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        You can hide from the devil,

        but he’ll always find you.

        --Allen Iverson

      

      

      

      
        
        Sometimes a deal with the devil is

        better than no deal at all.

        --Lawrence Hill
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Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      She was dead, and had been for more than a week. There was no denying it, every last bit of her new existence put into place to drive home that one incontrovertible fact.

      The song that played when she woke up. The temperature of the water in the shower. Even the type of drink she was allowed to consume to help get her through the day.

      Ember Squires was gone. At least the version she’d spent almost four decades living as, anyway. She had died in a car crash at that damn crossroads, the driving snow too much for her sedan to handle, and she wasn’t coming back.

      A reality made all the more curious by the fact that in this moment, she had never felt more alive. Standing on the precipice of the cliff, the roar of the Cimarron River more than fifty feet beneath her, there was no fear. No hesitation.

      For the first time in what seemed ages, she had perfect clarity. She knew what had to be done, what her world now consisted of, and she made peace with it.

      This wasn’t about her. Hadn’t been in a long time if she really thought about it.

      That simple thought, that realization, settled within her, bringing with it a warming calm she hadn’t known in quite some time. No longer was she focused on what came next, or what happened if she failed, or even how she might be able to circumvent the situation entirely.

      All that mattered was to keep going. To do whatever was placed before her, focusing on who she was truly serving.

      And that damned sure wasn’t her new master, no matter how much he wanted her to believe so.

      As she stood there, the glowing moon above seemed to dim, the driving wind backing away. As if the elements sensed her moment of revelation, they peeled away, allowing her to step forward, revealing her true self.

      Flicking her wrist, she let the coiled whip splay out from her hand, the braided hide almost eight feet in length. Giving it a second snap, blue-hot flames sprouted the length of it, a sliver of fire curled along her right leg. Like a fiery viper ready to attack, it seemed to writhe in place as she stared back at the pair of men inching forward, a wicked smile coming to her lips.

      She was no longer Ember Squires.

      She was a Hunter.
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      John Lee Tam didn’t bother with a security system. Despite living on one of the poshest streets in all of southern California in a home that was teeming with rare artifacts, there didn’t seem to be a need.

      Nobody would be foolish enough to actually set foot inside. Not with the backing he had.

      Even considering such a thing would be a mistake beyond fatal. It would carry repercussions with it that extended into eternity.

      Nor did he bother trying to keep his movements or his habits a secret, maintaining the same schedule for the better part of a century.

      Each night at exactly nine o’clock, he would dismiss his assistant. Seven days a week, he made sure the man was onsite, the two working tirelessly to oversee the empire he had amassed. Plunging forward in twelve-hour shifts, they stopped three times throughout the day, twice for meals, and a third in the afternoon for tea.

      The rest of the day, they worked diligently. If at home in California, they scoured all available resources for rare treasures, digging through online databases or making phone calls to all corners of the globe. In the event that something caught their eye, they maintained the same schedule, Tam off to secure the item personally while his assistant remained behind and saw to the day-to-day.

      In extremely rare instances, they went down to the showroom he kept in the city, a gesture he could do without but was demanded both by his industry of choice and his employer.

      The importance of maintaining appearances, and all that.

      While there, they also kept to the same rigid format, a driver waiting on the curb as the hands on the clock formed a sharp ninety-degree angle, ready to take them home.

      Once left alone for the night, Tam allowed himself one hour to unwind. A long, cold shower. A quart of ice water. A few minutes of sitting on his veranda, staring out at the Pacific, feeling the breeze roll off of it, hitting him full in the face.

      Then, at exactly ten, he went to his bedroom, intent to start the process again the next day.

      Which was precisely what he had done this evening, much like every other.

      A light sleeper by trade, he somehow didn’t hear a thing. Not the breaking of glass as the intruders entered. Not a single footstep echoing across his marble floor.

      Not until a hand pressed down over his mouth did he even know somebody was present.

      At the feel of the pressure resting on the bottom half of his face, Tam’s eyes popped up. Sweat came to his features, his body’s natural responses kicking in, adrenaline pulsating through his system.

      Time and again he attempted to raise his hands to push away the arm pinning him flat, though they were virtually worthless. Unable to so much as lift them from the mattress, he lay prone, his eyes going wide as he stared up at the person before him.

      Questions floated through his mind, handfuls of them demanding to know who the person was or what they wanted, though no words came to his lips.

      In their stead was nothing more than the feeling of helplessness. The realization of being held in a state of suspended paralysis. The deep-seated belief that, for the first time, he might have somehow made a mistake.

      Keeping one hand over his mouth, his abductor reached to the corner of the bed. Peeling up the sheet that Tam was pinned against, he brought it to the middle before repeating the process in the opposite corner. And then doing it again from the bottom of the bed.

      Once all four were brought together, the figure released his grip on Tam’s mouth, the same oppressive weight seeming to still bear on him, demanding his silence, preventing any movement.

      Bringing the corners of the sheet together, the man bunched them tight above Tam’s torso, bundling him into an impromptu hobo’s pack. Folded with his knees against his shoulders, Tam could feel his body slick with sweat, could smell his own fear oozing from his pores.

      Without so much as a sound, the figure lifted him from the bed, hefting him upward as if he weighed nothing at all, before tossing him over a shoulder. One step at a time, the person retreated from the house, Tam feeling his back and shoulders bounce against the man as they moved.

      Slow and easy they went, Tam able to feel the cooler air as they stepped outside, hear the sounds of the neighborhood around them. Not once did the pace increase as they went, nor did they ever bother climbing into a vehicle.

      Just more of the same slow and steady march, moving on to a destination unknown.

      Never before had Tam bothered with home security, because he knew there would be no need. Not with the forces that he worked for, the agreements that he had entered into years prior.

      Which begged the question as to who would be brave enough, powerful enough, to be carrying him off into the night.

      And perhaps even more so, why his employer was now letting it happen.
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      “Mr. Typhon will see you now.”

      The place was made to resemble a normal working office, a move that was supposed to be calming, but instead managed to do nothing but grate on Kaia Quinn’s nerves.

      Nobody ever got within a hundred yards that wasn’t directly affiliated with the organization. And nobody under an employment contract had the slightest illusion about what it was they did.

      They were an outpost of Hell. They worked directly for the devil himself, dispatched to Earth to watch over matters that existed in the middle realm.

      None of which required a copier. Or a fax machine. Or a water cooler.

      Or a dumpy gray-haired receptionist that loved to look down her nose at the likes of Kaia.

      Rising from her seat in the makeshift waiting area, Kaia leveled a glare on the woman. She ran her hands down the front of her leather pants, moving slowly forward.

      “And do remember, Mr. Typhon is a busy man with a very tight schedule.”

      Resisting the urge to fly across the room, to grab the thin chain that held the woman’s glasses on her nose and wrap it around her throat, Kaia forced a smile into place. Saying nothing, she slowed her pace even further, walking around the edge of the reception desk, the piece of furniture serving as a barrier from the door to the office behind her.

      Lifting each foot slowly, she set it down heel-to-toe, stretching a walk that should have taken seconds into a full minute.

      Every inch of it, the receptionist sat and glared, turning in her chair until Kaia was through the door and into Typhon’s office.

      And even then, she could feel the woman’s glare on her back.

      “Close the door, please,” Typhon said as she crossed the threshold, breaking the tension of the stare-down in the lobby.

      

      Flicking a hand out to the side, Kaia smacked at the edge of the door, swinging it shut. Slamming home with a mighty thud, the sound reverberated through the space as she resumed her normal pace, striding forward and sliding into the single visitor chair sitting in the center of the room.

      Typhon was a face-to-face operator. And he never dealt with more than one person at a time.

      The first time Kaia was ever summoned, she had been nothing short of terrified. Having heard every last horror story before, she’d filled her head with each conceivable ill that could be waiting for her. She was so beset with nerves, she barely heard a thing that was said throughout the encounter.

      Now more than a century into their time together, such fear had dissipated.

      Even if she was smart enough to still go through the motions whenever it was required.

      “Must you really antagonize her every time you visit?” Typhon asked.

      Separated by a polished desk made from pure obsidian, Typhon sat in an elevated chair, one ankle raised to his opposite knee. His elbows resting on the arms of his seat, his fingertips were pressed together before him.

      A large man, thick black hair was gelled into place, matching the suit and undershirt he wore.

      “I get it,” Kaia said, lifting her hands in a show of submission. “Hell has Cerberus, we get stuck with her.”

      Leveling a stare at her for a moment, Typhon remained silent. He kept the look in place long enough to make his point before the corner of his mouth flickered slightly, the closest he would ever come to reacting to one of her jokes.

      Especially one that came at the expense of his receptionist.

      “Moving right along,” he managed, “I’ve asked you here because I have a new assignment for you.”

      “Good,” Kaia replied. “Been a while. Starting to get antsy.”

      Extending one of his hands, Typhon made a gesture for her to slow down before returning it to place.

      “Now, wait until you hear what I have to say first. This one is going to be a bit different.”

      Doing as instructed, Kaia fell silent. She knew the statement was nothing more than perfunctory, this not the type of employment where the merits of a particular project were debated, each person having an equal say.

      The use of an office was just for show, a quasi-effort to keep morale in place.

      At the end of the day, the place was a dictatorship, a one-way street that began in Hell, flowed through Typhon, and landed at the feet of people like Kaia.

      Never let it be said that the expression shit flows downhill was without truth.

      “Is going to be?” Kaia asked, seizing on the words used. “You say it as if the contract is already signed.”

      “It is,” Typhon replied. “I handled it myself a couple hours ago.”

      Kaia felt her eyebrows rise slightly, her breath sliding out slowly. It had been decades since Typhon handled a negotiation personally.

      What had brought about such a change now, she could only guess at, knowing that it must be quite large.

      “But that’s only part of why I say this will be different,” Typhon continued. “This one comes with a very specific skillset at a time when we are in dire need of it.”

      Over the course of the preceding one hundred and six years, Kaia had worked cases too numerous to count. On every last one of them, she had met personally with Typhon for a briefing.

      Not once had he ever said anything remotely close to this.

      Not even during the sole failed assignment they’d worked together, the wounds of which still felt fresh, even thirty-five years later.

      “I see,” Kaia replied.

      “No,” Typhon answered, shaking his head, “you don’t, but you will. Everything you need is in the file.”

      Reaching out, he tapped a finger onto the desk before him. On cue, a black folder more than an inch thick appeared.

      “Okay,” Kaia replied, her mouth going dry, already anticipating what the pages before her might reveal. “Where is he now?”

      “She, actually,” Typhon replied, “is in a pen outside of San Diego. She’s being held in stasis, will remain that way until you get there.”

      More surprise flooded Kaia’s mind. Despite the human world now being tipped more heavily toward females than males, Hell seemed to have an imbalance in the opposite direction.

      She herself was one of just a few that did what she did.

      “Ah,” Kaia said, rocking her head back slightly, “so this is a woman thing.”

      “No,” Typhon replied, shaking his head, “you just happened to best fit the profile.”

      Again, Kaia felt her eyebrows rise.

      He had been right. This was going to be a bit different.

      “Special treatment?” she asked.

      Pointing his chin toward the file, Typhon said, “Read that first. Nothing can come before it.”

      A frown formed as Kaia thought on things, putting into order what Typhon was describing. A female with special skills would probably also come with other less desirable attributes, such as ego and stubbornness.

      And being told up front the case took precedence would severely limit the lengths Kaia could go to in breaking her.

      “Leverage, at least?” Kaia asked.

      “Oh,” Typhon said, a wicked grin forming as he leaned forward in his seat, “definitely.”
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      Dale a tu cuerpo alegria Macarena...

      The volume on the radio was a notch or two above a jackhammer, the small electronic device so close to the bed it felt like it had a speaker lodged behind Ember Squires’s right ear. Ripping her from her slumber, her eyes tightened into a wince, not bothering to even open. In the same instant, both hands reached for her temples, every ingrained response being to cover up, to cease the unwanted intrusion.

      Sucking a long drag of air through her teeth, Ember peeled her lips back, her face scrunching slightly. Rolling onto a shoulder, she shot a hand straight out, slapping at the top of the device. Scratchy, threadbare sheets pulled at her skin as she moved, barely even noticeable compared to the unwanted auditory intrusion.

      Using the palm of her hand, she swatted the machine into submission, connecting three times before the radio fell mercifully silent. Perched on one shoulder, she waited an instant to make sure the battle was truly over before rolling flat to her back, returning both hands to her temples and rubbing them in slow concentric circles.

      “What happened?” she muttered, her voice just barely audible in the silence of the room.

      The last few days couldn’t even be construed as a blur. It wasn’t like she had been on an alcoholic bender, images all spliced together in a haphazard menagerie, her mind trying in vain to put them into some sort of coherent sequence.

      This was much worse than that.

      There simply wasn’t anything there at all, nothing more than a gap, a stretch of black that went back an unknown amount of time, culminating along the shoulder of that damned road.

      Que tu cuerpo es pa’darle alegria cosa buena...

      The radio sprang back to life beside her, the volume somehow even higher than it had been a moment before. Hurtling past her hands and straight into her ear canals, it threatened a pulsating headache, the thin walls seeming to reverberate from either side.

      “Jeezos,” she spat, rolling back onto her shoulder. A spasm of disgust roiled through her as she jerked the covers back, exposing her upper body. Rising onto her left elbow, she balled her right hand into a fist, swinging it down at the radio like a hammer.

      This time, the plastic wasn’t nearly as forgiving as her first foray, the thin casing cracking under the force of her blow. Bits of it scattered across the small nightstand, skittering over the smooth surface and falling to the floor below.

      In the wake of it, the words of the song slowed, like a record being played at a quarter-speed, before finally coming to a halt.

      Maintaining her perch for another moment, her body poised to strike again if need be, Ember stared at the radio. “Go ahead. Start up again.”

      Holding the fist by her face, she waited until it was clear the device could do no more harm before lowering herself flat to her back and staring at the ceiling.

      The room was hot. Not the sort of warmth caused by a heater that had been blowing hard all night. The kind that she imagined the inside of an oven must feel like. The type that was brought on by the external temperature being much higher and more persistent than expected.

      Flicking her gaze to the windows, she could see bright light already filtering in around the sides of the thin, threadbare curtains. Dust motes floated in and out of the slanted rays. Behind them, yellowed paper peeled from the walls.

      Returning her focus to the ceiling, she could see swirls of crusted stucco staring back at her. Like miniature stalactites, they were of varying lengths and thicknesses, all reaching her way, fighting a losing battle to make it down to the bed.

      Raising both hands to her forehead, she passed her palms back over her skin, thick droplets of sweat peeling back, disappearing into her hairline.

      Her head spun as she tried to make sense of her surroundings.

      The heat she had expected. That was always the first thing people talked about, the most basic of imagery that was imparted to children starting at an early age.

      It was everything else she was still having a hard time coming to grips with.

      Using her hands for momentum, Ember rocked herself forward. She sat with the covers bunched around her waist, scanning the interior of the room. Moving from left to right, she took in a folding table and chairs, a box television, a single doorway into the bathroom. Everything looked like it had been installed in the seventies and had lived a fast and hard life ever since.

      She cringed to think what might be lurking on the carpet.

      “So this is Hell,” she muttered.

      On cue, the shattered remains of the clock radio sprang back to life, answering the question she didn’t realize she’d asked out loud.

      Dale a tu cuerpo alegria, Macarena. Hey Macarena!
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      Ember’s hair was damp as she opened the door to her room and stepped outside into the blinding light. When she’d exited the shower just a few minutes before, she hadn’t bothered toweling it dry, hoping the dripping locks would be enough to keep the early heat at bay.

      No luck, the dry air seemed to suck any excess moisture straight away. Just a few more minutes and her long sandy-brown hair promised to be parched.

      Which was a stark contrast to the rest of her, a layer of sweat already lining her skin, the morning glare glistening off her. Raising a hand in an attempt to block some of it out, she took two steps forward before stopping, a scowl coming to her lips.

      “Morning, sunshine,” a young woman said from a few feet away. No more than her early twenties in age, she was leaning against the front hood of a battered Mustang convertible, her right foot raised up onto the bumper.

      Dressed in low-slung jeans and a crop top, most of her shapely form was on plain display, as was plenty of black lace showing on both ends.

      Straight blond hair hung down to her chest, framing a face that could have been naturally pretty if not for the cubic gallon of makeup she was wearing.

      Leaning back, her hands were braced on the hood behind her, both shoulders raised toward her ears.

      “Who are you?” Ember asked, making no effort to hide her contempt for the young tramp sprawled out before her.

      For a moment, there was no response. The girl rolled her head to the side, sizing Ember up. One nostril flared slightly as she did so, a look of derision passing over her features.

      “You can call me Kaia.”

      Ember took another step forward. She folded her arms over her torso and took in the spread around her, glancing to both sides.

      The room she had woken up in was in the center of a strip motel of dubious location or origin. Matching doors like the one she’d just stepped from were stretched in either direction, nearly a dozen in total. All painted dark brown, they were offset by the red paint of the building, everything looking to be in some state of disrepair.

      Nowhere did there appear to be an office, or even another breathing being, the Mustang and the girl atop it the sole sign of life.

      “Kaia what?”

      “Does it matter?”

      Jerking her gaze back to the girl, Ember could feel her animosity spike. No less than three retorts sprang instantly to mind, each dissipating as fast as they’d arrived. Pushing them down, she again took in the girl, her appearance one that must have been designed in a trailer trash laboratory.

      The kind of thing her ex-husband would have referred to as dirty hot.

      “Okay,” Ember replied, “what are you?”

      The head loll continued, the girl this time swinging her chin in the opposite direction. Once it got there, an impish grin crossed her face, pink lipstick peeling back over gleaming white teeth.

      “Nice. You do learn quick.”

      Hearing nothing in there that resembled a question, Ember remained silent, waiting for a response she wasn’t entirely certain she wanted to her.

      “I am a demon,” Kaia said. “My real name isn’t important, nor is where I came from. What is is why I am sitting here before you now.”

      Why she was so quick to dismiss any sort of background information, Ember didn’t pretend to know, not that she much cared. Choosing to again remain silent, she waited almost a full minute before realizing the girl was prompting her, dragging this out, making her ask.

      “Okay,” Ember managed, “why are you sitting here before me now?”

      The grin grew, the first tiny victory in what Ember guessed would be a million similar contests, as Kaia lifted her face just slightly. “I am here as your handler. As a direct employee here on Earth, we can’t just have you running amok. So from now on, wherever you go, I go. Got it?”

      There was so much to unpack in that single declaration, Ember didn’t know where to start. Deciding not to even try just yet, she seized on the lowest-hanging fruit and asked, “We’re still on Earth?”

      Her mouth hanging open, Kaia simply stared at her for a moment in disbelief. Slowly, she raised a hand to her face, covering the bottom half of it, her body quivering slightly with stifled chuckles.

      There she remained for several seconds before the pressure became too much, her left hand exploding away from her mouth, suppressed laughter pouring out behind it. Loud and shrill, it rolled across the dusty front of the motel, grating on Ember’s nerves.

      When finally it fell away, Kaia resumed her place on the hood of the Mustang and said, “What? You thought this was Hell?”

      “Well, I just...”

      “No,” Kaia said, all previous mirth falling away. Leaning forward, she extended a red-tipped finger toward Ember and said, “No, you don’t just anything. You don’t have a damn clue what Hell is really like, and you have no idea how fast we’ll bounce your ass there if you so much as nudge a toe out of line on my watch. You got that?”

      Ember could feel heat rise to her cheeks. More than the steady thrum of the sun above, it was her own vitriol for the girl before her.

      If there was one thing she did not abide, it was being spoken down to.

      “Because let me tell you,” Kaia added, “if you think you’re anything special, that we don’t have hundreds of new people like you showing up every day, you are wrong. And we have a one-strike policy to let everybody know that.”

      Ember knew the outburst was meant to scare her. Part of the first-day orientation, it was a blowhard showing out, making themselves feel important. Every single job she’d ever had always came with at least one.

      No reason this one should be any different.

      She also knew that nothing good would come from trying to test it. Not now, and maybe not for a long time yet.

      “Understood.”
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      The concrete divot had once been a swimming pool for the small motel, though the last time it had actually held water looked to be at some point during the Nixon administration. Shaped like a kidney, thick cracks and seams ran throughout it. Weeds had grown, died, and regrown several times through every available crevice, dried and lying like tumbleweeds along the bottom.

      Positioned just to the side of the parking lot, the rusted remains of a chain-link fence enclosed the space, offsetting it from the parking lot. Just fifty yards away, the Mustang sat in the same position as when Ember had first stepped outside. The sun now a bit higher in the sky, it blinked off the front windshield, almost blinding in its luminosity.

      Seated on the bench seat of the remains of a picnic table beside the pool, Ember held a hand to her brow, looking past the Mustang and peering into the distance. Hoping for any flicker of movement that might denote another living creature, she saw absolutely nothing.

      “First things first,” Kaia said, her voice almost singsong, pulling Ember’s attention away from the lot. Seated on the two boards that comprised the top of the table, her feet were on the seat beside Ember.

      The smell of cheap perfume was so strong it almost burned Ember’s nose.

      Calvin Klein. The scent that her ex-husband’s next wife wore.

      Damn, these people were good.

      “Welcome to Hell on Earth, though nobody on our side really calls it that. Technically, it’s known as the middle realm.”

      Who exactly was being referred to as our side, Ember didn’t feign to have the slightest idea.

      Holding her hands out to either side, Kaia rotated at the waist, giving her best The Price is Right imitation. “Kind of snazzy, right?”

      A smart retort sprang to Ember’s mind, though she again managed to bite it back.

      In due time, but not on the first day.

      “Kind of reminds me of Arizona,” she said instead.

      “Close,” Kaia said, dropping her hands back into position. “California. Well, southern California.”

      Ember felt her eyebrows rise higher. In doing so, droplets of sweat fell down over her eyelashes and across her cheeks as she turned to look at Kaia, trying to determine if she were being led on. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously,” Kaia said. “Right now, we are about ten miles past El Cajon, which is about twenty miles outside of downtown San Diego.”

      Keeping her gaze on the girl another moment, waiting for the big reveal, Ember said nothing. When it became apparent none was coming, she shrugged, adding simply, “Huh.”

      “Don’t get too hung up on the particulars,” Kaia said. “Today we’re here, next week we could be in Maine or Madagascar. All depends on what needs doing.”

      Questions by the handful came to Ember’s mind. Everything from why they were sitting where they were to why nobody else seemed to be around. One at a time, she nudged them to the side, her curiosity not quite enough to make her want to rush to the end just yet.

      Besides, it wasn’t like Kaia didn’t seem to be getting off on everything that was happening.

      “Second,” Kaia continued, “just because we are in the middle realm doesn’t mean we’re guaranteed to stay here. We had that shot, and we both blew it.

      “That means if we want to stick around now, we’ve got to play by the rules.”

      It seemed like an unnecessarily lavish opening, though Ember let it go. The longer they were sitting here talking, the less time they were off doing something else.

      Something much less tolerable, most likely.

      “Which brings me to the third part,” Kaia said, “which are the rules. There are a shit ton of them - too many to get into right now - so I’ll just start with the big ones.

      “Number one: like I said, you are in the possession of Hell, and we can put you back there as needed. Just because we’re sitting here doesn’t change that one bit.

      “We will make things as unpleasant as we can for you here, but this place is a damn health spa compared to where you could be.”

      Pausing to drive home her point, she turned and glared at the side of Ember’s head.

      Ember didn’t return the gesture, or even bother to respond in any way.

      “And you will not complain about it,” Kaia added. “That damn song that woke you up this morning? The lack of hot water or coffee in your room? Expect a lot more where that shit came from.”

      With each passing word, the tone of Kaia’s voice changed, moving from annoying and shrill to hard and resolute.

      “First time you say a word about it, things will get ugly. The next time, they will get even uglier.”

      Leaning forward, she pushed her nose to within just a few inches of Ember’s cheek, her breath hot and rancid.

      “Because the thing you have to remember is, we’ve got you. Whatever you did to earn your time here doesn’t matter. Fact is, you made a deal, and if you renege in any way, so do we. Got it?”

      Snippets of the last coherent memory Ember had returned to the fore. The cold and blowing snow. The moaning wail of Don Felder’s guitar at the end of “Hotel California” drifting through the air, the layered irony of it not lost on her.

      And everything else that came thereafter.

      To even consider going back on it, contemplating the alternative, was more than she was prepared for. Now, or ever.

      “Sorry, this one is non-negotiable,” Kaia said. “I need a verbal confirmation. You dig?”

      Nodding slightly, Ember tried to find her voice. Sitting like a lump at the base of her throat, she swallowed hard. “I got it.”

      Sitting perfectly still for a moment, and then another, Kaia’s face eventually broke into a smile. The previous smell of her breath evaporated, as did the heat that seemed to be roiling off her. “Good! That was the hard part. Now we can move into the more fun topics.”

      Leaning back, she placed her hands on either side of her, raising her face toward the sun. Rolling it to either side, letting it fall on her cheeks, she said, “Rule two. As of now, Ember Squires no longer exists.”

      Feeling her brow come together, Ember cast a glance to the side. “I thought-”

      “Right, the corporeal Ember Squires ended when you did a few days ago,” Kaia said, not bothering to so much as open her eyes. “What I mean is, all parts of that Ember Squires must be left behind. You can never reach out to anybody you knew, can’t try to act like some sort of guardian angel to anybody you think needs your help.”

      A quick jolt of animosity passed through Ember, her features twisting up. Rising to the tip of her tongue was a sharp retort. Her head turned to deliver it before she remembered the warning she’d been issued just a moment before.

      “My name?”

      “Your name can stay,” Kaia said. “Ember Squires isn’t that common, but it won’t be an issue.”

      “Oh,” Ember said, nodding as if she understood what the cryptic response was supposed to mean.

      Being meek was not something she was particularly good at, especially in the presence of other women, even more so those that were younger and looked the way Kaia did. It was a character trait that had helped immensely in her career as a detective. Had been equally as destructive to her marriage.

      Keeping it in check in the coming days was going to be a battle for every inch.

      “Besides,” Kaia said, “Ember is pretty fitting for what we do. You know, the whole Hell-fire-burning thing.”

      Ember had gotten it the first moment it was mentioned, though she hadn’t felt the need to comment. It seemed the exact sort of thing she would expect someone like Kaia to come up with.

      “If at any point you want to change it,” Kaia added, “feel free. It’s not like this was what I started out of the gates with.”

      Having not expected to be given anything, even something as minute and trivial as choosing a new name, Ember felt her eyes widen in surprise. “I can pick a new name?”

      The smile broadened on Kaia’s face, a smirk rocking her head back slightly. “Believe me when I tell you, eternity is a really long-ass time.”

      Seeing the crack as nothing more than bait, Ember turned her attention back to the pool. She watched a tiny smudge appear on the far side of it, trying in vain to scramble up the sloped sides. Focusing on it for a second, she could make out the translucent outline of its body, the curled tail of a stinger rising from its back end.

      A scorpion.

      Not the first living thing she would have preferred to see, but a start nonetheless.

      “What’s rule three?”

      “Rule three,” Kaia said, her voice a touch detached, as if she was reading off the information for the hundredth time, “is you cannot kill any living thing.”

      Repeating the words silently back to herself, Ember felt her lips move slightly. The previous two rules, she would have expected. Being reminded constantly of the predicament she was in would be routine moving forward. Having to give up her old life was the most basic of things.

      But being told this rule in particular surprised her.

      “Why would I-” she began, the question cut off by a single upraised palm from Kaia.

      “Which brings us to rule four, and pretty much everything you need to know right now. The rest we’ll fill in as we go.”

      Confusion, angst, irritation, all passed through Ember. Less than an hour into her new life, already she despised the girl she was sitting next to, was fast discovering just how bad the foreseeable future was going to be.

      “The reason we took you up on your call that night was because we needed a woman with your skills,” Kaia said. Her voice was laced with derision, as if the decision was made by someone else, her opinion clearly not the same. “And the reason we dropped your ass here instead of straight into the non-cupcake version of Hell is because you are going to use those skills for us.”

      Keeping her gaze fixed on the scorpion still trying in vain to work its way up the opposite side of the pool, Ember felt the air slide from her lungs. Her eyes fixed themselves into place, her vision blurring as she stared at the insect, processing what she’d just been told.

      “Skills?”

      Again, Kaia smirked beside her. “All evidence to the contrary, yes. You are now a detective in direct employ of the devil himself. Congratulations.”

      Of everything that Kaia could have said, Ember couldn’t readily think of a single thing that would have surprised her more. When the offer had first been made, she had willingly jumped at it. No matter how bad Hell could be, it still beat the alternative.

      Not once throughout the negotiation, though, had mention of going to work ever been mentioned.

      “Detecting what?” she managed.

      “Whatever we want,” Kaia said. “Remember rule one? You are in Hell. You do what we say without complaint.”

      Curling her fingers, Ember clamped onto the side of the plank she was sitting on. Squeezing tight, she could feel every tendon and muscle synapse in her upper body pull taut, her molars clenching down hard.

      Leaning forward, Kaia rested her elbows on her knees. She slid her gaze over Ember, looking for any sort of reaction, before asking, “Got all that, Sherlock?”

      Keeping her own attention aimed straight ahead another moment, Ember turned to focus on the girl beside her. “Got it.”

      “Good,” Kaia said. “Because orientation just ended. We have work to do.”
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      Ember had the address programmed into her phone, the GPS system up on screen directing her where to go. Powered by an automated voice that grated on her nerves each time it spoke, one instruction after another was piped into the car, the only sound save the squeal of rubber as the windshield wipers passed by in five-second intervals.

      Outside, the cause of their use was plain, precipitation falling from the sky in equal parts snow and slush. Typical of late spring in the Pacific Northwest, the icy crystals hit thick and hard, thudding against the glass and the roof of Ember’s sedan.

      “In one hundred feet, turn right,” the mechanized woman inside her phone commanded.

      Feeling her molars come together, Ember glanced down to the phone before returning her gaze to the road. Running later than expected, she pushed the gas as hard as she could, going the requisite distance before making a right.

      Turning into a community that seemed like a different world from where she lived, Ember aimed her car down the center of the street. To either side, palatial two-story homes stood just back from the road, their yards dotted with mature pine trees and hardwoods bowing beneath the elements.

      In their windows could be seen bright lights or the flickering glow of televisions, the sorts of things that most people should be doing on a night such as this.

      Not out driving around, grasping for the last remnants they had of normality, clinging to those final precious threads of human interaction.

      “In fifty feet, your destination will be on the left.”

      In no mood to hear another order from the phone, Ember thumbed it silent, the screen going dark. Tossing the phone into the middle console, she alternated her glance between the street and the houses, before finally turning in as directed.

      Easing her way down the driveway, the combination of trees and driving snow kept her from seeing the place from the road. Not until she’d pulled more than thirty yards ahead did the home come into view, a monolith of brick and glass, resembling something that belonged in an architectural magazine.

      Arranged with matching wings spread wide from a center expanse with tall columns, it looked like a cross between a New York mansion and a southern plantation, Ember’s breath leaving her chest as she stared up at it.

      Just as fast, the moment of awe passed, replaced by a bitter taste rising along the back of her throat.

      Yet another overcompensation, a trophy for her ex-husband to wave in front of the world.

      Pulling forward, Ember circled off the main driveway. Hooking a right onto the turnabout along the front, she looped around until she was parked parallel to the steps before killing the engine and climbing out.

      As she did, the icy wind whipped across her body, tugging at her hair and the tail of her coat. Slush smacked against her exposed neck and cheek, dribbling down her collar, dropping her body temperature more than a dozen degrees on contact.

      Clamping her jaw against the bitter chill, she tramped in silence around the back of her car, leaving clear tracks across the ground as she went. Stomping up the trio of short steps, the wind fell away as she passed onto the porch, going straight for the front door and ringing the bell.

      On the other side of the door, she could hear the chime echo through the home, a pair of voices sounding out in response. Unable to decipher what was being said, Ember retreated a step, her own reflection staring back at her in the frosted glass comprising the top half of the door.

      After the week - the month - she’d had, exhaustion was plain on her features. Bags underscored her eyes, fine lines seeming to arrive almost daily. In the last six months, she’d lost considerable weight, her clothes seemingly draped across her figure.

      Her hair, soaked from the walk to the door, hung limp to either side of her face.

      A perfect encapsulation of everything she was thinking and feeling at the moment.

      Inside, the sound of footsteps drew closer, pulling Ember’s gaze away from the window. Taking another step back, she drew herself up straight, steeling herself for the interaction that was about to begin.

      Hearing a pair of locks twist open, she drew in a breath as the door swung wide, a woman she had never seen standing before her. Dressed in slacks and a cashmere sweater, a colorful scarf was wrapped around her neck. Thick dark hair that looked fresh from the salon framed a porcelain face. Full red lips were peeled back to reveal a neon smile.

      “Oh, hello,” the woman said, her voice thick with an accent. If Ember were forced to guess, she would place it as Russian, or maybe Balkan. “You must be Ember.”

      Her eyebrows rising slightly, Ember said, “I must. And you are...?”

      “I am Shasta,” the woman replied, extending a manicured hand before her.

      It wasn’t the interaction Ember had anticipated upon arrival, though already she could feel herself wondering if the other would have been preferable.

      At least when facing her ex-husband, she knew up front what to expect.

      “Nice to meet you,” Ember replied, accepting the shake, the woman’s hands rougher than her appearance would indicate.

      “And you,” Shasta replied. “Emory has been so excited. All he’s talked about.”

      Offering no more than a slight smile, Ember looked past Shasta into the house. From where she stood, she could see a chandelier hanging down from the ceiling, a wide staircase rising directly beneath it.

      On the floor was a rug that probably cost what she made in a week.

      On the walls, art that would chew up a month’s salary.

      “Would you like to come in?” Shasta asked. Stepping to the side, she extended a hand. “He’ll be ready in just a minute.”

      For an instant, Ember considered it, before dismissing it out of hand.

      No way would she give her ex-husband the satisfaction of stepping foot in that house, regardless how cold it was outside.
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      What was handed over to Ember wasn’t so much a file as it was a single piece of paper folded into a larger brown envelope. On it was a photo that resembled a mug shot and a few pieces of information, the whole thing containing less than a hundred words.

      Easily the skimpiest briefing she had ever received, the sort of thing that in her previous life wouldn’t have been enough to even warrant opening a case.

      “John Lee Tam,” Ember read aloud, her voice elevated to be heard over the wind whipping around them.

      “Yup,” Kaia said from behind the wheel, her blond hair blowing in a swirl around her head, held back from her face only by the oversized pair of Ray-Bans she wore.

      With one hand resting atop the steering wheel, she kept her arm straight from the shoulder to her wrist, fingers draped on the opposite side. Every few moments she would jerk it from one side to the other, the car lurching under her command, swinging from one lane to another.

      In their wake was a cacophony of horns and middle fingers, fellow drivers not appreciating their blatant disregard for the rules of the road.

      So much for not harming any living person.

      “Says here he is an antiquities dealer,” Ember added. “Has a house in La Jolla.”

      She was hoping that the comments would be enough to prompt additional information from Kaia, though no response came.

      “That’s it?” she asked.

      Performing another unnecessary lane change, this one approaching triple digits on the speedometer, Kaia glanced over. “Is that all it says?”

      “That, and the picture,” Ember replied.

      “Then that’s all there is.”

      Making a face, Ember looked over to her driver. She fought to keep her features at least somewhat close to neutral. Tried even harder to bite back the additional comments she wanted to lob across the middle console.

      Like the fact that this entire thing was bullshit. That there wasn’t enough information here to even warrant a visit to the guy’s house, let alone a full investigation. That while she wasn’t familiar with Hell, she knew plenty about being a detective, and this was not how it was done.

      “What did he do?” Ember asked.

      Raising her right hand, Kaia waved off the question in a flurry of bright fingernails.

      Again, Ember felt her animosity grow. Being talked down to was the number-one thing guaranteed to piss her off. Being dismissed out of turn was a close second.

      “Why are we after him?”

      “What’s it say?” Kaia asked.

      “That he’s gone, but that’s all,” Ember replied. Gone from where, and a hundred other questions just like it, all sprang to mind. None so much as made it to the surface.

      “That’s all it says?” Kaia repeated in response, glancing to the piece of paper in Ember’s hands, the corners flapping in the wind. “Then that’s all there is.”

      Blood rushed to Ember’s cheeks, her face growing hotter, this time having nothing to do with the bright California sun beating down atop her head. Keeping her lips pressed into a tight line, she could feel her nostrils flaring as she focused on the image before her, not trusting herself to so much as look at Kaia.

