Charlie did indeed show up a short while later. We left a
few minutes after that. Although not much was said until we were on the
freeway. I had decided to take the alternate route so we could speak without
being interrupted by the checkpoints. I could still get there quick enough if
something happened.


"You learn anything from the Hellhound?" I asked
as I pulled the scroll from the back seat. 


"It is a strange beast and hard to understand,"
Charlie replied, eyeing the scroll. "But each has been bred to their own
task. Usually, the collection of Souls at Satan's behest, although they are also
utilized as his personal army. Gehenna guards Satan's daughter exclusively. While
he is not very talkative, I did learn that there is much upheaval among the
higher caste of Demons. They are always vying for power, but only those that
are of the Fallen possess anything like free will as we would understand it. The
upper castes of regular Demons have some control of their actions but the lower
castes have none at all. It is very different than Hades."


"Sounds like a fun place," I said, sarcastically, then
held up the scroll. I gave him an abbreviated account of my visit with Diantha
and then went over the words the scroll contained.


"This troubles me," he said when I was finished.
"I hope my actions by seeking out the Hellhound have not set something unwanted
into motion."


"I doubt that's the case," I said in reply.
"It's more likely that Fate is just a bitch. Diantha made this oracular statement
over 50 years ago. Makes me think Gaea's had this planned all along." 


"You may be right," he agreed. "If that is so
then she clearly had something else in mind when she sent you here. Teaching
you a lesson was only a ruse."


"Yeah," I said, shaking my head. "Now we just
need to figure out what this is really all about."


I watched both decoy convoys driving down the 91 on the way
back. The first just a few minutes after we'd turned onto the freeway and the
second as we arrived back in town. All radio chatter indicated that they made
it to the resort without incident. That was something, I guess. I'd taken the
long way to the office, noting that not much was going on except the increased traffic
flow that was usual during the workweek. 


Since I'd already reintroduced Charlie to Michael, I figured
it was time to let everyone else know that he was here. There was no way to
know what O'Malley would do. Neither of us had any idea if they had ever met,
but since he clearly knew my grandmother, he had to know who Charlie was.
Hopefully, that wasn't going to be a problem. I guess we'd find out soon enough.
One thing we did decide is that if someone recognized him, it would be better
to let Charlie speak to them alone. That way we wouldn’t give conflicting
answers by mistake. It was risky, but no worse than both of us saying the wrong
thing. A minute later I pulled into my parking spot at the PD. The two of us went
into the building and started heading for O'Malley's office, figuring we might
as well get that out of the way.


"Oh, my," a voice I recognized said as we walked
down the hallway. I'd seen Roberto's car in the parking lot but hadn’t
considered that Cox might still be here. "Is that an Arcadian hound?"


"Hello, Professor," I said as we stopped. "Got
it in one try. Allow me to introduce Karalos."


"Christopher Cox, Professor of Magic at SNU," Cox
said, nodding. "It is wonderful to make your acquaintance, my Lord."


"Well met, Master Magus," Charlie said, nodding in
return. "My Robert has told me of your skills in the magical arts."


"Delightful," he replied, glancing over at me.
"Perhaps the two of you could stop by the University some time. I would be
fascinated to hear how you met."


"I hate to disappoint you," I said, patting the
big dog's head. "But that's not a very exciting story. Karalos here was a
friend of my grandmother's. He used to visit all the time when I was a kid. You
might notice I still call him Charlie. It's been a while but he's come back to
check up on me."


"Ah, yes, Maria," he replied, casting his eyes
downward for a moment. "I'm sorry I never had the chance to meet her. I've
seen her photo on the wall in the Great Hall, of course. She was quite a
supporter of the University in her day."


"So I've heard," I said, surprised at yet another
revelation. I had no idea my grandmother supported the university here. Newspaper
articles I'd read had listed her as a major community benefactor but I'd been
too busy to consider what that meant. Especially since the Robert from this
world didn’t seem to have followed in her footsteps in that area. I guess I'd
have to visit Cox at the university, after all. " By the way, anything
come up this morning?"


"Unfortunately not," he said, shaking his head.
"There has been no further signs of the summoning ritual Roberto
encountered the other day. I am making headway in identifying the Demon's sigils
though. I should have a report to Roberto in the next day or so. I just need to
cross-check a few of the names."


"That's good news," I replied as Charlie bumped
his nose against my leg.


"Robert," he said, looking up. "Perhaps you
should see the Captain first without me. I can stay and talk to the Magus until
you are done. Call for me when you have finished discussing the business side
of things. We will surprise the Druid then."


"Okay," I replied, letting Charlie take the lead. "I'll
see you two in a bit."


I made my way to O'Malley's office. Donna wasn't at her desk
so I went to the open door.


"What are you doing here?" he asked when I
knocked. "I thought you'd be out at the CP."


"They've got everything pretty well covered," I
said, walking in and taking a seat in front of his desk. "Now that the
meetings have started that place is locked down tight. I figured I'd be better
utilized out in the field. They know how to get a hold of me if they need
something."


"Can't hear much of what's going on if you're not there,"
he said, sounding irritated. "That was half the reason I wanted you involved.
To get to places I couldn't."


"Maybe so," I agreed. "But they've got that
place so compartmentalized no one's going to find out anything unless they want
it to get out. Both sides have their own rooms and all of it is separated and
access controlled. The only people that know what's going on are the ones
inside. Not even Michael has access, he has to deal with a runner for any
requests. Sorry, Cap, but I'm not going to waste my time just sitting out there
with my thumb up my ass. I'll check in out there from time to time but if
anything is going to go down, it'll be outside the walls."


He didn’t look happy but he didn’t send me back, either. I
spent the next few minutes telling him what I did know. Including having met
Rael and the Devil's daughter. When I was done, he sat back and stared up at
the ceiling.


"Fine," he said a minute later. "Let them
have their secrets. It was probably too much to ask anyway. You see any holes
in their operation?"


"No," I replied, shaking my head. "Like I
said, they've got everything locked down tight. I can’t think of anything shy
of Armageddon that would interrupt things now.


"All right," he said, putting his arms on the desk
and folding his hands. "But keep me posted. I'm heading out that way
myself to meet with Mrs. Milagre this afternoon. I'll probably be there till
late. I'll see if I can dig anything up myself before you get back out there."


"Good luck with that," I said, nodding as I got up
to walk to the door. "By the way, I've got someone here that wants to say
hello. Hey, Charlie!"


"Is that Karalos?" O'Malley asked, his eyes almost
popping out of his head when the big dog strolled into the room. He stood up
and walked over to greet him. "What are you doing here? I didn’t think you
were ever coming back after Maria passed."


"I was concerned about our friend, Robert," he
said, looking over at the now kneeling O'Malley. "Even as far away as my
lands, the winds whisper of strange tidings here. I came to see how he fares."


"Well that's not unusual," O'Malley said, getting
up and returning to his desk. "Strange should be his middle name. But I
don’t think it's anything to worry about. Things are just a little hairy at the
moment. This too shall pass."


"That is good to know," Charlie replied, nudging
at my leg again. "I can imagine the turmoil when the Devil himself is at
your back door."


"I'll let you two catch up," I said before
O'Malley could reply. Then I looked down at Charlie. "I'll be back in the
sergeant's office talking to the Magus. Meet me there when you're done." 


Interesting, I thought, as I walked back down the hallway.
It was obvious O'Malley knew him, but was that just a hint of fear I saw in his
eyes when he realized who it was. I couldn't wait to hear what Charlie had to
say about the matter.


Both Mal and Roberto were in the office with Cox when I
returned. After a brief discussion with the two of them about what was going
on, I walked over to Cox.


"So how was your chat," I asked, taking a seat
beside him.


"Fascinating," he replied, beaming. "Even
with all the Fae in this place you rarely see one of his kind. They are said to
have become quite elusive since The Fall. They were very close to the
Gods, you see."


"I imagine they were," I said, leaning forward.
"What with being Artemis' hunting dogs and all. Hey, do you mind if I
change the subject for a bit? I'm curious about something I read the other day.
I was wondering if you might be able to clear it up."


"Of course," he said, looking serious. "How
can I help?"


"Well," I began, crossing my legs. "I was
reading up on some Demons the other day and ran across a line that mentioned something
called a Linu's tear. It seemed to be related to communication in some way, but
it wasn't clear. You ever heard of that before?"


"You are speaking of a Demon from Mesopotamia," he
said, rubbing an eyelid. "Information first obtained from the obelisk
found at Rapiqum. A fascinating example of cuneiform script, almost entirely
intact, I might add. It's a history lesson if you weren't aware. Outlining aspects
of their culture and containing a listing of over 3000 deities. Some good, some
evil." He sat back and used his hands as he spoke. "The first thing
you need to remember is that Demons were everywhere in that era. As a matter of
fact, some deities were considered to be both Gods and Demons, Lamashtu is one
that comes to mind." He stopped and smiled. "My apologies! I didn’t
mean to begin with a lecture, although I will admit the topic is fascinating.


"As to your question, it is written there that the Linu
were the children of the Goddess Inanna, later known as Ishtar. They were deities
of sexuality, as well as prostitution and war. It is said that they would pluck
a tear from their eyes and pass it on to an exceptional lover so that they
would never be out of touch. The text isn’t clear on the spell they used, or
even how it worked, just that it was done with magic. Supposedly it was very rare,
but when you think about it, it would have been quite the morale booster for a chosen
warrior far from home. I'm surprised that you found the reference, it's not one
normally written about when discussing the obelisk."


"Well, it was just one line," I said, trying not
to look that interested. "But since it mentioned communication I thought
I'd ask about it." It was right about then that Charlie returned.
"Well, that's my cue. We’ll talk again soon, Professor."


I led Charlie into my office and closed the door, locking it
behind me.


"So what do you think?" I asked as I sat down
across from my desk.


"The Magus is quite impressive," he said, sitting
down beside me. "The title, Master, does not do him justice. Your Captain
O'Malley, on the other hand, was not happy to see me."


"He said that?" I asked, astonished that O'Malley
would be so forthcoming.


"No, of course not," he replied. "But he was
quite subdued as we spoke. I got the impression that he almost thought I was angry
with him. He was careful to be polite, but it is clear that some friction must
have existed between the two of them in your grandmother's time."


"Huh," I said. "That's possible. But in
addition, he probably figures you know about him setting me up, or at least something
like that. He's gotta know you cared for me as a kid. No reason to think that
would change. We'll have to keep our ears open."


"What are your plans for the rest of the day?" he
asked, moving his legs forward and lying down, his head resting on his paws.


"I'm hoping to get out of here before anyone else realizes
I'm here," I said, glancing at my inbox. "Then I thought we'd take a
quick trip by my grandmothers to pick up a few things, then home to bed. I'll
have to keep the volume up on the radio and leave the beeper on in case someone
needs me but I really could use some decent sleep."


"Excellent," he said, getting to his feet.


"Oh, before we go," I said, reaching into my
pocket. "You just gotta see what Paige gave me. The professor gave me some
insight into it. If I know you, you're gonna love it.











Chapter 16


 


 


My beeper went off around 9:00 p.m. I called Mal back to
hear that they'd had a few minor calls in the Quarter and Demon town. Just a couple
of fights and false alarms, but the spacing had bothered him. The calls were
just far enough apart in time and distance that they had made him nervous. Almost
like someone was checking out our response time. Mal figured that if someone
wanted to create a diversion, the further away from the Resort the better. Considering
how quiet it had been the last few days, it was worth following up on. Even if
it was nothing and we were overreacting, the worst-case scenario was Mal's guys
getting paid for a few extra hours of overtime.


I told Charlie what was up and then got dressed and called
down to the CP, letting Michael's folks know what had happened. There'd been nothing
unusual at their end, but they were monitoring the radio, and thanks to my
call, would track any false alarms that sounded suspicious. I picked up my
pac-set as soon as I got out to the car. With most of our available units
spread out and with more than half of them on the south side of town, I
directed Mal to cover the Strip to the Quarter and Roberto to handle the area
from Fremont Street to Demon town. I might have been ordered to make the
meeting my priority, but there was no way I was leaving the city totally
unprotected, even if all the action was most likely 30 miles away. 


Everything remained quiet as we drove to the CP. After
clearing the checkpoints I pulled into a space and heard my beeper go off. It
was a number I didn’t recognize, but by the prefix, had to come from the PD. I
went inside and found a phone. Dialing the number as Charlie sat down beside
me.


"County Jail, "the voice on the other end said
when they answered. "This is Officer Willis."


"Willis, this is Lieutenant Hoskins from MAD, someone
just paged me from there," I said, noticing that everything looked quiet here.


"Yes, sir," Willis replied. "That would have
been Sergeant Nivashi. Let me get her to the phone."


"Nivashi here," a voice said a minute later.
"That you, LT?"


"It is. What can I do for you, Nivashi?"


"You asked me to give you a heads up if anything happened
involving one of our prisoners, a Marissa Aiken. She also goes by the AKA of
Mary," she said. "Bureau of Prisons just showed up with a court order
for transport. They're taking her to Ely tonight." 


"Tonight?" I said, caught off guard as I
considered the implications. "Why am I just hearing about this now?"
Shit, I thought to myself. Troubles overlooked my ass. Least expected was right,
I'd forgotten all about that Witch.


"That's how they work, LT," she said, sighing.
"They almost never give us advance notice of these things."