      Doing so would only end badly.

      For her, and more importantly, for others.

      The picture before her was a front shot of a man who looked to be somewhere in the bottom half of his forties. His name suggested he was of Korean ancestry, the photo bearing that out as well. Smooth skin and sharp cheekbones were accentuated by a pointed chin. Thick dark hair crowded in tight around his forehead. His pasty complexion was made even more so by a total lack of facial hair.

      His expression was solemn, one bordering on resignation. His eyes appeared flat as he stared back at the camera, the wall behind him bare.

      Focusing on him, Ember tried to will herself into the photo. She wanted to get a good look at the man, to see beyond the shades of gray on the paper before her. To get a feel for how he presented himself, how he carried his body, the attitude he exuded when he spoke.

      More than anything, she wanted to gain a grasp of his character, his makeup.

      To have some idea about what he did to land himself in the devil’s crosshairs in the first place.

      Tucking the paper back into the folder, Ember wedged it into the slot between her seat and the middle console. She raised her attention back to the outside world, things having filled in along the sides of the road. Gone were open swaths of desert scrubland, replaced by the typical suburban sprawl that seemed to accompany every city of any size in the country.

      Gas stations. Mini-marts. Fast food restaurants.

      Shitloads of people, all in a hurry to get somewhere, and quite angry about having to do so.

      “So how does this work?” Ember asked.

      Jerking her head over, Kaia said, “I push the gas pedal, the engine revs, we go forward. Really a pretty good little system.”

      A single muscle in Ember’s jaw twitched as she stared straight ahead. She could feel the assorted tendons along her neck bulge as she clenched tight, tamping down the urge to lash out.

      “Cute.”

      “Thanks,” Kaia said, a slight chuckle sliding out. “I do try.”

      “Try harder,” Ember replied. “I meant the case. How do we go about this?”

      Without looking over, Kaia weaved through a pair of semi-trailers, both with full loads on the back, more than twenty feet in length. She pushed the Mustang through a narrow opening before spurting forward, twin horn blasts sounding out in their wake.

      Glancing to the rearview mirror, Kaia laughed again. Raising a hand above the top ledge of the windshield, she wagged her fingers at them, waving as if they were all old friends.

      “You’re a detective, right?” she said. “Well, on our side of the line, we refer to people like you as Hunters. People that hunt down whatever we need them to.”

      Again, she checked the mirrors, her head constantly moving, looking everywhere but the road before them. “So, you go hunting. I drive and ride shotgun to make sure you don’t try anything stupid.”

      “No,” Ember replied, “I was a detective, meaning I had access to case files and databases and crime scenes. I was able to talk to people, to carry a gun when it was needed.”

      Again, she pulled up short, hoping her statement would be enough to prompt a response.

      And just like before, any supposition of accepted social interaction norms on the part of her driver were misplaced.

      “Does any of that apply here?” she asked.

      Slowing just slightly, Kaia turned and regarded her. She kept her gaze locked, continuing to weave through traffic, not so much as bothering to glance through the windshield as she went.

      Matching the look, Ember stared back at her own reflection in the Ray-Bans, content this time to wait it out as long as necessary.

      After more than a minute, a hint of a smile cracked Kaia’s face. “Maybe this won’t actually be a complete waste of my time after all.”

      Offering nothing more than an arched eyebrow, Ember said nothing.

      “Takes most of the newbies at least a day or four before they get their head out of their ass.”

      There was no shift in Ember’s expression as she stared back, waiting for a response to her original question. Rising to the bait of Kaia’s banter would do no good, likely only emboldening the girl to keep dishing it out.

      And it wasn’t like she had any interest in debating the last part of Kaia’s statement.

      “No,” Kaia said, turning to look back at the road, “you won’t have full access to those things. You’re not a cop anymore. You’re not even alive anymore.

      “Think of yourself more like a private investigator. You can talk to the living, but they don’t actually have to answer you. If they do, it doesn’t have to be the truth.”

      To that, Ember smirked. Even when she was an official detective, eighty percent of what people told her was total crap.

      “But you’re not completely alone,” Kaia said. “Just like we kept you around because of what you can do, there are some other people strewn about.”

      Expecting further explanation, when none came, Ember prompted, “People strewn about? Like, informants?”

      “Eh, a few,” Kaia said. “Not as many as you’d think, though. Information is something we’re pretty good at getting whenever we want. Not like we need to keep someone around just for that.”

      Not sure what exactly Kaia was referring to, but knowing without question she didn’t need to hear the particulars of it, Ember refrained from asking a follow up.

      “Think of them more like moles,” Kaia said. “People in places that can funnel us things when we need it.”

      “What kinds of places?” Ember asked.

      “All over. Probably be easier to tell you where they aren’t than where they are.”

      Falling silent, Ember considered the information. She tried to imagine where Hell might have an interest in stashing someone, wondering if she might have crossed paths with some of them over the years.

      Would certainly explain a lot about some of her former coworkers.

      Choosing not to press it any further for the time being, Ember asked, “You mentioned the living earlier. I can talk to the living. Does that mean we can also talk to the dead?”

      Outside, signs for the San Diego State University and Qualcomm Stadium appeared along the side of the road. Tops lined with barbed wire, they almost sparkled under the bright sun, filing past as the world continued the slow transition from suburban to urban.

      A foot to her left, Kaia again flicked a quick glance her direction. “Like I said before - maybe this whole thing won’t be a total waste of my time after all.”
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      Even driving at a speed that averaged more than eighty miles an hour, it took over a half hour for them to finally make their way off the freeway. By the time they did, the temperature had dropped almost ten degrees, the landscape shifting from harsh desert into something closer resembling what Ember had always imagined California to be.

      Palm trees. Yards with thick green grass. Homes and businesses and automobiles that looked shiny and new, weather be damned.

      Along the way was signage for scads of roads and suburbs that Ember had never heard of. Only once before had she even been to the state, a quick perfunctory tour through Los Angeles that had left her less than impressed and in no hurry to ever come back.

      Not that this trip had exactly been planned.

      Moving off the freeway, Kaia worked the Mustang through a series of progressively smaller streets, starting with a major thoroughfare and culminating on a small residential strip. To either side were palatial homes behind sealed gates, crews of Mexican workers tending to the grounds.

      Not one person so much as paused as they drove past, still going faster than necessary, twin plumes of hair blowing in the wind.

      “Where are we?” Ember asked, her gaze shifting to look at the homes sitting back from the road.

      In a previous life, her ex-husband had done quite well. A software developer, he had made a steady income in the low six-figure range for the duration of their marriage. Coupled with her wages, it allowed them to have a nice home on the outskirts of Seattle, a place overlooking the waters of Lake Washington with a yard and a two-car garage.

      It was nice, and Ember was content there, but the place paled compared to the homes lining the street they were now on.

      That honor went to his new wife, the bastard waiting until the divorce was final before selling his latest design to Microsoft for north of ten million dollars.

      “And just when I thought you were making progress...” Kaia said, a hint of disdain in her voice. Saying nothing more, she pushed them to the end of the street before slowing. Jerking the wheel to the side, she pulled up broadside in front of a brass gate, the top curved into a single arched line, a heavy seam visible in the middle where either side came together.

      Standing a few feet away from it was a mailbox, a number stenciled down the side.

      “4548,” Ember whispered, saying the numbers out loud. Repeating it a second time, the location clicked in her mind, her head shifting to the paper still wedged alongside her seat. “4548 Santiago Drive. Home address of John Lee Tam.”

      Forming her right finger and thumb into a makeshift gun, Kaia pointed it at Ember, her mouth curved into a faux grin. “And just like that, she’s back in the game.”

      Animosity crested in Ember’s chest as she glared at the finger gun, wanting nothing more than to reach out and snatch it, snapping it back at the first knuckle. For just an instant, she thought of how amusing the sight would be, seeing the girl bent at the waist, clutching the bright-red tip, before shoving the thought from mind.

      No need to put any ideas into her own head. Avoiding temptation was never exactly a strong suit to begin with.

      Reaching out, she shoved open the passenger door, the hinges on it making an angry wail. Skin folded around her eyes as she winced, opening it just far enough to slide out before slamming it back into place.

      “You coming?”

      “Nope,” Kaia said. Tugging on the handle along the side of her seat, she reclined back and lifted her face toward the sun. “I’ve got you this far. From here on out, it’s your show to run.”

      More of the previous questions flooded into Ember’s mind, beginning with what exactly she was supposed to do standing in front of a locked gate and ending with how she was expected to get anything done with no resources and no weapons.

      It was like going back in time more than a decade, being a rookie on the force without a damn clue what was going on.

      A miserable time, and one she was not overly keen on repeating.

      “You remember me telling you eternity is a long-ass time?” Kaia asked, her eyes still hidden behind the sunglasses. “You can stand out here as long as you like. I’ve got nowhere else to be.”

      Sliding her top teeth out over her bottom lip, Ember bit down to keep herself from reacting. She balled her hands into fists tight enough to feel her fingernails biting into her palms before slowly backing away.

      “And remember,” Kaia called in her wake, “your name is the only part of the old Ember Squires that still exists.”
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      Turning on a heel and stalking away from the car, Ember knew Kaia was still seated behind the wheel, though there was no doubt in her mind that she was being observed at all times. Just hours into her first case – the trial run, as Kaia had so aptly put it – there would likely not be a moment when she wasn’t being directly watched.

      She wouldn’t know where or how, which was the point.

      Meaning she had to take great pains to do things the right way. And under no circumstances could she let herself forget rule one.

      Striding away from the Mustang, Ember approached the front gates, her eyes scrunched tight against the bright glinting metal. On either side was a brick column that the gate was secured to. A matching fence stretched the length of the property. More than seven feet in height, there were no breaks in the lightly colored brick façade. Behind it, a few inches of even dark-green hedge could be seen.

      Standing on the left side of the drive was a mailbox made of matching brick. Hugged tight against it was a second brick stand, this one with a metal faceplate on it, a keypad and speaker visible.

      “Shit,” Ember muttered, her gaze taking in everything, working through all she saw in short order.

      If she still had a badge, this would be easy. She would stride over to the intercom, press the call button, and wait for someone to answer. Once they did, she would wave her shield, say she needed to speak to the owner, and the gates would magically part.

      Now, she had none of those things.

      But just because she didn’t have the backing of the law didn’t mean she had to abide by it any longer either.

      Looping out to the left, Ember circled behind the intercom. Wanting to avoid any video camera that might be mounted within the keypad, she angled around to the brick column standing beside the drive. Going straight to the base of it, she picked out the bottom hinge for the enormous metal fixture.

      Without breaking stride, she jabbed her left foot forward, jamming the toe of her shoe into the narrow gap just above the hinge. Using it as a foothold, she hoisted herself into the air, using both hands to grasp the vertical bars of the gate and lift herself upward.

      The instant her palms touched the hot metal she could almost hear the skin sizzle, fiery heat tearing into her. An audible gasp slid from her lips as nerve endings tingled the lengths of both arms. Releasing her grip, she balanced on one foot atop the hinge for no more than a second before gravity won out and she dropped back to the ground.

      In the wake of her failed attempt, she could hear Kaia chuckling from the car, the sound grating her every nerve.

      “Do not say a word, do not say a word,” Ember muttered, a warning to both Kaia and herself as she grabbed the sleeves of the long-sleeve T-shirt she wore and tugged them down over her palms. Hooking her thumbs along the seams, she rocked back once before propelling herself upward again, weight balanced on a single foot.

      Heat again pushed through her hands on contact, the cotton material just enough to make it bearable as she reached high overhead. Starting with her right, she held tight and pulled her body upward, her shoulders and back muscles squeezing taut. Once her hand was even with her chest, she released and moved higher, hooking her fingers over the top edge. Hoisting her body up, her foot lost contact with the hinge, her entire weight on her hands as she struggled upward.

      “Damn pull-ups,” Ember hissed as she pulled herself up a few more inches before looping her right leg out to the side. Swinging her foot toward the top of the brass fixture, the toe of her shoe just caught hold, muscles the length of her leg tightening as she hung balanced, perpendicular to the ground.

      Grinding her shoe into the gate, she nudged it upward, holding her breath and clenching her hands. Little by little she worked her foot forward, finally moving past her ankle and then her calf, until she had the bottom half of her leg over the gate.

      From there, it was as simple as pulling the rest of her weight up onto the narrow strip of metal lining the top of the gate, the brass burning through the seat of her pants, threatening to scald her ass.

      More laughter drifted through the air behind her as she hooked her opposite leg over and dropped herself to the ground, landing hard on the cobbled brick of the drive.

      Sweat lined her forehead and stained the back and armpits of her shirt as she remained in place a moment, staring back through the gaps in the gate, wanting so badly to call out to Kaia, challenging her to do what she just had.

      As fast as the impulse arose, it departed, replaced by a sound somehow even more menacing than a demon laughing.
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      The previous Ember Squires had grown up with dogs. Born and raised on a small farm that pedaled in dairy cows and apple orchards, she was used to having them around. Waking up with them in the morning and going for jogs with them in the evening.

      As an adult, she had a corgi right up until the time of her divorce, her ex-husband taking the pet as part of the final settlement.

      In total, she had spent more than thirty years around the animals. She knew most of their sounds in an instant, ingrained responses put together through a lifetime of muscle memory.

      Which was how she knew two things as soon as the sound of the dog baying found its way to her ears.

      It was large, and it was pissed.

      Spinning on the ball of her foot, Ember lowered herself into a crouch. She jerked her head to either side, seeing the expansive front yard spread wide in either direction. Mowed as short as the fairway on a golf course and twice as green, it seemed to stretch out for miles.

      Interspersed over the grounds were flower beds, their colors bright and vibrant. There was a trail of koi ponds and fountains, the water clear. In a few spots were large boulders, the enormous rocks part of the landscaping.

      But nowhere was there a tree, or a physical structure, or anything that could be used as shelter.

      “Shit,” Ember muttered, drawing the word out as the barking grew ever louder. Chancing a look up the driveway cleaved through the middle of the property, she spotted the source of the sound no more than fifty yards out and closing fast.

      Large and snow white in color, it bounded with complete abandon, hurtling itself straight toward her. Much larger, and louder, than any dog she’d ever witnessed before, Ember felt her mouth drop open. In equal measure, her stomach contorted into a tight knot, dread passing through her.

      Two hours in Hell, and already she was about to die again.

      Once more, Ember checked in either direction, looking for some new form of refuge to appear, before wheeling back toward the gate. Not taking the time to cover her hands, she wedged her foot back onto the bottom hinge and grasped the white-hot bars, pulling her body into the air as the barking grew ever closer.

      She made it no more than a foot or so off the ground before the dog finally closed the gap between them. Wasting no time, not bothering with the effort to give her further warning, it launched itself forward. Slamming into the gate at full speed, its enormous heft set the metal fixture to rattling as razor-sharp fangs tore into the flesh of Ember’s lower leg.

      Whatever pain the heat of the gate might have caused was minor in comparison to the stabbing agony that shot through her limb. As if a glowing poker had been rammed into her calf muscle, she felt as the skin broke, hot blood sluicing along her ankle.

      A guttural moan slid past her lips as Ember looked to the sky, clinging to the gate, waiting for the next vicious clamp from the animal. Clenching tight, she held firm, ready for the onslaught.

      So prepared for the continued attack, she barely noticed as it stopped after the initial bite. She hardly even considered that the pain wasn’t expanding, all sound falling silent behind her.

      Not until she heard a voice ask, “Ma’am, are you alright?” did she even know it was over.

      Holding tight to the brass, it took a moment for the voice to resonate with Ember. Another for the question to penetrate, her brain slowly shifting from processing pain to verbal communication.

      Releasing the iron grip she held on the gate, she pushed her upper body a few inches away, turning to see a diminutive man standing before her. No taller than a couple inches above five feet, he wore a brown suit and matching tie, both the same color as the ring of hair around his head. In his hands was a bowler hat of the same hue, the top of his scalp shiny with sweat.

      A man who was decidedly not John Lee Tam.

      By his side sat the dog, the animal almost as tall as he was. Sitting quietly with its haunches lowered to the ground, it stared impassively at Ember, not showing the slightest hint of aggression.

      “I am so, so sorry,” he said. “Toby here never bites anybody. I think he just got excited and thought maybe you would want to play.”

      Allowing herself a few extra inches away from the gate, Ember said nothing. She twisted her body to glance down at her leg, the bottom of her pants leg soaked through with blood.

      If that was what the dog called playing, she hated to think what wrestling might entail.

      “It’s, uh, alright,” Ember managed. “It’s my fault.”

      “No,” the man replied. “The fault is all ours, and I apologize profusely. Why don’t you come up to the house and let me clean that for you?”

      Ember’s initial reaction was to decline. To climb back over the gate, get into the Mustang, and order Kaia to drive away. Once they were far removed from this idyllic little enclave, she would nurse her mangled leg and her wounded pride, figuring out another way to track down her mark.

      At the same time, her goal in going over the fence was to take a look at the house and see what shook loose. The odds of finding Tam there were now nonexistent, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t a lot she could still glean from the situation.

      Now she was being invited inside, the ruse of an injured leg as good an excuse as any to gain access.

      Lowering her leg back down to the ground, she felt a spasm of pain pass through her. Starting at her ankle, it shot all the way to her hip and back down, sucking the air from her lungs.

      Putting on a bit of theatrics, she staggered a step, acting as if it took all she had to press any amount of weight on the injured calf.

      “Yeah, that would be great, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      “Not at all, not at all,” the man said, his cadence picking up speed with each word. “In fact, I insist.”

      Turning toward the house, he asked, “Are you able to walk, or should I send down a car?”

      Taking a step forward, Ember made a face before gingerly adding another. “Thank you, but I think I can make it, Mr...?”

      “Oh, no Mister,” the man said. “Please, just call me Rocco.”

      “Okay,” Ember said, falling in on the other side of the dog, the odd trio beginning to make their way up the drive. “And you can call me Ember.”
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      If the gate rivaled anything Ember had ever before witnessed, the house beyond it far surpassed even the most lavish of homes she’d seen, let alone been inside of. Every last feature seemed to be cut from marble or personally designed, less a residence than a museum to personal decadence.

      Any questions Ember had while sitting in the car staring at Tam’s photograph, trying to imagine what he might have done to get in the devil’s crosshairs, were effectively over the moment she stepped inside.

      Regardless how great the antiquities business might be, there was no way somebody was acquiring that kind of wealth on their own.

      Sitting in a room that looked to be equal parts living room, den, and showplace, Ember sat with her leg extended before her. Resting in an armchair of the softest leather she’d ever touched, her calf was propped on an ottoman of the same material.

      Despite the long walk up the driveway, already the pain she felt had receded, barely more than a dull thud. Raising her gaze, she took in the walls around her, an equal mix of artwork in gilded frames and stuffed works of taxidermy from around the world.

      “Here we are,” Rocco said, sweeping into the room, a silver tray in hand. Padding across the Persian rug covering the floor, he pulled up just short of Ember and placed the platter down atop a polished side table.

      On it rested a matching dish filled with ice water, a roll of fresh gauze, surgical tape, and a washcloth.

      Beside them sat a decanter filled halfway with amber liquid and two crystal glasses.

      “Sorry to have kept you waiting,” Rocco said. “I hope you weren’t too uncomfortable.”

      Snorting just slightly, Ember managed to bite back any further comment, instead gesturing to the walls around her. “Not at all. I was actually having a great time just taking in the view in here.”

      Matching her gaze, Rocco swept his focus over the walls before settling his attention on Ember’s outstretched leg. “May I?”

      “Oh, you don’t need to do that,” she replied. “It really wasn’t that bad.”

      Looking down to the lower four inches of her jeans stained almost black, the denim crusted stiff, she added, “I’m just a bit of a bleeder is all.”

      Raising a single eyebrow, Rocco said, “Really, I must insist. I feel awful about what Toby did, and Mr. Tam would be most unhappy if he heard such a thing occurred and we didn’t do all we could to make amends.”

      No part of Ember wanted to have this man she’d just met working on her leg. Already she was embarrassed, first from having Kaia laugh as she tumbled over the fence, then from being chased down by a dog within her first few seconds on the job.

      Still, Rocco had made mention of Mr. Tam. If there was any chance she could salvage the interaction, get something useful out of the trip, this had to be it.

      “Well, okay, if you insist,” she managed, doing her best to sound sincere. Lifting her leg a few inches, she allowed him to peel back her jeans, the skin beneath stained crimson.

      “Oh, my,” he whispered, reaching for the washcloth beside him. Dipping it in the water, he squeezed away the excess and said, “Please go ahead and lie back. A lady doesn’t need to see this.”

      Ember felt her annoyance spike, the statement practically dripping with misogyny. Seeing a few dog bites on her leg wouldn’t crack the top one hundred of things she’d witnessed in her former life. Wouldn’t even make the top ten of injuries she’d endured herself.

      Or that she’d inflicted on others, some for far less than the tone the man was taking with her.

      Swallowing hard, she stared down at the wound for a few moments, long enough to let it be known that the sight of blood didn’t bother her, before slowly lowering her shoulders to the seat. Sinking into the soft cushion of it, she drew in a deep breath, feeling the cloth as it gently grazed over her skin.

      “This room is amazing,” she tried again. “I’ve never seen such a collection of things before.”

      The words sounded a bit contrived coming out, but she had to at least give it a shot.

      “Yes,” Rocco said, continuing to work on her leg, “Mr. Tam has a warehouse downtown, but prefers to use his home as kind of a reserve display place. Anything that comes through that catches his eye or he thinks a particular customer might enjoy, he puts here. Sometimes he is right and they snatch it up, other times, it stays here.

      “Bit of an odd assortment, but everybody needs a hobby, right?”

      Ember’s hobby had been collecting vintage glassware. At the time of her death, she had amassed a whopping fifteen pieces.

      Things like what she was staring at was nothing more than a rich boy with no idea how to spend his money.

      “Of course,” she said. “That’s actually why I was stopping by. I had heard Mr. Tam was the authority on high-end goods in the area, and I was desperate to speak to him about something in particular.”

      With no clue what that item might be, Ember left things deliberately vague, hoping Rocco wouldn’t press the matter.

      The rag gave one last pass over her skin, wiping away any remaining residue, before Rocco dropped it back into the bowl of ice water. Taking up the roll of gauze, he began to wrap it around her calf, the material so light it was barely felt as it went into place.

      “Ah, so that explains the acrobatics out on the front lawn earlier,” Rocco said, just a slight hint of levity in his voice.

      “Yeah,” Ember replied, feeling a flush come to her skin. “Sorry about that. I was just a little desperate is all.”

      In and of itself, the most truthful statement she had made all day. She now began to understand why so much of what she heard from people on the job sounded like complete bullshit. Making up credible lies on the spot wasn’t as easy as one might believe.

      “Ha! Yes, definitely not the first time we’ve seen someone try to storm the gates. I had no idea how competitive antiquities could be until I came to work for Mr. Tam.”

      It was the fourth time he had referred to his employer by his formal title. Never once John Lee, or Johnny, or John Boy. Always, Mr. Tam.

      “So you’re in the business as well?” Ember asked.

      Finishing with the wrap, Rocco cut away a piece of the surgical tape, threading it once behind her calf and pressing it into place.

      “Me? Oh no, I just watch over the grounds here,” Rocco said. “Mr. Tam is the type of dealer that likes to be involved, really inspect whatever comes into his shop. Malaysia, Singapore, Morocco, I can’t keep track of where he is at any given moment.”

      Whether the last statement was meant to stem any further questioning or just a lucky break on the man’s part, Ember couldn’t be certain.

      Either way, it effectively served as an ending to their conversation.

      “There we are,” Rocco said, working the stiff pants leg back into place. “You weren’t lying either. You really are a bleeder.”

      A half-smile came to Ember’s face as she pulled herself to a sitting position and lowered her leg to the floor. Pressing the ball of her foot down into the rug, she tested how it felt, noticing only a slight pull along the outside of her leg.

      “Thank you,” she said. “Though you really didn’t have to do all that. I was the one trespassing here, after all.”

      “Bah,” Rocco said, waving a hand. “You’d be surprised at some of the devils trying to get in here. This was nothing.”

      Reaching over, he removed the topper from the decanter and poured an inch into the bottom of the two glasses. “Now, I can’t in good conscience give you anything for the pain, but I have found this tends to work better than any medicine I’ve ever found.”

      Swirling the glasses in either hand, he extended one to Ember, the floral notes of vanilla and jasmine finding their way to her nose.

      “From our personal stock,” Rocco said.

      Lifting his glass, he held it before him and said, “May you find whatever it is that you came here looking for.”

      “Thank you,” Ember murmured, touching the rim of her glass to his before taking down the shot of alcohol in a single swallow.

      Never in her life had anything burned so badly, searing her throat from her lips all the way to her stomach.
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      Growing up, Ember had never been one of those girls that imagined her life’s work as being a mother. While other girls were playing with dolls, or planning their wedding, or picking out baby names, she was with her father in the den watching episodes of Matlock or NYPD Blue.

      There was never any doubt from an early age what her career prospects were, perfectly aligned with her father’s position as a lieutenant detective with the Washington State Police.

      Even after getting married, family aspirations were shunted off to the side as she climbed the ladder, working her way from the academy to the streets as a beat cop, before taking over the rookie desk in the Homicide Detective Division.

      Which was why it was all the more shocking, just three months into her tenure there, when she discovered she was pregnant.

      Glancing over into the passenger seat, Ember couldn’t help but smile at the sight of her son Emory. Strapped in, he was dressed in golashes and a heavy coat, his white-blond curls peeking out beneath a wool cap.

      At the corners of his mouth was a juice stain, accentuating the smile on his face.

      Ember still couldn’t believe she’d ever imagined a life without him in it. Even in the last eighteen months, when so much in her world had gone sideways, he was a constant that never faltered.

      “It’s good to see you, Mommy.”

      Flicking her glance from the street ahead, trees pushing in from every side, the icy slush continuing to pelt the car, to the passenger seat, Ember smiled. “Good to see you too, buddy.”

      “Daddy said you weren’t coming, but I knew you would make it.”

      The smile dimmed slightly as Ember again checked the road. Working without the GPS, she tried to remember the right street to turn on, slowing to check a sign before speeding up again.

      Inside, she felt a spark of animosity flare, the comment just one in an unending string her ex-husband seemed to be lobbing her way since their separation.

      “Why would he say that?”

      Looking down, Emory laced his fingers in his lap. Turning his hands palm-up, he fluttered the tips. “I don’t know. He just said between the weather and work and stuff, you would call and cancel.”

      The tendons along Ember’s hand bulged as she squeezed the wheel tight. Clenching for a moment, she let the vitriol she felt for the man pulsate through her system before releasing, allowing it to slowly recede.

      The man had ruined enough of the last year. He wasn’t taking this weekend, too.

      “No such luck,” Ember said. Jabbing a finger out, she went right to Emory’s ribs, wagging it up and down. “You’re stuck with me for two whole days.”

      Scrunching his body to the side, giggles erupted from the boy. “Don’t! That tickles!”

      Giving him one more prod, Ember raised her hand to his head. She shook the cap he was wearing once before tugging it away, running her hand over his curls.

      In the dark of the car, they were so white they almost glowed.

      “Your hair’s getting long,” she said. “Trying to grow a ponytail to impress your new girlfriend?”

      Shaking his head from under her grasp, Emory ran a hand down over his curls. Smoothing them back into place, he asked, “What girlfriend?”

      The girls her ex-husband cycled through to work as nannies was a source of constant problems during their marriage. His condition for her pursuing a career was always that he needed someone to help around the house, especially after Emory was born.

      Early on, Ember had agreed, imagining a frumpy older woman in a uniform like Alice from The Brady Bunch.

      What she had gotten was a steady line of foreign imports, each more striking than the one before.

      And an endless source of trouble for the both of them.

      “Shasta,” Ember said. “Good catch. She seems nice.”

      “She is nice,” Emory said. His features screwed up, he turned to look up at Ember. “But she’s not my girlfriend, she’s Daddy’s.”

      Silence fell in the car as Ember stared straight ahead, unable to meet Emory’s gaze, to respond in the slightest. She felt her mouth go dry as all senses seemed to dim, her sole point of focus the small patch of ground framed by her headlights.

      “Is that right?” she managed.

      “Yeah,” Emory responded. “He says in the fall, she’s going to be my new mommy.”
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      The term safe house was really a bit of a misnomer. Any place where Jonas and his team chose was about the safest on Earth, their perimeters incapable of being penetrated, their defenses impregnable.

      To the point where at times it was difficult to keep boredom from setting in, the team perpetually waiting for an enemy that wasn’t likely to ever show.

      Even the Secret Service agents guarding the White House had the occasional crazy to keep them interested.

      Rarely did the team use a location more than a time or two, this particular site carefully selected weeks before. Once an agricultural outpost, it was little more than a single structure, a pole barn with wooden sides and a metal roof. From the outside, it looked like hundreds of others throughout New Mexico, years of neglect and exposure to the elements having eroded much of the original luster.

      It wasn’t until one stepped inside that they truly appreciated the work Jonas and his team had put in on such short notice.

      What was originally one large space had been sectioned into quarters. Taking advantage of the existing structural supports, they had put walls up throughout, cleaving the area into four equal portions.

      One was a sleeping chamber, a trio of beds arranged in equal intervals. Interspersed between them were a couple of nightstands and foot lockers for personal things, everything tidy and in its place.

      Jonas did not abide messiness. It was a personal peeve of his that had become a mantra for the team, believing that an unruly living area was an indicator for how one conducted themselves the rest of the time as well.

      And a team with tasks as important as theirs could not afford such folly.

      The second room in the spread was a combination kitchen and dining area. Equipped with basic furnishings, it was designed to be run from generators or natural gas, requiring nothing from the traditional grid. Using it only when necessary, the three men rotated cooking duties, eating just twice a day.

      Not knowing how long they would need to be onsite when they first arrived, enough dry goods had been procured to last for more than two weeks. Stacked in the corner, enormous bags of beans and flour sat under the bright beams of the afternoon sun streaming through.

      In the air were the scents of coffee and diesel oil, the smell the last remaining semblance of the barn the place had once been.

      The third room, and the first that one entered upon coming in from the outside, was a living area. Equipped with two aging couches, the twin pieces of furniture were arranged to face one another, a battered coffee table between them.

      Piled high in the center of it was a stack of playing cards, the mass growing ever larger as the other two men on Jonas’s team sat on either sofa, tossing them down one at a time.

      Seated in an armchair in the corner, Jonas flicked a glance up from the Field & Stream magazine he was reading, the article something about hunting whitetail deer in Montana.

      A pastime, and a location, Jonas had never given a single moment’s thought to.

      “When was the last time you two made a perimeter sweep?” he asked, his tone laced with boredom, a touch of admonishment also present.

      At the sound of it, both men looked his way, the one on the right pausing, a card held just a few inches above the table, ready to be cast onto the pile.

      “Half hour ago,” Micah replied. “And a half hour before that, just like always.”

      The comment was made free from inflection, though Jonas picked up on the insinuation just the same. The men were starting to feel the strain of their situation. Just thirty-six hours had passed since their arrival, and already tedium was beginning to set in.

      “Not a peep,” Micah added.

      The youngest man on the team, Micah had smooth light-brown skin and hair buzzed short. A head taller than Jonas, his frame was long and lithe, a body cut from ropy muscle and tendon.

      Leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, he looked much too large for the couch he was sitting on, limbs folded onto themselves, joints jutting at hard angles.

      “Nice day, though,” Gad said from across the table. “Good to be out of San Diego for a while.”

      A few years older than Micah, Gad wore his dark hair a few inches longer, a matching mustache covering his top lip and drooping down on either side of his mouth. Much shorter than his cohorts, he was at least twice as thick, built like a whiskey barrel.

      And twice as dense.

      Flicking his gaze between the two men, Jonas didn’t bother to return comment. Both had been correct. Neither needed validation from him, or anybody else, on whatever they said.

      It was one of the reasons he had personally selected them for his team.

      Grunting softly, he returned his focus to the magazine before him, the reading material the only thing left in the barn that he hadn’t already been through.

      A few more minutes, and he might find himself growing as restless as his counterparts.

      Waiting to make sure the conversation was over, Micah and Gad slowly returned their attention to the game. One card at a time they tossed them onto the pile, everyone resuming a state of silence.

      A state they remained in for just a few more minutes before the sound of Jonas’s phone erupted. Loud and shrill, it sprang forth from the small device on the corner of the table, every person snapping their attention toward it instantly.

      Rising a few inches from his seat, Micah peered the length of his nose at it, reading the name on the screen before glancing up to Jonas. “Rocco.”

      A single pulse of adrenaline slipped into Jonas’s system as he folded the magazine closed and placed it to the side. Since arriving the night before last, he had been expecting to hear from one of two people.

      Of them, Rocco was the one he had least hoped for.

      And the one that represented the most potential trouble.

      Pushing himself upright, Jonas grabbed up the phone. He didn’t bother looking to his men again as he stepped out through the front door. Leaving it open behind him, he strode across the bent grass outside, pressing the phone to his ear.

      “Rocco,” he said simply.

      In the distance, Jonas could hear the sound of the Cimarron River. Just below the bluff the barn was positioned on, it had started to recede for the summer, its current still strong and swift as it rushed by.

      Every so often, a tug of cool air could be felt rising from it.

      “Jonas,” Rocco said, his familiar voice carrying a twinge of concern. “We may have a problem.”

      “May?” Jonas asked, his eyes narrowing slightly.

      “Yes,” Rocco replied. “I just had a visitor.”
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      The skin along the back of Ember’s throat felt raw as she stepped out from between the front gates and made her way back to the Mustang. Fortunate to have Rocco open it from the confines of the home, she was able to pass between a small opening, hearing it slide back into position the moment she was through.

      Forcing herself not to let him see her cough until she was free of the grounds, the instant she was beyond the mailbox and callbox along the front drive, she darted to the side. Hidden behind the tall brick wall lining the perimeter, she bent at the waist, hacking hard, attempting to remove the offending burn from her throat.

      Each time she did, small bits of flesh passed over her tongue, dripping to the ground, laced with bright-red blood.

      “Damn,” Kaia said, sitting up from behind the steering wheel. Peering over the passenger-side door, she slid the sunglasses down her nose, watching the spectacle. “And here I thought watching your fat ass waddle up over the gate was fun.”

      Eyes narrowing, Ember turned to glare at her, a string of bloody spittle hanging from her bottom lip. “What the hell was in that drink he gave me?”

      A wicked grin formed on Kaia’s face, slow dawning sliding in over her features. “Ha! You forgot rule one already, didn’t you?”

      “Rule one?”

      “Yeah, the part about being in Hell,” Kaia said. “Which means you don’t get to enjoy the pleasures of the world. Coffee, alcohol, even sex.”

      It seemed like a vital piece of information, the type of thing that should have been included in the initial orientation, though Ember didn’t bother pointing it out. Forcing up one last cough, she spat the resulting chunk of flesh from her mouth before rising. Passing the back of her sleeve over her face, she settled a glare on Kaia as she strode forward and slid into the car.

      Everything about the girl – from her flippant attitude to her lack of full clothing – was as if she had been designed to personally irritate Ember. The full embodiment of everything she despised.

      Just like that damn song on the alarm.

      And the cold water in the shower.

      The first in what would surely be thousands more. The kinds of things that didn’t even warrant pointing out.

      “Love what you did with the jeans,” Kaia said. “And again, watching that show with the gate was some of the best comedy I’ve seen in ages. Are you sure you didn’t work with Sandler in your previous life?”

      Twisting her leg to the side, Ember looked down to her jeans. She could see the wide swath of blood crusted solid, the bottom four inches stained black.

      Far from the first work-related injury she’d sustained, she had a feeling it wouldn’t be the last, either.

      And like she’d told Rocco, she was a bleeder.

      “Do I have access to a phone?” Ember asked, bypassing Kaia’s comment without so much as a response.

      “A phone? Did you not just catch the part about being in Hell? And who do you think you’re going to call, anyway?”

      “The internet,” Ember replied. “I got a lead in there, and I need to do some research. I assume I at least have that much at my disposal?”

      Tugging her sunglasses down the rest of the way from her nose, Kaia stared over at Ember. Seeming to debate something internally, she bored her gaze into Ember for several moments, remaining motionless, before extending a hand. Pressing the pads of her fingers against the cover on the small compartment in front of the gear shift, she raised the plastic covering on it to reveal the newest model of iPhone on the market.

      Slim and solid black, it shone under the bright sun as Kaia grabbed it up and thrust it to Ember.