"Well they should have this time," I said, trying
to decide how to handle it. I looked down at Charlie and covered the bottom of
the handset. "I think we just found out what I overlooked. See if O'Malley
is still around. If not get Michael or Siegfried and bring them here." 


"Where is Aiken right now?" I asked as I got back
on the phone.


"They were bringing her up when I paged you" she
replied.


"Okay, Nivashi. Here's what I want you to do," I
said, pulling my pac-set out of my back pocket. "Stall them as best you
can. I don’t care if you have to lose the paperwork, just try and delay them as
much as possible. I'll get one of my guys over there to escort them out of the
city. If that doesn’t work, put a call into Dispatch and tell them to patch you
through to me. I'll get someone there as fast as I can. You got it?"


"Yes, sir, "she replied. "I'll do my best."


"That's all I can ask," I said, then hung up the
phone and brought up my pac-set and made sure it was still on our encrypted
channel.


"Mal, Roberto, you out there?" I asked as I
keyed the mic.


They both acknowledged with their locations within seconds.


"I need you to haul ass down to the County jail and keep
an eye on a prisoner transfer," I said. "BOP just showed up to
move Marissa Aiken. The timing sucks on this guys. We need to keep an eye on
them all the way to Ely."


"You got it, LT," I heard Roberto say.
"I'm probably a little closer than you, Mal. I'll head straight to out-processing
if you want to meet my guys outside."


"Copy that," I said after Mal acknowledged.
"I'm heading your way from Jean as soon as I can talk to the Captain. Let
the area Dispatcher know you're gonna be out there and I'll see you as soon as
I can."


"What the hell's going on Rob, is there a problem at
the jail?" O'Malley asked as he and Charlie came around the corner.


"BOP just showed up to move Marissa Aiken," I
replied, sticking the radio back in my pocket.


"They're doing what!" he bellowed. "Have they
gone insane? I told them we needed to coordinate that. Don’t they realize she's
a dark Mage for the God's sake!"


"It's bullshit," I said, running my fingers
through my hair. "Mal and Roberto are on their way, but I don’t like it.
It's just a little too convenient to just be a coincidence. Wouldn't you agree?"


"What are you thinking?" he asked. "That someone's
going to use that bitch as a diversion? You've got no evidence of that."


"Maybe not," I agreed, gesturing toward the
doorway. "But what if the diversion is here? We've got over two-thirds of
our available units out here tied up on this caper. If someone wanted to take
advantage of an opportunity and break her free, now would be the time."


"Hade's beard, Rob," he said, pointing the way
he'd came. "You know I can't cut any of them loose. The Sheriff's made this
op a priority. With everyone else that's involved, it's just too big of a deal.
You know as soon as I walk back in there we'll have to put everyone on high
alert. Nobody's getting pulled off when that happens."


"I'm aware of that," I said, looking at the door.
"Do what you have to do. It's the safest course. But let me get back out
there. You can handle things here. If I'm wrong, no harm, no foul."


"Go," he said, looking angry as he picked up the
phone. "I'll let the Sheriff know what they're up to. Maybe we can stop
them before they leave the jail. Let's just hope you're wrong about this."


"You'll get no argument from me there," I replied,
looking over at Charlie. "Let's go."


As soon as I got through the gate I flipped on the lights
and siren and punched it, tires squealing as I flew up the on-ramp and onto the
freeway. I leaned over Charlie and switched the car's radio to the Downtown
channel and let the dispatcher know I was logged on, then I just pressed the
accelerator and hoped I was wasting my time.


"I can’t believe I missed that," I said to
Charlie, slapping my hand on the steering wheel. "Frigging Marissa. She
was already in jail when I got here. I hadn’t even considered her to be part of
the game."


"It is not your fault that the Oracle's statement was
unclear," he replied. "Unfortunately, we still do not know what other
troubles we have overlooked. She may be the least of our concerns."


At that moment the dispatcher contacted me on the radio,
directing me to another channel where they were patching a call through.


"Wanna bet?" I said, reaching over and switching
to the channel


"Go ahead for 301," I said, keying the mic.


"301, this is Nivashi from the jail, over. They're loading
her on the prison bus. Sorry, sir, I just couldn’t stop them."


"Acknowledged," I replied, hanging up the
mic and switching back to the Downtown channel. I picked up my pac-set and contacted
Roberto and Mal and advised them of the situation. All I could do now was wait
and hope I'd gotten it wrong.


It was a good thing I never picked up that lottery ticket.
Not a minute later the multi-tone warning of a priority one incident blared out
over the radio.


"All units, all units, report of vehicular crash and
explosions in the Downtown corridor at Bonanza and Second Street. Possible
prison bus involved. Any unit that can respond advise."


"Control, 507M," I heard Roberto say.
"Be advised that that incident may involve the dark Mage being transported
from the jail. Myself and 506 are en route. Any units responding are to take
extreme caution." He continued with a request to a patrol supervisor
to establish a perimeter and told units not to approach until he could assess
what was going on. I picked up my pac-set and contacted him on our encrypted
channel when he was finished.


"506, 301," I said, keying the mic.
"I'm still a good 15-20 away. I don’t care what you guys have to do but do
not let her get away."


"I figured that, LT," he said in an
adrenaline-fueled voice. "I'm almost arrived, I can see the bus on its
side. It's on Second Street. Shit! We got Demons and assholes everywhere!"
There was a short pause and I heard an explosion in the background. "I
have an idea, but it's not going to be pretty. Let me get with my guys." 


Not wanting to interfere, I floored the accelerator, urging
the car to go faster as I listened to him talk to his squad. I could also hear
Mal on the area channel coordinating with a patrol sergeant and then the multi-tone
sound repeated itself again.


"All units, all units, multiple reports of magical
incidences in the area of Bonanza and Second Street. Explosions, fires, and
reports of vehicles being overturned. MAD units are already en route. All units
use caution."


"Shit, shit, shit," I said, startling Charlie as
Roberto's voice came back on the encrypted channel. 


"Sorry guys, that was me, " he said,
panting. "We just tossed every car in a few block circle up in the air
to blockade the streets. It's not pretty, but it'll slow them down. My guys need
a few seconds to recover. Mal cover me for a bit."


"I've got you," Mal replied. "But
be advised we've got roving firefights inside the perimeter. They're hunkered
down by the bus at the moment, but whoever they got for backup keeps popping up
all over the place. Stay off Bonanza, too. The road is covered in shit."
There was a pause and I heard several loud blasts in the background. "Damnit,"
Mal yelled. "Where in Zeus' name did they get Trolls? 301, if you're
there we could use some backup! "


"Let me see what I can do," I said, then
put down the radio. Looking down at Charlie. "Can you get there any faster
if I drop you off?"


"Not from this distance," he replied.


"Let me try something else then," I said, pulling
the Linu's tear from my pocket. I opened my hand and blew on it, then waited. The
cool jewel began to warm up and then a mist appeared above my palm. In a few
seconds, a small cloud formed and began to swirl. It sped up until it looked like
a tornado then Paige's face suddenly came into view.


"Robert," she said, her image pulsing. "I
would hazard a guess you are contacting me about your problems downtown."


"Yes," I replied, trying to watch the road as we
spoke. "Any chance of getting a little help?"


"I do not believe that will be possible," she
said. "Rael believes the downtown attack may be a diversion. For the sake
of the conference, we cannot risk reducing our forces here. I am sorry. I have
no one to send."


"Figured that, " I replied, shrugging. "But I
had to ask."


"I understand." Then her image began to fade from
view. Before it disappeared, it became clear again for a moment. "Fight well,
Robert," she said, and then she was gone.


"Well, that was a bust," I said as I stuffed the
tear back in my pocket.


"Did you truly expect anything more," Charlie
asked.


"No, not really," I replied as we hit the
outskirts of town. I picked up the radio and let Mal know we were it, then
concentrated on weaving through the traffic as I continued balls to the wall toward
downtown.











Chapter 17


 


 


I'd forgotten where I was for a minute and almost missed the
turnoff to Bonanza road. Note to file, this freeway is not the same as the one back
home. I came around the corner a little too fast, locking up the brakes as I
hit the straightaway and almost hitting a patrol car on Main street as I came
to a four-wheel locked skid stop. The sight before me looked like the scene
from a movie. Cars had been haphazardly tossed in all directions and fires
smoldered as I heard gunfire and the sharp buzzing sounds of magic being used. I
let Mal and Roberto know we'd arrived and then Charlie and I got out just as a patrol
sergeant came running up. I flashed my badge as I moved to the back of the car
and opened the trunk.


"It's a war zone in there, LT," he said, pointing
at the wreckage down the street. "Most of my guys with any magical skills
are tied up down south. We've got the perimeter locked down but that's about
all I can do. I've got a call into SWAT but there's no telling when they'll
free them up."


"It sucks all around, " I said, reaching down and
pulling out weaponry. "It is what it is, Sarge. How are you fixed for
ammo?"


"I've got the standard compliment of Demon loads in my
rifle," he said, lifting it as he spoke. "But I'd be lying if I
didn’t say I could use a few more mags. I've already emptied one at a group of
Demons that tried to break the perimeter along with some kind of Mage. Damn
near got my hair singed off before they retreated back inside. I don’t know where
they all came from but it crawls in there."


"Here's a few more to hold you," I said, tossing
him four Department issue magazines. "All my guys are already in there,
I'm afraid, and we're about as much of the cavalry as you're gonna get. Just
hold the line, Sarge. We'll try and do the rest."


"We'll hold it for you," he said, nodding, then
turned to go back closer to Main Street.


I grabbed an AR-15 I'd taken from my grandmother's stash and
loaded up extra mags from her armory I'd brought. I'd given the sergeant the
ones that were Department issue. Three pistols, one rifle, some extra ammo, and
a few other trinkets later, I was ready.


"Okay, then," I said to Charlie as I finished
gearing up and slammed the trunk. "Let's do this."


I gave the sergeant a quick nod and then we double-timed our
way across the street. 


Roberto's magic spell that upturned the cars had made it
impossible for them to drive out, the only problem was it worked both ways.
Getting in and to any destination was like walking through a thick urban jungle
with wreckage blocking your way at every turn. What made it worse was that somehow
she'd called in a cavalry of her own… and the bastards were everywhere. Once we
got behind the warehouse on Main Street, the area here was mostly small houses
and apartments, but each street had an alleyway behind it and every overturned
dumpster was a good place to hide. 


Avoiding Bonanza, we'd cut through a few houses and apartments
and I learned that the hard way, as two Goblin like creatures popped up behind
one and made a move toward us. Charlie took out one and my sword made quick
work of the other, but the smoke and shouts around us made the direct approach difficult.
Best I could figure from the radio traffic on my pac-set was that Marissa and
her group were moving northbound along Second Street next to the creek that
still flowed here. Now we just had to get there.


I'd had to switch out my sword for my rifle. It was a target-rich
environment, but as soon as you took one down another took its place. I'd
touched base briefly with Mal and Roberto. Both had taken up what were
basically fixed positions, their only goal at the moment to keep Marissa and
her entourage pinned down. This whole thing was getting ridiculous. I had no
clue where they had all come from but there were Demons and other baddies all
over the frigging place. Someone from down below had to be helping them out. Of
course, it didn’t take a mental genius to figure out who that might be.


"They are congregating in the alley," Charlie
said, pulling his head back as I came up behind him at the corner of a building.



There was a house next door to the apartment building we
were stopped in front of and I could see a frightened civilian looking out the window
before they ducked back down. I peeked around the corner between the two
buildings. There was a mob of shitheads in the alley in front of us. I couldn’t
see Marissa's group, but if I had to guess, this group was probably staging to
make a push against one of my guys. I knelt down and checked to see what I'd
brought to the party. Cloud grenades were useless. There was plenty of smoke from
the fires making visibility difficult enough as it was. I hadn't grabbed any
Devil's grenades. I figured that was too risky with all the civilians around but
I did have some grenades that contained just lightning. That should cause
enough havoc that Charlie I could finish the rest before we moved on to Marissa's
group. I let him know what I had in mind. I was ready to go for it when a
slight problem came to my attention.


"There's a kid out there?" I said, pulling my head
back.


"What?" Charlie said, taking a look himself.
"We will have to remove her quietly if we want to get close enough to
proceed with your plan."


"That's gonna be a bitch," I said, watching as
what appeared to be about a 14-year-old girl peek out from one of the
apartments in the same building and then dash back in. "One loud whimper
from her and they'll hear us coming. She's too close even with all the shit going
on around us."


"Many more will die if we do not stop them," he
said, not looking directly at me. "I will do it if you cannot. There is a
chance I can keep her alive if I am quick enough and she does not struggle."


"Screw that," I said, suddenly remembering
something else I'd brought. I patted my pockets until I found what I was
looking for. "I'm not gonna risk killing an innocent kid, and neither are
you." I held up the USB stick looking device that Slater had given me to
use on the Knight. "They call this transport candy. It's a fast-acting
knock-out drug that the Department uses for assholes. It's harmless in the long
term, short term she might be out for several hours more than I intended someone
to be when I had it whipped up. Next time she goes to ground I'll move down and
hug the building. I'll try to grab her as soon as she sticks her head up. If
things go to shit we're no worse off than before. Then we just go to Plan B."


"What plan is that?" Charlie asked, looking as
confused as a dog's facial expressions and eyes allowed for.