      Whether it was there the whole time or summoned on command, Ember couldn’t be certain. The item seemed completely at odds with the dented ride they were in, thus far the single most impressive thing she’d seen.

      The rest seemed like it was subpar by design.

      “It won’t make calls, so don’t try,” Kaia said. “And I get a copy of everything you type and every website you visit, so don’t think you can just go online and start sending out emergency blasts for help.”

      Neither thought had ever occurred to Ember. Like Kaia had said earlier, they had her. No matter how miserable, no matter how much she despised the girl beside her, nothing changed that.

      She was in Hell, for the foreseeable future at least.

      Ignoring the girl again, Ember snatched the phone away. Turning it right side up, she took just a moment to familiarize herself with the layout and design before going to work on it. Thumbs flying across the screen, she pulled up a browser and went into a basic search engine.

      Thirty seconds later, she was staring at the website for the downtown showroom of Mr. John Lee Tam. Done in bright colors and flowing script, it showed one picture after another of cavernous rooms, all of them crammed to capacity with artifacts and relics of various ages and origins.

      Flicking her way down the screen, Ember gave just a cursory glance to the various items offered.

      “Not much into antiques?” Kaia said, leaning across the middle console to peer at the screen.

      Never in her real life had Ember given a damn about such things, the glassware she had mentioned to Rocco the closest things to antiques they had ever owned.

      “Ex-husband was always obsessed with the newest and shiniest,” Ember said. “Newest cars, newest televisions, newest computers.”

      “Even a new wife, right?” Kaia inserted.

      The comment was meant to be a barb, but Ember was well past caring at this point. She had been traded in for a newer model. And when she wasn’t quite what he wanted, she would be put under the knife for a few new enhancements of her own.

      The only part that continued to bother her at this point was where the bastard got off thinking he was worthy of such things. It wasn’t like there was a paucity of balding forty-year-olds out there with a paunch and five o’clock shadow.

      Scrolling to the bottom of the page, Ember finally found what she was looking for. Tilting the screen, she tapped at the small lettering along the bottom and asked, “Do you know this address?”

      Leaning in, Kaia peered at it, her nose wrinkling slightly.

      In such a position, Ember imagined herself swinging the phone up in a hard arc, smashing the Plexiglas screen into the girl’s nose. Hooking her left hand around Kaia’s neck, she would slam the phone into her pretty face, swinging away until the screen was pulverized and the girl’s perfect features were a mottled mess of blood and bruising.

      Just thinking about it formed the first genuine smile on her face since she’d woken that morning.

      Even if it was only a nice daydream.

      Besides, Ember had an idea in place for their next destination, and she needed to ensure Kaia remained in pristine condition at least until then.

      “Yeah,” Kaia said, “that’s in the Gaslight District downtown. What’s there?”

      Maybe nothing. But it was worth going to take a look.
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      For almost a decade, Ember had been hearing stories about the bustling metropolis of San Diego. Lumped in with mid-tier cities such as Portland, Austin, and Nashville, it was one of those that people throughout the country were flocking to in droves.

      Located on the opposite end of the I-5 from Seattle, it was supposed to be the younger, warmer, sunnier sibling to the Emerald City.

      Sitting in the passenger seat, staring out the window, all Ember could see was urban blight. Warehouses and military installations were built up close to the freeway on either side. Scab land and ragged palm trees were shoved into odd formations in the rare spots where there was a bit of free space.

      Everything looked like it had been sun- and sand-blasted into submission.

      And that was to say nothing of the oppressive heat, though whether that was San Diego or her being locked in the clutches of Hell was anybody’s guess.

      Sitting in silence, the phone still gripped in her hand grew moist with sweat as she sat and stared out. Behind the steering wheel, Kaia continued to treat the freeway like her own personal slalom run, dodging in and out of traffic as she maneuvered toward downtown.

      Traveling at a rate of speed that was neither safe nor advisable, she worked them past the airport and more turnoffs for places with Spanish names Ember had never heard of before taking a hard right into the business district.

      Almost instantly, the blistering sun disappeared from above, blotted out by skyscrapers rising tall on either side. Ignoring all posted signs and warnings, Kaia drove three blocks into the heart of town, scads of day workers in suits and dresses staring as they tore past.

      People enduring their own sort of Hell, if Ember really wanted to be honest about it.

      Eighteen minutes after leaving Tam’s house in La Jolla, the Mustang pulled to a stop on Front Street, parked illegally along a red curb. Ember sat and stared straight up at a building that rose more than thirty floors above them. Windows tinted black, it appeared dark and ominous, a contrast from most of the architecture around them.

      “Subtle,” she whispered.

      “Yeah, well, you get that,” Kaia said. Lifting the sunglasses from her nose, she dropped them atop her head, strands of blond hair jutting at odd angles beneath them.

      The first floor of the building was split between an Italian restaurant and an office supply store, bright lights visible behind the darkened windows on either side. Tinted just enough to keep any further detail from view, Ember dismissed each instantly before settling her gaze on the double door in the center of the building.

      Glancing down to the listing for Tam’s still pulled up on the phone, she said, “Suite 1405. So the place is about halfway up, I’d guess.”

      “And the way it works is, you go up, it doesn’t come to you,” Kaia replied.

      Slowly pushing out a plume of hot breath, Ember turned her head just far enough to the side to let Kaia see her glare. “So what is your role in all of this?”

      Opening her mouth, most likely about to release another caustic barb, Kaia pulled up. A crease appeared between her brows as she thought on the question, before managing, “Just like I told you. This is your show to run. I’m just here to make sure you don’t do anything stupid. You know, like-”

      “Yeah, yeah, I got it,” Ember said, nodding along. “What I mean is, can you play an active part in any of this? Or are you strictly oversight?”

      In Ember’s last post, she’d had a partner with her at all times. Given the various points of her career – starting out as a rookie, moving up to a beat cop, eventually transitioning to detective – who she was linked with had changed. As had their respective abilities.

      What exactly Kaia was capable of, she had no clue about just yet.

      What she did know was the girl had a certain look that was undeniable, even if it was likely created just to piss her off.

      “Depends,” Kaia said. “I won’t do your job for you, if that’s what you want.”

      Only a couple of times before had Ember ever been into a showroom. On both visits, the places were meant to house artwork, though she had a feeling they would bear a fair semblance to what she was about to walk into.

      “I need a distraction,” Ember said. “At least, there’s a good chance I will.”

      “Wow,” Kaia said, turning and hitting her with a dead stare. “You now seem to have forgotten rules one and three. You can’t-”

      “I don’t want you to blow the damn place up,” Ember said, cutting off the lecture before it really gained steam. “I want you to walk in there and put that outfit of yours to good use.”

      A smile came to Kaia’s face, her features brightening as she sat up a few inches in her seat. “Yeah? You think there’ll be someone in there that might like it?”

      If Ember still had money, she would be willing to wager every cent she had that a man would be working inside Tam’s shop. Certain industries just seemed to pull them in by the droves.

      It’s not like one ever saw a used car saleswoman.

      And just as surely, she couldn’t imagine most any red-blooded male in the country not at least stopping to say hello to someone that looked like Kaia.

      “Maybe,” Ember said.

      “Huh,” Kaia replied. “And what will you be doing while I’m keeping everybody occupied?”

      The particulars of that would have to wait until Ember got inside and had a look around. Reaching out, she unlatched the passenger door and said, “Suite 1405. Give me ten minutes, and then come strutting in like you own the place.”

      Turning to stare up the building before them, Kaia said, “Yeah, I can do that.”

      “I have no doubt.”
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      The pain in Ember’s leg was completely gone by the time she stepped off the elevator on the fourteenth floor. Feeling absolutely nothing save the soft touch of the gauze on her skin, she exited onto a white marble floor, the material an exact match for what was inside Tam’s home.

      Expecting to find a hallway, or a lobby, or at the very least a reception desk, she was instead thrust into the main area of a showroom, the place large and expansive. Stretching wide in either direction, it looked to include the entirety of the floor. Walls were kept to a minimum and painted white, windows lining the outer edges of the room.

      In total, it made for a place that felt light and airy, almost ethereal.

      Except for the sheer volume of items that seemed to be crammed into the area, enough to make even the most ardent hoarder proud.

      Beginning just inside the door was a series of tables and chairs, some restored, others in their original vintage condition. Behind them were scads of tapestries and wall hangings of various designs and color schemes. Far too many to be housed in such a small area, the effect was less likely to cause someone to spend thousands of dollars on an item than it was to send them to the nearest CVS for Advil.

      Stepping further into the spread, Ember found the next section to be just as suffused with antiques, followed by the third in order. Conjuring memories of the last flea market she had been to more than a decade before, the smells of must and rubbing alcohol tickled her nose, further irritating the raw feeling along the back of her throat.

      But, again, at least her leg didn’t hurt.

      Making a hard turn to the right, Ember roamed in a counter-clockwise direction. Rising up slightly onto her toes, she made sure her footfalls were as quiet as possible as she looped wide, always keeping the windows in sight. Dodging her way between various offerings ranging from African tribal masks to Egyptian scrolls, she made sure not to stare directly up at the cameras hanging down from the ceiling.

      In her mind was a running clock, seconds ticking down until Kaia arrived.

      “Excuse me, I didn’t see you come in. May I help you?”

      Deep in thought, Ember hadn’t heard the man approach from behind her. Seemingly appearing from nowhere, she turned to see him standing in the center of the narrow aisle she was in. Tall and thin, his features were extremely pointed, his limp hair combed to the side.

      Hands folded behind his back, he leaned forward slightly at the waist. His shoulders were both rolled inward, a tie hanging in the crevasse created between them.

      “Hi there,” Ember said, conjuring a smile. “I didn’t even see you when I walked by.”

      “No worries,” the man said, the corners of his mouth twitching upward. “I was in my office over there. May I help you with something?”

      Careful not to reveal her elation at his admission or to let him know he had just inadvertently given her all the aid she needed, Ember took a step forward.

      “Yes, I just came here from Mr. Tam’s house,” Ember said, choosing to continue the charade she had started earlier.

      It was weak, but it was certainly the best she had.

      “And Rocco told me Mr. Tam is out of the country, but I might want to check in here.”

      This time, the corners of the man’s mouth trended in the opposite direction, a slight frown forming. “Rocco?”

      Taking another step forward, Ember felt her brows come together. The man hadn’t given her a last name, but she was quite certain he’d told her to refer to him as Rocco. It had seemed odd at the time, given that he didn’t appear Italian, though she’d long since learned not to make such assumptions.

      Her first partner was a white guy named Dante, after all.

      “I may have misheard, with the giant dog that was after me and all, but I’m pretty sure that’s what he said.”

      Bringing the smile up a notch, Ember held her leg up, letting the man see her bloodstained pant leg. “No pain too great when you’re on the trail, right?”

      The line was meant as a joke, though the look on the man’s face was one of abject horror. His eyes went wide and his jaw sagged as he stared at her leg before casting a glance to either side.

      “Oh, no worries,” Ember said, “it’s completely dry. I wouldn’t come in here otherwise.” Leaning forward a few inches, she said, “I mean, I’ve got a little money to spend, but it’s not like I’m crazy.”

      Her second attempt at levity landed just as flat as the first, the man’s gaze returning to her leg. “No, I didn’t mean that, I just can’t believe such a thing would happen at Mr. Tam’s. He’s so particular about that sort of thing.”

      His brow scrunched up, he debated things in silence, his face looking genuinely flummoxed. “And this man, Rocco?”

      “That’s what he said. He looks after the grounds for Mr. Tam and that, unfortunately, his boss is out of the country. Is that not true?”

      Releasing his hands from behind his back, the man brought them to his face and rubbed vigorously, his skin tugging on either side. Once he was done, he lowered them back to his side, his cheeks pink.

      “No, it is. At least, the part about Mr. Tam being out of the country. Whether he has a new assistant named Rocco, I can’t say for sure. The man goes through them like others change clothes.”

      A look of guilt crossed over the man’s face, lines forming around his eyes in a slight wince. Recognizing it as a sign of someone that had just divulged more than they wanted, Ember took another half-step forward.

      The man was frustrated. He was probably the manager of the place and was tired of dealing with an eccentric owner that did things like frequently leaving the country.

      Which meant it was time to find some common ground.

      “Don’t they all?” Ember asked. “The client I’m here on behalf of now has gone through three more in the last six months before I got here. That’s why I’m so desperate to find this thing right now.”

      Lifting her leg again, she said, “Heck, I even ruined a perfectly great pair of Levi’s!”

      What brand of jeans she was wearing, Ember didn’t have a clue. What she knew was that yucking it up, trying to make this man feel like they were kindred spirits, was 101-level interrogation technique.

      Pump someone for information without ever letting them know it.

      “Yeah,” the man said, looking sympathetically toward her leg, “and allow me to apologize on Mr. Tam’s behalf for that. I can tell you, he hates dogs, and if he finds out this Rocco character had one at his house, he will flip.

      “Do you have any idea the amount of damage an animal could do inside his place?”

      Bit by bit, Ember fed the information she was being handed into her mind. The original file she’d been given wasn’t enough to already have a working framework, though a loose tangle of information was starting to come together.

      “So,” the man asked, drawing himself back around to the conversation at hand, “what was it you’re looking for exactly?”
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      “Helloooo!”

      The saccharine sweet voice echoed through the showcase, loud enough to be heard by people a floor above or below. And maybe even a few in the next building over. Reverberating off the walls, it pulled the attention of Ember and the manager both toward the front door, each wincing slightly at the auditory intrusion.

      “I am a girl in need of a rug, and I am told this is the place to get it!”

      Even knowing full well who the voice belonged to and why it was present, Ember couldn’t bear to look away. Drifting to the side to see out around the man, her eyes bulged at what she saw, her stomach tightening.

      The reason she’d asked Kaia to come up was so that she could serve as a distraction. Dressed the way she was, there was no need for enhancement to make that happen, her bare midriff and cleavage already plenty to set this poor bastard back on his heels.

      What Kaia was now wearing might possibly make his head explode.

      Looking like her inspiration was Jessica Alba in Sin City, Kaia was dressed in hip-hugging leather pants and lace-up boots. On her top half was a lacy halter that looked closer to what Ember would simply call a bra, fringe hanging down from the bottom cusp, providing a tiny modicum of coverage to her carved torso.

      How or when she had managed to procure the outfit, Ember didn’t have the slightest idea.

      Dumbfounded, she gawked as the manager turned back her direction. “I’m sorry, can you excuse me-”

      “Go,” Ember said, holding up her palms toward the man. “Nothing I need is more urgent than that.”

      Giving her a look that trended somewhere between apologetic and mortified, the man wheeled and headed toward the door, practically running.

      Watching him go, Ember had to stifle a laugh, his uneven gait reminding her of a wounded animal that was bounding straight off to be devoured.

      Covering her mouth to keep any sound from escaping, Ember turned to the side. She pretended to look over a set of oil lamps, their pewter casts scratched and tarnished, allowing the occasional glance toward the door.

      On the first look, it appeared the man was still trying to maintain some form of professionalism.

      By the second, he was completely gone, Kaia’s hand looped into his arm, her head lying against his shoulder. Rattling off platitudes at a rapid pace, Ember didn’t need to hear exactly what was being said to see that it was working.

      She’d been right. The place kept a man on as a manager, and he had no defense against Kaia.

      And the girl thought working with Ember might be a waste of her time.

      Maintaining her stance, Ember slid one foot across the other. She pushed over to the side, working her way to the end of the row she was on, before nudging her way forward.

      Free of a direct sightline, the sound of Kaia’s voice faded away. In its stead was the low buzz of the lights overhead, more rows of rare treasures piled haphazardly in every direction.

      Bending at the waist, Ember lifted her right foot, peeling off her shoe. Repeating the process on the opposite side, she jogged forward in bare feet, her head rotating to either side as she went.

      Thus far, she hadn’t seen another person, though that didn’t mean one couldn’t be around. While most of the items around her looked like nothing more than junk, she knew that for them to be present meant someone valued them quite heavily. Leaving all that to one man and a few cameras wouldn’t be savvy business.

      Gripping her shoes in either hand, she jogged on. Moving in the direction the manager had nodded toward earlier, she worked her way past another partition, finally spotting the office tucked into the far corner of the spread.

      Giving one last look back toward the door, she pushed forward, her pace rising slightly as she headed for the office, the door cracked open slightly, a full-length mirror affixed to it. Extending her stride, she passed straight through the narrow walkway, making it almost to her destination before the angle of the door finally aligned with her.

      And flashed her own reflection back her way.

      Pulling up abruptly, Ember felt the bottom drop out of her stomach. Her jaw sagged as she stared at what stood before her, her hand rising to her face.

      Across from her, the image on the mirror mimicked her movement, the sole part of it that was as she expected.

      Two days prior, Ember Squires had stood along the side of that damn intersection in the driving snow with straight brown hair that fell past her shoulders. In her late thirties, she had a few lines around her eyes and mouth, her skin clear, free of blemishes. A dedicated gym warrior, her body fat percentage hovered just below the teens.

      The person that was now staring back at her looked nothing like Ember used to. Or anybody she’d ever encountered before.

      Kaia had said that Ember Squires was gone. Her assumption had been that that was in name only, but now she realized exactly what Kaia had meant.

      Departed was her long, straight brown hair, replaced by a frizz of red that stood out from her head in a halo. A heavy splotch of freckles covered the bridge of her nose and cheeks. She carried an extra fifteen pounds, all of it concentrated in areas she would prefer not mention.

      If making sure she was incognito was the goal, it had been achieved. Right now, her own mother wouldn’t know who she was.

      If not for the same blue eyes and the matching movements, she wouldn’t have recognized herself.

      A tingling feeling permeated the length of her body as she stood and stared. Rooted in place, she didn’t know what to make of things, almost numb as she gaped at what she saw.

      Not until a faint whisper of Kaia’s laugh found its way to her did she snap herself from the trance, pushing inside the office to do what she came to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Pushing the image of her new self from her mind for the time being, Ember slid inside the office. Returning the door to the slightly ajar state it had been in when she arrived, she put her back to it and did a quick sweep of the small space.

      For as large and luxuriant as Tam’s house and showplace both were, the closet he expected his manager to work out of was anything but. No more than eight feet in either direction, it was the sole spot on the entire floor that was without a window. Built as a tiny enclosed structure, it was completely closed off from the rest of the area, a building support pole descending through the center of it.

      Against the right wall was a desk with a computer monitor and keyboard, a touchtone phone, and a mousepad. Above it was a bulletin board covered in slips of paper, handwriting scribbled across most of them in black or blue.

      A rolling chair sat in front of the desk, turned toward the door, as if the man was at work when Ember arrived.

      On the opposite wall was a small kitchenette, a mini fridge and a microwave stacked up. Beside it was a stand with two shelves, a coffee pot on the top, stacks of napkins, cups, and various other utensils and condiments beneath.

      In the air was an assortment of smells, the most pronounced being flop sweat.

      Again, Ember couldn’t help but question which one of them was in Hell.

      Any remaining room in the tiny cubicle was taken up by stacks of boxes along the left wall, of various shapes and sizes. Ember tilted her head sideways to see shipping labels affixed to them.

      “Tahiti...New Zealand, and...Buffalo,” Ember read softly aloud. “Huh. Quite the collection.”

      Leaving them where they stood, she lowered herself into the rolling chair. Dropping her shoes into her lap, she put her focus on the computer, using the mouse to minimize the purchase order that was on screen and going straight to the desktop.

      On it was a picture of a pair of cats curled up together sleeping. One light and the other dark, they looked like the traditional yin and yang symbol, their bodies perfectly intertwined.

      “Now I know the guy is in Hell,” Ember muttered, bypassing the picture and instead focusing on the icons along the left side of the screen.

      Invoices. Shipping. Wanted.

      Clicking on the third in order, Ember made a quick pass through, seeing what she would assume to be the usual assortment of items listed. A rug from Persia. A tiger pelt from Thailand. A Japanese wall hanging.

      Nothing that jumped out at her, neither from the items listed nor the people requesting them.

      Closing it out, she returned to the desktop before going to the bottom corner and pulling up an explorer window for the hard drive. Casting a quick glance toward the door, she ran the math in her head, knowing that while Kaia could probably keep the man occupied all day, there was no need to press their luck.

      Besides the obvious, there wasn’t a great deal of difference between what she was doing now and what she’d done the last ten years.

      Start with a lead. Let it take her to the next step. And then the next. Keep her mouth shut and her eyes open. Pay attention to the details.

      Let somebody make a mistake.

      Already, the manager had done just that. What all of it meant, Ember hadn’t yet had time to decipher. There would be plenty of time for that soon enough.

      Right now, she just needed to proceed to the next step.

      Two more passes through the assorted listings on the computer revealed little of actual use. If there was anything nefarious going on at the place, they were smart enough to keep it off the machines.

      Giving up on it, Ember pulled the purchase order back up, careful to leave the mouse exactly where she’d found it.

      “Damn,” she whispered, casting her gaze around the room before coming to face forward, her attention landing on the bulletin board just inches from her nose. One by one, she went through each of the snippets of paper, names and numbers and figures jumping out at her.

      Nothing that alone told her a damn thing, but it was something.

      Sliding open the top drawer of the desk, she extracted a tablet. Tearing away the top sheet to ensure there’d be no indent left behind, she placed it on the smooth surface of the desktop and scribbled down everything she saw, working as fast as her hand would move.

      Each second, she could almost imagine the door bursting open, the manager standing over her. Sweat again came to her upper lip as she jotted down the last few things and stuffed the paper into her pocket.

      Rising from her seat, she peeked around the edge of the door.

      Keeping her shoes off, she tiptoed along the outer edge of the room, letting Kaia’s voice be a guide as she made a wide berth back to the elevator and headed down toward the car.
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      Ember had expected that her ex-husband would find another woman. If she really wanted to be honest with herself, she’d always suspected he’d had them even during their time together.

      That wasn’t the part that bothered her.

      “He said what?” Ember asked, her voice just shy of seething.

      Beside her, Emory went back to working with his hands in his lap. He kept his gaze aimed down at them, refusing to meet her look.

      “What did your daddy say?”

      “Nothing,” Emory whispered, just barely audible.

      Much like the drive up, the only sounds were the icy pellets hitting the car and the wipers brushing them away.

      “Emory...”

      “I don’t want you to be mad at Daddy. Forget I said anything.”

      Grabbing the wheel with both hands, Ember pulled in a deep breath. She let it slowly fill her lungs, lifting her chest.

      Outside, most of the houses had fallen away. In their place were tight woods, pine trees crowding close to the road, their boughs laden with snow.

      “Emory, I’m not mad. At you or your dad. I just need to know what he said.”

      Glancing over her way once, twice, Emory swallowed, seeming to weigh things in his mind. “Promise?”

      “I promise,” Ember said, lifting her right hand from the wheel and holding her index and middle fingers up together for him. “See?”

      Looking up at it, Emory gave the slightest flicker of a smile before going back to his hands. “He just said that in the fall, Shasta would be my new mommy.”

      Again, Ember felt the pang of rage rise within her. It started low in her core, shooting upward like an inverse lightning bolt, threatening to come spilling from every possible opening.

      “That’s...that’s ridiculous,” Ember said. “I’m your mommy, your only mommy.”

      “Yeah?” Emory asked. “Promise?”

      Again, Ember lifted her right hand, holding up her two interior fingers for him to see. “Always.”
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      Jonas thumbed off the cell phone and slid it across the table in the middle of the social space they had created for themselves. The second call he had received from Rocco in just over an hour, this one was even more concerning than the first had been.

      Taking a moment to process what had just been shared, he stood quiet, his eyes glazed as he stared into the distance.

      For thirty-seven hours, ever since leaving John Lee Tam’s house, watching as Micah hefted the man onto his back and carried him away as effortlessly as a bag of laundry, Jonas had been waiting for something to happen.

      He just hadn’t expected it to be this.

      “Who was it?” Gad asked.

      The game from earlier was long over, the cards shuffled into a pile and put away. In their stead, the table was empty, not a single thing out of place save the three men standing in a loose cluster.

      “Rocco,” Jonas replied. His voice, his gaze, both still in the distance, he took another moment, reflecting on what had just been shared, before blinking himself back into the present.

      What needed to happen next was obvious, even if it was a bit unexpected.

      “The woman that showed up at the house just went to the office,” Jonas said. “I guess there was someone else with her that acted as a distraction while she slipped into the office there and poked around.”

      “What did she get?” Micah asked, nudging a few inches forward.

      “No way of knowing,” Jonas replied. “The cameras are designed to stop theft, not keep an eye on employees.”

      “Any idea who she was?” Gad asked.

      “No,” Jonas replied, “but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. Rocco is running the faces now, but given the way they alter their appearances...”

      “Right,” Gad muttered, nodding slightly.

      The move to snatch Tam was merely meant to be perfunctory. He didn’t have the artifact yet, but he was starting to get close enough to make people uncomfortable.

      The decision to grab him when they did was made under the assumption that nobody on the opposition yet knew just how close he was.

      Given the swift and decisive action to send people out to look for him, that assumption was fast starting to look faulty.

      “Demons?” Micah asked.

      Flicking a glance to the man, Jonas shook his head slightly. “Not the one that showed up at the house and went into the office. I guess Toby took a chunk out of her leg. Nothing.”

      Micah raised his eyebrows slightly. Across from him, Gad offered a soft chuckle. “Good dog.”

      Under different circumstances, Jonas might have laughed. Or at least allowed himself to crack a smile.

      As it was, he had things to be doing.

      “What about the other one?” Micah asked.

      “Don’t know,” Jonas said, “but either way...”

      Both men nodded in agreement, understanding the unspoken without needing to hear it. Things were moving on an accelerated timetable. It was time for them to start responding in kind.

      “You going in?” Micah asked. Raising his chin, he gestured toward the smallest room in the barn, the fourth quadrant.

      Jonas offered a grim nod. “Have to.”

      Taking another moment, he thought on everything that Rocco had shared, on the briefing they had received when handed the job.

      “You guys get into position. I’ll get started as soon as you’re ready.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The Mustang was still parked on the curb, the front windshield wiper adorned with a new parking ticket as Ember slid down into the passenger seat. Not wanting to chance the wretched sound of the hinges squeaking again, she climbed in Dukes of Hazzard style, sliding her bottom over the window sill and dropping unceremoniously into the leather chair.

      There she waited, not wanting to take a chance on pulling out the sheet of paper she’d just procured, instead letting the midday sun beat down on her. Combined with the leather of the seat and the adrenaline she still felt from sneaking around upstairs, she could feel the back of her shirt sticking to her, damp with sweat.

      Seven minutes after Ember climbed in, the sound of Kaia’s voice pulled her from her thoughts, dragging her attention over to the side.

      “I hope it was worth it. Creepy bastard.”

      Walking fast, the young woman stomped straight from the front doors, her outfit from upstairs gone, replaced by the same clothing she’d been wearing all morning.

      Again, Ember found herself wondering when and how, two more questions for a list that was growing much faster than any answers seemed to be arriving.

      Pausing just long enough to snatch the parking ticket away from the window, Kaia rubbed it twice between thumb and fingers before flicking it back over a shoulder. Fluttering twice, the bottom edge of it looked to be smoldering, the paper disintegrating before ever reaching the ground.

      Feeling her mouth drop open, Ember stared incredulously at the show, yet another question added to the pile.

      A few feet away, Kaia seemed oblivious both to what she’d just done and Ember’s reaction, sliding down behind the wheel and slamming the door shut.

      “Damn pervert,” she muttered. Extending her right arm before her, she rubbed her left hand the length of it. “Feel like I need a shower right now.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s what you get for making me a redhead,” Ember replied, pushing the parking ticket from her mind as she moved her focus over to Kaia.

      For an instant, there was no reaction at all, the girl continuing to wipe away whatever funk she felt the manager had left on her, before flashing the bright smile Ember was fast coming to loathe. “Finally caught a look at yourself, huh? Hot stuff.”

      “Go to Hell.”

      “You and me both,” Kaia replied. “And speaking of which, did my little diversion help at all?”

      No part of what Kaia had just pulled off – from her voice to her choice in wardrobe – would Ember call a little diversion, though she let it slide. Considering the number of things she already wanted to say to the girl, it seemed like one to let pass without raising too much stink.

      “Don’t know yet,” Ember said. “The computer was worthless, but I got some names and numbers for us to check out.”

      Pursing her lips slightly, Kaia shook her head. “Us. That’s cute, like we’re some sort of crime-fighting duo or something.”

      Never once had Ember even considered such a thing. “I just used the term because there are two of us sitting here, and you seem intent on driving me everywhere I go. Where I come from, that’s considered an us.”

      It was apparent from the scowl on Kaia’s face that she too wanted to fire back, though this time she somehow seemed to summon the restraint to hold it in. Reaching out, she turned over the engine, the resulting rumble much louder than Ember recalled from the ride in.

      “Where to?” Kaia asked.

      Opening her mouth to respond, Ember paused. She glanced down, a subconscious look to her stomach, before asking, “I’m hungry. Is that normal?”

      “Considering the extra weight your redheaded ass is dragging around?” Kaia asked. “Yeah, I’d say it was pretty normal.”

      Turning her head slowly, Ember felt her features pinch together, a sour taste rising along the back of her throat, burning the raw flesh lining it. “I mean, do I actually need food? Or is this just some sort of Hell byproduct?”

      Sliding the sunglasses down from the top of her head and onto her nose, Kaia turned to match the pose. With the mirrored frames back in place, Ember could see her reflection, this time focusing long enough to notice the same visual she’d first spotted upstairs staring back at her.

      Of everything, that was probably going to take the most getting used to.

      “Both,” Kaia said. “You remember what happened with the alcohol? Same thing. You can drink water, but anything more and you’re going to pay the price.”

      Irritation, angst, disdain, all crawled up higher within Ember. The fingers of her right hand curled inward, ready to form a fist and send it hurtling straight at Kaia’s face.

      Not an unhappy thought, for sure.

      “And for food?” Ember asked.

      An eyebrow arched above the sunglasses, a smirk forming on Kaia’s face. “Just going to have to trial-and-error your way through that one too, aren’t you?”

      This time, Ember’s left fist formed into a ball. Squeezing it tight, she wished in silence for a gym, for someplace with a punching bag and some gloves. Or even a stack of pillows and some athletic tape.

      Anything to release some of the rage she felt growing inside her.

      Years of working cases had told her that having it would only hold her back. It would cloud her judgement, causing her to do something foolish.

      An eventuality that now would hold consequences much more severe than anything she’d done before.

      “Do we have anybody on the payroll with the telephone companies? I need to do some research.”
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      “You must be the FNG.”

      The voice on the other end of the line was rough and cantankerous, the embodiment of sandpaper. Just hearing it, Ember imagined a man weighing north of three hundred pounds, thinning hair and a walrus mustache of fiery red above a short-sleeve shirt and terrible tie.

      Probably having a name like Ralph or George, she could almost see the empty paper cups of coffee and doughnut wrappers covering his desk.

      Just as fast, she remembered that he too was in Hell, meaning that the cups were clear plastic from the office water dispenser and the food was probably plain rice cakes or slices of white bread.

      At least, those were the two items in the sack wedged between her feet, both as bland and tasteless as anything she could find in the market. If either one of them managed to destroy her throat, she wasn’t quite sure what her next move would be.

      “FNG?” she asked, her face contorting as she cast a glance over to Kaia. “Where did you drum this guy up from? ‘Nam?”

      Raising one shoulder in a half-shrug, Kaia spread her fingers wide. “What do you expect? War is great for recruiting.”

      Her question rhetorical, Ember hadn’t expected an answer. Definitely not one in the affirmative. Her jaw sagging slightly, she simply stared at Kaia a moment, her mind spinning.

      The Vietnam War had ended before she was even born. And this man was still sitting at a desk somewhere, working for a damn telephone company.

      An outlook that did not exactly fill Ember with optimism.

      “Yo! Lady!” the man barked on the other end. “Did you call for a reason or what? Cause the sound of your voice ain’t as melodic as you might think.”

      For the second time in as many minutes, Ember felt surprise pass through her. Melodic didn’t sound like something she would expect from a Vietnam vet now in the employ of Hell.

      But then again, she probably wasn’t what most expected either.

      At least, she’d like to believe so.

      “I need a half-dozen numbers run down,” Ember said. “Names, addresses, whatever you’ve got.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” the man replied. “I know how to do my job. Hit me.”

      Starting at the top, Ember rattled them off one at a time, going just slow enough to be heard without having to repeat herself. When she was done, the man coughed twice, hacked a bit of phlegm from his throat, and said, “Give me twenty minutes or so. Believe it or not, I actually have other things to do besides be available when you people call.”

      Without another sound, he was gone.

      Keeping the phone in place a moment, letting it linger long enough to ensure the conversation was off, Ember cut the line and dropped it back into her lap. Questions of who you people were and how often they were leaning on him filled her mind as she reached for the food between her feet.

      When she’d woken that morning, she’d only been focused on her own plight. Not once had she paused to consider there might be many more like her out there, a force rivaling or even exceeding the one she used to work for in Seattle, all walking the streets in semi-plain sight.

      “What did he say?” Kaia asked.

      Removing the twist tie from the bread, Ember reached inside. She bypassed the heel for a slice of plain white and pulled it out. Examining it, she could feel the scratchy agony of the alcohol along the back of her throat, hoping she wasn’t about to be subjected to another round.

      “Twenty minutes.”
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      Centuries before, John Lee Tam’s descendants had gone by the surname of Tan. Residing in the countryside of the Guizhou province, they had raised rice and children, leading a simple existence. To his knowledge, some of them were still there, unable to be contacted by telephone, still existing the way they had for ages.

      The divergence for John Lee had occurred a generation prior to his arrival. A harsh family squabble arose over his father’s choice in bride, and without a second thought, the tempestuous young man had taken his new wife and moved to Hong Kong.

      There, it was Romanized into Tam, setting the fledgling couple apart from any family they might have.

      And making John Lee the first Tam officially born into the world.

      Growing up in the big city – even in the late 1800’s – was a far cry from what his parents had experienced. Skills such as milking animals or tending the fields were useless, instead replaced by whatever could be commoditized. Living conditions bordered on squalor.

      It was a period of education for them all, none remaining with young John Lee more than what he discovered roaming the street markets and bazaars of town. Much different than the traditional fare of rice and vegetables that his mother prepared at home, he soon took a fast liking to the unknown delicacies referred to simply as street meat.

      And found a love for all things spicy, the hotter the better.

      But even to a man with as wide and varied a palate as Tam, there was nothing as repulsive as the taste of his own blood.

      Thick and viscous, it came up from the back of his throat, passing over his taste buds, causing his entire body to spasm with gagging. Expelling it from his mouth, it passed over his teeth and down his chin, hanging from the scraggly collection of hairs clumped there.

      The source of his pain, of the extreme bitterness now coursing through his body, stood just a few feet away. In his hand was a jug of clear fluid. Tasteless and without scent, Tam knew it to be nothing more than water, this one different in one key way from the basic stuff he’d been forced to survive on for so long.

      Somewhere around fifty, the man had hair buzzed short, grey dominating the sides, the top still dark. Standing several inches taller than Tam, he was well tanned and proportionally muscled, his bare arms gleaming beneath the overhead lights.

      “Now that I have your attention, let me ask you again,” the man said, “who are you?”

      Sitting with his arms and ankles both secured to a metal chair, Tam rolled his gaze up at the man before sweeping his gaze to either side.

      The room he was sitting in was small, no more than eight feet square. Every surface was covered with black foam padding, more likely meant for soundproofing than any sort of comfort for him. The sole form of light was the twin pair of tube bulbs above, a metal grate keeping them well beyond reach.

      Otherwise, the place was a completely timeless environment, constructed for the sole purpose of housing a prisoner.

      “Where am I?” Tam asked.

      The man simply stared back at him, his eyes and nostrils both flaring slightly, as if incredulous that Tam had dared say anything beyond a direct answer.

      Taking a step forward, the man unscrewed the top from the jug. He raised the bottle in his hand and flicked it toward Tam, sending a ragged stream of clear liquid his direction.

      Splashing across his exposed shins and feet, a searing pain shot through Tam’s body, his skin bubbling on contact. The scent of scorched flesh soon found his nose, so sharp it caused his eyes to water. Clamping his teeth shut, he threw his face toward the ceiling, forcing back a moan.

      Holy water.

      To someone in the devil’s keep, it was as potent as battery acid. And the ultimate truth serum, proving who Tam worked for even without him saying a word.

      “Let’s try this again,” the man said, “or the next one goes into your eyes. Or maybe some of your more delicate areas. Who are you?”

      Sweat streamed down Tam’s face, his breath coming in ragged gasps. Bit by bit the agony in his legs receded, taking with it the tension that gripped the rest of him.