"I toss every frigging grenade I got up in the air
above their heads and we let the Gods sort it out while we start killing anyone
that gets in our way," I said as I pulled my head back again. "As
soon as she's out of the picture, I'll toss the grenades. When the lightning
strikes are over, we go in."


"How is that different from Plan B," he asked


"Plan A means we wait for the lightning strike to end,
Plan B means we don’t," I said, slapping him on the back. "Come on,
Charlie, get with the program."


I waited until I saw the girl duck back into her apartment
before I low crawled directly toward her position. I heard a shuffle right
before she came out. As soon as I saw her outline, I jumped up and grabbed her
by the neck, pulling her back inside the apartment doorway behind me as I
pressed the button to release the gas under her nose. She went limp immediately
and I stuck my other hand out the door to get Charlie's attention before gently
laying her down on the carpeted floor.


"Get ready," I said as he dashed through the
doorway. He took a position behind me as I held the four glass grenades in my
hand. "I toss them, we count to three, and then we go. I'll go from right
to left; you go left to right. Got it?"


He nodded and I stepped forward, tossing the grenades into
the crowd of Demons before pulling back to wait. As I counted, I could hear the
cracks of lightning and screams of the bad guys as they struck the ground. When
I reached three, I shouldered my AR and stepped into the melee with Charlie at
my side. I started taking down the confused Demons one shot at a time. Charlie
was going for throats on anything still standing on the other side. We took out
the entire bunch within a minute. I had dropped my last magazine so I dumped my
rifle and pulled my Sig. That's when everything turned to shit.


With the alley no longer obstructed by the bodies of the now
fallen Demons and other creatures, I had a clear view of the parking lot of the
VFW on Second Street between the two houses in front of me. From the occasional
fireball and shots fired from beyond that, I guessed that Roberto and Mal had
kept them busy up until now. From the light of the streetlamps and the still-burning
fires, I saw the remaining Demons, Mages, and several Trolls standing in a
circle around Marissa and Beelzebub, the overturned bus behind them. They saw
me as well.


Beelzebub, go figure. He'd probably planned the whole thing,
using Satan's meeting as cover. Not that it really mattered. What did matter though
was that they were both looking directly at me. She must have recognized who I
was because she immediately raised her hand and pointed in our direction,
screaming something unknown as everyone except the closest Mages turned and
began to run toward us. 


The Mages that stayed behind began raining deadly magic fire
in all directions, effectively pinning down both Mal and Roberto, not to
mention Charlie and me. I took cover behind a Demon's body and emptied my gun
into the throng of bad guys moving toward us. By the time the first Demon reached
our position, I'd emptied all three and gone with my sword.


The fighting was intense. I slid under yet another Troll and
sliced through him, his guts spilling down on me until I jumped up and stabbed
a nearby Demon through the heart. Charlie was just spitting out a Goblin that
had crossed his path when I got hit from the side and smacked up against a
wall. The Mage that had used the spell to knock me down got careless, getting
too close, so I slid my sword into his stomach, slicing upwards as I pushed
through him to face the next challenger. I was quickly overwhelmed.


A large Troll reached down and grabbed me by the ankle,
tossing me across the alley and into the wall. My sword went flying and he came
for me again, throwing me across the alley once more. I landed with a hard fall
into a dumpster, but not before seeing one of Mal's squad members, a Fae
Warrior named Björg, lying lifeless on the ground. I pulled myself up slowly
and looked out over the lip as the Troll lumbered toward me. Charlie wasn't
faring any better. A group of six or seven Demons and another Troll had
surrounded him like a clan of hyenas. He was twisting wildly in circles trying
to stop their attacks. I could see blood streaming from numerous wounds across
his body and legs. I had to do something or it'd all be over and then where
would we be?


I had one ace in the hole I'd been saving. I only prayed that
it would work. I let go of the lip and fell back into the dumpster, ignoring
the pain and smells of rotting garbage as I looked up into the smoke covered
sky, or at least what little of it that I could see. I knew they'd be close. If
not for the bodies of the Demons or Mages than at least for Charlie and me and any
of my guys that wouldn't make it. I raised my hand and called out to her by
name.


"Kyras, Queen of the Keres," I whispered, hoping I
could get the words out before the Troll arrived. "I ask your favor before
the battle is lost." Then the sight and the sounds of the battle dimmed.
Time seemed to slow and I could no longer smell the rotting waste in the air.


"You are full of surprises, Robert Hoskins," she
said as she appeared, dressed in full armor like the first time I'd seen her on
this world.


"Yeah, well," I said, trying to push myself up
against the dumpster wall. "I'll have to apologize for the accommodations.
I rather hoped I could find someplace a little better the first time I called
you by name."


"What better than a battlefield for one of my
kind," she replied, taking me by the hand. We slowly lifted up out of the
dumpster and rose into the air. Time was indeed stopped around me. "I see
a mighty feast before me. Not in a thousand years has one called out to me as
you have. I will honor the old ways as I have said. You need but ask how we may
serve. I must warn you though, the Demon Ba'al is beyond my means. While it is
true I may have…," she grinned before continuing, "bumped into him,
as your kind would say, the time before, it is beyond my power to send him back
to that region of Hell in which he reigns."


"I'm not worried about him," I said, then pointed
downward. "Beelzebub is a coward. He'll run if things turn against him. What
I need you to do is save Charlie. I'd like to take the Witch down myself, but
if my life is the cost, I need you to save my dog first, and then any of my
guys still standing."


"You have called for my aid in battle," she said,
nodding. "The old ways stipulate that using my name is the price. Your
life, or death, is still your own. Although I will again make an offer if you
fall as I did once before when you were near death. Tell me what you want of
us."


"I need you to kill anyone that fights for Marissa or
Beelzebub," I said, looking over in their direction. "I know you
can’t kill him and leave Marissa to me. I've got a score to settle with that
bitch."


"It shall be as you say," she replied, then looked
down over the frozen scene. "When I release you the battle will continue.
Know that we will attack your enemies as you do. While we cannot fall, they
will not be killed all at once by magic. We must fight them one on one as you
would. We must still battle with our blades as the old ways decree."


"Could you start with Charlie then?" I said,
feeling around my body and finding only my dagger. "Shit! You wouldn’t
have a sword I could borrow, would you? I seem to have lost mine."


Time was restarted and I found myself standing in the alley,
my old sword in hand as the fighting continued. There was a swirl of black
clouds and Charlie's attackers were down. He hobbled toward me and I limped up
to him.


"You okay?" I asked, pointing my sword in the
direction I 'd last seen Marissa.


"I will live," he said, licking his wounds as I
watched half of them heal before my eyes. "My magic is weak but the
arrival of the Keres has saved me."


"I hope so," I said, patting his head. "I
need to take out Marissa. Can you make a go at Beelzebub if he's still here?
The Keres will help but we still have a fight on our hands."