      In the wake of it, he felt nothing more than exhaustion, his body fighting to maintain consciousness.

      There was no point in lying. While he was an employee of the underworld and had been for the better part of a century, that alone wasn’t a crime. Scads of people on both sides of the line littered the middle realm at any given time.

      It wasn’t until they dabbled into something that they shouldn’t that things got ugly.

      “What do you want?” Tam asked. “I have done nothing.”

      The man ignored the back half of his statement entirely. “Right now, I want to have a conversation. I already know who you are and what you do, but I want to see if you have the good sense to be truthful. I know that isn’t real high on your kind’s list of priorities.”

      The words sounded so similar to the racism Tam had spent decades listening to on Earth that for a moment he almost thought the comment was aimed at his skin tone.

      Just as fast, he realized what the man was really referring to, the opposite side so sanctimonious they always assumed the worst.

      “My name is John Lee Tam,” he managed. Pausing, he spit out another tiny chunk of flesh, the piece landing just inches from the man’s feet.

      “And what do you do?”

      “I am an antiquities dealer.” Usually, when explaining this to most anybody else, he would go into a rehearsed speech about what this meant and often entailed.

      In this case, he didn’t bother saying another word. Like the man said, he already knew who he was and what he did.

      Nodding slightly, the man began to pace before him. He kept the cap off the bottle as he went, tapping the bottom of it against his thigh, his steps measured.

      “Do you know why we brought you here?” the man asked.

      Allowing himself to glance down to his exposed legs, the sight pulled the breath from Tam’s lungs. Thick stripes of skin bubbled, white foam spreading over his pale limbs like peroxide in an open wound.

      “To torture me?”

      To that, the man flickered a hint of a smile. “The torture is just a byproduct, a means to an end. If you tell me what I need to know from here on out, I promise, it will stop.”

      This wasn’t Tam’s first dealing with the opposition. While they liked to use condescension and act as if his side was the only one with any moral scruples, more than once he had seen what they were capable of.

      Believing one of their promises was a mistake he would not be making any time soon.

      “Who is Ember?” the man asked.

      Tam’s initial reaction was that the man was already messing with him. He had made up a name just to get his reaction, was again trying to bait him into being untruthful.

      A moment later, it passed, his features scrunching slightly. “I don’t know any Ember.”

      To his knowledge, he’d never even heard the name before.

      Though, to be fair, it did sound like something someone in Hell had come up with. That alone gave him the tiniest flicker of hope. Maybe his side had realized he was gone. Maybe right now they were out looking for him, had gone to his home in hopes of tracking him down.

      Maybe.

      Raising the jug before him, the man wagged it toward Tam, letting him see the clear liquid jostling inside it. “I won’t ask you again.”

      “You don’t need to,” Tam answered. “I’ve never known an Ember in my life.”

      Without warning of any kind, the man thrust the top of the jug out, a splash of water hitting Tam square in the chest. Saturating the thin T-shirt he’d worn to bed two nights before, it sat flush against his skin, a slow burn eating at his chest.

      Icy tendrils seemed to clutch his entire core as he sucked in a sharp breath between his teeth, his fingers wrapping around the bottom of the chair he sat on.

      Over the years, he had done a great many things that probably crossed some lines, but nothing that would cause this. The last he could remember had been years before, when he was a part of something that was now over and done.

      This made no sense. This was pain simply for the sake of it, something that was strictly forbidden in the middle realm.

      Standing before him, the man remained stone faced, watching as the holy water did what it was designed to. Appearing as detached as if he was standing before a printer, waiting for a document to be spit out, the man watched Tam writhe against his bindings, willing the pain to subside.

      “Last chance,” the man said, “before things really get interesting.”

      A curious choice of words, Tam didn’t bother to reply. Using the extra seconds to draw in as much air as possible, he waited in silence.

      “Where is the artifact?”

      On any given day, Tam looked at, examined, considered, or was approached about more than one hundred different pieces. The vast majority of them were completely legit.

      Only on rare occasions did one trend over into their particular realm.

      “What artifact?” Tam managed to push out. “I haven’t seen anything you’d be interested in in months.”

      Standing over him, the man appeared as if he might again fling water at Tam. Tapping the jug against his leg, he looked as if he wanted nothing more than to hurl the remaining liquid straight into Tam’s face, watching as the skin slowly peeled away.

      Only, what he decided to do instead was much, much worse.
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      The bread was every bit as bland and tasteless as Ember thought it would be, though to its credit, it didn’t burn on the way down. If anything, it might have even sated some of the previous agony.

      The thought of surviving on it for the next millennia was not something Ember wanted to think on at the moment, but for the time being that was okay.

      One thing at a time.

      The spot Kaia had chosen to wait out the twenty minutes was a place called Balboa Park. Just east of downtown, it was a vast and sprawling expanse that served as the geographic centerpiece for the city, a poor man’s Central Park.

      From where they were parked, Ember could see a menagerie of spires and museums rising up, tons of people filing by, many with strollers or young children bounding along in glee. Staring out the window, she watched them go past in an unending line, nothing but stained faces and broad smiles. Some laughed and raced ahead while others held fast to a parent’s hand, everybody enjoying the warm sun.

      A sheen of moisture rose to Ember’s face as she watched them all go by. No doubt this was just another layer in her own personal version of Hell, the parking spot one more thing to remind her where she was, what she had given up.

      Watching the parade march by for as long as she could, she forced her attention back inside the car, focusing on the faceplate of her phone, wishing nothing more than for it to spring to life.

      Which, to her unending shock, it did.

      The display on the caller ID was a string of digits beginning with a 619 area code. Recognizing it as the same sequence she had punched in almost a half-hour earlier, she grabbed the phone up.

      Pressing it to her face, she almost responded with, “Squires,” before pulling up short and saying, “Yeah?”

      “Yeah?” the man Ember had already decided to call Ralph in her mind replied. “You call me wanting a favor, and the best you can manage when I call you back is yeah?”

      Lowering her chin into her chest, Ember forced a breath of air out through her nose. Heat flushed her cheeks as she glanced over to Kaia, not surprised to see a smirk formed on her lips.

      The rules she had been given earlier were very clear about her not complaining and her doing whatever was handed down to her. As best she could tell, though, that did not include coworkers, people like this prick that were technically her equal.

      No matter how long they had been on the job.

      “Oh, Great and Powerful Telephone Operator,” Ember replied, making no effort to mask the animosity she felt. “Were you able to make any headway on the numbers we gave you?”

      Despite irony and sarcasm dripping from every word, it seemed to slip right past Ralph. Instead choosing to glom onto the words themselves, he muttered, “That’s more like it. And the answer is yes, though I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

      Choosing not to respond just yet, Ember lifted her left shoulder, pinning the phone to her ear. Flattening the same piece of paper atop her thigh, she took up a pen and said, “Go ahead.”

      The sound of paper shuffling could be heard on the other end of the line, followed by a hearty throat clearing loud enough to cause Ember to wince. When finally Ralph was ready to speak, he said, “First two were both international. One to Beijing, another to Auckland. Both antique dealers, whatever the Hell that means.”

      Scribbling down notations beside the first two numbers, Ember said nothing. She wasn’t sure what the rules were on sharing case information, not that she particularly wanted to get into things with Ralph anyway.

      In her experience, trying to offer clarifying details often resulted in nothing more than a whole lot of additional questions.

      “Okay,” Ember said, prompting him to continue.

      “Number three,” Ralph recited as if reading off a list, “is for a local shipping company called Two Guys and a Truck. They’re located down near Liberty Station if you want to check them out.”

      Adding the data to the list, Ember put two question marks beside it. Going to shake down a shipping company was thin, and not the best use of their time, but at the moment, other viable alternatives were proving in short supply.

      Soon, her only choice would be to start flipping over rocks and hoping something came out from under them.

      “Next to last on the list,” Ralph read off, “was for a personal cell phone. Looks like a burner, not tied to any particular carrier.”

      Looking up from the list, Ember reached across and grabbed the phone with her right hand. Shifting it to her other shoulder, she refused to allow herself to react visibly in any way, despite the lights flashing in her mind.

      Most people today were tied to their cell phone. They used it for everything from going online to ordering dinner.

      Nobody carried a burner unless they either couldn’t afford a real plan – which seemed unlikely that a man like Tam would be reaching out to them – or they didn’t want to be known.

      Ember’s money was on the latter.

      “Do you have a location?” Ember asked.

      “Uh, yeah,” Ralph replied, his voice growing distant as he consulted his notes. Without waiting, he rattled off the address for a place in Del Mar, the town one Ember had heard of but couldn’t identify on a map if she had to.

      That was what Kaia was there for.

      “Great,” Ember said, finishing taking down the rest of the information. “And the fifth one?”

      “Some Thai joint on Broadway,” Ralph replied. “Total waste of time for you, but I might check it out later.”

      The comment only confirming Ember’s original suppositions, she thanked him and signed off the line. Dropping the phone into her lap, she looked up to see more young ones filing past, this time the steady entourage barely registering with her.

      Instead, her mind was on the next step in the investigation, linking together what she knew with what she still needed to find out.

      “Anything promising?” Kaia asked.

      Ember responded without so much as a glance over. “Del Mar.”
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      The drive from Balboa Park to Del Mar was just over half an hour, most of it spent dodging through the start of afternoon traffic in a manner that suggested Kaia was intent on killing them both again. And at least a dozen other cars on the road as well.

      Moving north on the I-5, Ember let her eyes glaze and her mind work through what she knew. Not once did she glance over to Kaia, letting the young girl bob and weave through traffic to her heart’s content.

      Twice along the way they were even serenaded with a chorus of honking, though whether that was through male interest or perturbed drivers, Ember couldn’t be certain.

      Nor did she want to look over and appear as if she condoned what was happening, even if there was a zero percent chance anybody would recognize the avatar she was saddled with.

      Thus far in the morning, information was preciously thin. She’d been handed a case file which was barely a sheet of paper, little more than a name and picture, and told to go find the man. Since then, visits to his home and office had turned her leg into a chew toy and yielded very little in actual workable data.

      If this jaunt to Del Mar turned up empty, she would have nothing.

      And she couldn’t imagine her employer being too pleased about it.

      “What street are we looking for?” Kaia asked, pulling Ember from her thoughts.

      Glancing down to the sheet in her lap, she replied, “Bayonne. 1359 Bayonne Avenue.”

      Grunting softly in response, Kaia worked them off the freeway. Racing past an enormous spread that included a stadium race track and enough grass space to host the state fair, they turned north along the coast, settling into what Ember imagined was one of hundreds of similar beach towns lining the California coast.

      On the right sat a series of taco stands and assorted eateries, a number of people sitting outside on stools. Adorned only in bathing suits, their skin was bronzed dark, their hands filled with fruity drinks.

      Occupying the few spaces in between were small rental shops hawking surfboards and various aquatic equipment, the occasional real estate shop thrown in to break up the monotony.

      To the left was nothing but the Pacific, water stretched into infinity, white sand and the occasional palm tree the only things standing between it and Ember.

      “Different,” Ember whispered.

      “Huh?” Kaia asked, looking over from behind the wheel.

      “Looks different down here,” Ember said. Not realizing she had said the first word out loud, she felt a bit of flush come to her skin. “Than in Seattle, I mean.”

      Expecting a smart retort to come flying her way, she braced herself as Kaia glanced out the window before returning her attention to the road. “How so?”

      Flicking her focus from the water to Kaia, Ember wasn’t sure if it was a setup, a trap to glean a bit more information that could be used against her. Pausing, she considered it for a moment, before deciding they already knew everything she hated.

      It wasn’t like this could make things worse.

      “The water up there is really dark,” Ember said. “Like, you can just look at it and tell it’s cold.”

      “Huh,” Kaia said, adding nothing more.

      “And it’s dirtier,” Ember added. “A lot dirtier.”

      Flipping the turn signal up, Kaia eased into the right lane. Barely slowing, she turned inland, leaving the ocean behind them.

      “You ought to see Hawaii sometime then. Water is so damn clear you can see to the bottom no matter where you are.”

      Falling silent, Ember focused on the houses to either side. Beach bungalows, they looked like little more than gardener sheds, brightly colored and raised up on stilts. Occupying tiny lots, they would be scorned as eyesores where she used to live.

      Here, they probably went for a half-million or more each.

      “We always talked about it,” Ember said softly, “never made it over.”

      Slowing again, Kaia made a left onto Bayonne. Keeping the speed even, she nudged the car forward, both women staring at house numbers as they went.

      “Lot of people talk about things they’re going to do,” Kaia said. “Surprising how few actually get around to it.”

      Or, in Ember’s case, never would.

      Choosing to let the conversation die, Ember put her attention on the houses filing past. Extending a finger over the threshold of the window, she said, “1355...1357...There it is.”

      The instant the home came into view, Kaia smashed the brakes. Jerking them to a stop, Ember slapped both palms against the dash, barely catching herself before the momentum sent her face-first into the hard plastic.

      Remaining braced for a moment, she turned her head to the side, letting Kaia see the angst on her face. “Nice.”

      “Thank you,” the young woman replied, a smile forming as she killed the engine and pulled the keys from the ignition. “Driving is one of my special skills.”

      Lifting her sunglasses from her nose, she set them in place atop her head. “Shall we?”

      Allowing herself one extra second, Ember pressed her fingers into the dash. She forced them down long enough to see the tips flash white beneath her nails before pushing herself back against the seat. Unbuckling her seatbelt, she climbed over the door beside her, intent on getting out before her temper got the better of her.

      For no less than the tenth time, she found herself wondering if Kaia’s actions were meant to goad her, or if the woman really was that daft.

      Most likely, a combination of the two.

      “Sure.”
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      The house was not an exact replica of those from the drive in, though it wasn’t far off. Built on a concrete pad, it was constructed of wood painted pale yellow, white trim outlining the windows, doors, and corners. A single story tall, it had a pitched metal roof that shone bright under the afternoon sun, a porch with white supports lining the front.

      Crowding in tight on either side of the sidewalk were a host of fan palm trees providing shade to most of the front. A single concrete drive went straight from the road to a freestanding garage out back, a Jeep with the windows zipped out sitting before it.

      Standing at the foot of the front walk, Ember took everything in. Drawing up skills first attained years before, honed in the time since, she pushed Kaia and their previous conversation from her mind.

      In their stead, she felt the warmth of the sun on her skin. Heard the sound of a lawn sprinkler two doors down pushing out a steady flow of water. Smelled the scent of somebody nearby getting an early jump on dinner, searing something on the grill.

      “Count to ten, then walk up to the front and knock,” Ember said without taking her gaze from the front of the home.

      “Why?” Kaia asked beside her. “I have the keys if you think you’re going to ditch me and bounce with the car.”

      Again, Ember didn’t bother looking over. Letting out a slow sigh, she lowered her eyelids for a moment, her core tightening and releasing in short order.

      Having to haggle for every inch was starting to wear thin in a hurry.

      “He’s going to run,” Ember said.

      “Bullshit,” Kaia said, blond hair flashing as she whipped her head toward Ember. “You don’t even know if anybody’s inside, let alone if it’s a he. Damned sure don’t know he’s going to run.”

      Once more, Ember ran her gaze over the front of the house. “If it is and he does, you let me have more than bread for dinner.”

      She could still feel Kaia’s gaze on her skin, a flash of white appearing in her periphery as the young girl smiled. “I like your confidence, but it doesn’t work that way. The rules aren’t mine, remember?

      “Besides, I never told you to have bread for lunch. That’s just all you wanted.”

      Not once in her life had Ember ever wanted bread for lunch. The hours she spent on the treadmill were done in a direct battle with carbohydrates, the glycogen they produced at odds with her profession and the look she’d tried so hard to maintain for her ex-husband.

      Though neither had done her a great deal of good in the end.

      Taking a step forward, Ember headed toward the driveway. She didn’t expect that Kaia would rise so easily to the bait, but it was worth a shot.

      The moment now past, it was time to move on.

      “Ten seconds,” she repeated over a shoulder.

      Increasing her stride, Ember walked straight past the house. Keeping her gaze aimed at the ground, she glanced over every couple of steps, new details emerging as she went.

      Every window closed tight, the blinds pulled. The lack of an air conditioner rattling, despite the heat. No noticeable smell or sound coming from inside.

      All the signs were there. Either the owners were gone, or somebody was hiding.

      Given that Ralph had just traced the phone and found it to be there and the windows were zipped out of the Jeep, there could be only one other possible explanation.

      And Ember preferred not to think about that at the moment.

      Keeping her pace even, Ember walked straight back to the Jeep and peered inside. No keys. Nothing more than an empty soda can in the middle console and some fast food wrappers in the passenger foot well. All fairly recent.

      A good sign for avoiding the third possibility.

      Aware of the clock continuing to wind down, Ember turned back to the house. Raising her pace to a jog, she positioned herself just to the side of the back door, her body turned so she was hidden from view, a shoulder tight against the side of the house.

      There, she waited, hearing just the faintest knock sound out in the distance. Holding her breath, she listened as a second chorus broke out.

      Years of arriving to speak with people that didn’t want to bother with her had taught Ember that almost always, a house would let her know when somebody was inside. It would creak. It would sigh.

      It would do something to alert her.

      This one was no different.

      The shifts were subtle, easily missed by someone that wasn’t trained to hear them, but to Ember they were blindingly obvious. Two quick sounds in order, she picked up movement inside, tracking as it headed her way.

      Turning away from her post, she positioned herself directly in front of the door, waiting as the sounds grew ever closer.

      The door was a standard kitchen affair, an inner wooden model paired with an outer door constructed of metal and glass. Just ten seconds after Kaia first knocked, the interior one swung open to reveal an early thirty-something man with dark hair. His attention turned toward the front, he didn’t even look back to see Ember as he pushed open the second door, headed for the Jeep.

      Waiting just long enough to let it swing open a couple of inches, Ember launched her body forward at the door. Catching the metal frame of it with the meat of her shoulder, she drove it straight back into him, the metal smacking flush against his temple.

      Only nominally larger than she was, he took the blow full across the face, crumpling beneath the weight of it. Dropping hard to the kitchen floor, he lay in stunned silence, blinking up at her, trying to make sense of what had just happened.
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      The man’s name was Will Carlow. No more than a year or two over thirty, his thick dark hair was styled into the newest hipster rage, the sides shaved close with the top long and combed back and across. A thick line had been razored along his part, accentuating it at an angle away from his forehead.

      Narrow shouldered, he was dressed in cargo shorts and a Marvel comics T-shirt, brand-new sneakers on his feet.

      With the exception of his haircut, it made Ember think of the middle school students who used to loiter on the corners by her precinct.

      Seated on the couch in the living room of the home, he appeared to still be in a bit of a daze, his movements slow and stilted. Standing in front of him were Ember and Kaia, both with their arms crossed, the three of them forming an isosceles triangle.

      “You realize it’s illegal to just come into somebody’s house like this, right?” Carlow said.

      A few feet away, Kaia snickered, the sound likely a response to both his high-pitched voice and the question he’d asked. Not once had either identified themselves as police, or shown him ID, though already that was his assumption.

      A fact that - in itself - told Ember plenty.

      “You always run when somebody knocks on the front door?” Ember replied.

      “I do when it’s two crazy bitches here to take me out!” Carlow snapped back, his voice rising.

      This time, Ember could feel the corner of her own mouth rising into a snort. “Trust me, if we wanted to take you out, we would have, and we damned sure wouldn’t have knocked.”

      “And if you don’t believe us,” Kaia said, leaning forward at the waist, her eyes narrowed slightly, “call us bitches again and see what happens.”

      Staring back at them, Carlow’s eyes went wide, though this time he had the good sense to remain silent.

      Letting him stay that way for a moment, Ember pulled back. She cast her gaze around the room, taking things in, the place having all the classic earmarks of a crash pad.

      A single sofa and armchair in the living room. No television, no rug on the floor. A kitchen space attached to it that looked like the appliances had never been used, if they were even connected.

      Somewhere in the back, she would venture that there was a stack of mattresses sitting on the floor and maybe a single towel in the bathroom.

      Nothing else.

      The interior temperature was well above eighty, though no air conditioning was on.

      “Why are you here?” Ember asked, her body turned as she continued to look things over.

      “Where else would I be?” Carlow replied. “I live here.”

      Shifting back to face him fully, Ember said, “No, you don’t. Nobody does.”

      Across from her, Carlow opened his mouth to respond, the next canned answer already lined up and ready to go, before pulling up short.

      “My questions to you are, who owns this place, and why are you here now?” Ember asked.

      Glancing between the two of them, Ember could practically see Carlow’s mind working as he tried to weigh his odds. His head remaining stationary, he flicked his focus between the two of them, trying to process what he knew.

      Which was not what they wanted. Processing often led to lying. It led to someone putting together a narrative they thought would slip through.

      Pushing off her back foot, Ember rushed straight forward. She slapped her palms flat down on the man’s thighs, her nose flying to within just a few inches of his before stopping abruptly.

      “Who. Do. You. Work. For?” she spat in measured tones, her eyes wide. “And I’ve already put your ass down once today. Don’t even think about lying to me again.”

      On her right flank, she felt Kaia press in tighter. Whether it was to make sure she didn’t overstep or to increase the pressure on Carlow, Ember didn’t know.

      Could not have cared less either way.

      Pressing his upper body back as far as he could into the couch, Carlow’s jaw flapped twice as he attempted to find the words. Jerking his focus between them, he managed, “I...I...”

      “You...you...what?”

      “I’m just a messenger,” Carlow managed to shove out. “A middleman. Nothing more.”

      “A middleman for what?” Kaia snapped, her voice loud and angry in Ember’s ear.

      “For whatever,” Carlow said. “People call me, ask me to set up a meeting.”

      “What people?” Ember asked.

      “What kinds of meetings?” Kaia added.

      Carlow never got a chance to respond to either, interrupted by the front window exploding beside them, shards of glass scattering across the wooden floor.
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      Jonas hadn’t intended to take things as far as he did. Even less did he actually want to.

      The plan upon walking into the holding pen specifically designed for John Lee Tam was to scare him. To let him know that he was completely and utterly alone. That his only plausible recourse was to answer whatever was asked of him.

      If that didn’t work, maybe throw around a bit of holy water. If things really got ugly, maybe force some of it down his throat.

      But never did he envision having to go as far as he did.

      By the time he left, Tam had been carved into something that vaguely resembled a tiki he had once seen on a trip to Tahiti. Chunks of flesh were missing from all four limbs. More blood and bodily fluids than he thought someone the size of Tam could possess were splattered across the floor.

      Still, he had gotten what he needed from the man.

      Even without the threat of actually killing him.

      As well versed in the ancient laws as most anyone, Jonas knew there was no way Tam could expire, but he was still subject to the limitations of the body he inhabited.

      Traveling with Micah in the passenger seat, Jonas pulled up in front of the address Tam had finally divulged just twenty minutes after walking out of the holding cell. Not even bothering to wash the blood from his pants, he was seated behind the wheel of a battered Ford pickup, his nerves twitching.

      For the first time in ages, he could feel adrenaline seeping through his system.

      Beside him, Micah’s was so high it could practically be smelled.

      “Ford Mustang out front,” Micah said, his gaze settling on the vehicle at the same time as Jonas’s. “Ember?”

      The thought had occurred to Jonas as well. “Possible. Even likely. Jeep in the driveway is probably the mark.”

      Twisting in the front seat, Micah looked the length of the drive, spotting the vehicle sitting back near the garage. “Sit and wait for them to come out, or go barging right in?”

      Under normal circumstances, Jonas would opt for the former. Never before had he heard of anybody named Ember, which meant he was flying blind. If left to his own druthers, he would pull down the street, find a nice vantage point, and sit down to watch.

      The more information he had on an opponent, the better.

      Given the orders from on high, though, and the lengths Tam had gone to in keeping this location a secret, it didn’t seem the most prudent.

      “Don’t have the time,” Jonas said. Easing the truck past the Mustang, he nudged it to the side of the road and killed the ignition.

      “Right,” Micah agreed. Flexing and unfurling his left hand atop his knee, his breathing increased, veins popping to the surface of his skin.

      By far the greenest of the crew, he hadn’t yet learned how to control himself in the face of impending action.

      Which, all things considered, wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

      “Split it up, or straight through the front?” Micah asked.

      Again, Jonas flicked his gaze to the rearview, seeing the Mustang sitting silent. Just like him and Micah working together, it was exceedingly rare to see the other side send someone out solo.

      It was also equally unusual for a handler to step inside unless absolutely necessary.

      “I was thinking of pulling a Tampa,” Jonas said.

      Grunting softly, Micah nodded. He put his gaze on the house and said, “Tampa works.”

      Reaching for the handle, Jonas didn’t say another word. He circled out from behind the wheel and walked back the length of the truck bed. Reaching in as he went, he snatched up a rusted wrench from the bottom of it, hefting the object in his hand as he headed toward the front of the house.

      Falling in beside him, Micah matched his pace, body pitched forward, ready to hurtle himself forward as soon as he was given the command.

      “You ready?” Jonas asked, knowing the answer before it left his lips.

      “Do it,” Micah replied, bending at the waist, angling himself like a sprinter about to come out of the block.

      “One. Two. Three!”

      Whipping it across his body, Jonas sent the wrench flying parallel to the ground, the ends rotating like a propeller. The instant it was gone, Micah took off after it, arriving just a split second after the projectile shattered the front window, the sound of breaking glass echoing the length of the street.
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      The front window exploded in a swirl of glass shards. An instant later, a heavy object thumped against the living room floor, just narrowly missing Ember’s feet. Thrown with such force, the dense object thudded against the wooden surface, sending vibrations up through her ankles.

      Standing in the center of the room, her hands on Carlow’s thighs, the sudden intrusion left her frozen in place. Her jaw dropping open, she turned toward the window, her body rigid, trying to make sense of things.

      Not until the door burst open a moment later, a long and lanky black man built like a well-muscled spider filling the front space, did she snap herself back into the moment.

      “Go, go, go!” Kaia yelled beside her, the young girl’s torso slamming into Ember, pushing her to the side.

      Snapping both hands out, Ember grabbed for Carlow’s wrists, connecting on the left, her fingers just grazing him on the right. Shoving off of her right foot, she tugged him across the couch, his limp body little more than dead weight.

      “Move, dammit!” Ember said, giving up on his wrist and grabbing him by the shoulder. Pressing both hands against him, she shoved him across the width of the couch, Kaia sliding past her and continuing to force him toward the rear of the house.

      “No!” the intruder barked from behind her, his voice deep and resonating in the small space.

      Jerking her attention back toward the sound of it, Ember turned in time to see him stalking forward, covering the area in long strides. His hands balled into massive fists, he came straight for her, launching into a looping hook aimed at her head.

      Who this man was or what he was after, Ember could only speculate about. She’d barely been given any details on the case, and already it was turning into a mess, a veritable tangle of people and facts and interactions.

      Seeing the oversized missile lined up for her brow, Ember dismissed all of those concerns out of hand. She didn’t worry about identifying herself or asking why this guy had just stormed in, instead letting pure instinct take over.

      Diving straight ahead, she rolled beneath the looping punch. Glass fragments dug into her shoulder and the back of her scalp as she let her momentum carry her to her feet. Whirling just in time to see the man had reversed course on his punch, she ducked under the tip of his elbow whistling toward her head.

      A second time Ember let it sail past her, the ten inches in height disparity working in her favor, ditto for the small confines of the living room.

      Once it was by her, Ember pushed forward instead of back. Moving in tight on the man’s body, she shot a palm strike at his solar plexus. Connecting square, she rotated on the ball of her right foot, swinging her left knee up hard, aiming for his hamstring.

      So intent on the blow, on aiming for the spot just above his knee, she didn’t see the left cross coming straight for her. Less than an instant before her knee struck home, mere inches separating her from contact, the man’s middle knuckle slammed into her temple.

      Stars erupted before Ember’s vision as her body was pitched to the side. Seeming to levitate for a split second, she hung in the air, all sound bleeding away.

      As fast as the moment arrived, it ended with her landing in a heap on her side, pain coursing the length of her body.

      Tumbling to the floor, Ember went flat onto her shoulder blades, her legs curling up atop her. A dull buzz settled into her ears as her vision blurred.

      Twice she tried blinking it clear before finally getting things back into focus.

      “Go! They went out the back!” a second voice yelled, this one older, not nearly as deep.

      Crunching through the remains of the front window, the man slammed into the first attacker, shoving him toward the rear of the home.

      As fast as the two had arrived, both were gone, leaving Ember where she lay.
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      The item that had shattered the front window to the house was a wrench. With an inch-and-a-half head on it, the tool weighed a couple of pounds, the weight balanced evenly, over a foot in length. Coated in rust, Ember could feel the flakes digging into her palm as she stumbled out of the home, her balance off.

      Staggering with her body turned to the side, it was like the world was tilted, colors brighter than usual, as if she was staring at things through water.

      Barely able to keep her weight balanced above her feet, Ember paused in the middle of the front yard. Hands held to either side, she tried to reach an equilibrium, body swaying slightly.

      She was so intent on keeping herself upright, she didn’t hear the engine of the Jeep turn over. Wasn’t able to make out the sounds of voices yelling.

      Didn’t notice a thing until Carlow’s Jeep tore around the edge of the house, headed straight for her. Moving in reverse, it shot clear of the corner and moved across the front grass, chewing through dirt and sod as it went.

      Her eyes wide, Ember remained rooted in place, watching it approach. Unable to move, her synapses still firing too slowly to allow for quick and decisive action, she let her jaw sag open as it bore down on her, only at the last second jerking a hard angle and sliding up alongside her.

      A spray of organic detritus slapped against the front of Ember’s jeans as Kaia leaned across the front seat. A smear of blood ran down one cheek, hair stained red, matted to the side of her head.

      “Come on, let’s go! Move your ass!”

      Reaching over the passenger seat, Kaia shoved the door open, the metal swinging within inches of Ember.

      “Now!”

      Her body still moving in slow motion, her mind barely able to process what was happening, Ember reached out. She tossed the wrench into the footwell of the Jeep and extended both hands, barely clasping the seat before Kaia shot forward.

      Clinging through nothing more than muscle memory, Ember balanced a single foot on the support rail along the side of the vehicle as they went hurtling away from the house. Hanging there for more than ten seconds, she closed her eyes tight, waiting until they slowed at the corner before pulling herself inside and slamming the door shut.

      Leaning back in her seat, Ember rested her head against the chair back. She closed her eyes, feeling the warmth of the sun and wind whipping across her skin, before rolling her focus toward Kaia.

      “You okay?”

      The young girl didn’t bother looking over as she downshifted the rig, her features twisted up in anger. “Just dandy. You?”

      Unable to fully process the sarcasm being tossed at her, Ember allowed her head to swing back to face forward. Her eyes slid shut again.

      “Feel like I got hit by a bulldozer.”

      The sound of transmission gears grinding could be heard, followed by Kaia saying, “Yeah, well, you kind of did.”

      Somewhere deep in the recesses of her brain, Ember registered what was being said, though that was as far as things went. Bits of questions leapt forward, fizzling out like the flight of a crippled bird before ever becoming fully realized.

      “Who were those guys?”

      “Nobody,” Kaia muttered.

      “Nobody?” Ember asked. With each word, her voice sounded further away, almost hollow. “And where is Carlow? Did they take him?”

      The speed of the wind passing over them picked up. If Ember were forced to guess, she would imagine they were back on the freeway, heading faster than necessary in the opposite direction.

      To where, ultimately, she could only guess at.

      “He’s gone.”

      Cracking her eyes open, Ember flicked her gaze to Kaia. In the late-afternoon sun, her skin seemed to almost be glowing, offset by the crimson streaks of blood streaming down the side of her face.

      “He’s gone? What’s going on? Who were those guys?”

      A series of striations appeared along Kaia’s jawline as she clamped her mouth down tight. Keeping her gaze aimed straight ahead, she gripped the wheel in both hands. Each breath was loud and angry, pushed out in measured bursts.

      “Kaia-”

      “Stop,” Kaia said, cutting Ember off before another question could be asked.

      “Stop? Why?”

      “Because you’re not going to remember a damn bit of this anyway,” Kaia replied, “and I don’t feel like having to answer all your dumbass questions twice.”
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      There was no doubt in Jonas’s mind that if he’d given Micah the go-ahead, the young man could have tracked the Jeep down by the time it made it to the corner. Not by going straight to the pickup and firing it up, wheeling around and trying to chase them down using the vehicle.

      Of that, there would be little chance, the head start they had too large, the truck much too old for such a charge.

      On foot, though, his cohort could have nabbed them with relative ease, his elongated stride catching up to them in short order.

      The reason he didn’t give the green light was because it presented little benefit to them. Already they had burst through the front of a middle realm house and had faced down the enemy. They had watched as their opponents tore away, making quite the spectacle in the process.

      All they would accomplish in extending the encounter was to draw further unwanted attention to themselves.

      Besides, they already had what they had come for.

      “Are you sure?” Micah asked. His body perpendicular to Jonas, he bounced on the balls of his feet, ready to take off in pursuit.

      “Yes,” Jonas replied, his tone iron, his entire focus aimed on the man lying on the ground before him.

      If John Lee Tam was to be believed, his name was Will Carlow, and he was a middleman. An arranger.

      For who or what, Jonas didn’t know just yet, his attention no longer on the women, instead focused on the person before him.

      “Call Gad,” Jonas said. “Tell him we’ve got another one coming in.”

      For a moment, Micah remained in position, his body coiled, ready to be off.

      Just as fast, the pent-up energy bled away, the charge fleeing from his form.

      “And then bring the truck around. We need to get this guy loaded and moving.”

      Jonas was not the healer on the team, but he’d seen enough battle injuries to give a reasonably decent prognosis.

      And his initial thought on this man was that he was already treading on borrowed time.

      The wounds he’d sustained weren’t intentional. For either side to have brought him so close to death would be treading perilously close to a direct violation of the rules of the middle realm and cause for immediate expulsion, a sentence too severe to even contemplate.

      But that didn’t mean that sometimes humans weren’t in the worst possible position, their frail forms no match for the concentrated power on display around them.

      He’d once heard it described as a beachgoer in the middle of a shark fight. The animals might not be aiming for them, but the odds of their escaping unscathed weren’t good.

      Never would he have thought to put it that way, but it certainly wasn’t the worst explanation he’d ever come across.

      Lowering himself to a knee, Jonas touched his thumb and index finger to the man’s chin. Rolling his face to either side, he examined the gash that creased his brow, his dark hair matted with heavy blood loss.

      Along his opposite cheek was a stripe of bruising that was already purple, threatening to explode into a dozen different colors in the coming hours.

      And that was to say nothing of the grotesque angle of the man’s left leg.

      Rising, Jonas turned back toward the house. Out front, he could hear the truck engine spring to life, knowing that Micah would soon return.

      There was so much more to do, so many things he would like to try to raze from the house, but for now it would have to wait.

      Getting the man back and finding out what he knew had to take precedence.
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      Somewhere thirty miles west of where Kaia sat, the sun was setting over the Pacific Ocean. The end of another perfect day on Earth, it was probably settling down over the water, a thousand brilliant orange crystals dancing across the surface. Above it, flares of purple were sprawled across the sky.

      There might even be a famed green flash at the end, that one final gasp that only the rarest of sunsets afforded.

      Tourists by the hundreds were no doubt lining the beaches, their phones and iPads and whatever other electronic devices they had all held at arm’s length, trying to capture the moment.

      No way could they face the horror of actually just enjoying something for what it was.

      Sitting on the same picnic table she and Ember had shared earlier in the day, Kaia watched the sun fade in the distance. Nowhere near the ocean, she watched it slowly dip behind the horizon, nothing more than a few errant trees and succulents providing context.

      And as it went, she wished for just a night that it would take some of the infernal heat she was always forced to experience with it.

      Her face still twisted into a scowl, Kaia raised a can of Pabst Blue Ribbon to her lips. The weakest alcohol on the market, it was little more than swill, water with a touch of food coloring.

      She’d heard Kombucha, the latest ridiculous health craze gripping the nation, had more alcohol content, but at least with this stuff she didn’t have to worry about tearing up her throat on the way down.

      And it wasn’t like she was going to be getting a reprieve any time soon. Not after the day she’d had. Certainly not after the return call she was waiting on.

      Finishing the last of the can, Kaia crunched the thin aluminum in her hand and cast it into the empty swimming pool. Watching until it disappeared over the front lip of the concrete hole, she extended her hand for another, making it almost to the cardboard case beside her when her phone sprang to life.

      Much louder than necessary, Patsy Cline’s “Crazy” spilled into the evening air, a wince forming on Kaia’s features.

      And Ember thought waking up to the Macarena was bad.

      Unwilling to let the song go longer than necessary, no matter how much she was dreading the call, Kaia snatched it up. She put the phone on speaker and balanced it across her knee, focus still on the waning sunset stretched before her.

      “Mr. Typhon.”

      “Oh, shit,” Typhon replied by way of a greeting. “That’s the first time you’ve called me ‘mister’ in more than three decades. And we both remember what that was all about.”

      Kaia did remember. All too well. It was an incident she’d rather not even think about, let alone repeat.

      “What’s wrong?” Typhon asked.

      Pulling her focus from the horizon, Kaia passed a hand over her brow. Making it only as far as the gash above her left ear, she jerked her hand back, skin tightening around her eyes in a wince.

      “That’s why I’m calling you,” Kaia said. “To find out what’s really happening here.”

      Twice since returning Ember to the motel and getting herself cleaned up, Kaia had been through the case file Typhon had given her. Most of it had been nothing more than background on Tam, a laundry list of how he’d become employed and everything he’d done since.

      With a tenure fast approaching a century, it was quite extensive.

      None of it explained in the slightest what had happened earlier in the day.

      “What?” Typhon asked. “The girl? She’s not working out?”

      “No,” Kaia spat, “I’m talking about the fact that we got a visit from Jonas and Micah this afternoon.”

      Forgetting her place for just an instant, she let the anger she felt permeate the words, the outburst gone before she even realized it. Not that she was terribly keen on pulling it back, even if she could.

      Sometimes, it was a part of the job.

      “Jonas and Micah?” Typhon asked, his voice flat. “Are you sure?”

      Leaning back, Kaia made a face at the phone, strongly resisting the urge to wave her middle fingers at it, before returning to her original perch.

      “I didn’t get a great look at Jonas, considering I was hauling ass out of there, but I sure got a good look at Micah’s fist.”

      There was still a slight ache at the point of contact, though nothing another Pabst couldn’t fix.

      “You saw them, and they engaged?” Typhon asked, a touch of disbelief in his voice. “What were you doing-”

      Not appreciating the question, or the underlying sentiment, Kaia said, “We were questioning one of the last people known to have talked to Tam when they knocked the damn door down.”

      For a moment, there was no response, Typhon fitting the information into what he knew. “Did Ember do something? Were they called in because of error?”

      “No,” Kaia said. Much like the file, she’d been through their sequence of the day multiple times, each time coming up clean. “Truth be known, she’s pretty good. It wasn’t that.”

      “Hm,” Typhon said, the sound little more than a grunt. “Who was the mark?”

      “Not sure,” Kaia replied. “Says he’s a middleman, someone that higher-ups call when they want to talk. He arranges things, then gets out of the way.”

      “And who was the higher-up?” Typhon asked.

      “Don’t know,” Kaia responded. Knowing the question was coming since the instant her phone had rang, she shoved it out, hoping to get past it as soon as possible. “We had just started when things went sideways.”

      “Where is he now?” Typhon asked.

      Her eyes sliding shut, Kaia swallowed hard. “Gone.”

      “Gone, or gone?” Typhon asked, a hint of derision creeping in.

      The last Kaia had seen of Carlow, he was crumpled in a bloody heap in the driveway. Whether he was alive or dead at the moment, she didn’t know.

      Didn’t have the time or the inclination to stick around and find out.

      Not given where she was, not even knowing for sure what was really going on.

      “Not sure,” Kaia whispered.

      A string of mumbled obscenities was Typhon’s first response. Able to picture the man rising from his chair and stomping around, running a hand back over his head, Kaia waited.

      Whatever outburst was coming wouldn’t be the worst she’d endured.

      That honor remained with the incident from years before.

      “Damn,” Typhon eventually said. “Damn damn damn. When I handed you this case, I thought maybe Tam was getting close to his century mark and decided he wanted out. That’s why I gave it to the newbie.”

      A moment of surprise passed through Kaia at the fact that Typhon was already moving on before she focused on the words he’d said. Nodding slightly, she had to agree with his reasoning, having thought the same thing when given the case originally.

      The reasons people made deals with Hell were so wide and varied, there was no point in trying to find a pattern. Some wanted instant gratification, others were after eternal glory.

      The sole point of commonality they had was that at some point, they almost all wanted out.

      And a hundred years was a pretty standard checkpoint along that journey.

      “I assumed the same,” Kaia said. “This was a simple missing person. Guy on the run, thinking he could get past the deal.”

      “Turns out he wasn’t in the wind,” Typhon said. “He was being held.”

      Kaia grunted a soft agreement. “Which opens up a whole lot more questions.”

      “Yes, it does,” Typhon said, resignation in his voice.

      Recognizing it as such, Kaia opted to remain silent. She knew him well enough to know that the conversation was effectively over. Once that tone was taken, he was already moving forward to the next step.

      Trying to figure out what to do about it.

      “Let me make some phone calls,” Typhon said. “Where are you guys now?”

      “Back at the motel,” Kaia said. “We both traded shots with Micah. I’ll be alright, but she’s down until morning.”

      “Right,” Typhon said, responding before the words really resonated. “Wait...she took a shot at Micah?”

      Again, Kaia opted to remain silent, given nothing more than a nod as she watched the last winks of sunlight fade from the sky.
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      Dale a tu cuerpo alegria Macarena...

      The volume was somehow louder than the morning before, ripping Ember from her sleep. How long she had been out, or how she had even gotten back to her room, were both mysteries to her.

      Replaced only by the rhythmic gyrations of that damn song, the faux-Latin beat pounded through her eardrums, threatening to force her brain out of every possible opening.

      Without opening her eyes, Ember lashed out with a single fist. Wielding it like a sledgehammer, she pounded her pinkie down against the top of the machine, rendering it mercifully silent on contact.

      Even if there was a decent chance she broke her finger in the process.

      “Nice shot,” a voice said, the sound unexpected, jerking Ember’s eyes open.

      Sitting straight up in bed, Ember’s eyes went wide to see Kaia perched at the base of it. One foot on the floor, she rested on a haunch, bent over the exposed lower half of Ember’s left leg. “If I had to listen to another line of that shit, I might have killed something.”

      “I...wha...how...” Ember muttered, her mind rifling through what she saw, trying to make sense of things.

      “Why?” she eventually managed, a crease forming between her brows as she shoved the word out.

      Making no effort to respond, Kaia took Ember’s foot by the ankle. Rotating it an inch to either side, she leaned close and peered down before sitting upright, the corners of her mouth turned down.

      “We need to talk.”

      Rising from the edge of the bed, Kaia took a few steps forward, grabbing at the lone chair in the room. Leaning back, she dragged it toward the bed before turning and lowering herself into it. Extending her feet before her, she perched them on the spot she’d just been sitting, crossing them at the ankles.

      “The man and the dog you met yesterday, tell me about them.”

      Awake no more than thirty seconds, Ember stared at her incredulously. Raising both hands to her face, she attempted to pass them back over her brow before a sharp pain erupted above her eye. Drawing in a sharp breath, she jerked them way, looking down to her palms to see a faint smear of blood across her skin.

      “What the...” she muttered, confusion setting in, battling with the pain she felt for top billing inside her skull.

      “Like I said,” Kaia said, “we need to talk.” Tipping the top of her head toward the nightstand, she motioned to a glass of water sitting beside the busted remains of the alarm. “Drink. And take the pills. You’re going to need them.”

      Dozens of questions, comments, concerns, all floated to the front of Ember’s mind. Fixing a look on Kaia, she searched for any sign of reaction, seeing nothing beyond the girl’s even look and the splash of bruising along the side of her face.

      One at a time, Ember worked through them, remaining silent as she pushed her backside toward the wall behind her. The upright position caused what felt like a swelling in her head, her brain seeming to grow two sizes inside her skull.

      Leaning back against the wall, she took up the pills and the glass of water. Without even knowing what they were, she downed them, along with more than half of the water.

      Keeping her hands wrapped around the glass, she lowered it to her lap and said simply, “I’m listening.”

      “You first,” Kaia replied. Using her chin, she gestured to Ember’s outstretched leg. “Tell me about the dog and the man you met yesterday.”

      More uncertainty flowed through Ember as she glanced down to her leg. Moving back to Kaia, she made it just halfway there before snapping her focus back, staring at the smooth skin before her.

      “How...?” she muttered. Less than twenty-four hours before, a dog had ripped into her with enough force to ruin the bottom half of her pants leg.

      Now, there wasn’t a single mark on her skin.

      “The man and the dog,” Kaia repeated.

      Keeping her focus on the leg another moment, Ember tried to make sense of what she saw. Slowly lifting her gaze to Kaia, she said, “The dog was a big white beast named Toby. He came after me when I went over the gate, took a nice bite when I tried to get back over.

      “His owner was a guy named Rocco. He apologized profusely, took me inside, fixed it up for me.”

      “Did you see it after he bit you?” Kaia asked, her eyes narrowed in focus.

      “What?” Ember asked.

      “The leg,” Kaia replied, shifting her gaze up to Ember. “Did you look at it after the dog bit you? See the actual wounds?”

      Opening her mouth to respond, Ember pulled up short. She thought back on the day before, replaying it in her head, before pushing out a quick breath.

      “No, actually. Rocco insisted on cleaning it himself, even told me to lie back while he did it.”

      “Right,” Kaia said, nodding her head slightly. “Let me ask you, in your previous life, were you a religious woman?”

      It seemed an odd question to ask of someone who had done what she did, the confusion within her only mounting.

      “No more than the next person. Christmas, Easter, the occasional baptism. Nothing crazy.”

      “Which is why you missed it.”

      Rising from her seat, Kaia walked to the front of the room. Hooking a finger behind the curtain, she peered out, bright sunlight illuminating her face.

      “Missed what?” Ember asked.

      “The references,” Kaia replied. “In the Bible, Saint Roch – Rocco - is the patron of dogs.”

      Not sure if she was being put on, if Kaia was just messing with her for sport again, Ember kept her features even. “The Bible? As in...”

      Letting the curtain fall back into place, Kaia waved a hand her direction. “Yeah, yeah. The Word of God, all that.”

      “And you think-”

      “And one of the more well-known dogs in the Bible,” Kaia continued, “escorted Tobias and Raphael in their travels.”

      Still trying to wrap her mind around the first part of Kaia’s story, Ember barely heard the follow-up. “The Bible,” she repeated, disbelief heavy. “You think what happened yesterday...”

      “And in the story of Lazarus,” Kaia continued, “street dogs would lick his wounds clean, healing them.”

      Feeling her frustration spike, Ember let out a slow exhalation, looking away from Kaia to keep from openly glaring again.

      “Okay, you got an A in Religious Studies. Enough with the half-statements and cryptic messages. Just tell me what the hell is going on here.”

      Continuing to pace, Kaia made it to the far corner, checking the other window, before returning to her seat. Dropping unceremoniously down into it, she folded her hands over her lap, lacing her fingers.

      “As of yesterday, you are an employee of Hell, are you not?”

      Not sure if the question was rhetorical or not, Ember chose to remain silent.

      “Just like Tam, and myself, and thousands of others out there,” Kaia continued. “Is it really so hard to believe that the other side has people working for them as well?”
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      Kaia had been right. The pills did dull the initial spike of pain in Ember’s head, though a slow and steady thumping remained. Receding just enough to allow her to think, it lurked right beneath the surface, threatening to explode forth again at any moment.

      Careful about touching her face, Ember instead slid her hands up on either side of her head. Letting her fingers move over her hair, she laced them atop her skull, trying to work through what Kaia had said.

      “So Earth is really just a battleground for Heaven and Hell?”

      Still standing by the window, Kaia looked over, one corner of her mouth raised in a smirk. “You think what happened yesterday was a battle?”

      Her mouth already open to respond, Ember paused, considering the question. “Well, no, but...”

      “Think of it more like...” Kaia said, cutting her off. Letting the sentence hang, she stared off for a moment, considering things, before saying, “The DMZ.”

      “The DMZ?” Ember asked, her voice flat. “As in, Korea?”

      “Yes,” Kaia said. “A wide swath of land separating the two sides. Both patrol it, step in if necessary, but it’s not like there’s active shooting on a daily basis.

      “More of an I-see-you, you-see-me sort of balance.”

      “And in this metaphor, we are North Korea?” Ember asked. “With the volatile, maniacal leader?”

      Jerking her focus from the window, Kaia leveled a hard glare on her. “Who is also now your boss, and did you a solid a few nights ago, if I remember correctly.”

      A bit of venom flared inside Ember, her initial response to being challenged, before abating just slightly.

      Kaia was right. About both parts.

      As much as she hated to admit either.

      “Okay, so Earth is a middle ground,” Ember said. “Sounds very Lord of the Rings.”

      Returning her attention to the window, Kaia said, “That was Middle Earth. Like I told you yesterday, this is what we refer to as a middle realm.”

      Ember’s eyebrows rose, not expecting Kaia to have gotten the reference, let alone correct it. For an instant, she considered commenting before moving on, the list of more important matters to discuss lengthy.

      “So those two men-”

      “Jonas and Micah,” Kaia said. “Micah being the tall black one, Jonas the older guy.”

      Micah, Ember remembered well. She’d gotten a good view of him as he entered, had even gone toe-to-toe with him in the living room for a few minutes.

      Now she had a lovely headache and likely a matching visual on her face to prove it.

      Jonas, she hadn’t gotten much of a look at. She’d heard his voice, had seen his feet stomping past, but hadn’t managed to get a look at his face.

      “Right,” she said, “so those two are angels?”

      Pulling away from the curtain, Kaia moved back for the chair. Going by her stiff posture and the slight wince she had upon settling into the seat, Ember guessed that she too was a bit sore.

      Based on the blood Ember had seen painting the side of her head the day before, it was amazing she was even on her feet.

      “Jonas is lower level, like me,” Kaia replied. “Micah is a bit further on down the list, like you.”

      Ember made no attempt to hide the confusion on her face. Like she’d just shared, in her time on Earth, she’d never spent much time in church. She was familiar with the Christmas story, the death story, could rattle off a couple of verses if really pressed, but it wasn’t like she was a biblical scholar.

      And that was just traditional Christianity, the world having myriad of other belief systems.

      Now, she had apparently been dropped right into the thick of things, being forced to wrap her mind around subjects she’d barely considered before.

      “Jonas is lower level,” she repeated, “as opposed to?”

      “The big ones,” Kaia replied. “Michael, Gabriel, Raphael.”

      Her features giving away nothing, Ember only nodded. Too many questions came to the surface for her to possibly ask them all, each no doubt leading to many more.

      In their stead, she chose to simply remain silent, knowing Kaia would continue when need be.

      “When we got this case, I assumed it was a simple missing person,” Kaia said. “Tam has been on the roster a long time. It’s not uncommon for someone to get sick of it and eventually want out.”

      Ember would have expected no less. Just the second day of her tenure, and already she had had a similar thought or two. For the time being, and hopefully quite a while to come, getting out wasn’t an option.

      But that wouldn’t always be the case.

      “But the other side showing up...” Ember began.

      “Means two things,” Kaia said. “First, Tam didn’t disappear. He was likely snatched.”

      Nodding, Ember pieced together what Kaia was saying, already moving ahead. “And second, this just got a lot bigger than we realized.”

      “Yes, it did,” Kaia agreed.

      For a moment, neither side said anything. One at a time, Kaia pulled her feet back from the edge of the bed. Putting them down beneath her, she leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees.

      “Typhon – my boss, the guy who handled your negotiation, and a demon pretty damn high in the pecking order – is digging into things as we speak. In the meantime, if you’ve got any ideas on this end, I’m all ears.”

      A bit surprised to hear Kaia be so frank, Ember felt her eyebrows rise. Her head rocked back a quarter inch, her gaze locked on her cohort, as she tried to make sense of the situation.

      Pushing aside all the theological jargon, she tried to focus on the case itself. Pulling back her training, she thought about how Detective Lieutenant Ember Squires would have handled things.

      The other stuff, Kaia could deal with.

      “Is Carlow dead?” she asked.

      Still leaning forward, Kaia let her head drop. Showing the top of her scalp to Ember, a few errant streaks of red were still visible, though most of the blood had been washed away.

      “I don’t know,” Kaia whispered. “When we burst out through the back door, I expected Micah to be right on my ass. I didn’t think you’d hold him up as long as you did, so by the time he arrived, I’d let my guard down a bit.”

      Lifting her face back to Ember, a bit of flush covered her cheeks. Throughout the previous two days, all the crazy banter and public flirting and ludicrous driving, the girl had not displayed anything approaching shame.

      Now, it striped her features in a way that Ember hadn’t expected, feeling her lips part slightly as she stared on.

      “When he finally burst out through the back door, I wasn’t ready. He slammed right into my shoulder, sent my ass sailing.” Tilting her head to the side, she pulled back a bit of her hair, revealing a thick gash above her ear. “Landed right on top of Carlow, our heads cracking like a couple of coconuts. I barely made it up and to the Jeep.”

      Dropping her head back into place, she added, “If he did survive, he’s with them now.”

      For just the slightest instant, Ember thought about reaching out. She considered touching Kaia’s arm, or telling her it was alright, or at least trying to impart that it wasn’t her fault.

      Just as fast, she reminded herself that the young girl she saw before her was just a visual. The person inside was a demon, someone bent on making her miserable, an entity with decades of experience, if not longer.

      “And without him-” Ember began.

      “We have no way of knowing what he was going to speak to Tam about, or even who the person was that sent him,” Kaia said, her tone laced with bitterness.

      Both things were questions Ember was about to ask Carlow before the window exploded and things went sideways. Not needing to point that out, she tilted her head back slightly, letting the crown of it touch the wall. Leaving it there, she thought on things for a few moments, the events of the previous day coming back in odd bursts, like watching the world under a strobe light.

      “That’s not necessarily true,” she whispered.

      Across from her, Kaia lifted her gaze, blond hair falling across her face. “Yeah? How’s that?”

      Raising a single finger, Ember pointed to her jeans crumpled into a pile on the floor, the leg of them still stained dark with her blood.

      “The last thing I did as I stumbled out yesterday was grab the wrench and Carlow’s cell phone. Maybe we can call Ralph, get him to give us a hand on whoever he’s been talking to.”

      Flicking her gaze to the jeans, Kaia’s eyes pinched up just slightly. “Who the hell is Ralph?”
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      Jonas hadn’t been to bed in two days, and he could feel it starting to wear on him. If left to his own preferences, there would be no need for sleep. No cause to ever stop moving forward.

      The rising and setting of the sun would be nothing but a way to track the passing days.

      That was against the rules though, ancient laws that had been put in place ages before to govern how the supernatural would behave while on Earth. Chief among them was the fact that any angel or demon that resided in the middle realm must inhabit a human form, subject to the same needs and limitations.

      They had to eat. They had to sleep.

      And they could be injured, forced to undergo the same – albeit much faster – healing process.

      That very process was what was now keeping Jonas awake and pacing. Making steady laps around the barn, enough to have worn a path through the tall grass surrounding it, he checked in every hour with Gad to see how the progress with their newest guest was coming along.

      Each time was answered with the same non-response from the healer, the man much too smart to ever display the annoyance he must have been feeling with the constant disruptions.

      Multiple times throughout the night, Jonas had considered giving in to rest. Many times while pacing beneath the star-filled sky, feeling the cool night air on his skin, he thought of lying down. Of trying to find some time to let his system recharge, knowing it would be much needed in the days ahead.

      As fast as the thoughts arrived, though, they were shoved aside, his mind much too active to ever allow sleep to find him.

      On the surface, the scene at the house in San Diego had been a success. They had interrupted an interrogation in progress, had even managed to secure the person who was being held.

      The higher-ups were pleased. It was only through blind luck they had gotten a bead on Tam, hearing that something might be making the rounds that was best left untouched.

      Now nabbing the man who had served as a direct connection to him was a coup. He could lead them to the next person in the chain, ultimately gifting them exactly what was wanted.

      Having been there, Jonas wasn’t quite as satisfied with things. He had witnessed a common underling square off with Micah, landing a few punches before being dispatched. He had watched as she and her demon handler both sped off into the distance.

      Had even made the decision not to send Micah after them.

      In the moment, it had seemed like the proper response. Now, with the addition of time, uncertainty was starting to creep in.

      The sun was just above the horizon as Jonas stepped inside, his footfalls silent against the floorboards. Moving through the living area, he saw Micah curled onto the same sofa he’d been using the day before, his frame much too long for the tiny piece of furniture.

      An arm curled beneath him, his head rested on his bicep, his lips moving slightly in his sleep.

      Leaving him to rest, Jonas continued through the kitchen and into the sleeping quarters, the smells of blood and cleaning solution in the air. As he entered, Gad looked up from his post along the side of Jonas’s bed, the young man from San Diego sprawled atop it.

      Wearing only a pair of shorts, his frame was thin, free of any muscle definition. A web of what Jonas had heard described as tribal tattoos was etched into his skin, starting on his right arm and covering much of his shoulder and chest.

      A cast encased his leg from toe to hip. A heavy bandage covered most of his head.

      That part didn’t bother Jonas in the slightest.

      The thick layer of sweat beaded on his skin did.

      Walking to the foot of the bed, Jonas folded his arms over his chest, staring down at the young man.

      “How’s he doing?”

      Glancing up, Gad’s eyes were bloodshot, heavy bags hanging under each. Awake just as long as Jonas, it appeared he too was feeling the strain of the last couple of days.

      Caring for multiple patients in such dire condition had a way of doing that.

      “He is alive,” Gad said simply, “but his system isn’t capable of processing the same as we are. I’m accelerating things as much as I can, but as you can see...”

      He extended a hand to the patient, letting the man’s state finish the sentence.

      Grunting softly, Jonas nodded. He’d known when they transported him that it was going to be difficult bringing him along.

      At least, in a manner timely enough for their concerns.

      “Has he said anything yet?” Jonas asked.

      “No,” Gad replied. “Some pained gasps and whatnot, but nothing intelligible.”

      “How far do you think he has to go?” Jonas asked.

      Casting a weary gaze up at him, Gad stood. Two pops could be heard from his back as he took his feet and moved closer to the bed, pulling back the bandage just slightly, the underside pink with bodily fluids.

      “Wound is closed, will begin mending fairly soon,” Gad said, keeping it pulled back long enough for Jonas to get a look before lowering it back into position. “The internal stuff? It’s hard to say. Could be around the same time, could be longer.”

      Once more, Jonas grunted. The limitations of the human brain to withstand trauma was something he’d been aware of for centuries. For their part, even mortals were now beginning to understand the seriousness of the issue.

      Given the blood on the scene and the state the young man was in when they found him, trying to speculate when he might be beneficial to them was anybody’s guess.

      “Okay,” Jonas said. “Come get me the second anything changes.”

      Gad nodded, returning to his seat. “You going to get some rest?”

      “No,” Jonas replied, heading for the door, already heading back to the path outside.
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      Typhon had been forced to be careful about the various feelers he put out. Like any organization, working for Hell still required a certain amount of workplace decorum. Friendships and alliances needed to be honored. The same with existing differences or grudges, this sort of thing being information that an enemy would certainly use against him.

      And most importantly, he needed to be certain not to induce panic. A single contracted employee that was seeking to get out was one thing. An issue that had already resulted in open hostilities with angels was quite another.

      Especially when it was as yet unknown what had even precipitated such an event.

      Of the various inquiries Typhon had made, there was one in particular he had put out. Someone that he had only had a couple of loose interactions with over the years, he wasn’t certain at the time that a return call would ever be made.

      Just that if he didn’t at least make the attempt, there could be consequences later.

      Standing alongside his desk, his hands clasped behind his back, Typhon had jerked his attention toward the phone the instant it sprang to life. Remaining rooted in place, his eyes bulged slightly as he stared at the screen, a ripple of palpitations rising up through his core.

      Leaning forward, he considered putting the call on speaker before thinking better of it. Even with the door closed, he wanted strict control over the conversation, not even his secretary trusted with what might be said.

      “Valac,” Typhon said. Pausing, he cleared his throat, before adding, “Thank you for calling me back.”

      On the opposite end, a voice that sounded almost childlike responded, “Of course, Typhon, though I must confess, I was more than a little surprised to hear from you.”

      The words were much in line with what Typhon expected, a perfect summation of everything he knew about the man. The high voice was a symmetrical match for his cherubic features, a look that most easily mistook him working for the other side.

      The demeaning manner of speaking.

      The words practically dripping with condescension.

      “And I at making the call,” Typhon said, “but I seem to have run into a situation here, and I was wondering if I might pick your brain a bit.”

      Pausing, lingering on it just long enough to make Typhon realize what he had said, Valac said, “By all means.”

      His back teeth coming together, Typhon clamped down on the phone. He squeezed it tightly enough to hear the casing crack slightly, warning him that total annihilation might soon be in the offing.

      Forcing a slow breath out through his nose, he released the tension in his hand.

      Never let it be said that working with assholes was something only humans were privy to.

      “Few days ago, one of my charges went off the grid,” Typhon said. “Guy coming up on an even hundred. We assumed he was just sick of the life and decided to run.”

      “A reasonable assumption,” Valac said. “I’ve never lost one, but I’ve heard for some of you it happens quite frequently.”

      Stopping his pacing, Typhon stared at the wall. He narrowed his focus, his gaze hardening as it fixed on an onyx carving, practically willing it to explode under the force of his glare.

      “Yeah. It happens,” Typhon deadpanned before pushing on ahead. “But this time, when I sent my team out to find him, they discovered he didn’t run, he’s actually being held.”

      “Oh,” Valac said, his voice rising slightly. “I’m very sorry to hear that.”

      The statement could not have been made with less enthusiasm, Typhon’s ire spiking further.

      “But unfortunately, I haven’t heard of any such thing,” Valac continued. “I can ask my minions, but I don’t know that I can be of much help.”

      “No, that’s actually not why I reached out,” Typhon said. “I have people on that, should be taken care of directly.”

      Whether it would be or not, he couldn’t say yet, though he wasn’t about to admit as much to Valac.

      “The man that was taken is an antiques dealer, and we have reason to believe that the reason he was snatched was because of something in particular he was looking into.”

      “Oh,” Valac repeated, this one drawn out much longer than the previous. “I see.”

      Each of the upper-tier demons, those working just below the top decisionmaker himself, were imbued with certain traits. Depending on their origin or by whom they were later depicted, some had even been called powers.

      Typhon had great strength, and what was believed by many to be the ability to converse with animals.

      Valac was considered masterful at finding treasures.

      “Now, I don’t have any idea what the item might be at this time,” Typhon said, “but I was wondering if anything unusual had caught your eye recently.”

      The words tasted like bile in Typhon’s throat. Even as he asked them, he knew that a straight answer would not be forthcoming, his colleague much too arrogant to allow for that.

      Not to mention enterprising, the cost for any information one that Typhon would have to bear for a long time moving forward.

      “Not right off,” Valac said. “At least, nothing that rises to the top of the pile. You know how often I get these requests.”

      Rolling his eyes, Typhon began to pace again. The bastard was going to make this as difficult as possible on him.

      “Which is why I called you. Every person I’ve asked was unanimous that if anybody would know, it would be you.”

      Only one other had even mentioned Valac, and that was with a heavy admonishment to be careful of what he wished for.

      Still, this was hardly the time for pride to be getting in the way.

      “Normally, this works the other way around,” Valac said, reciting the information as if a teacher lecturing a class of children. “People ask me about a specific item, and I put my considerable talents to use tracking it down.”

      Raising his right hand, Typhon balled it into a fist. He squeezed so tight, he could see the inner workings of his veins laced just beneath the skin, a crosshatch aching to burst through the surface.

      Three times already Valac had made a point of mentioning his greatness.

      The man’s special skill was finding treasure. It wasn’t as if he could control all the creatures in the ocean or cause the volcanoes to rain down simultaneously.

      “Okay, well, if you’ve got nothing,” Typhon said, already yearning to be off the phone, “thanks for your time.”

      “Now wait,” Valac said. “I said normally, not always.”

      Pausing, this time to let it be known that he too could control a conversation, Typhon allowed one corner of his mouth to curl up. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning,” Valac said, “give me an hour. Something like this, already up on the other side’s radar? Shouldn’t be hard to find.”

      Flicking his gaze to the clock in the corner of his phone, Typhon nodded. He’d been waiting eight hours for Valac to call him back.

      One more wouldn’t hurt.
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      The man’s name was actually Gary Reese, not Ralph. Once Ember had explained to Kaia who she was referring to – earning barely a snort in the process – they had made a call.

      Regardless what his name was, he hadn’t been any happier to hear from them, mumbling a few choice words about Ember and her sudden intrusion into his life in the process.

      What he could have been doing that was so important, or hadn’t been done a million times before, she didn’t pretend to know.

      The phone they had lifted from Carlow was a burner, a cheap plastic model that wasn’t a flip phone, but wasn’t more than a half-step up from it. Containing nothing in the address book, only a trio of numbers existed in the call history.

      Of those, one they were able to cross off instantly as Tam.

      Leaving the other two with Reese, Ember had cast the phone aside and put her feet on the floor, making it only as far as a standing position before dropping back into place. There she sat for a full two minutes, waiting as the world stopped spinning and the pressure in her head pulled back slightly.

      To her surprise, Kaia said not a word throughout, her face pinched in, her focus square on the situation before them.

      On the second attempt, Ember had managed to find her feet, the pills she had taken kicking in, allowing her a trace of equilibrium. Padding around to the bathroom, her goal had been making it to the toilet, her progress stopped by the sight of herself in the mirror above the sink.

      Pulling up short, any need to urinate vanished, replaced by a feeling bordering on abject terror as she stared back at the glass.

      In high school, Ember had played basketball and volleyball. In college, she rowed for Seattle University. In the time in between, she had taken advantage of living in the Pacific Northwest, hiking and camping whenever the opportunity presented itself. After college, she had gone to the police academy, working the beat before moving up as a detective.

      She was used to a few scrapes and bruises.

      What stared back at her in the mirror was a far, far cry from that.

      The entire left half of Ember’s face was stained dark, the colors moving from black in the center to blueberry and violet along the edges. The outer part of her eye was red and bloodshot, a furrowed gash more than two inches long across her forehead.

      Gripping either side of the sink, Ember stared in horror at what she saw, her mouth sagging open.

      More than once, she had encountered gang violence. She’d seen far more than her share of domestic abuse.

      Never had she seen something like this, the colorful display before her looking to far exceed what a body should be able to withstand.

      “All this from one punch?” she muttered, her eyes locked wide and fixed as she stared at her reflection.

      As if summoned by the sound of her voice, Kaia appeared in the doorway. Leaning a shoulder against it, she folded her arms and said, “Micah’s not mortal, remember? That wasn’t a normal shot to the face.”

      Rotating her head slowly to see how far the bruising extended, Ember said, “But still. I mean, he got you too, and all you have is a gash on your head.”

      “Yeah, but I’m a demon,” Kaia said. “You’re just a peon.”

      Turning at the waist, she glanced back over her shoulder before adding, “Actually, it’s a damn wonder you’re even holding up as well as you are. Last person I knew of to get whacked like that didn’t fare quite so well.”

      Her focus still on the mirror, Ember had no idea how anybody could call what she was staring at as faring well.

      “Yeah,” she mumbled, turning her neck to look at Kaia, she repeated the same question she’d already asked a handful of times. “So how does all this work?”

      “All what?” Kaia asked, her brows rising slightly in question.

      Shoving herself away from the sink, Ember turned, resting her hips against the porcelain fixture, it too somehow feeling hot against her skin.

      “Being here. I mean, I’m already dead, right?”

      “Doornail,” Kaia confirmed.

      “But I can get bruises? And I need food and sleep?”

      “Ah,” Kaia said, understanding the question. “Those are the rules for operating in the middle realm. We don’t age, and we can’t be killed, but we have to abide by the same things as humans.”

      “And that’s supposed to make it fair?” Ember asked.

      “Fair?” Kaia asked, again shifting to look over her shoulder. Disappearing into the room, she said, “No, but it’s meant to make us less obvious.”

      Returning an instant later, she had Ember’s phone in hand. Vibrating one time after another, she extended it across the bathroom, Reese’s number up on screen.

      Accepting it, Ember put it on speaker.

      “Hello?”

      “Yeah, you broads still need these numbers?”

      In the doorway, Kaia rolled her eyes.

      Opposite her, Ember made a face, mouthing, “Broads?”

      “Please,” she managed to get out instead, leaving aside the questions she harbored about how old Reese truly was.

      “Alright,” Reese said. “First one was easy peasy. Pizza joint in Del Mar. Fillipi’s Pizza Grotto. Supposed to be the best pie in town, and given what it did to my throat and ass when I tried it, it must be pretty good.”

      Pain erupted along the left side of Ember’s face as she winced, forgetting about the bruising as she reacted to the unnecessary visual of Reese working through his own version of Hell.

      “Thanks for that,” Kaia said, not quite able to keep her thoughts to herself.

      “You’re welcome,” Reese said, hints of amusement in his tone. “The second number is from a landline in Solana Beach. House sitting right on the water, registered to a Property Management Company known as C.D. Waterman.”

      “Clever,” Ember said, the attempt at humor too obvious and juvenile to elicit anything more.

      “Yeah, everybody’s a damn comedian,” Reese said, signing off without another word.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t that her ex-husband was getting remarried. She had known it wouldn’t take long for him to find another, the man always one that measured himself by his standing in the eyes of others. Thinly veiled insecurity hidden by a veneer of having the biggest home or the shiniest car or the newest phone.

      Even Ember herself had at one time been a trophy. Lithe and lean, she was the youngest female to ever attain the rank of detective in the Seattle Police system, a talisman to be boasted about at parties.

      Until one day the hours grew longer. And the stress combined with her advancing years. What was once supple and contoured became sharp and peaked.

      What was once something for him to put on a pedestal became an impediment, at which point she had to go, making way for Shasta, just as someday she too would be cast aside, ceding the floor to the next in line.

      All that, Ember had had months to prepare herself for. Like someone walking through the various stages of self-discovery, she had been past anger and bargaining, had even gotten over any residual grief, making it all the way to a place where she was at peace with things.

      The man was who he was. She had known it for years, not one bit of it coming as a surprise.

      Even at that, never would she have thought he would stoop so low as to try to replace her, to fill their son’s head with images of another woman sliding into her spot.

      Locked on that singular thought, Ember sat behind the wheel, gripping it tight in both hands. Her mouth drawn into a tight line, folds of skin appeared around her eyes as she stared out.

      Before her, the world was narrowed to a single cone of light. With the high beams off to keep from blinding them in the face of the driving snow, she resorted only to the low lights, a spread no more than ten feet before them visible. Interspersed by thousands of tiny white needles flying at them, it was as if Ember could feel every last one piercing her skin, the words of her son ringing in her ears.

      “Mommy?”

      Deep in thought, the word did little more than bounce off the hardened cocoon of thought Ember was wrapped in. With her shoulders hunched toward her ears, she could feel every muscle in her body clenched, wanting nothing more than ten minutes alone in a room with the bastard.

      And maybe a set of handcuffs.

      Or even the night stick she’d carried when first working the beat.

      “Mommy?” Emory asked a second time, this one a bit louder, barely able to penetrate her thoughts.

      Blinking twice, Ember drew in a deep breath, puncturing the angry bubble she’d been wrapped in. Leaning back, she pulled in a second one, the warm, stale air blowing through the vents filling her lungs, licking at the sweat lining her brow.

      “Yeah, buddy?” she asked, tilting her chin his way, her gaze never leaving the road.

      “Are you mad at me?”

      The speedometer dipped a few miles slower as Ember eased back on it. Her mouth dropped open as she glanced his way, feeling the heat fleeing from her features.

      “What? No. Why would you ask that?”

      Both sets of knuckles were buried in his lap, the ends of his fingers laced together. Like eight tiny white heads, they bobbed back and forth as he wiggled them, staring resolutely down, not once lifting his attention her way.

      “Because of what I told you,” he said. “About what Daddy said.”

      “Of course not,” Ember said. Flicking her gaze to the road, she returned it to the passenger seat. “What have I always said? You can never get in trouble for telling the truth, right?”

      Emory’s attention remained straight down as he continued to study his fingers. A small murmur of some sort passed his lips, too faint to be heard.

      “Right?” Ember pressed. Releasing her viselike grip on the wheel, she extended a hand. Lacing her fingers through her son’s thick hair, she rubbed her hand back and forth, tousling his floppy locks.

      Evoking the same small smile it always did, he turned his attention up to her, a gap-toothed smile on his face. “Right.”

      “That’s right. Beside, I could never be mad at you,” Ember said, matching the grin. “Want to listen to some music?”