We ran through the alley and between the houses, dodging
Keres and assholes as they fought all around us. I sliced and diced anything
that came my way, finally making it across the street and reaching the parking
lot where I'd last seen Marissa. Charlie took out a Mage before he could take a
pot shot at me, and then I saw the two of them next to an overturned car. Two
Mages and a Troll were all that was left between us. Charlie took one Mage and
I went for the other. Thrusting my sword forward as he got off a last shot, the
burst of magic tossing me backward as he went down.


I turned to see Charlie engaged with the other. As he took
him to the ground, Beelzebub moved back, bursting into a swarm of flies as he
deserted Marissa. I thought it was over when the Troll suddenly knocked the
sword out of my hand and slammed me to the ground. He was all over me and I saw
a smile cross Marissa's face as she raised her hands and fired blue flames at
Charlie and her Mage still struggling on the ground, ignoring me for the moment
as the Troll reared back for a final blow. Then a shot rang out and the Troll went
down, a stream of black blood pouring from what was left of his head. We both
turned toward the sound and I caught a glimpse of a blonde-haired woman
disappearing into the bushes that grew on both sides of the small creek across
the street. Marissa was caught off guard by the shot, but she recovered quickly
and began to raise her hands as she stood her ground to face me.


Not this time, I thought, reaching around and pulling the
dagger still strapped to my back. I flipped it end over end into the air in one
swift movement, catching it by the blade with my hand. I reared back and threw
it for all I was worth. Her eyes bulged out in shock when it pierced her chest,
the bloodstain growing as she looked down upon it. There was an expression of
disbelief on her face and then she toppled to the ground.


I heard a few more shots and the screams of the dying and
then everything went silent. The air stilled and I saw some of my guys appear
in the distance, Roberto among them. There was a rustle of wind and the wisps
of black clouds as Kyras appeared beside me.


"Your foe has been vanquished," she said, looking
down at Marissa's body. "Her Soul is hard and black. It is good that it is
already promised to the Dark Lord."


"Yeah," I said, wiping off some of the blood and
gore that covered me. "She was a real pistol. I hope he tosses her into
the darkest regions of Hell. May she rest in agony."


"I sense a deeper conflict than one of just foes,"
she said, seeing the expression on my face. "You have battled with this
one before."


"We've danced together a few times," I admitted,
turning to face her as Charlie limped over to my side. "But enough about
that. What happens now?"


"The Souls of those that are entrusted to us will be
taken to the various Underworlds," she said, speaking softly. "Those
of your own fallen we will treat with reverence. Speaking highly of them to
whoever judges their lives. We will tell them of their prowess in battle and
how they died an honorable death, saving many before they passed from this
world."


"Thank you," I replied, feeling the familiar nudge
of Charlie's nose against my thigh. I looked down and shook my head before
turning back to her. "I feel like I owe you something for what you did for
me. How can I ever repay you for the help we received? We'd be dead if you
hadn’t come to our aid."


"You have already repaid us," she said, sweeping
her arm around and pointing at the dead bodies scattered across the ground.
"The Keres watch and they gather the Souls of the fallen. On occasion, we may
even choose the winner or a loser. But we seldom fight, only when called upon
for aid will we do battle on the field of glory. For this, it is I that must
thank you. Seldom does my sword gorge itself on the blood of those still
living." She bowed and then lifted her head to kiss my cheek. 


"Okay," I said as I kneed Charlie to get him to
stop nudging me. "I got that part. What I mean is what if I wanted to
speak with you again? You know, just to chat?"


"If you speak my name," she said, giving one of
those funny looks as she twisted her head to the side. "I will come to
you." Then her face turned to smoke and mist and faded away. 


"Really, dude?" I said, looking down at the big
dog. He ignored me and began to lick his wounds again. I looked out to see the
rest of the Keres disappearing just as Roberto came from behind the overturned
bus.


"Holy shit, LT," Roberto said, holding a bloody
hand to his side. "Was that what I think it was. How in the name of the
Goddess of Night did you get them to appear?"


"Maybe I'll tell you about it another time," I
said, reaching for my pac-set. It was broken and must have been smashed when I
was being tossed around by the Troll. "But it's gonna be a story to tell
your grandkids. You’re also gonna have to promise me to wait until you have
them before you say anything. Hand me your pac-set, will you."


"Sure thing, LT," he said, handing it to me.
"No one would believe it anyway. I'm not even sure I do. Where did all these
bastards come from?"


"You can thank that prick, Beelzebub," I said,
turning the dial. "How many we lose?"


"Two for sure," he said, his eyes downcast.
"Everyone else is wounded in some way. It was a bitch out there, LT."


"Mal, you there?" I asked, keying the mic
as I shook my head. "Everything's code four. Marissa and her cronies
are dead. There's no one left here to fight."


"Give me a second, LT," he replied. "That’s
good news, but I'm trying to wade through piles of shit to get to you. It's
going to be a few before I can get to your location."


"Say again?" I asked, raising an eyebrow.


"Shit," he repeated. "S, H, I, T! Tell
that half-ass Wizard partner of mine that we found the one that got away.
That's why the bus turned right on Second Street instead of going straight
through. They blocked the road with shit. There's half a block and more of road
and yards covered in big piles of it over here. Be thankful the wind isn't
blowing your way. I will say it makes for good cover; we've been using piles of
it to hide behind between trading fire with your friends over there. Whoever
heard of using this much shit as a diversion. I'll get to you when I can."


"Copy that," I said before I keyed the mic
again. "Status of your squad?"


"Multiple injuries," he replied with a
groan. "We're beat up. I'm still missing one but everyone else is
accounted for. At least until the sepsis kicks in. We need medical when they
can get here."


I didn’t have the heart to tell him about Björg on the
radio. I'd let him know when I saw him in person.


"Anyone tell dispatch we were code four?" I asked Roberto.
He shook his head as I pressed hard on my ribs and side from the pain. I
switched to the area channel and keyed the mic again.


"Control, 301M. Code four. I repeat, code four,"
I said, reverting back into Lieutenant mode. "All suspects are down and
the Magical situation is contained. Have Patrol stand by on the perimeter for crime
scene control and tell them to expect civilian contact. There's a lot of frightened
citizens out here. Notify all concerned we have multiple suspects down and
several fallen officers. Let BOP know their Bus and personnel are down and that
they won't need a second transport. Let Homicide, IAB, and the Coroner know I
called it in and that the scene is mine." 


It was time to see just how far my get out of jail free card
would get me. Even then, BOP would still need to do their own investigation where
the bus was concerned, as well as retrieve their fallen.