      Seeing the smile on her son’s face grow wider, Ember took that as an answer. Reaching out, she brought the radio to life, the first station well into the throes of “Hotel California.”

      Deciding to leave it there, Ember pulled her hand back, lifting her attention to the road ahead.

      Where the deer had come from, how long it had been standing there, she had not a clue, her mind processing it just a split second before impact.

      She never even had a chance to tap the brakes.
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      With the Mustang still sitting outside the house in Del Mar, Kaia had swapped out the Jeep for a Dodge Viper. Made in the mid-nineties and originally fire red in color, it had faded a bit with time, the body dotted with dents and rust spots.

      When or where she had gotten it, Ember didn’t pretend to have any idea.

      Thankful to not have the perpetual wind that came with riding in the Mustang slapping at her face, she reached out, adjusting the vents and thermostat.

      “Nice ride.”

      “Yeah,” Kaia agreed without looking over, most of her face hidden behind her mirrored sunglasses. Any lasting residue of the blood in her hair had been washed away, the gash hidden from view.

      To look at her, one would never know the encounter the day before had taken place.

      “Air conditioning is broken,” Ember commented, giving up on it and turning the fan off to keep any further hot air from blowing in on them.

      “No, it’s not,” Kaia said. “Hell, remember? Why do you think I had us in a convertible before?”

      It being her first day, Ember hadn’t given much thought to what they were riding in, though the reasoning made sense. Offering nothing more than a grunt in response, she turned her focus out the window.

      For years, she had heard that San Diego was supposed to be the crown jewel of the country, the closest to paradise that could be found on the mainland. With pristine beaches and perfect weather, folks in Seattle were perpetually talking about flying down for a few days.

      Now she was beginning to understand why so few actually did.

      And why none ever seemed to make a second trip.

      Since leaving the motel, both sides of the freeways had been lined with structures that looked to have been constructed in the seventies. While downtown had the ballpark and a host of skyscrapers, and she imagined the navy base facilities were second to none, the rest of the city seemed to be a snapshot of a different era.

      Clapboard houses without proper insulation for the heat of summer or cold of winter. Hotels that hadn’t been updated in decades. Cars that had aged beyond their years because of the elements.

      And that was to say nothing of the terrain, everything but the narrow strip along the coast effectively a desert. Steep ravines and poor soil conditions made planting anything almost impossible, shades of brown the predominant color as far as she could see.

      Sweat lined her brow, dripping into her left eye, burning the open wound on her forehead. Knowing better than to dare touch either, she laced her fingers in her lap.

      For a moment, she allowed herself to think back to home, wanting nothing more than to be standing on the bow of a ferry boat. She could almost feel the wind passing over her, the cool ocean mist on her skin.

      So intense was the memory, a thin smile settled on her features. No longer was she stuck in California, barely even noticing as Kaia turned off the freeway and headed toward the coast, covering the last half-mile of the continent before hooking a sharp left and beginning to climb the bluffs looking out over the beach below.

      Pulling herself from her thoughts, Ember watched as they wound their way up a steep drive, passing through a gate with a sign for the BBCC on one side, the letters spelled out to stand for the Beach Bluff Condo Complex on the opposite side.

      “Original,” Kaia quipped as they rolled forward.

      Offering nothing more than a smirk, Ember watched as the world to either side shifted again. Plush grass was mowed short, hedges trimmed to an even height, a series of concrete paths winding through them.

      Interspersed along the paths were numerous golf carts and scooters, octogenarians in bright colors out and about, some deep in conversation, others shuffling along, getting in their daily exercise.

      “Talk about Hell, huh?” Kaia whispered, pushing them straight ahead.

      Offering nothing more than a grunt, Ember watched as they passed a clubhouse and a pool center, most of the chairs already taken, social hour in full swing.

      Sitting back farther off the road was a series of condo buildings, teams of gardeners tending to everything.

      In every available parking spot sat a high-end car, many gleaming beneath the morning sun.

      “Jeezy,” Ember muttered, “how much you think a place like this costs?”

      “More than a detective makes,” Kaia replied. “Water bill alone up here must be a fortune.”

      Choosing to ignore the barb, Ember returned her gaze to the window. She watched as the numbers on the corners of the buildings grew higher, counting them off as they got closer to their destination.

      One by one they slid past, the one they were looking for not revealing itself until they were in the far corner of the complex. More than a mile past the clubhouse, it looked to be a small freestanding structure, nothing but open bluff past it to the south.

      In front of it sat a refurbished Volkswagen bus, the sides painted teal with the top and bottom both done in white.

      As out of place in the complex as the cottage itself, Kaia pulled to a stop behind it. Glancing to Ember, she checked the number again before commenting, “This looks like the place.”

      The building had the same basic cosmetics as those around it, though the similarities stopped there. While many were three stories in height, with at least a half-dozen units per floor, this one was a single level tall.

      Only one sidewalk snaked from the parking space to the front door, that being the sole entrance to the place. Blinds were pulled in the windows along either side, blocking the interior from view.

      “Any idea what we’ll find up here?” Ember asked.

      “Nope,” Kaia said.

      Thinking back to the last time they had approached a property they didn’t know anything about, Ember couldn’t help but recall the encounter with the angels. Or the aftermath of it stretched across her skin.

      “And we’re sure that walking up there unarmed again is a good idea?”

      Reaching for the door, Kaia pushed out, glancing across to Ember. “This time, we’re not unarmed.”

      Leaving it at that, she swung away from the car. Pausing just slightly along the front fender, she waited for Ember to join her before the two headed up the walkway together.

      With each step Ember could feel her nerves tingling, more sweat rising to the surface. Flicking her gaze to either side, she strained to hear anything from within, to smell the slightest hint of somebody cooking.

      Anything that might give them a tip as to what they were facing.

      As best she could tell, there was nothing.

      Keeping her pace even with Kaia’s, she headed for the front. Unsure what weapon her colleague was referring to, not seeing anything in her hands beyond the car keys, Ember bit back any trepidation she was feeling.

      Worst case, she would catch another punch or two. But like Kaia had said, it wasn’t as if she could be killed again.

      Reaching the door first, Ember extended a fist to knock. Her hand made it no more than halfway there before the door swung open, a man standing before them.

      Not expecting either, Ember paused, blinking quickly, her mind fighting to process what she was seeing.

      “Man, I have been waiting for somebody to show up,” the man said, a smile on his face.

      Dressed in boxer shorts and a tank top, he wore a satin robe of purple and gold hanging open over them. Curly hair covered most of his head, a grizzled beard taking care of the bottom half of his face. At least fifty pounds overweight, what could be seen of his cheeks was bright red.

      “I mean, I wasn’t actually expecting you two to be the first here,” he added, raising his hands to either side and extending them forward.

      Looking to Kaia, he said, “A demon...” Rotating at the waist, he gestured to Ember and said, “And...wow, that is some shiner you’ve got there.”

      For as many questions as Ember had upon their arrival, dozens more came pouring in, none more glaring than the obvious.

      “Wait,” Kaia asked, “you can see us?”

      “Of course,” the man replied. “Why do you guys think I called you?”
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      John Lee Tam had no way of knowing how much time had elapsed. If he was forced to guess, he would imagine at least a day, though there was no way to be certain.

      Not stuck in the timeless environment of his holding cell, the lights always on, no windows or doors to let in light, much less any clocks.

      And definitely not while slipping in and out of consciousness, his body no match for the sheer amount of trauma it had been through.

      The sequence had started with holy water. Forced down his throat, tossed across his skin, it had stripped away layers of flesh. A cross between a chemical burn and a blow torch, it had ignited every nerve ending in his body, lighting him up from within.

      By the time that portion of things was over, his entire form was soaked. Sweat, blood, urine, every bodily fluid that could be excreted had, many times over.

      Panting and exhausted, Tam had hovered on the border of consciousness, trying to fight off dehydration.

      And that was before the man had gone to work with that damn knife of his.

      Many times over the years, Tam had been cut. A man doesn’t live for more than a century, doesn’t grow up on the streets of Hong Kong or spend a career working in high-end antiquities, without the occasional slash.

      While painful, occasionally bloody, never had he experienced anything like that.

      Starting on the still-festering wounds left by the holy water, the man had peeled away the charred flesh one layer at a time. Working like an archeologist on a treasure find, he had scraped away one full cross-section of skin before moving on to the next one.

      Each just as excruciating as the one before.

      What it was he thought Tam knew could only be guessed at, the full extent of his knowledge expelled after being forced to drink the holy water. After that, he couldn’t tell if the man was actually looking for information, or just enjoying the process.

      Still seated in the same metal chair in the middle of the room, Tam’s chin was against his chest. His shirt was still damp, the sealed air of the room already supersaturated, unable to absorb even another drop.

      The scents of urine and excrement hung heavy, both soiling his boxer shorts, his bindings prohibiting him from going anywhere to relieve himself.

      Not once in the preceding century had Tam regretted his decision. The life he led was far from perfect, and over the years he’d repeatedly wrestled with his conscience, but by and large, it was all worth it.

      Each year was more exciting than the one before, the stretch of human and technological capabilities outstepping anything he could have ever imagined. Vividly he could recall once asking his parents if anybody had ever been to the moon, their response raucous laughter.

      Now, that was an eventuality almost fifty years in the past.

      To think what the coming days might hold.

      Sitting in the brightly lit room, his body fighting for survival, for the first time he thought he no longer wanted to do it. Not at this cost, not bearing these scars forevermore.

      His mind barely able to string together a coherent line of thinking, the sound of the lock turning on the sole doorway into the room barely penetrated Tam’s psyche. Not until it swung open, a puff of cooler air hitting his skin, did he raise his head.

      Staring out beneath heavily lidded eyes, he watched as the man stepped back inside. In his hand was a glass of water and a bowl of rice, the jug and knife nowhere to be seen.

      Not that that did anything to calm Tam’s nerves.

      Straining against his bindings, he twisted himself in his seat. Clamping his jaw and his eyes both down tight, he pulled back as far as possible, feeling the fibers of the ropes holding him in place digging into his wrists.

      “No,” he muttered, the sound just barely audible. “No.”

      Stepping inside, the man closed the door behind him. He walked forward, the items held before him, stopping just short of Tam.

      “You don’t have to be afraid. I will not hurt you anymore.”

      Gone was the tone the man had taken on his previous trip. In its place was one of placation, so soft it resembled a parent speaking to a young child.

      “I am sorry to have hurt you at all.”

      The words did nothing to abate the fear within Tam. A person didn’t live as long as he had without seeing every possible ruse that someone could attempt.

      Usually, this sort of thing was best handled with two people, one the proverbial good cop, the other bad. In this case, it seemed the man was intent on trying to play both, hoping the meager offerings of food would be enough to erase what had happened before.

      “My name is Jonas. I am an angel. Much like you work for Hell, I work for Heaven.”

      Bending at the waist, he set the food and water down on the floor. Leaving them there, he took a step forward, causing Tam to strain harder against the ropes. Fresh droplets of warm blood oozed from his wrists, running down the length of his fingertips as he tried to pull away, every muscle fiber in his body pulled taut.

      Seeming to ignore it completely, Jonas continued forward, kneeling beside the chair. Using his fingers, he deftly unknotted the ropes from around the bottom rungs, leaving them to swing free from Tam’s wrists, before stepping back.

      “I was only doing my job,” Jonas said.

      To that, Tam gave no response. Despite being free, he didn’t move an inch, didn’t bother to even open his eyes.

      “We were told the situation was beyond dire,” Jonas said. “I am sorry, but there was no time, and we needed the information you had.”

      The floor squeaked slightly as he took another step back, a gap opening between the two of them.

      Even as he went, the sound of his voice growing more distant, Tam refused to move, to allow the man to think what he was doing was working in the slightest.

      From what he could remember, the day before they had eventually drawn from him that there was a middleman, a person named Will Carlow, who was said to have a seller with an item of extreme value.

      An item that went well beyond the usual sort of thing that passed through his shop, the wealth it possessed far beyond any mortal currency.

      “Please, eat.”

      A moment later, Tam heard the door swing shut. Forcing himself to remain motionless, he counted off seconds in his head, waiting through more than a minute of total silence before slowly unclenching. Cracking open a single eye, he rotated his head an inch toward the door, surveying the room, before opening them both and turning to face forward.

      Remaining still another moment, he waited to ensure the man wasn’t set to return, before the depleted state of his body won out. Sliding forward to his knees, he didn’t even bother lifting the bowl to his face, instead diving straight in, grabbing up mouthfuls of rice like an animal falling to a trough.
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      The man didn’t bother to usher Ember and Kaia inside. Instead, he left the front door open, disappearing back in the direction he had come from, allowing them to enter as they chose.

      Standing on the front step for a moment, Ember reached out and slowly rotated the door closed a couple of inches, enough so that the glass on the top half of it caught their reflection. Not sure what to expect, she waited as her own face came to stare back at her.

      That part didn’t so much surprise her.

      What did was the being standing to her left.

      Gone was any trace of Kaia, or at least the figure that Ember had come to know as Kaia. In its place was something much better described as a creature, an amalgamation of every demon depiction she’d ever witnessed.

      Standing more than a foot taller than Ember, she had dark skin stretched across a taut form, sinew and veins bulging. In place of hands were something close to hooves, a part through the middle separating the ends into two broad fingers.

      For a head, the figure had an angular face with pointed nose and chin, skull pulled into two spires extended horizontally above the ears.

      Not quite horns, but not far off, either.

      Had Ember not known already that Kaia was a woman, there would have been no way of determining gender.

      Her mouth dropping open, Ember felt her eyes grow wide, three perfect circles all formed on her face. “How...how...?” she managed, nothing further crossing her lips.

      “Is this possible?” Kaia asked, the face beside her pulled into a permanent scowl, appearing to be incapable of any further emoting.

      “Yeah,” Ember whispered.

      “Because I’m letting you,” Kaia said, her tone the sole thing remaining from the previous visage. “You’re still programmed to see you, which is how in the bathroom mirror or when you’re alone, that’s the reflection you get. Around anybody else, it should be the avatar.”

      Still trying to work through the creature standing beside her, trying to juxtapose that with the girl she’d been attached to the last couple of days, Ember gave a stiff nod. “Which is why I saw the red hair yesterday at the gallery.”

      “Yes,” Kaia said. “And why you usually see my avatar.”

      “Right,” Ember whispered. “The one you specifically designed to piss me off.”

      Beside her, the beast’s head rocked back slightly, the only indicator that she had smirked.

      “Hey, would you rather look at this all day?”

      Keeping the door in place another instant, Ember slowly reached out. She grasped the corner of it and pushed it back open, their reflection sliding from view.

      Kaia was right. Never again would she say a word about having a half-dressed party girl behind the wheel for them.

      Because as she now knew, it could be much, much worse.

      “The blonde’s a good look for you,” Ember said. Taking a step forward, she entered the home, the sound of a television playing faintly in the background the only noise. In the air was a smell that vaguely resembled chicken and waffles. “But that still doesn’t answer how any of this is possible.”

      Moving inside behind her, Kaia closed the door, her feet loud as they clomped against the hardwood floor.

      “No, it does not,” she replied, “but it does tell us why Jonas and Micah showed up yesterday.”
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      The man was waiting in the living room as Ember and Kaia entered. Forming the entire back end of the house, it was framed by floor-to-ceiling glass windows, the Pacific Ocean in the background, small white breakers making streaks across it in both directions.

      A few of the windows were splayed open, a breeze blowing through, aided by a pair of overhead ceiling fans.

      Along one side of the room was a sectional sofa of white leather, either end positioned to align in perfect symmetry with the room. Opposite it was the largest television Ember had ever seen, much bigger even than the eighty-inch model her ex-husband had insisted on buying.

      Between the two was a coffee table loaded with food and drinks, as if a party was set to begin. Among the items strewn across it were the standard chips, candies, and pretzels, along with other delicacies, the source of the aroma Ember had picked up earlier.

      Seated in the middle of the long portion of the couch, the man rested with his arms thrown across the back, a smile on his face. His legs extended before him, his ankles were crossed, matching the way Kaia had been sitting earlier in the day.

      “Ladies, welcome.”

      Glancing over to the spread, Ember asked, “You expecting someone?”

      A look passed over the man’s face, a mix of confusion and hurt. “Yeah. Like I said earlier, you.”

      Ignoring the comment for the time being, Ember cut a glance to Kaia. Walking forward, she made her way to the window, staring out at the view.

      By any appreciable definition, it was magnificent. Up close, she could see a thin sliver of golden sand below, a handful of beachgoers dotting it.

      “C.D. Waterman,” she said. “Cute.”

      “Thank you,” the man replied, his reflection in the glass beside Ember revealing the smile to have grown even larger. “It is nice to be appreciated.”

      Leaving that alone for the time being as well, Ember moved her focus back to the ocean. She watched it for a moment, the blue much lighter than she was used to in Seattle. Stretched to the horizon, she let her gaze linger before slowly bringing it upward, ending with her own reflection just inches from her nose.

      Not the one with the frizzy red hair, but the Ember she was used to seeing. The one that she had woken up to for decades.

      The one that now looked like she had been on the losing end of a fight with vintage Mike Tyson.

      Turning back from the window, she felt the initial surprise of the visit pass. Along with it went the various confusions of the morning, even the remains of the pain she was feeling from the day before.

      Flicking a look to Kaia, she saw the pointed chin dip just slightly, giving her the go-ahead. In the presence of the man, she didn’t appear to have any intention of bothering with the avatar.

      A move that could be apathy or by design, Ember not yet sure.

      Since waking up in Hell, the moments had been very few that she felt like she was in control. A minute or two at the gallery. Nominally more while questioning Will Carlow.

      It was a feeling she missed already.

      This guy, this arrogant smiling bastard, didn’t stand a chance.

      “What’s your real name?”

      Walking forward, she positioned herself just inside the corner of the sectional, making the man turn his head to face her. Crossing her arms, she remained standing, her mouth pressed into a tight line.

      “Wow, you get right to it, don’t you?” the man replied. Extending a hand, he motioned to the spread and said, “Why don’t you sit down? Have some food? We’re just getting started here.”

      Again, Ember cut a glance over to Kaia. She held it long enough to make a point, her cohort catching the hint and moving into position.

      Taking just a pair of steps forward, she matched Ember’s post on the opposite side, the three forming a triangle, the two women and the couch hemming the man in.

      For all the bravado his perch was meant to exude, he had made an enormous tactical mistake. That realization seemed to pass over his features with a quick flicker, the smile wavering just slightly before springing back into place.

      “Your name?” Ember said.

      Unable to look at the two simultaneously, the man glanced to each before settling his focus on Ember. “I go by lots of names. You can call me Bob.”

      The first part of the statement all but confirmed to Ember that the name was false, though for the time being she opted not to press it. Who the man was didn’t matter nearly as much as what he might have.

      “Okay, Bob,” she said, putting enough emphasis on the word to let it be known he was fooling nobody, “why do you say you’ve been waiting on us?”

      Pulling his arms away from the top edge of the couch, Bob folded them across his stomach. A classic defensive posture, already Ember could see some of the original gusto fading, the man realizing for the first time that he might have overplayed his hand a bit.

      “Not you, personally,” Bob replied, “but somebody looking to check out what I found.”

      “Which was?” Ember asked.

      “Isn’t it obvious? I mean, I’m guessing not everybody knows what either of you are really supposed to look like.”

      Keeping her features impassive, Ember cast a glance to Kaia. The man’s ability to see them plainly was clear. How was the part they were still in the dark on.

      A fact she wasn’t about to disclose unless she had to.

      “True enough,” Ember conceded. “But how did you come into possession of it?”

      Looking at each in turn, the man allowed a tiny hint of a smile. “The same way anybody in our industry comes into such things. Put out feelers, always have an ear to the ground, make as many connections as possible.”

      The answer might have played for a boardroom, or a corporate presentation, but Ember was in no mood. “I don’t give a damn how these things usually go. I want to know about this one in particular.”

      The smile grew a bit larger. “I knew you guys would be interested.”

      More than once Ember had been present for these sorts of interrogations. Back-and-forth conversations where the opposite side actually thought they had the upper hand.

      Without fail, all they really attained was her anger.

      Taking a half-step forward, Ember cut the distance between them by half. Close enough she could lash out with a foot if she wanted to, she kept her stare leveled downward.

      “We don’t know that yet. Actually, we don’t know a damn thing beyond the fact that your name isn’t Bob.”

      The man opened his mouth, beginning to respond, but Ember pressed forward, in no mood for whatever he was about to say.

      “But there’s some things you need to realize, Bob. Like the fact that my friend here” — she raised a finger toward Kaia, pausing long enough to let Bob look her way, taking in the creature standing over him — “is a demon.”

      She paused again, watching the man’s brows rise slightly. “And unlike most people, you know I’m not lying to you, because you can see her. You can look at that face, and those arms, and imagine every little thing she might do to you.”

      Like an elevator dropping from the highest floor, Ember watched as the color drained from the man’s face. His jaw flapped weakly twice before he found his voice, saying, “But I know the rules. She can’t hurt me.”

      Smirking, Ember let a sarcastic smile form. She glanced to Kaia and said, “Oh, well, he knows the rules.”

      “He don’t know shit,” Kaia said, her gaze never leaving the man, her tone matching the stare she was giving him.

      Returning her focus to do the same, Ember let any previous mirth fade from her features. “You hear that, Bob? Word is, you don’t know shit.”

      “That’s...that’s not true,” Bob managed, any shade of the man who had opened the door long since gone.

      In his place was someone who had dipped a toe into a world he didn’t truly understand, realizing on the fly that hubris and stupidity were both contributing quickly to what could be his undoing.

      Giving him a moment, letting that realization settle in, Ember jerked the top of her head in the opposite direction. “Kaia, the TV.”

      On command, Kaia turned and snatched up the table from beside them. Bowls of snacks scattered across the floor as she flung it one-handed toward the opposite wall, the wooden implement flipping end over end before crashing into the screen of the television.

      Burying the front corner in the dead center of it, the table hung suspended above the floor for a moment before plummeting back to the ground. Landing on all fours, it settled motionless, a sea of glass shards strewn across the floor around it.
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      The phone was still in the middle of its first ring when Typhon snatched it up. Without looking at the name on the faceplate of the screen, he pressed it to his face.

      “Yeah?”

      For a moment, there was no sound on the other end of the line, long enough that Typhon thought the line might be dead. He pulled it away, seeing that it was still connected, before looking at the name across the top.

      Valac.

      Sighing, Typhon put the phone back to his face. Knowing that the silence was in reference to the tone and stance he took in greeting, he gritted his teeth.

      This was no time for somebody to be acting petty, throwing up blockades because they might have gotten their feelings hurt.

      Just as surely, it was not a moment for him to be prideful, either.

      “Apologies,” Typhon said. “I was expecting a call from somebody else and just saw it was you, Valac. Thank you for getting back to me.”

      Each word felt heavier than the one before, Typhon hating even hearing them leave his mouth. Still, such was the price of doing business in Hell.

      It wasn’t like it was going to get any better moving forward.

      “You’re welcome,” Valac said, his tone grating against Typhon’s every nerve. “I was able to reach out to my contacts and have found some very interesting information.”

      Leaning forward, Typhon tapped at the top of his desk, bringing the digital surface to life. Flicking a wrist to either side, he shoved aside the programs he’d been working on, bringing up a blank document.

      Holding a finger above the desk, ready to transcribe, he said, “Oh?”

      “Oh, is right,” Valac replied. “Let me ask you, do the names Bruges, Vladivostok, or San Diego mean anything to you?”

      A sour taste coming to his mouth, Typhon pushed out a sigh. He worked his jaw up and down, swallowing down the bitterness he felt before responding.

      Valac knew the areas Typhon was likely to be dealing with. Asking about Bruges and Vladivostok was nothing more than a ruse to try to make himself seem more important. If the man had anything at all in those cities, he knew they weren’t connected to Typhon, though still he felt the need to ask.

      Classic overcompensation pattern.

      Typhon would expect nothing less from a demon that resembled a child.

      “San Diego,” Typhon said.

      “Ah, yes,” Valac said, drawing in a deep breath. “I had figured as much.”

      Fingers still held ready to take down any useful information, Typhon waited, his eyes bulging slightly as nothing more was said. “Uh, what were you able to find?”

      “Find?” Valac asked. “Nothing yet. I’ve only just heard back from my sources and haven’t had time to vet any of this.”

      Again, Typhon sighed.

      “Of course,” he said. “I would expect nothing less on such short notice. Anything you have is appreciated.”

      Rising to his feet, Typhon snapped his legs straight, using the backs of his knees to push his chair away from him. Pressing his left hand into the desk, he leaned forward, aware of precious time slipping away.

      And his patience growing increasingly thin.

      “The word I’m receiving is that someone might be in possession of a Seeing Eye,” Valac said. “Again, I don’t know-”

      “Right,” Typhon said, cutting him off as he scribbled down the information. “I’m not holding you accountable for this. Like I said, I’m just looking for some heading on this.”

      Finishing up his notation, Typhon lowered his right palm to the desk as well, staring at the letters before him.

      On the list of things that he’d rather not have floating around out there, a Seeing Eye wasn’t at the very top, but it wasn’t far down either.

      Clearly, there would be interest in this from the other side as well.

      Taking a moment to process, Typhon asked, “Listen, without giving up your sources, can I ask how news of this got out there?”

      A moment of the requisite hemming and hawing passed, Typhon effectively tuning it out, before Valac said, “While being quite cognizant of my contacts, word is that there is a seller that let it be known they had come into possession of one.”

      “Any idea who?” Typhon asked.

      “No,” Valac said. “The general thinking is that the person deals strictly with middlemen, making a positive identification impossible without prior say-so.”

      The arrangement was a common one, many people who peddled this sort of thing not willing to give up their information easily.

      And with good reason.

      Taking it in, Typhon stared at the words scribbled down in his own hand. His vision blurred as he did so, adding the data to what he already had.

      A Seeing Eye endowed any person who had contact with it with the ability to see past an avatar. Regardless of which side they were affiliated with, any disguise was rendered instantly worthless.

      As a single object, it wasn’t such a big deal. A few people walking the streets, claiming to see angels or demons, could be written off as heretics.

      If too many were to come in contact, though, it could effectively end the presence of Hell and Heaven in the middle realm forever.

      “Listen, Valac, thank you so much,” Typhon said, his mind already working ahead to the next step. “I owe you one.”

      “No,” Valac said, the word drawing Typhon’s attention up from the screen. “You actually owe me two. One, if this turns into something, and another later, at a moment of my choosing.”

      Feeling his rear teeth come together, Typhon clenched until his jaw ached, the animosity he felt bursting through every pore.

      “You got it.”
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      Bob’s eyes and mouth all hung open as he stared across the room. Seeming to forget that Ember and Kaia were standing before him, he focused entirely on the shattered remnants of his television. Moving in slow motion, he leaned forward, gaping at what he saw.

      “You...you crazy-”

      “Unless you want to take a swan dive into the ocean from an eighty-foot bluff, I’d suggest you be very careful how you finish that sentence,” Ember said, cutting him off.

      “Very careful,” Kaia echoed, stepping to the side, blocking his view of the television.

      Blinking twice, Bob managed to pick up his jaw, swallowing hard before looking at them each in turn. “That TV cost me three grand. I had it custom made and shipped to me directly from the factory in Japan.”

      Considering the space they were now standing in, Ember had a feeling he could cover the expense.

      “Then I suggest you stop hiding and start answering,” Ember said. “I’m not sure who you’re used to dealing with, but I assure you, you’re a little out of your league on this one.”

      The world of rare antiquities was one Ember had never dabbled in before. While there was no doubt a market for such things in Seattle, especially given its disparate cultures and place as a port city, it was well outside her purview.

      Kidnapping and murder, the big ones that drove a department’s budget, made up the backbone of her case log.

      And the log for most of her coworkers.

      Even at that, she could imagine that Bob was a big fish in his particular pond, his lifestyle and his attitude both making that much clear.

      “What do you have?” Ember asked.

      Still a bit in shock, Bob stared straight ahead. He leaned a few inches to the side, attempting to see past her to the carnage of his television, before Kaia slid with him, blocking the view.

      “What do you have, Bob?” Ember repeated, raising her voice.

      This time, it had the desired effect.

      Blinking rapidly, Bob retreated back into his seat. Looking up at each of them, he said, “I happened upon it completely by mistake. A guy I know in LA contacted me, said he’d gotten his hands on something that was driving him crazy.”

      Shifting her weight, Ember glanced over to Kaia, the demon’s face unreadable. “Crazy how?”

      “Said he was seeing stuff,” Bob replied. “People with wings, folks with horns, all kinds of weird shit.”

      If he could see them both in their true forms, it bore to reason that wings and horns would both be part of the equation.

      “So you went to take a look?” Ember asked.

      “A look?” Bob asked, his eyes bulging slightly. “Hell, no. Pardon the expression.”

      Holding a hand up, he cast a gaze between them, making sure he hadn’t offended, before continuing, “Dude was somebody I’ve worked with before, pretty straight shooter. If he said he had something, I took him at his word. Drove up that day and got it.”

      “And what was it?” Kaia asked.

      “Nothing too crazy,” Bob said, shaking his head slightly. “Looked more or less like a hand mirror. Real basic design, no jewels or anything, just a plain marble frame with a piece of glass set in it.

      “One look, next thing I knew, people like you two were popping up everywhere.”

      Two days ago, the story would have sounded too outrageous to believe. Ember would have dismissed it as deranged rantings, or drug abuse, or some combination of the two.

      Now, given all she’d seen, it did sort of make sense. She’d have to run some of it by Kaia, but nothing seemed too outlandish.

      Which only made her shudder at what she might discover in the coming years.

      “How many people have you told?” Ember asked.

      Wetting his lips, Bob again shook his head, the skin beneath his jaw coiling and unfurling, his face even redder than when they’d arrived.

      “Just a handful. Started with my highest rollers, then whittled it down to those who might have an interest in such a thing.” Pulling up short, he narrowed his eyes slightly. “Speaking of which, who tipped you guys off?”

      Bypassing the question entirely, Kaia asked, “How many, exactly, is a handful?”

      “How specific were you in describing the object?” Ember asked.

      Not sure which to answer first, Bob looked between the two of them. Seeming to be calculating things in his head, his gaze lingered on Kaia for a moment.

      When in doubt, appease the demon first.

      “Four,” Bob said. “One local, three international. I can give you names, but I went through a middleman on all of them. I don’t talk to anybody face-to-face anymore. Business hazard.”

      Thinking of the shattered television behind them, Ember had to stifle a laugh.

      That was putting it mildly.

      “As far as the specifics,” Bob continued, “I was pretty vague. These people know they can come to me if they’re looking for something particular, but rarely do I reach out, and never without good reason.”

      Silence fell between the group, each stepping back, assessing what they knew.

      Tam would have been the local contact that Bob had reached out to, using Carlow as the go-between. Given the state of his home and showroom, that wasn’t terribly surprising.

      What was the fact that he must have been under surveillance, the correspondence being what must have put Jonas and his team on the scent.

      “Where is the mirror now?” Ember asked.

      Flicking his attention over to her, Bob said, “It’s in a safe place.”

      In no mood for such games, Ember let as much play across her face. “Do I need to ask again if you’d like to go for a swim?”

      “No,” Bob said, “but I’m no fool. I figured someone like you guys might show up here, and having that mirror at arm’s length was the only thing that would keep me alive.”

      An argument that made sense, but also begged a further question.

      Taking a step back, Ember hooked her thumbs into her belt. Looking over to Kaia, she sighed. “So what is it you’re looking for?”

      Matching her gaze, Kaia’s eyes narrowed slightly, as if Ember might have overstepped, before switching back to Bob.

      “Like you said, you’re a businessman,” Ember added. “And there’s no way you risked bringing this kind of chaos down on yourself for nothing.”

      Otherwise, he would have just destroyed the mirror. Or left it where it was.

      Everybody had an angle. This was no different.

      “Well,” Bob said, visibly relaxing just a tiny bit, “I’ve heard you guys – on either side - can cut a deal.”

      Seeing where it was going, Ember finished, “And you figured you could barter for something, using the mirror instead of your soul as payment.”

      Again, Bob looked between them, before nodding just slightly. “Well, yeah.”
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      Ember’s first move was a combination of instinct and muscle memory. There was no time to think, no way of formulating a plan to best handle the narrow confines of the wooded road, the heavy snowfall, and the enormous stag standing in the middle of the narrow lane.

      Jerking the wheel hard to the right, Ember whipped the car to the side, a decision made by the desire to put herself between her son and the danger. The front end jerked to the side, the corner she sat in swerving past the obstruction.

      For the briefest of moments, it appeared that the move would be enough. That the front end would clear the animal, giving her the needed room to course correct and straighten back out.

      With her breath clenched in her core, her heart rate spiked, head lamps throwing a luminous glow over the snow-laden branches lining the road. The world awash in white, everything whipped past in a quick blur.

      “Hang on,” Ember said, her voice elevated to be heard over the radio. Suddenly seeming so much louder than just a moment before, it piped in through the speakers, her heightened nerves making everything seem more pronounced.

      On most any other day, the sudden intrusion would not have been an issue. It would have been a surprise, would have certainly been an obstacle, but it wouldn’t have been impossible. Arguably no worse even than much of the inner-city driving Ember did on a daily basis, maneuvering her way through the dense congestion of Seattle.

      Using both hands, Ember pulled the steering wheel in the opposite direction. Tugging one over the other, she felt the front end of the car veer back toward the center of the road, the tread of the tires fighting for purchase, before the accumulation of slush became too much.

      Unable to find the stable balance of asphalt buried underneath, the tires began to slide, skidding across the surface of the road. With every inch it went, the back end fishtailed harder, drifting out to the side.

      “Mom-meeee!” Emory cried from the passenger seat, his voice loud, fear permeating it. Melding with the strained lyrics of Don Henley, it was if he was speaking in tune, calling out for her aid.

      “Hold on!” Ember yelled again, feeling as the car began to spin. The surface of the road became little more than a sheet of ice, a frictionless slab for them to turn atop, headlights striping the world around them.

      Lifting her backside from the seat, Ember mashed both feet down on the brake. Pressing so hard she forced her shoulders against the seat, she clamped her jaw tight, sucking in thin gasps of air. Sweat bathed her face as her pulse raced through her temples.

      As best she could tell, the road ahead was straight. She just had to keep them in the center of it. Just needed to slow their momentum, get the car to come to a stop.

      Body pulled back into a straight line, like an arrow notched into a bow, Ember willed the car to slow. The snow to stop. The sleet piled high on the road to subside.

      The damn music blasting around them to quiet.

      But none of those things happened.

      Instead, all that did was the tires finally managed to find a grip, digging through the loose collection of water and ice. Ripping into a narrow trench cleared by a collection of low-hanging branches, the tread bit down, clinging to the road for an instant.

      Just long enough to cause the car to stop its spiral, the centrifugal force jerking them to the side, lifting the driver’s side into the air.
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      Ember was left in the house to watch over Bob and make sure he didn’t try anything. Whether that included calling someone, sending an email, or just running out the front door and jumping into his VW Bus, Kaia couldn’t be sure, but she knew there was no way she could risk leaving the man alone.

      Not with everything he had just shared.

      Leaving them both where they were, she stepped out through the front door and returned to the Viper. As inviting as the bluffs out back were, she couldn’t risk a thing she was about to say being overheard.

      Especially not after finding out how many could potentially be descending on the house at any moment.

      Settling in behind the wheel, she glanced into the rearview mirror. Free from her avatar, she saw what Bob and now Ember both did, her true form staring back.

      A good look, if she did say so herself.

      Snatching up her cellphone from the middle console, she scrolled down to the first saved listing and hit send. Bypassing the preferred speakerphone, she pressed it to her face, sweat already bathing her skin, making the smooth plastic slick.

      After just a single ring, it was snatched up, the voice on the other end sounding as urgent as she felt.

      “Kaia!” Typhon snapped. “I’ve been calling for the past twenty minutes. Where the crap have you been?”

      Under normal circumstances, she would take exception to the tone and the underlying insinuation.

      In this case, she let it pass without comment.

      “I’m in Solana Beach,” Kaia said. “It’s a little beach town north of San Diego, and home to the collector that Tam was trying to get in touch with.”

      “I know what it was,” Typhon said. “I made some calls, and I found out-”

      “It’s a Seeing Eye,” Kaia finished. Passing a thumb over her brow, sweat droplets slid the length of it, spattering her lap.

      “Shit,” Typhon muttered, “so he knows too.”

      “If he didn’t, he figured it out the second we showed up,” Kaia said. “Saw right through me, even looked at the real Ember Squires. Whatever he has, it’s the real deal.”

      “Shit,” Typhon spat again. “I was almost hoping that little baby bastard was just messing with me.”

      Years of working with Typhon told Kaia that he was referring to Valac. Having much the same opinion of the demon as her boss, she knew if the two had been in contact, it had been to his extreme chagrin.

      She just hoped he hadn’t promised too much in the process, otherwise, the inevitable fury over it would eventually work its way down to her.

      Things like that just tended to move in one direction.

      “Well, he’s not,” Kaia said. “The artifact is real, but the guy didn’t fully grasp what it was he had. Dumbass cast a wide net, was basically just looking to score a deal.”

      On the other end, she could hear Typhon sigh, almost imagining him pacing behind his desk, running a hand back over his hair.

      “What kind of deal?” Typhon asked.

      “I don’t know,” Kaia said. “Not until the very end did he even mention it. I told him I wasn’t the one to be negotiating with, but I’d step outside and see what I could nail down.”

      Heavy steps echoed over the line as Kaia stared out. Sweat burned her eyes and the small crease above her ear, making her wish nothing more than that she could be walking along the bluffs.

      It would still be hot, but at least she would have air moving.

      “Where is it now?” Typhon asked.

      “He says it’s in a safe place,” Kaia said. “I didn’t want to press the matter until I talked to you.”

      The rules were very clear on how their kind were allowed to interact with humans. Interviewing them was fine. Scaring them was a bit of a gray area, but thus far nobody had ever been prosecuted for destroying a television.

      Taking it any further, trying to torture the man for information, was a dangerous proposition, as such things could lead to places that were strictly forbidden.

      At the same time, both knew the potential impact that a Seeing Eye getting out could have on their kind. If left unchecked for any amount of time, it would effectively end their time on Earth, making it impossible for them to slip by unnoticed.

      “How long’s it been since one of these was around?” Kaia asked.

      She had been a direct employee of Hell for more than fifty years. Not once in her days had she encountered one, only a time or two even hearing of such a thing.

      “Long, long time,” Typhon said, his voice lowered, as if deep in thought.

      “And could it be as bad as I think it could?”

      “Worse,” Typhon responded, not a moment’s hesitation.

      Nodding, Kaia glanced into the rearview mirror. She looked at her true self, seeing what Bob had, what the rest of the world soon might.

      Typhon was right. That was something they could not allow to happen.

      “Orders?” Kaia asked.

      A heavy sigh was the first response. After came a moment’s pause before Typhon eventually replied, “I was just there two nights ago for Ember’s contract. You know the rules.”

      Pressing her lips tight, Kaia gave a grim nod. “Yeah.”

      Demons on the level of Typhon were only allowed on Earth a few times a year. Coming twice in just a few days was all but forbidden.

      That was why they employed people like Kaia and Ember in the first place, to keep the middle realm from becoming an open battleground.

      “You’re going to have to do it,” Typhon said.

      Again, Kaia nodded. It had been a while since she’d negotiated a contract, that one a far cry from these stakes.

      Still, there was no time. They didn’t have a choice.

      “Terms?” she asked.

      “Whatever he wants,” Typhon replied. “Make him work for it, but get that damned mirror.”
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      “Stop what you’re doing.”

      Gad looked up from his post alongside the bed, his features a mask of exhaustion and confusion. “What?”

      “Stop what you’re doing,” Jonas repeated. Entering their sleeping chambers, he strode straight across the room, stopping just short of the bed, his focus on the patient sprawled across the top of it.

      With most of his head still wrapped in gauze, it was almost impossible to tell where he was in the healing process. Strips of bloody bandages filled the waste bin beside the bed, the man’s body still in the same position he’d been in since he arrived.

      “What are you talking about?” Gad asked, rising to his feet. Raising both hands, he rubbed them over his cheeks. When he pulled them away, his eyes were brighter, his skin glowing pink. “He’s not even awake yet, let alone able to talk to you.”

      “I know,” Jonas replied. “That’s the point.”

      The idea had come to him just a few minutes earlier, in the wake of delivering food to John Lee Tam. What he had said to the man was the truth. He hadn’t enjoyed torturing him earlier. Had hated every moment of it, in fact.

      That sort of thing wasn’t how they operated. That was territory best left to the other side.

      They were supposed to be the good guys, after all.

      Still, the information it had provided was vital at the time, just as they were now in dire need of more.

      Only this time, they were armed with something far more effective than torture to procure it.

      “That’s the idea?” Gad repeated, his eyebrows rising slightly.

      Bypassing the question, Jonas extended a single finger toward the bed. “Unwrap his head.”

      Twice Gad’s jaw moved up and down, protest no doubt on his mind, before he managed to say, “But, sir-”

      “I know,” Jonas said. “I have an idea. We won’t hurt him.”

      There was clearly more Gad wanted to say, responses lined up to be fired back, but he cut them short. Pressing his mouth tight, he gave a single shake of the head before walking forward.

      Using his fingers like pincers, he unfastened the clip holding the front edge of the bandage in place. Carefully lifting the man’s shoulders from the bed, he slowly unfurled the white gauze, several feet of it spooling in his hands.

      With each layer that came away, the pristine white color became a bit more stained. By the time they reached the last few rotations, it was mottled throughout, some spots dark with crusted blood.

      As Gad worked, Jonas stood with his arms folded, inspecting what lay beneath.

      Once they were finished, he was quite pleased with what he saw.

      The left side of the man’s head was far from healed, even with half a day of Gad’s care. The scalp above his right ear resembled fresh hamburger, the flesh sanguine, raw and glistening. Extended from halfway back his head almost to his forehead, it would be quite a while before the cosmetics were back in order.

      To say nothing of the inner workings beneath it.

      “Damn demons have hard heads, don’t they?” Jonas whispered, looking on at the damage.

      Sighing slightly, Gad gave only an eyebrow shrug. “Yeah, they sure do.”

      Taking a step to the side, Jonas came up along the bed opposite Gad. Both staring down at the man between them, he asked, “Is he stable enough to move?”

      “Move?” Gad asked, his brows coming together.

      “Yeah.”

      Making a face, Gad said, “I mean, not really. Where are we taking him?”

      “Just across the hall,” Jonas said. “And just for a few minutes.”

      Raising his gaze from the man, Gad looked directly at Jonas. His features impassive for a moment, things seemed to eventually click into place for him, realization flashing.

      Tipping the top of his head back just slightly, he said, “I think if we were careful, moved slowly, Micah and I could get him across the hall and back without incident.”

      In response, Jonas nodded. That was all he needed.

      The previous trip to see Tam was meant to be a peace offering, a weak stab in case they needed something from him later.

      Considering the amount of pain the man had endured earlier, it wasn’t likely he would be giving anything up easily, but it didn’t hurt to lay the groundwork just in case.

      Somewhere in the course of his repeated trips around the barn, walking through the brittle grass, a second idea had come to Jonas. One that could exert pressure on Tam, capitalize on the goodwill he’d already attempted to sow, without having to rely on torture.

      The young man in their care was a human. And he had been injured by a demon out looking for Tam.

      The particulars of the incident were a bit more sordid than that, but Tam didn’t need to know everything for him to be beneficial. All he needed was a clear picture of what the other side was capable of. What they would do to him if ever they were given the chance again.

      That the object they were in search of was far greater than Tam, or this young man, or anybody else.

      No means was too great, the ends already completely justified.

      “Do what you need to to get him ready,” Jonas said, pointing with his chin to the bed. Taking a step back, he added, “I’ll go get Micah.”

      The clock was ticking. Kaia and Ember and whoever else was out there, and even though they’d lost their lead, they were no doubt still searching with everything they had.

      It was time for him to start doing the same.
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      Every moment Kaia was outside, Bob seemed to grow more confident. Returning to his post on the couch, his arms outstretched, his feet before him, he let the smug smile return to his face.

      After three minutes, he started making a show of checking his watch.

      After five, comments like, “She sure has been gone a while. Must have a lot to discuss,” began popping up.

      By the time she stepped back inside, almost a full ten minutes had passed, time enough for Ember to have more than once considered grabbing Bob by the beard and dragging him out to the cliff behind the house. Holding him by the thick and curly scruff, she imagined his portly body extended at an angle over the eighty-foot drop, only her grip and waning patience keeping him from going over.

      Saved from doing so solely by the sound of the front door opening and Kaia’s steps growing closer, Ember turned away from the window to see Kaia enter. Sweating heavily, she glanced to Ember before taking up a spot in front of Bob and folding her arms.

      Saying nothing, she stood resolutely in place, waiting as a smiling Bob looked from her to Ember and back again.

      Just seeing the man’s expression made Ember once more consider the cliff out back. Or a firm swat across the face. Or at the very least wrecking another of his precious electronic devices.

      “Well?” Bob asked.

      Letting out a long, slow sigh through her nose, Kaia said, “I spoke to my boss.”

      “And?” Bob said, his eyebrows rising.

      “And he agreed that if you take us to the Seeing Eye right now, then maybe we can do some negotiating.”

      Ember had no idea if Kaia had done this sort of thing before, if someone else would be handling it if there was more time, but she had to admit, the girl was playing her cards well. Every sentence seemed like a pained admission, giving away more than she wanted.

      Even if, as yet, she hadn’t handed over a single thing.

      “Oh,” Bob said, smirking slightly, “then maybe we can negotiate?”

      Pushing off her right foot, Ember slid forward. Rotating her body at the waist, she let her right arm trail behind her, building momentum like a whip.

      By the time her hand connected with the side of his face, it had enough centrifugal force to snap his head to the side. A string of spittle shot from his mouth, dotting the white leather couch.

      The culmination of entirely too much time spent dealing with the man, Ember felt the sting of the blow rise through her fingers, going clear to her elbow. Following through onto her right foot, she was just barely able to slow her momentum, coming to a stop before stepping back away from the couch.

      “Hey, asshole, we’re the ones in charge here.”

      A single grunt was the first response, Bob’s body pitched to the side. Turning at the waist, he slowly lifted himself back upright, raising a hand to his face.

      A groan sounded out the full length of his journey.

      In just the time it took for him to make it back to a seated position, the entire side of his face was red, an angry welt formed, bruising promising to be close behind.

      “You crazy...” he muttered, flicking his eyes to Kaia just in time to catch himself from saying anything further. “You...you can’t do that.”

      “No,” Ember said, shaking her head. “She can’t do that, but I can. Why else do you think you see me as a woman, even after holding the mirror?”

      Beginning to respond, Bob’s voice caught in his throat. His jaw sagged as he stared at Ember, trying to weigh what she’d said, before glancing to Kaia.

      “Is that-”

      “True?” Kaia said. “Can you see her? Did she just smack the taste out of your mouth?”

      In real time, Ember watched as Bob ran the numbers in his head, computing what he’d just been told.

      The rules had only hastily been explained to Ember. All Kaia had said for certain was she couldn’t kill someone. There was no way of knowing if what she’d just done was allowed, though she couldn’t see many people getting carried away over a simple slap.

      Especially not to someone as deserving as Bob.

      “So, again, you take us to the Seeing Eye, and we can negotiate,” Kaia said.

      His hand still on his face, Bob worked his jaw from side to side. Making a pained expression, he lowered his hand.

      “I’ll take you to the mirror. I don’t want it, and I damned sure don’t want to look at either of you ever again, but I’d like to have something in place before we go.”

      Flicking a glance between them, he added, “I am a businessman, and forgive me if I don’t quite trust messengers from Hell.”

      Remaining silent, Ember cast her focus over to Kaia. Standing rigid, she kept her hands flexed by her side, ready to strike again if need be.

      Though, somehow, she doubted that would be necessary.

      “What were you thinking?” Kaia asked. “And be reasonable. Anything outlandish, and Ember here is going off on you again.”

      Choosing not to even look Ember’s way, Bob said, “Like I said, I’m a businessman, and businessmen get paid. Normally, I’d be asking for something monetary, but look at this place. Does it look like I’m sweating the coin?”

      Not exactly sure what the last line was supposed to mean, Ember kept her features even, watching the back-and-forth play out.

      “So what do you want?” Kaia asked.

      Extending his hands to either side, Bob gestured to the home they were sitting in. “I have six places like this all along the west coast. Two more back east. Another one on each major continent.”

      “Congratulations,” Kaia deadpanned. “You don’t need anything. Can we move this along?”

      Undeterred, Bob continued, “Point being, I have money. No, I have wealth. What I need is the time to fully appreciate it.”

      Feeling her eyes widen just slightly, Ember considered the man before her and the request he was making. If forced to guess, she would peg him somewhere in his low- to mid-forties. Very overweight, if he were to get a few things in order, he might have thirty or forty years left.

      Why he already felt that wasn’t enough, she couldn’t begin to know.

      “So you give us the mirror, we give you a decade?” Kaia asked. “That what you’re thinking?”

      Bob’s chin lowered to his chin, his eyebrows rising slightly. “A dime? No, I was thinking more along the lines of a c-note?”

      Stifling a laugh, Ember flicked her attention over to Kaia. The only other people she had ever heard use the term c-note were drug dealers or pimps, people that talked like that because they’d seen it on television at some point.

      Just like this loser.

      “Ha!” Kaia spat. “You want a hundred years tax free? How ‘bout twenty?”

      “How ‘bout fifty?” Bob replied.

      Leaning back slightly, Kaia drew in a deep breath. Acting as if considering it, she slowly exhaled, her shoulders sagging with the movement. “Thirty-five. Final offer.”

      “Done,” Bob said, bringing his hands together before him. “And a new television, of course.”
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      Ember wasn’t old enough to remember when VW buses were actually a thing that people bought and used unironically. Born in the late seventies, Woodstock, the Summer of Love, Flower Power, and those sorts of things were well in the rearview. By the time she started to come of age, all of that had been replaced by pot and grunge music and flannel, hallmarks of Seattle in the nineties.

      Sometime after the turn of the century, pop culture had grown tired of the current trends and started leaning on ways to capitalize on nostalgia. Comic-book movies became all the rage. Television reboots were on every channel.

      And things like the bus she was now sitting in started appearing on the roadways again.

      Despite the glossy veneer of the outside, the inside was just as uncomfortable as she would imagine an automobile produced in the sixties would be. Vinyl seats covered thin foam pads. Shocks were in precious short supply, every bump and divot in the road setting them to rocking.

      It was like being in a tank, only with more fixed stares as they passed by.

      Much like before, the decision to have Ember ride with Bob wasn’t so much a choice as a lack of options. The man had already displayed himself to be using the situation for any gain possible, meaning it wouldn’t be out of the question for him to start firing off phone calls the moment he was alone.

      To somebody else, looking for a better deal. To the other side, willing to give them up.

      To stem any opportunity, Ember was forced into the front seat alongside him, Kaia not about to do such a thing.

      Not that Ember could rightly blame her.

      “Hell of a swat you’ve got there,” Bob said. Lifting one hand from the steering wheel, he cupped his chin, working it to either side.

      Something told Ember it was far from the first time he’d been hit. “Thanks.”

      Glancing over, he kept his focus on her for a moment before shifting his attention back to the road.

      Outside, the sun was just starting its descent over the water. How so much of the day had slid past so quickly, Ember didn’t pretend to know, everything since that night in the snow a blur. Time had become completely irrelevant, it seemed, nothing more than a way to keep track of how long it had been since she crossed over.

      A feeling she knew would only grow moving forward.

      “Ask you something?” Bob asked.

      With her focus aimed out the side window, Ember felt her eyes slide shut. She pushed hot breath out through her nose, loud enough she hoped the point would be made, before saying, “What?”

      “I was just...” he began, pausing as he changed lanes, working around a tractor trailer. Settling on the outside, he fell in with the flow of traffic moving north.

      Far enough outside the city to be beyond rush hour, they moved at a good clip, mirroring the coast.

      “I was just wondering how someone like you came to be doing this,” Bob asked.

      A ripple of palpitations rose up through Ember’s core. Not from the question itself, it being the most reasonable thing Bob had said since they met. At the fact that she still wasn’t entirely sure how to answer it.

      In the moment, it had seemed right. Still did, and would continue to, for as long as it took.

      But trying to get someone else to understand that wasn’t a task she was particularly thrilled with taking on.

      “Someone like me?” Ember whispered.

      “Well, yeah,” Bob replied. “I mean, you’re still fairly young. Shiner aside, fairly attractive. Not exactly the type I’d peg to be out playing the heavy for a demon.”

      The characterization of Ember as a heavy was almost enough to make her chuckle, one corner of her mouth turning up just slightly before returning to place.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “I’m sure it is,” Bob said. “I don’t exactly remember your job being in the Occupational Outlook Handbook in high school.”

      This time, the twitch of Ember’s mouth went up a bit higher, almost bordering on a half-smile.

      The guy could be a bit funny, when he wasn’t being a pompous ass.

      Leaning forward, Ember ran her hands down the front of her jeans. How she’d ended up where she was wasn’t by design, damned sure wasn’t from any sort of concerted plan.

      It was just how things had played out. Talking about it, trying to understand it, wouldn’t change anything.

      More likely, it would only piss her off.

      “Let’s just say, my bargaining position then wasn’t as strong as yours is now,” Ember replied.

      Starting to press further, Bob seemed to pick up on what she was saying. Closing his mouth for a moment, he chewed on things in silence, almost a mile passing beneath their tires before he chanced another look her way.

      “So you’re saying they didn’t buy you a new television?”
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      The sun was just starting to set as Bob pushed the rig off the freeway and wound his way through the outskirts of a town called Oceanside. Putting the sun behind them, he turned inland, working through a series of basic thoroughfares, bank branches, fast food chains, and gas stations lining either side of the road.

      Falling silent, he hooked a right and then a left, leaving the bustle of the afternoon crowd behind and turning into an industrial complex. To either side were office buildings of three and four stories, most of their lights out for the evening.

      “This is where you keep priceless artifacts and heirlooms?” Ember asked, surveying the buildings as they passed.

      Turning her way from behind the wheel, Bob said, “Oceanside is a military town, which means most of the riffraff have been priced out of living here.”

      He left his explanation at that, not that he needed to go any further.

      Tacoma was a navy town. Ember knew exactly what he was talking about.

      Checking the rearview, Ember could see the Viper just one length back as they pulled off the street and into a narrow drive for a public storage facility. Easing to a control panel along the side of the building, Bob punched in a series of numbers before leaning back inside, the gate before them sliding out of the way.

      Once it was clear, they pushed quickly ahead, careful to go fast enough to get both vehicles through before it returned to position.

      Allowing the engine to idle along, the bus rolled forward, moving past a series of roll-top doors on either side. Resembling thousands just like it around the country, each door was as nondescript as the one before, none giving the slightest hint at what might be hidden behind them.

      Watching them slide past, Ember could only imagine what they might hold. A vintage Harley-Davidson. An impromptu workout facility. Boxes of junk somebody insisted they couldn’t live without.

      And somewhere up ahead, an item that could radically alter how Heaven and Hell interacted on Earth.

      Crazy.

      Letting the van move to the end of the row, Bob hooked a left. He rolled past a second building of matching design before pulling to a stop at the end of a third and killing the ignition.

      “Come on,” he muttered, pulling the keys and stepping outside, Kaia already out of the Viper and heading their way, a shoulder bag looped over her arm. Without pausing, he pushed through a side entrance and immediately began to climb a short flight of stairs.

      Falling in beside him, Ember matched his pace, her chest tightening as they ascended.

      Only on rare occasions had she been to a storage facility, though the place had all the earmarks for an ambush. Dozens of doors on either side capable of hiding someone. Very low lighting. Almost nonexistent security.

      “If you’re leading us into a trap...” Kaia muttered from behind them, seeming to rip the thought from Ember’s mind.

      Turning over a shoulder, Bob scoffed. “You guys work for Hell. Who else would I call?”

      Leaving it at that, he reached the second floor. Robe billowing wide to either side, his sandals scraped against concrete as he jangled the keys in his hand, selecting the one he wanted.

      “How does this whole deal thing go, anyway?” he asked.

      “The terms are set,” Kaia replied. “Thirty-five years, payable as soon as we are in possession of the artifact.”

      “Thirty-five years and a television,” Bob corrected.

      Smirking just slightly, Ember glanced over a shoulder, seeing the expression she’d been wearing most of the drive out on Kaia’s face.

      The sooner they had what they needed and were gone, the better.

      “Thirty-five years and a television,” Kaia repeated.

      Pulling up in front of a random door, Bob turned to face them. “And that’s it? Just the paper we signed back at the house? No blood oath or anything?”

      Arching an eyebrow, Kaia aimed her best withering glare on him. “No, but that could easily be arranged if you’d prefer.”

      For a moment, Bob remained rooted in place, as if debating whether she was telling the truth. Slowly, a smile spread to his face, his hands rising to either side. “Okay, I give. You broads really need to loosen up.”

      Shuffling around to face the door, he used the key to pop open a padlock. Pulling aside the metal latch, he hooked the lock back over the clasp before reaching down and grasping the bottom of the door.

      In one smooth motion, the corrugated metal rolled upward, the sound reverberating the length of the hall. Feeling her nerves pull tight, Ember glanced in either direction, nothing but shrouded darkness and concrete as far as she could see.

      “Alright, give me a second here,” Bob said. Turning his heft sideways, he slid through a narrow walkway cut through the middle of the storage locker, boxes and items of every sort crammed to the ceiling.

      Nothing like Tam’s home or showroom, Ember glanced at the things piled high, many resembling nothing more than common household goods. Taking a half-step forward, she bent at the waist, peering into the locker, before pulling back and glancing to Kaia.

      “Legit?” she mouthed.

      “Better be,” Kaia replied, not bothering to mask her tone.

      “I can hear you,” Bob called from within, the sound of his rummaging drifting out to them.

      “Wasn’t trying to hide it,” Kaia replied, her hands on her hips as she turned toward the door, checking either direction repeatedly.

      “What’s in the bag?” Ember asked, nodding toward the purse looped over Kaia’s arm. She hadn’t spent much time around the girl but could recognize it was the first time she’d seen her sporting a satchel.

      And could further acknowledge Kaia didn’t quite seem the type, wanting her hands free for playing with her hair or sunglasses.

      Casting a glance to Ember, Kaia replied, “Hope you don’t find out.” Leaving it at that, she turned over her shoulder, raising her voice slightly, “Hey, Chubby, hurry it up, huh?”

      The sound of digging grew louder for a moment, objects being tossed around from side to side, culminating in a clatter that sounded like a stack of boxes hitting the floor.

      Once more turning to look inside, Ember inspected the interior of the locker, wondering how the man stored objects that weren’t extremely valuable.

      Bent at the waist, she watched as he appeared from the rear of the space, the locker much deeper than she expected. In his hands was a small wooden box, the item gripped tight on either end.

      “There’s no need to make it personal,” Bob said as he emerged, dust bunnies and smears of dirt striping his clothes and skin. Beads of sweat lined his forehead, soaking the front of his hair.

      In her best deadpan, Kaia managed, “So sorry,” extending a hand toward Bob.

      Without a word, he handed it over, turning to close the locker behind him.
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      The plan with Tam didn’t go as perfectly as Jonas would have liked, but it was close enough.

      The man was as uncertain as expected when they first entered. Free of his tethers, he was hunkered in the corner, his backside against the base of the wall, his knees drawn up before him.

      Visible scrapes lined the floor around the chair in the middle of the room, as if he had tried to move it or disassemble it to fashion a makeshift weapon. When that had proven impossible, he had taken up the bowl his rice was served in, holding it before him, the ropes that had bound his wrists wrapped around his knuckles like an ancient kickboxer.

      Had it not bordered on pitiful, Jonas might have been impressed.

      At the sight of Jonas standing before him, a guttural wail had crawled up from Tam, absorbed instantly by the heavy padding lining the walls. He had yelled until his raw throat could take no more, leveling a malevolent glare.

      Throughout, Jonas had remained silent. Knowing that the outburst was coming, that the man was being fueled by the food and drink he’d just received, Jonas allowed him to have his moment.

      And when it passed, he still said nothing, instead turning and nodding to the men outside.

      The sight of Gad and Micah dragging the man into the room had the effect that Jonas hoped it would.

      The angry glare that had settled on Tam’s face retreated instantly, replaced by a look that bordered on abject horror. Rotating his head slightly at the neck to get a clear view, he fixed his gaze on the young man as they carried him in and placed him in the chair.

      Remaining rooted on either side for support, they held him in place, waiting as Tam took it all in, before finally jerking his attention away. A series of moans slid from his lips as he buried his face in his opposite shoulder, body trembling.

      “Thanks, guys. That’ll do,” Jonas said softly, Micah and Gad both responding with a nod.

      As fast as they’d arrived, they were gone again, returning the young man to his quarters.

      Once they were out, Jonas waited until the door clicked shut. Standing with his hands clasped behind his back, he took a slow step forward, resting a foot on the chair. Leaning over it, he balanced his forearms across his knees, gaze settled on Tam.

      In that position, he was prepared to wait as long as it took.

      Which turned out to be just over three minutes.

      Once the initial burst of disbelief and shaking passed, Tam took to muttering. After that too ran its course, he looked up at Jonas through red-rimmed eyes, his face an amalgam of emotions running high.

      “So that was the trade-off?” he whispered. “You agree not to hurt me, feed me, and in return you do that?”

      “We didn’t do that,” Jonas replied.

      “And then what?” Tam said, ignoring the statement. “You bring him in here and scare me into compliance?”

      His features neutral, Jonas pushed himself upright. He turned sideways and settled his bottom onto the chair, one arm draped over it, staring at Tam.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you,” Jonas replied. “Quite the opposite. I wanted you to see that I was telling the truth. That the item we’re looking for is that important.”

      Sliding his gaze from Jonas, Tam looked toward the closed door, the scent of the young man’s blood still strong in the air.

      “You’re telling me you didn’t do that?”

      “No,” Jonas said. “Couldn’t have even if I wanted. He is a mortal.”

      Whether Tam was familiar with the rules, Jonas didn’t know, though he had a feeling someone in a position such as his had been around for quite some time.

      It was an assumption worth making.

      “Then who did?” Tam asked.

      “The other side. Your side,” Jonas replied. Taking a moment to let that sink in, he added, “That’s how dire this is. People are disregarding the ancient laws, doing whatever they can to get their hands on this thing.”

      Careful not to refer to the object by its proper name, or even to call it a mirror, Jonas studied Tam. He watched for any flicker of recognition, for any sign that might tip him off.

      As best he could tell, there was still too much distrust, too much hostility, for anything else to get through.

      “I only met him a couple of times,” Tam said. “He’s a good kid. I hope he makes it.”

      Jonas didn’t even know the boy’s name. By the time he’d arrived, the young man was already incapacitated.

      Still, he didn’t deserve what had happened, even if it was technically Micah’s doing.

      “I do too,” Jonas replied. “But right now, I need to know who he works for.”

      The statement seemed to catch something within Tam, the man jerking his head toward Jonas. Clenching his teeth, he held the pose for a moment, appearing as if he might come charging across the room, wielding the plastic bowl like a hammer, before some of the fire receded from his features.

      “I don’t know the man’s real name,” Tam said. “Him I only met once. Big, slovenly guy, insisted on being called Bob.”

      Filing the name away, Jonas conceded instantly it was likely fake.

      “Bob,” he repeated. “And where is Bob?”

      Glaring at Jonas a moment, Tam turned his attention back to the door. “I tell you, they’ll kill me.”

      “You don’t, they’ll kill everybody,” Jonas replied.

      He still didn’t know exactly how much Tam knew, though he was willing to take a chance and err on the side of hyperbole. Keeping his gaze aimed on Tam, he waited, silently willing the man to give him something he could use.

      Time was dwindling. He could feel it ticking in his head, raising his anxiety level.

      Still, he couldn’t dare show that to Tam. He couldn’t appear antsy, or even worse, desperate.

      “Where can I find Bob?” Jonas asked.

      Remaining silent, Tam rocked his head back against the wall. His lips moved just barely as he worked through things, weighing what he knew, what it might mean.

      “I don’t know where he is,” Tam muttered. “Guy has a half-dozen places all up the coast. Nobody sees him unless he wants them to.”

      His lips parting slightly, Jonas fought to keep any visible response from his face. He was a tiny bit closer than he had been before, at least now having the name Bob, though that didn’t amount to a whole lot.

      “But I might know where he’s keeping the object.”

      The single line had been a revelatory lightning bolt, Jonas hitting the door at a sprint a moment later. Pausing just long enough to grab Micah along the way, the two had been off and running.

      Now twenty minutes later, they found themselves back along the coast, this time in a town called Oceanside. Behind the wheel of a midsize SUV, Jonas squeezed it tightly in both hands, willing it forward.

      Beside him, Micah sat staring at the GPS display on the phone in his hand, guiding them the last few blocks.

      “Are you sure about this?” Jonas asked, staring up at industrial office buildings rising to either side.

      “That’s what it says,” Micah replied. “Public Storage, down here at the end.”

      Lifting his gaze, Jonas focused on each driveway as it went by. Passing his gaze over the signage out front, he went by an insurance company and a CPA firm before finding what he was looking for.

      Easing a bit closer, he pulled up almost flush with the gate standing across the opening, the vertical metal bars blocking them from within.

      “How do you want to handle it?” Micah asked.

      Taking in everything he knew, could see, Jonas considered his options. If Bob or Kaia and Ember hadn’t been by yet, ramming the gate open would give away their position. Same for ordering Micah out to pull it wide and let them pass.

      There was also no way of knowing if they had come and gone, or if they were inside as they spoke.

      “Hop the fence,” Jonas said, knowing it would be nothing for Micah to bound over. “Take a look around, see what you can find. See anything, send me a flare. If not, we’ll find somewhere to post up and wait a while.”
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      The bag on Kaia’s shoulder began to smolder the instant the trio stepped outside, exiting from the storage facility onto the pavement. Tendrils of smoke began to rise, emanating from the shiny black leather.

      Smelling it before she saw it, Ember made a face, turning to accuse Bob of breaking wind. Halfway there, she saw the true source of it, singed cowhide giving off a rancid odor.

      “What the-”

      “We’ve got company,” Kaia said, her voice detached. Reaching up, she snatched the sunglasses from her head and cast them aside, hurling the cheap plastic across the concrete.

      She swept her gaze over the grounds around them, eyes pinched tight as she checked the rooftops, entire body rotating in a quick arc.

      “What?” Bob asked, barely able to get the word out. “What’s going on?”

      Neither woman answered as Ember matched Kaia’s stance, turning in a tight circle. “You see them?”

      She didn’t need to ask who, the answer to that having shown themselves the day before. How they knew about the place or had gotten there so quickly both rose to the front of Ember’s mind, dismissed in moments as she continued looking.

      Around her, the thoughts she’d had on the drive in grew even more pronounced. If she didn’t know better, if she hadn’t been with him every moment since first arriving hours before, she’d swear Bob had set them up.

      The place looked like it had been designed in a government lab specializing in creating ambushes. Long, narrow corridors funneled them inward on either side. Dozens of doorways and entries provided ample places for surveillance and hiding reinforcements.

      Only a single entry and exit with a sturdy metal gate.

      “Not yet,” Kaia said, “but they’re close.”

      Sliding the bag from her shoulder, she held the singed straps in her left hand. Her right she plunged inside, taking just a moment to find what she wanted before ripping it free.

      The charred remains of the bag she let fall by her feet, the scent intensifying around them.

      “Is that-?” Ember asked, her eyes bulging as she tried to compute what Kaia had.

      “A damn bullwhip?” Bob muttered.

      In its most basic terms, the object could be described as such. It had a handle as an endpoint, Kaia gripping it tight in her hand. From there extended a long and looping piece of material Ember had never seen before.

      The few whips she had encountered in her life were made of rawhide.

      And they damned sure didn’t glow blue-hot with flames.

      “It’s a hell of a lot more than that,” Kaia muttered. Setting her jaw, she took a step forward. Lifting her chin, she bellowed, “Come on, you bastards!”

      The words echoed along the length of the storage facility, pounding off the metal doors, before falling away.

      In their wake was nothing but silence.

      “Jonas! Micah! We know you’re here!” Kaia repeated, a clear challenge in her tone. “How about facing us straight up this time?”

      Putting her chin to her shoulder, Kaia said, “Bob, you might want to disappear right now.”

      Shifting her angle just a bit, she settled her focus on Ember. “And you might want to get ready.”
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      Ember said something in response to the command to get ready, but Kaia didn’t hear it. Her focus was on the world around them, every sense tightened, her gaze swinging from side to side.

      The place was a tactical nightmare. She’d seen it the instant they drove in, had been waiting for it the entire time they were inside. Under normal circumstances, she would never have considered walking into such a situation.

      But Typhon had been clear. Getting the Seeing Eye ranked above all else.

      A swirl of emotions rose within Kaia. Frustration at the situation, exhilaration over the impending battle, angst over everything this case had somehow turned into.

      Not to mention a whole lot of anger.

      Allowing that emotion to bubble up, to consume her to a point just shy of losing focus, she took another step forward. Of the people behind her, one was a mortal, a fat slob that would be nothing but a liability against even the weakest of opponents.

      Which Jonas, and Micah, and anybody else they might have brought, would certainly not be.

      The other was a rookie, a woman working her first case. Though she had shown promise, how much she could really be relied on - or even trusted - remained to be seen.

      And this wasn’t exactly the time to be testing that.

      Which meant Kaia was effectively alone, matched up against two or more of the most dangerous opponents she’d ever encountered.

      “Jonas!” she screamed again, some of the girlish voice she’d assumed as part of her identity stripping away, revealing her true tone. Extending the word to almost ten seconds in length, she felt her hand tighten around the base of the whip. Muscles bulged the length of her arms, veins popping, sweat coating her skin.

      The whip only ignited when in the presence of angels. A weapon designed for combat, never once had it given her a false positive.

      Battle was imminent.

      And Kaia hated waiting.

      The first to appear was Jonas. Striding out from behind the corner of the building before her, he moved as casually as a man walking the beach. His hands empty, he looped out wide around the building, making no effort to hide.

      “I see your little toy there tipped you off.”

      Knowing the statement was meant to get her to look away, to glance down at the weapon, Kaia instead did the opposite. Taking a step back, she jerked her head in the opposite direction, just barely in time to see the hulking shape of Micah duck down beneath the ledge at the top of the building.

      “Your tricks are getting old, Jonas. Time to update your material.” Raising her voice, she called, “I see you up there, Micah!”

      A few steps back, she could sense Ember nudge closer. How much she could hope to gain by having an unarmed partner by her side she didn’t know, though she couldn’t deny it would be a help.

      For misdirection, if nothing else.

      Continuing his slow walk forward, Jonas said, “We’ve got a few surprises for you this time I think you’ll like.”

      Kaia watched as he took another couple of steps, his pace increasing, before lowering his head. Leaning forward into a run, he took off straight for her, arms pumping as he headed her way.

      In kind, the previous feelings, emotions, evoked responses, her body had been feeling spiked ever higher.

      It was time.

      Twisting her wrist out in front of her, Kaia watched as the whip whirled in a sharp arc, the flaming tip slicing through the air. Giving one revolution to build momentum, she aimed it at Jonas hurtling forward, throwing the searing edge toward his center mass.

      Keeping a sharp heading, Jonas didn’t attempt to evade. Instead of sidestepping, pushing his weight away from it, he instead leaned forward harder, thrusting his body forward like a missile.

      Rotating once as he hung suspended in the air, his shoulders just barely missed the fiery touch of the whip, a single puff of smoke rising from his skin as he passed by.

      Like a matador in the center of the ring, Kaia stepped out wide to the side, letting his momentum carry him past. Turning hard on the ball of her foot, she jerked the whip back in the opposite direction, the clear snap of it echoing off the metal doors to either side.

      Inside the enclosed space, it was as loud as a cannon blast, only adding to the cocktail of emotions she felt.

      It had been years since she’d been in open combat with the other side. Ever since the incident, that damned single event that marred her resume, had gotten her put on babysitting duty for so long.

      This was her time to make amends. To reinstate her at the top of the heap.

      She wasn’t just good. She was the best.

      And it was time everybody knew it.

      Pulling back at the waist, Jonas just evaded the flaming lick of the whip. Standing off-balance, he spun out in the opposite direction, using a hand to steady himself as he pulled away.

      Seeing her opening, Kaia let the whip trail behind her. Instead of swinging back for another strike, she smashed her thumb down on the end of it, an obsidian blade springing from the opposite end of the handle. Clicking into place, the late-day sun shone on it as she sprang forward, slicing it through the air.

      Dropping to a shoulder, Jonas rolled through. Anticipating his next move, Kaia pivoted, sending the whip shooting out.

      And just as she’d planned, the tip arrived at the exact endpoint of his roll, snaking around his calf and ankle.