"I need medical en route to the VFW on Second Street.
Make sure they've got Fae Healers on board. Tell them to avoid Bonanza and come
in off Washington. I'm gonna need FD for fire control and a water clean-up at
Bonanza and Second. They'll see what for when they arrive. Contact 200 at the
South CP and advise him of the situation and that I'll be out here a
while."


"See to your folks," I said, not waiting to hear
the rebroadcast as I handed him back the radio. "We'll talk later.
Remember what I said. Oh, and find me that shit Demon if he's still around. I
don’t need any more of his crap, it stinks enough as it is."


"You got it, LT," he replied, chuckling, then
shuffled back in the direction he came.


I slid down against the wall I'd been standing next to and
reached over for Charlie, slapping my other hand against my thigh where it was
bleeding.


"Remind me to pimp slap Gaea if I ever see her
again," I said, groaning in pain as I slid my arm around him. "What
the Hell was this all about? Not that I'm complaining about Marissa, but still.
Did we miss anything else or was this it?"


"You defeated her and this time she is dead," the
big dog said. "I believe the words of the Oracle were, seek not your
past reflection in the waters. Perhaps it meant that you could not expect to
see the past repeated here. If that is true than her death is what this was all
about."


"Let's hope you're right," I said, grimacing as
the pain kicked in now that my adrenaline rush was subsiding. "Oh, I saw
Belina too. I think she was the one that killed the Troll before I offed
Marissa. Gaea's hint was well played. It was her headshot that gave me the opportunity
to grab my dagger. Too bad she didn’t stick around. I've got her rifle in the
trunk and now that I think about it, I'd like my CAR-15 back."


"It is a shame that it was not enough," he said, letting
out a long breath.


"What do you mean?" I asked, hearing the sound of
sirens in the distance. "You just said it. She's really dead this time."


"True," he said, sighing. "But Gaea cannot be
finished with us if we are still here."


I didn’t know how to reply to that.







The
End











A Note from
the Author


 


 


Thank you for reading Not my Fae, the 8th book in
the Vegas Fae Stories. I know you have a lot of choices out there when it comes
to what you read. I appreciate you choosing one of my books for your
entertainment. 


A lot of people ask about Robert and especially about
Charlie. Well, when I started the series, I wanted to write something I might
read. Something that would offer me a break from the real world. That's what
fantasy does for us, it gives us the chance to throw off the chains that hold
us earthbound and vacation in a land far away. Corny? Yeah, probably, but
there's not anything like a good book to keep your imagination flowing and
nothing beats it as a form of entertainment on a lazy afternoon. 


As for Robert, I write what I know. I tried to incorporate
the thought processes of an ex-cop and P.I. that finds himself in a fantasy
world. Just what would he do if the world changed and he found out that Faeries
and Demons were real? I admit to turning mythology upside down at times. But
who's to say my version is wrong. There's no one left around that was there in
those days. Paintings? Bah… If you ain't got video or photos, you ain't got
nothing. Of course, that’s changing a lot in this digital world, so let me put
it another way. When I was a little boy, my grandmother used to tell me stories
about the Dryads that lived in the oak trees in her back yard. Folks, my
grandmother was a saint. This was the kind of woman that could pick up a fallen
baby bird from its nest and return it to her mother without it ever being
abandoned again. Most importantly, my grandmother would never lie. Especially
not to me.


Then there's Charlie. He's based on a real dog that thinks
he's human. Okay, so in the books, he's a royal Fae but I'd swear he might be
that in the real world too. He's gotten a little more talkative as the series
goes on. All I can say is that Robert's bond with him gets stronger all the
time. Of course, he doesn’t talk in the real world, but somehow he communicates
mentally just fine. Why else would I have to buy an extra cheeseburger every
time I get fast food. Dog treats? Forget about it… I should own stock.


Several people have emailed me about the current story arc.
Let me be honest. I've got to beat Robert down every few books to keep things
real. The more of a Superhero he becomes the harder is to find bad guys that
can threaten him or obstacles for him to overcome. For what it's worth, we'll get
back to the real Vegas in a book or two. I've got a few ideas in mind that just
might work.


If you'd like to know more or just keep up with the Vegas
Fae Stories you can find me on Facebook at the links in the About the Author
section below. From there you can join my mailing list or the Vegas Fae Fans
Page. I try to post on the Fan page as often as possible and that’s the first
place you'll find notifications of new works. It's also a fun place with some
nice folks on there to chat with. As to the mailing list, I only send out
emails when a book is coming out and I really hate spam. Not the canned kind, I
like to cook that with teriyaki and fold it into some rice wrapped in dried
seaweed. Spam Musubi, don’t knock it till you tried it.


All kidding aside, I always appreciate it when a fan leaves
a review. Reviews are an important part of Amazon and every one helps out. That
goes for the negative ones too. Of course, you can always send me a Facebook
message or send a private email. I try to respond promptly as best I can.
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Community College as well as lectured to others in his field on a variety of
topics. These days he works as a P.I. in Las Vegas, Nevada. A place he's called
home for over 40 years. 


He had a website
design business back in the days when you still accessed the Internet by modem.
He's sold model airplanes and electronics on the web and eBay. He even had his
own TV show for a season or two (okay, it was really low budget, better call it
no budget, and it was on UHF for those of you that remember those kinds of
things. But, hey, it did snag a 2.0 share one episode). He collects toy space
guns, lunch boxes, and coffee cups, among other memorabilia. If he had a
personal card it’d probably say something like ‘specialist in generalities,’ or
as his brother would say, polymath.


Tom is still
married to his college sweetheart and spends his free time with his family and
spare time writing. Not my Fae is his eighth book in the Vegas Fae stories.
His other books are also available on Amazon.
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Books by Tom Keller


 


 


Return of the High Fae


(Vegas Fae Stories Book 1)


 


When ex-Cop turned Private Investigator Robert Hoskins saves
the life of ex-mobster and casino owner Eddy Milagre he figured that he might
have stepped into something he shouldn't have. After taking down two of the
'would be' kidnappers, Robert finds himself in Milagre's office getting the
third degree, but that's just the beginning. When Milagre's people start asking
him about Wizards and magic all he wants to do is to get out of there in one
piece. Mobsters or not these people are nuts! 


But when his dog starts talking to him and he gets a
mystical visit from an Aunt and a Dwarf he knows his life has changed, and not
necessarily for the better. What kind of world has Robert stepped into when he
finds out he's descended from the Gods? 


From disbelief to acceptance, Robert encounters a variety of
mythical beings. From Faeries and Norse legends to the Oracle at Delphi, from
Mermaids to Werewolves to everything in between, Robert's world has definitely
changed. While his path through that world appears chosen, he soon learns that
the beings that reside in the world of myths and fairy tales aren't that much
different than those of the mortal world. Good and evil still battle one
another and it's time to take sides. 


What should Robert do when the world around him stops making
sense? When he finds out from a Dwarf that his dog is descended from Fae
hunting dogs. When he knows that corporations and even the mob don’t run Vegas,
it's the Fae. When the prettiest girls he meets are over 3,000 years old and
some of them drink blood. And that stripper, is she really a Faerie? Let's not
even go there. What should Robert do when he learns that strength in his new
world is measured in magic and he barely has a clue how to wield it? 


Do Demons, Gods, Elves, and Faeries really exist? Are
Vampires truly the children of Lilith? Robert didn't believe it at first
either.


 


Of Gods and Fae


(Vegas Fae Stories Book 2)


 


You see plenty of strange things when you're a P.I. in Las
Vegas, but even that couldn’t prepare ex-cop Robert Hoskins for what was to
come. At first, he couldn't believe that all those stories he'd been told as a
child were true. But hearing that the Fae had taken the casinos over from the
mob was something else. Elves, Dwarves, Werewolves, and Faeries were just the
beginning and battling dark Mages, the opening act.


Having banished his enemy to the cold hell of Tartarus he'll
now have to travel to the Fae lands to claim his birthright. Along the way, and
after, there's Demons and Dragons to fight and a trip down the river Styx to
the gates of Hades itself is on the playlist if he'll want to defeat the dark Fae's
minions and undo an ancient curse.


From the author of "Return of the High Fae," this
is book two in the Vegas Fae stories but a standalone novel in its own right. 


Sin City will never be the same.


 


Twist of Fae


(Vegas Fae Stories Book 3)


 


As an ex-cop and P.I., Robert Hoskins thought he'd seen it
all. Then, while working a simple case, his world changed. The next thing he
knew he was battling Wizards, Demons, and even the occasional Dragon.


Now, with government agents closing in on him in the human
world, and the ancient Dwarves threatening the Fae lands, he's got to prepare
himself for his most daunting task of all: telling his adult children they are
the descendants of Greek Gods!


But there's more going on than even Robert can imagine when
a visit to Fae uncovers hidden secrets that could change everything. To Robert,
family comes first, but this time his adventures are a little too close to
home.


 


Not Just Another Fae


(Vegas Fae Stories Book 4)


 


Ex-cop and P.I., Robert Hoskins knows some cases are tougher
than others, especially when dark magic is involved. A call from the local pack
master about some missing Weres is more than it seems.


Portals to the Underworld have opened and ancient creatures
long thought dead have returned. As a Fae, Robert's faced off with Demons
before, but always as the hunter, never the prey.


What magic force has opened the portals and why is it traveling
through the Hells of the Underworld releasing Demons in its wake? Robert needs
old friends and new allies to find out.


But knowing what the problem is won't be enough. He has to
find a way to stop it — making this his most difficult case of all.


 


 


Night and Fae


(Vegas Fae Stories Book 5)


 


Ex-cop and P.I. Robert Hoskins didn't think twice when an
old friend needed help. But little did he know where the evidence would lead
him when he dug deeper into the case.


Demons, Dragons, Monsters and Fallen Angels are only the tip
of the iceberg when his old enemy escapes from Tartarus and seeks her revenge.
There are wars to be waged and enemies galore as an ancient prophecy resurfaces
and the universe attempts to seek balance.


Even the Gods will step down from the heavens when
bloodlines are revealed and Robert faces off with the dark High Fae in an epic
battle that will shake the very foundation of the Fae worlds.


Jewel of the Fae


(Vegas Fae Stories Book 6)


 


It's good to be a God! Unless, of course, you're the God of
the Hades. It's not exactly known to be the garden spot of the universe. But
that’s the latest twist in the life of ex-cop and Private Investigator, Robert
Hoskins.


If that's not enough to ruin his day, Robert suddenly finds
himself embroiled in a desperate search for an ancient talisman. One that could
save, or doom, Diantha, the Oracle of Delphi, Robert’s on-again-off-again
girlfriend. To make matters worse, it's found its way to Vegas, and he's not
the only powerful Fae searching for it. But that's just where it begins! 


The mysterious jewel offers whoever possesses it immortality
and unlimited power. The negative effects of the jewel are already being felt
in the human world. Robert must find it first to protect the world of man from
the world of magic. If he can fit it into his schedule.


He never asked for the job, but it seems that saving the
world from the forces of darkness is just another day in the life of Robert
Hoskins, High Fae and Lord of Hades.


 


Once a Fae


(Vegas Fae Stories Book 6)


 


The Goddess giveth and the Goddess taketh away. 


One minute Robert is fighting Demons in the pits of Hades
and in the next he's standing in his old office at the local P.D. He's back in
Vegas and wearing a badge, only something isn't right. He's human again and
this isn't the Vegas he grew up in. This is somewhere else.


It was good to be a God, even if he was only the God of
Hades. It wasn't exactly glamorous, but there were worse things a person could
be. All in all, things were going just fine for ex-cop and P.I. Robert Hoskins.
Hades was getting a makeover and his side gig as Gaea's Hero kept things
interesting. 


But Goddesses can be fickle and Gaea is no exception. Especially
when she's feeling underappreciated.


Now Robert will have to navigate a world where magical
creatures live openly with humans and magic spells are something you can buy at
the corner store. If he can’t find out why Gaea sent him here, he could be
trapped forever in a place where he’s mortal, and the constant target of Demons
and other nasty creatures.


But Robert has one thing the other humans lack, and that's
knowledge. He may have lost his ability to make magic, but that doesn’t mean
he's lost his edge. Vegas is still Vegas, and an edge is all a player needs to
beat the odds.


For Robert Hoskins, it's good to be a God, or at least it
used to be.


 


FAE:
GENERATIONS


(Heirs of the Vegas Fae Book 1)


 


What do Jay Hoskins, Jasmine (Jazzy) Chibeaux, and Jesse
Ordunez have in common? They're all agents of the External Affairs Bureau, the
agency that monitors magical creatures for the government. They're also the
children of powerful Fae. A Fae warrior, a Werewolf, and a Wizard, they're the
EAB's newest Demon Hunter Unit. 


On the surface, their mission is simple. Hunt Demons and
creatures that threaten humans. But not every Demon or Vampire is a threat, and
they'll have to weave their way through the hidden society that most humans
never see.


When a simple burglary leads them to a powerful Witch and a
Duke of Hell, they realize they're on to something big. A long-lost Grimoire
might be the catalyst that starts the Apocalypse, and unfortunately, it's
already in her hands.


As lead agent, Jay will have to follow the trail and stop
the Witch that has the Grimoire before she can complete the spell. Along the
way, he'll have to pull his new team together and learn a few things about
himself he never knew. No one ever said it would be easy, but Jay's got a few
tricks up his sleeve of his own, and a team that's unstoppable by his side. 


Fae: Generations is the first book in the new Heirs of the
Vegas Fae Series.
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