      On contact, smoke rose from his skin. The smell of burnt flesh filled the air as a guttural cry passed from his lips, his body seizing tight against the pain.

      Jerking back, Kaia could feel the whip pull taut, his mass holding firm for an instant before the agony of his bindings became too much. Lifting him from the ground, his body somersaulted through the air, almost weightless. As he rocketed forward, the whip unfurled from around his leg, freeing him as he hung suspended above the ground.

      Letting the momentum swing her around, Kaia watched as he sailed forward, his flight ending unceremoniously with a thunderous collision into the closest roll-top door. Creasing the textured metal, Jonas fell in a heap to the concrete, the lower half of his leg black and charred, smoke rising from it.

      A tiny spark passed through Kaia as she took a step forward. Thirty-some years ago, Jonas had bested her. He had been the reason for her demise, for her years of doing work beneath her.

      Drawing back the whip, she aimed for the crumpled ball of mass across from her, his limbs splayed in various directions.

      So intent on her prey, stalking ever closer, she had barely registered the fight between Ember and Micah going on beside her.

      Didn’t notice that he had again managed to get the best of her unarmed, untrained cohort.

      Didn’t even notice the surprise Jonas had mentioned having for her until she felt it cut through her skin, a fiery poker tearing into her flesh, piercing her from behind.
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      Ember’s second encounter with the man known as Micah had gone only nominally better than the first. The back-and-forth had been a bit longer, Ember landing a pair of solid punches, one even drawing a trickle of blood from the corner of his lip, before the man’s length and strength eventually won out.

      To say nothing of the blade he was carrying.

      Where it had come from, how he had produced it seemingly out of nowhere, Ember didn’t pretend to know. Longer than a knife but shorter than a sword, the damned thing practically glowed as he pulled it out. Moving so quickly it was little more than a blur, it wasn’t until Ember felt it crease her left arm, saw the cascade of blood droplets splash onto the concrete, that she even knew what it was for sure.

      A sound somewhere between a moan and a shriek passed over Ember’s lips as she crumpled to her knees. Drawing in sharp pulls of air through her teeth, she slapped her right hand across her opposite bicep, blood bubbling up through her fingers.

      Leaning forward at the waist, she pressed her stomach against the front of her thighs. Hot tears formed on the underside of her eyes, vision blurring as she tried to keep the world in focus.

      She couldn’t die. She knew that. Kaia had told her as much. But the body she was in was far from invulnerable, the pain she felt real, the wound deep and bleeding.

      But she could not die.

      Repeating that simple phrase over and again to herself, Ember continued sucking in deep breaths. She willed her body to move past the firing neurons, to see beyond the pain.

      Blinking twice, three times, she cleared the moisture from her vision. Rocking her weight back so it balanced on her heels, she saw Micah’s feet come back into view, the man standing just beyond her reach, his weapon no doubt poised, ready to strike again.

      Bracing herself, keeping her right hand locked over the gash on her arm, she raised her gaze to look at him. A moment passed as the two stared, a look bordering on appreciation crossing the man’s face as he raised the knife above him.

      And Ember readied herself for a strike that never came.

      The sound of the man known as Jonas crashing into a metal door jerked both their attention to the side. Switching their focus, they watched as the gate folded beneath his weight, his body remaining suspended above the concrete before slowly sliding to the ground.

      Unable to stop his fall, he dropped into a heap, lying motionless after impact.

      Of the two, Micah was the first to react. Abandoning all plans for Ember, he pushed off his back foot, rocketing himself across the open pavement toward Kaia. Running in enormous strides, the blade flashed with each pump of his arms.

      Seeing it, watching the blinding blur of it, Ember knew there was nothing she could do alone to help Kaia. Not in a battle between supernatural elements, the depths of which she was only beginning to understand.

      But that didn’t mean she was helpless.

      Digging her toes into the pavement, Ember rocked her legs up beneath her. The world shifted slightly as she staggered to the side, her mind swimming as her body processed the loss of blood, her singular focus the only thing keeping her upright as she staggered forward.

      Turning her back on the fight behind her, she covered the ground in a ragged jog, her breathing rapid and shallow. Sweat burned at her eyes as she forced herself to keep putting one foot in front of the other, the gap between her and her destination growing ever smaller.

      By the time she arrived, she was unable to stop her forward momentum, her body slamming into the side of Kaia’s Viper. Her left arm erupted in agony on contact, the hot metal burning her skin as she fumbled for the driver’s-side door. Just barely getting her fingers around it, she jerked it open and fell in behind the wheel.

      And found, just as she’d suspected, that Kaia had been anticipating such a thing, the keys still in the ignition.

      Firing the engine to life, the machine responded with an angry grunt as she pressed on the gas. Tires bit into the pavement, a squeal echoing through the air as she pulled the wheel to the side, turning the car back toward the fight.

      Just in time to see the tip of Micah’s blade strike home.

      For a moment, all feeling fell away. The pain in Ember’s arm. The heat in the car. The sounds of the battle waging outside.

      In their place was nothing but a dull buzzing, the air sucked from her lungs, as she watched Kaia’s body go rigid. Her fingers splayed, the whip fell from her grasp, as Micah pulled the knife free.

      Covered in a dark and viscous liquid, the tip of it no longer glowed as he drew back, ready for another strike.

      As fast as her senses had betrayed her, they returned to Ember. Arriving in one tight bunch, everything about the moment descending on her at once, her focus narrowing to the thin stretch of ground before her. Aiming the front of the Viper directly at Micah, she gripped the wheel in her right hand, her palm sticky with blood.

      Her left she kept curled in her lap, tensed and bracing for the coming impact.

      An impact that arrived just a moment later.

      Micah and the front end of the Viper both crumpled on contact, two entities that seemed to weigh roughly the same thing. The car’s momentum was stopped instantly. Slamming Ember forward, her torso made it to within millimeters of the steering wheel before the airbag deployed. Punching her straight in the chest, it drove her backward into her seat, stars erupting before her eyes.

      Just a few feet away, the collision sent Micah airborne, his body twisting once through the air before smashing into the corner of the neighboring building. Narrowly missing the metal doors to either side, he slammed into the far less forgiving cinder block.

      The blade slid away as he fell straight forward, landing facedown on the ground, bits of concrete and dust showering over him.

      From start to finish, the entire battle had lasted less than five minutes.

      When it was done, not a single one of the combatants was left standing.
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      Ember was the first to come to. Cracking her eyes open, it took a full moment for her to piece things together, recalling exactly where she was.

      Her arm ached. Her chest felt like it had been smashed with a sledgehammer, every breath a chore. The light outside was much brighter than it should have been. The taste of copper was in her mouth.

      Raising her right hand, she pushed aside the half-inflated remnants of the airbag. Shoving it out of her sightline, she saw the impaled front end of the car she was sitting in. Raised her gaze to notice the cause of it still lying facedown on the pavement a few feet away.

      Little by little, the events of the last half-hour, the last day, the last two days, all came back. Starting with waking up in the motel room, her mind rifled through the sequence in short order, almost thrusting her consciousness back upon her.

      “Shit,” she whispered, her voice thick. Turning her head to the side, she released a stream of spittle dark with blood. Running her tongue around her mouth, she spat out a second wad, not caring where it landed in the wrecked remnants of the car.

      Shoving the driver’s door open, she barely managed to keep her feet under her. Stumbling two short steps, she made it to Kaia’s side, the girl lying on a shoulder, the spot where Micah had stabbed her a gaping hole. Around it was the darkest blood Ember had ever seen, almost black as it stained her shirt, just starting to congeal.

      “Kaia, Kaia,” Ember whispered. Hitting a knee, she put a hand on Kaia’s shoulder, using it to roll her onto her back.

      The front of Kaia didn’t look much better, the tip of the knife having punched clear through. A small hole was still seeping blood from the right side of her chest, droplets of spatter strewn across her face.

      Her eyes were open to no more than slits, unfocused and staring out.

      “Kaia,” Ember whispered, giving her a shake. “Come on, we’ve got to go.”

      A tiny flicker of movement behind the girl’s eyes was the only form of response.

      “Kaia, come on,” Ember repeated.

      Raising her gaze, Ember again surveyed their surroundings. The Viper was wrecked. Beside them, the whip continued to flame, lying like a macabre snake on the pavement.

      A few feet away, Micah and Jonas were both on the pavement, the former motionless, the latter just beginning to stir.

      Giving Kaia one more shake, Ember stood. Running as best she could manage, she made her way to Bob’s VW Bus, blood smearing against the door and window as she fell into it, fighting her way inside.

      Tossing her body onto the stiff seat, she ran her fingers over the ignition, finding it empty.

      “Damn it,” she whispered, going next to the visor. Flipping it down, she found it empty too. “Keys. Where the hell are the keys?”

      “Ashtray.”

      The voice was low and frightened, but it was enough to send a jolt through Ember. Adrenaline pulsated through her as she jerked, twisting herself behind the wheel. Balling her right hand into a fist, she turned, ready to lash out at whoever was there.

      “Bob, you bastard,” she managed, her eyes focusing on the man curled up on the middle bench seat. Barely large enough to contain his size, he held up his hands before him, his face twisted away, cowering.

      “Please, don’t hurt me,” he said. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry about everything. Just get me out of here. You can keep the thirty-five years.”

      Slowly lowering her fist, Ember again turned back to the scene outside.

      Kaia was exactly as Ember had left her. Eyes aimed to the sky, she hadn’t budged an inch.

      Just beyond her, Jonas had managed to pull a hand beneath his body, making a feeble attempt to draw himself upright.

      She didn’t have much time.

      “Where’s the box?” Ember asked.

      Hooking a finger, Bob pointed toward the floorboards. “Under the seat.”

      Flicking her gaze down, Ember could just barely see the front corner sticking out from under the tail of his brightly colored robe.

      “Get up here and get this thing started,” Ember said. “Be ready to drive, and so help me, if you even think of leaving-”

      Allowing the threat to dangle, Ember made her way back outside. Her mind having cleared a bit from the sudden surprise of seeing Bob, she went straight to Kaia. Resuming her post beside her, she grasped a shoulder, giving her another shake.

      This time, the move registered a bit more, the girl’s lips parting as she looked up to Ember.

      “The box?”

      “Safe,” Ember said. “Come on. We have to go.”

      Kaia shook her head slightly, her blond hair shifting under her head. “Can’t.”

      “You have to,” Ember whispered. Lifting her focus again, she could see Jonas had now raised his head to stare at her. As unfocused as Kaia, he was blinking rapidly, fighting for his bearings.

      “Go,” Kaia said. “Take whip. Take bag. Go.”

      “Stop,” Jonas managed, pulling Ember’s attention toward him. Pressing both palms to the ground, he lifted his upper body from the pavement, his damaged leg extended at an angle beneath him.

      “Go,” Kaia repeated, her voice more forceful, almost a sigh as it slid out.

      “No, I can’t leave you here,” Ember said.

      Making it to upright, Jonas shuffled a step toward them. “You’re not going anywhere, Ember. Stay where you are.”

      “Kaia-”

      “GO!”
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      Ember didn’t know exactly how fast the car had been going at the time it flipped. She knew that she had been driving no more than twenty miles an hour when the deer appeared. She knew that they had picked up speed as they began to spin.

      But she never would have guessed they had gained enough momentum to flip them one and a half times.

      The car came to a stop upside down in the middle of the road. Hanging from her seatbelt, an odd assortment of coins, trash, and other detritus dotted the ceiling above her. Bits of it clung to her coat, lodging in her hair.

      In the air was an acrid scent, like the engine had blown something and was now piping the odor into the car.

      On every side, the roof and sides had been mashed inward, bent out of shape. The front windshield was permeated with starfish punctures, thousands of tiny cracks spiraling out from them, tensile strength the only things keeping it from raining down bits of glass all over them.

      Stars flashed behind Ember’s eyelids each time she blinked. Her nose ached, the front of the airbag protruding from the steering wheel stained crimson.

      Lifting her hands to her face, she dabbed at her forehead and cheeks, her fingertips coming back sticky with blood.

      “Emory?” she managed, her voice little more than a croak. Blinking hard, she opened her eyes wide, turning her gaze to the side.

      Less than two feet away, her son hung suspended beside her. Eyes closed, his head sagged, listing to the side. Above him, his shaggy hair reached almost to the ceiling, four inches of blond trying in vain to make it to the ground.

      “Emory!” she said a second time, a bit of franticness creeping into her voice. Reaching out, she grabbed him by the shoulder, giving her son a shake.

      When no response came, she moved for his face, bloody fingerprints standing stark against his pale skin as she slapped lightly at his jaw.

      “Emory! Talk to me, buddy!”

      One time after another, she swatted him, each growing progressively harder, the sound swallowed up by the harrowing whine of the music continuing to play.

      Hot tears came to Ember’s eyes, spilling from the corners and moving toward her eyebrows. Her breath grew short, each a ragged rasp as she pulled her fingers back.

      Her right hand she put against the ceiling, using it as a brace. With her left, she went to the hasp of her seatbelt, giving no thought as she pressed it down, the metal buckle releasing.

      Aided by gravity, her weight sagged, supported by her hand pressed into the ceiling and her knees trapped beneath the steering wheel.

      “Stay with me, Emory. Listen to my voice. Stay with me.”

      Much like the headlights piercing the snow earlier, creating nothing more than a singular tunnel, Ember narrowed her focus down only to the entirely necessary.

      Her nose was broken. A persistent pain each time she drew in a breath meant she’d likely snapped a rib.

      Those things didn’t matter. All that did was getting out of the car. Making it to her son. Pulling him to safety and getting them off the road.

      Right hand still pressed tight against the ceiling, Ember reached out with her left. The first thing she felt was the cool chill of glass, using it as a starting point and working her way down.

      A moment later, she found the lever for the door. Pulling it back, she pushed as hard as she could, the metal gate making it no farther than a couple of inches before stopping, the whine of hinges scraping finding her ears.

      “Emory, you hear me, buddy? Mom’s coming.”

      A hot iron jabbed into Ember’s side as she forced her knees out from beneath the wheel. Pressing them tight to the door, she braced her body against the roof, clenching her core as she pushed out.

      For the briefest of moments, it felt like the metal was too mangled to open. Like it was going to fight back against her, keeping her locked inside, forced to try to help her son while trapped in the confined space.

      Saliva rolled through her clenched teeth, sliding over the blood already beginning to dry on her cheeks, as she pressed a second time. A deep and guttural moan slid from her diaphragm as she pushed with all she had, bright lights popping behind her lids as she shoved.

      Icy chill flooded into the car as the door gave way, falling back from her knees, dropping her body to her side.

      Again, she could feel agony pass through her as she worked herself over, rolling onto all fours, her hands and knees pressed into the ceiling of the car. Crawling backward, she inched her way out, wind and snow slapping against the exposed skin between her coat and jeans.

      “I’ll be right back,” she whispered, staring across at her unmoving son. “You stay right there.”

      Every physiological function Ember had seemed to be off as she pulled herself free from the car. Slush saturated her clothes, sapping the heat from her body as she made it to her feet, the world seeming to be tilted on a side.

      Making it no farther than a single step before her feet began to slide beneath her, Ember leaned her weight against the upturned car. Using it as a support, she worked her way around the front door, her feet cutting trenches through the precipitation covering the ground.

      This was not how things were supposed to be. Her marriage wasn’t supposed to have ended, putting her out on this country road in such conditions. Her son wasn’t supposed to have been told he was getting a new mother, meaning she wasn’t paying attention the way she should have been.

      Every possible thought, every fear, that Ember had as a mother raced to the surface. Flashing through her mind, they caused the tears to grow thicker, the moisture freezing to her eyelashes as she stumbled past the passenger headlight.

      Sliding to her knees, she could feel jabs of frigid cold pass through her clothes as she clutched the outer handle of Emory’s door. Gripping it in both hands, she jerked back as hard as she could.

      A sound just as ugly as the one made by her own door screamed out, bent metal rubbing against itself as she clamped her teeth and pulled back.

      Making it no more than a foot, she gave up on tugging any further. Twisting herself to the side, she slid a shoulder in through the gap, her face just inches from her son.

      All air slid from her lungs as Ember saw the right side of his face for the first time. Unlike her, which had taken the impact head-on, crumpling her nose against the airbag, the angle of the car had pulled him to the side.

      Impact had been right at the temple, leaving a divot almost a quarter-inch deep, dark blood streaking down out of it, matting his thick hair against his skull.

      “Oh, no,” she whispered, the urge to vomit rising in her stomach. “No, no, no.”

      More moisture came to her eyes, so thick she could barely see. Leaning forward, she put her nose against her son’s, a hand rising to his opposite cheek, touching his still-warm face.

      “You hang in here, buddy. I’m going to get you out of here, and I’m going to get us help.”

      Blinking hard, she ran her gaze over the mashed and cluttered interior of the car, searching in vain for her phone.

      “Help,” she whispered. “Please, God, Buddha, Odin, Krishna, Lucifer, anybody. Help.”
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      More than a day had passed since Typhon had managed to do much more than stare at the phone. Sitting in the center of his desk, it had served as the center point for his focus, the ringer turned all the way up, his nerves firing every time the slightest sound was heard, sending him lurching for it.

      The situation was bad. One of the worst he’d experienced in decades, fast approaching the incident that had landed Kaia on probation to begin with.

      The fact that she was now attached to this one as well was nothing more than a bad coincidence. A small step up from her usual assignment, even giving her that much was because his other people with her level of seniority were already busy.

      And he had a curiosity about his newest recruit that he wanted an experienced hand’s thoughts and observations on.

      If he had it to do over, he would have bumped somebody else. It would have been ugly, would have definitely ruffled some feathers, but it would have been worth it.

      For sure, had he known a Seeing Eye was the root of it all.

      Pacing back and forth across his office, he had lost count of how many trips he made. His hands clasped behind his back, he was working through next steps, conjuring and discarding ideas as fast as they arrived.

      Nothing seemed plausible.

      And nothing made him angrier than feeling helpless.

      The instant the phone sprang to life, Typhon quite literally leapt for it. Bursting off his back foot, he covered the ground to it in a single bound. Giving only a quick glance to the name plate, he pressed it to his cheek and said, “Please tell me you’ve got that damn thing.”

      A sigh was the first response.

      “I’ve got that damn thing.”

      The words were what Typhon wanted to hear. The problem was with the voice delivering them.

      Pulling the phone back, he looked down to the screen, again checking the name scrawled across it, before returning it to his face.

      “Who is this?”

      “You ought to recognize it, we just met a couple nights ago.”

      Raising his focus to the opposite wall, Typhon let his eyes glaze over. Aside from the other side having secured the Seeing Eye, this was about as bad of news as could be expected.

      His people never handed over their phones.

      “Ember,” he whispered.

      “Yep.”

      “Where is Kaia?”

      A sigh was again the initial response. “She sent me away with the box.”

      Skin folds appeared around Typhon’s eyes as he listened. “The box?”

      “Yeah, with the mirror in it. Or the Seeing Eye, I guess.”

      “And you have it?” Typhon repeated.

      “You know, you seemed a lot quicker the other night when you were bartering for my soul.”

      Rising to full height, Typhon felt his features harden. Much like he might have seemed a bit sharper, she seemed a lot less combative while standing on the side of the road.

      “Yeah, well, I remember that working out alright for you,” Typhon said.

      On the other end, Ember let out a pained groan. A series of footsteps was next in order, followed by, “Relax, I didn’t call to bust stones. I just got my ass kicked, my arm sliced open, and watched my partner get stabbed by some damn glowing Knife of Death.

      “Forgive me for being a little light on the decorum right now.”

      Opening his mouth to respond, angst lined up and ready to be fired, Typhon pulled up short. Focusing on the words she’d said, he superimposed things onto what he knew, his breath drawing tight in his chest.

      “Tell me everything from the point you guys left with the broker forward.”

      In short order, Ember did as instructed. She began with the negotiation with Bob, followed it up with their trip to the storage facility, securing the Seeing Eye and walking out to find Jonas and Micah waiting for them.

      By the time she was done sharing the tale of their fight, he found sweat was lining his upper lip and the small of his back. His nerves stood on end, his nostrils flaring.

      “The Sword of the Spirit,” Typhon whispered, every word dripping with bitterness.

      “What?” Ember said, all movement on the opposite end pausing as she asked the question.

      “The weapon that Micah used,” Typhon said. “They call it the Sword of the Spirit.”

      Not sure how sharp the woman was on her Biblical history, it was stated in the original text that the Sword of the Spirit was the word of God. That it was a tool great enough to overcome all.

      Only those who had been in the trenches knew that it also held a much more literal meaning, becoming the weapon of choice for the opposition.

      Not that he felt inclined to be teaching a Religious Studies class at the moment.

      “Huh,” Ember replied. “Does ours have a fancy name too, or does Flaming Bullwhip work?”

      In no mood for such debate, Typhon moved right past the comment. “Where is Kaia now?”

      “Best guess?” Ember said, “Either dead – if that blade is strong enough - or in their possession. She wasn’t going anywhere on her own, that’s for sure.”

      Typhon nodded. He had figured as much, such a state being the sole reason she would have sent Ember away.

      “And where are you?”

      “Back at the motel,” Ember said. “I ditched Bob, drove here, and am trying to put myself together again. Anytime you want to send in the cavalry, we’re ready.”

      Whether the woman chose to use the term cavalry in jest or not, Typhon had no way of knowing. Rising from his chair, he raised a hand to his forehead, rubbing with his thumb and forefingers.

      “Doesn’t work that way,” he said.

      “What doesn’t?” Ember asked. “You wanted the mirror, I’ve got it. You come get it, we go get Kaia, tomorrow I wake up here with that damn song blaring again.”

      What song she was referring to, Typhon didn’t know, and didn’t particularly care to. How his employees dealt with their charges was up to them.

      His greater concern was with the admissions Ember had just made.

      “There are rules,” Typhon began.

      “Oh, I’m plenty familiar with your rules,” Ember replied. “Getting awful sick of the damn things, too.”

      Unable to argue, having felt the same way many, many times, Typhon pushed forward.

      “Yeah, well, there’s nothing we can do about them. And they say I can’t just send in an army and have an all-out holy war there on Earth.”

      A moment of silence passed, loud breaths on the other end the sole sound. “So what can you do?”

      “I’ve already done it,” Typhon said. “Each side is allowed to send in one team per incident. There can be hundreds of them going on at a time – and usually is – but they can’t overlap.

      “The only people who can end this are you and Kaia.”

      A loud sound burst through the line, something akin to a glass being smashed against the wall. Holding the phone an inch from his ear, Typhon waited to ensure nothing more was coming before adding, “Believe me, it’s not like I want you to be the only one left to handle this right now. That’s just the way it is.”

      Not wanting the most junior woman in Hell flying solo on a case like this was a massive understatement, but Typhon didn’t see the point in belaboring it.

      Already, the woman was in quite a state.

      “So how do I get this box back to you?” Ember eventually asked.

      “When the case is over.”

      “Which is when?” Ember asked. “I have the damn mirror here with me.”

      Lowering his hand from his brow, Typhon returned his gaze to the opposite wall. Sometimes, working within all the damn rules stripped away any of the fun in what they did for a living.

      “But that wasn’t the original objective, was it?” Typhon asked. “Nothing is over until you find John Lee Tam and bring him back home.”
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      When the door opened again, John Lee Tam expected to see the young man from before. He figured they would subject him to again seeing the gnarly wound covering the side of the man’s head. Or that something else would have magically appeared – a burned arm or a second broken leg.

      There were certain things that Tam had made peace with over the years. Working for Hell had a certain way of doing that, eroding a person’s standards little by little. What one day was nothing short of appalling was later merely shrugged off, just part of how things were done.

      The list of such things was longer than Tam wanted to admit, each one further illuminating his own tenuous grasp on anything resembling humanity.

      Still, torturing mortals, seeing their pain, was more than he could abide. That was his one thing, the one final line he refused to cross.

      People like Tam, or the ones he worked for, or even most of who he did business with, they had all had their chance. They had started out in life with their own blank slate, left to do what they chose.

      And they had chosen the situation they now had. Whatever happened from then on was their own responsibility, a reckoning for their decisions.

      The young man they had dragged in might be flawed, he might be on a bad path, but he wasn’t irredeemable. There was still time for him to figure things out, and he deserved every opportunity to do so.

      He didn’t know who was responsible for what had happened to the young man, and he didn’t much care. Either way, it had occurred.

      And he couldn’t allow it.

      Giving up the location in Oceanside would likely land him in a heap of trouble, but he was okay with that. Typhon and the various handlers he encountered knew that was his single weakness. He’d never tried to hide it or claim otherwise.

      If that meant they levied unimaginable punishment on him as a result, so be it.

      When the door opened a second time, Tam steeled himself to what he might see. He felt wrath and venom well inside of him, the situation fast becoming unwieldy.

      Snatching him was one thing. Torturing him, even. But grabbing mortals, making them a part of this, was too much.

      He had shared everything he knew. It was time for Jonas and his men to look elsewhere.

      Seated in the corner of the room, he raised a finger before him. His mouth opened wide, ready to unleash a torrent of obscenities, his eyes large and angry.

      But not a sound passed his lips. His finger never so much as wagged. Not once did he even try to rise, his bottom remaining in contact with the floor, confusion flooding over his features.

      “Another one for you,” the man said. Filling the doorway, he was so tall the top of his head was blocked from view.

      Dust and blood spotted his clothes in equal amounts.

      Turning to the side, the man grabbed someone with a single hand, tossing them onto the floor.

      And without another word, or even a passing glance, he was gone, slamming the door in his wake.

      Tucked into the corner of the room, Tam sat stunned, trying to make sense of what had just occurred. The man that had presented himself wasn’t Jonas, but someone new, somebody he hadn’t encountered yet. Looking to be an enforcer, his massive frame hadn’t been used for intimidation, merely making a deposit before disappearing again.

      With it came no attempts at interrogation, no long-winded diatribes about the fates of mankind and Tam needing to do his part to help.

      Nothing more than dropping another person inside and departing.

      Which was in and of itself the most surprising part of all.

      “Kaia?” Tam whispered, his focus drifting from the prone form on the floor to the door and back again.

      Only once before, decades ago, had Tam encountered her. A somewhat routine affair, the two had worked together on a particular task for no more than a couple of days before parting, never to cross paths again.

      As a singular incident, it was nothing special. The demon was young, cocksure, liked to play to the stereotypes of her chosen avatar, but on the whole she was far from the worst he’d encountered.

      And he had a hard time imagining she deserved this.

      “Kaia,” he repeated, rolling forward onto his knees. Crawling across the floor, he could feel the cushioned padding against his feet and palms, the material giving just slightly as he made his way over.

      Lying facedown, the girl was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt with the sleeves and bottom cut out. Originally black, the shirt had faded to a state closer to dark gray, making the dark stain covering most of it all the more obvious. Centered in the middle of her right shoulder blade, a circle of dark blood covered most of her back.

      Almost black in the middle, it grew steadily lighter as it moved outward, culminating with a few faint streaks along her neck and arm.

      “Kaia,” Tam whispered, placing a hand on her shoulder. Feeling the skin cool and clammy to the touch, he used his thumb and forefinger as pincers, tugging on the edge of the shirt where the sleeve would have been.

      In some spots, the shirt was stuck to her body, dried blood holding it tight. In others, it came away easily, the saturated cotton almost crunchy.

      Knowing there was no point in checking for a pulse, Tam released his grip on the T-shirt. He slid both hands under her arm, using them to gently lift her body, her entire weight limp as he rolled her onto her back.

      Easing her down as softly as possible, he positioned her flat in the center of the room, brushing the straw-blond hair from her face.

      And confirming beyond a doubt that it was Kaia. Twenty or more years might have passed since their last encounter, but that hardly mattered considering neither of them had aged a day.

      If not for her complexion, pale from blood loss, and the matching puncture wound on her front side, she would be a mirror image of the girl who had strode into his shop all those years before.

      Leaning back onto his heels, Tam cast a look around the room. Silently cursing himself for having finished the water so quickly, he stared helplessly, knowing there was absolutely nothing he could do for the girl.

      All they could do was wait.

      Casting his gaze toward the door, Tam felt the anger he’d harbored earlier return to the surface. Jonas might have been telling the truth before, that things really were dire, but this was fast becoming absurd.

      Nothing could warrant this level of harm, the people that were being kept already at three, bound to rise before things were finished.

      Flexing his hands into balls, he wanted nothing more than to move forward. To pound on the door until they opened it, and then come out swinging, flailing at them until it was over.

      There had to be something that could be done.

      Even in his weakened state.
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      The interior of the motel room was destroyed. Pillows and blankets were pulled off the bed, tossed into piles or strewn about. The alarm clock was smashed against the door, a smattering of broken plastic pieces covering the floor. The night stand was turned on its side.

      Standing in the center of it, Ember looked around, the initial hostility in the wake of her talk with Typhon having finally receded.

      The news he had imparted was nothing short of bullshit. She was only just beginning to learn the strict rules that governed her new existence, and already she could see that they were binding to the point of paralysis.

      Nothing should be so rigid that it couldn’t be adapted on the fly.

      Take her situation, for instance. Just days into her post-life career, she was in no way ready for such an undertaking. She was given an assignment to track down a deadbeat that wanted to welch on a contract.

      Not go head-to-head with a team of angels, all fighting for a rare artifact that could tilt the balance of Heaven and Hell in the middle realm.

      And damned sure not do it by herself.

      Taking out her frustration on the limited surroundings she had, she had attacked the room with as much wrath as she could muster. An intense fury lasting no more than a few minutes, by the time she was done, fluids seemed to be leaking from every pore.

      Sweat covered her body. Tears underscored her eyes. Blood seeped through the wrap covering the slice on her arm.

      Standing in the center of the room, Ember had no way to know when or if the place would go back to normal. If Hell had a team of housekeepers that came in when she was gone, or if it just reset itself every morning.

      Not that she cared in the slightest.

      The sole item that had escaped her outburst sat on the edge of the bare mattress before her. The only form of contact she had with the outside world, Ember let out a deep breath.

      Walking forward, she took it up and hit the most recent call in the log, setting it to speakerphone and dropping it back into place.

      Just like their previous call, it rang only once before being picked up.

      “Typhon.”

      The mere sound of his voice sent a ripple of repulsion through Ember. Working for him was going to be so much worse than she previously realized.

      “Can you track her?” she asked.

      “Track who?”

      “Kaia,” Ember said.

      For a moment, there was no response. Typhon seemed to consider it before saying, “What, you think we have Demon LoJack or something?”

      In no mood for his sarcasm, Ember gritted her teeth. “Look, I’m pretty green to this, and the mentor you assigned is currently out of action, so how about we stop picking on the new girl, huh?”

      On the other end, she could hear Typhon breathing loudly, though no response came.

      “So, again, is there any way of tracking her?” Ember said.

      “No,” Typhon replied, his voice low and terse, “not directly anyway. It’s not like a cellphone app or something. I can keep tabs on hospitals, clinics, places like that to see if someone fitting her description shows up-”

      “But she won’t,” Ember said, already moving ahead, putting together what she was being told.

      “Not this time,” Typhon said. “Maybe if you guys were in a wreck or something, but now...”

      Turning to the side, Ember began to move. Random carnage from her tirade crunched underfoot as she walked, her shoes grinding it into the carpet.

      Taking deep breaths, she tried to again return to her roots, to push past the absurdities of the situation, to look beyond the rules and her new employer and everything that could turn things sideways.

      Instead, she had to focus on what she knew. On how she would handle this if she was back in Seattle, trying to track two missing persons.

      “Okay, so we don’t know how to find her, but we know who has her,” Ember said. “Is there any way to put me in touch with Jonas?”

      “Good thought,” Typhon said, “but he’s even more out of touch than Kaia. It’s not like we keep a big Rolodex for every supernatural being roaming the middle realm.”

      Having suspected as much, Ember let the second part of the statement roll over her. In no mood to again get into a battle of snarky comments, she continued pacing, working through things.

      Twice now, Jonas and his team had shown up out of nowhere. If that meant they were nearby or had traveled through some other manner, Ember didn’t know.

      There would be time to ask about that later.

      “Are angels bound by the same rules as us?” Ember asked. Reaching one side of the room, she turned back, oblivious to the sweat streaming from her body, the dull ache of her arm.

      “Depends on the rule,” Typhon replied.

      “Can they hurt anybody?” Ember asked, thrusting the question out before another word was said. “Humans, I mean. Could they be torturing Carlow for information?”

      “Carlow?” Typhon asked, a hint of confusion present.

      “The middleman, the guy that we met in Del Mar when Jonas first showed up.”

      With each word, Ember could feel her cadence speeding up. A bit at a time, her mind was putting things together, her lips just barely able to keep up.

      “Same as us,” Typhon said. “Harming him is a gray area, death is off-limits. No chance Jonas would do anything so foolish.”

      At some point, Ember was going to need to request a full list of the rules. She would sit down and delve through them, committing each to memory, providing herself with a framework on how to proceed.

      For now, though, she was stuck with a lot of fumbling around.

      “Which leaves only-” Ember said. Pulling to a stop, she let her voice trail away. Raising her gaze to the far wall, she gritted her teeth, realization and self-loathing both pulsating through her.

      “Sonuvabitch,” she whispered.

      “What?” Typhon asked. “Did they do anything to Carlow when you guys were at the house? Did you see something?”

      Striding across the room, Ember snatched up Kaia’s battered leather bag from the floor, the faint smell of burnt leather wafting up from it.

      “No, but I do now,” Ember said. Turning to the bed, she snatched up the phone and said, “I’ll call you back,” before disconnecting and tossing the device into the bag.

      A moment later, she was back in Bob’s VW Bus, headed toward town.

      She knew how to find Jonas.
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      Jonas forced himself to look at his leg while Gad worked on it. He refused any sort of medication, any type of salve that might dull the pain, using it to cut through any remaining cloudiness that might have settled in. With his gaze locked on the charred flesh of his lower limb, he watched as the wounds were scrubbed clean, pieces of ashy skin flaking away.

      His foot propped up on a nearby chair, bits of it were scattered on the floor below, dark spots mottling the light surface.

      The smell of singed hair and burnt skin was strong in his nostrils.

      “What did this?” Gad asked. On one knee, he was bent at the waist, a bottle in one hand, a wad of gauze in the other. Pressing the cotton against the top of the bottle, he upended the bottom, soaking the material, before using it to dab at the wounds again.

      On contact, a sharp spasm carried itself the length of Jonas’s leg, his eyes registering what was to come just a split-second before his body did the same. Once the electronic impulse reached his brain, he seized tight for an instant, fingers digging into the side of the chair he sat on.

      “A whip,” Jonas said, adding nothing more. There was no need to go through a replay of what had transpired.

      He had lost, beaten by a girl with a fraction of his experience.

      That was all there was to it.

      “A whip did this?” Gad asked, his voice relaying a twinge of disbelief.

      Flicking his gaze from the leg to Gad, a host of comments came to Jonas’s mind. Recognizing each as nothing more than wounded pride, lashing out merely for the sake of it, he bit every one back.

      There was more work to come. No need to create internal dissension.

      “It was on fire.”

      Pausing what he was doing, Gad turned his focus up toward Jonas. Moving only his eyes, he locked his gaze on the older man for a full moment before returning to work, peeling away the blackened char.

      In its place was nothing more than bright-pink flesh, hinting at the gnarled scar it would leave behind, a permanent reminder of what had taken place.

      Almost made Jonas wish that Kaia was getting something worse than matching indentations on her chest and back.

      “Who’s the girl?” Gad asked, this time without glancing up.

      “That’s no girl,” Jonas responded. “Name is Kaia, a mid-level demon. Been around, I don’t know, maybe fifty years or more.”

      Gad nodded slightly. “So you’ve crossed paths with her before?”

      “Few times,” Jonas said. “Just once head-to-head. Others were more like we were both monitoring the same thing, neither felt like escalating it.”

      Even at that, it had been a long time since Jonas had heard the name Kaia. So long that it took him a moment to place her when he first saw her tearing away from the house in Del Mar, sitting behind the wheel of the Jeep, hair flying behind her.

      Ultimately, it was the hair that snapped things into place for him, the look exceptionally rare for someone in her position.

      Most of the time, demons got off on trying to look as scary as possible.

      “What about the other one?” Gad asked. Dabbing at the last few spots, he leaned away, inspecting his work. Turning his body to get a better look, he nodded in satisfaction before looking up to Jonas again.

      “The other one?”

      “Yeah,” Gad said. “Micah mentioned another one when I worked on him. Said it was some woman that he’d put down a couple times and she kept getting up.”

      Nodding slightly, Jonas remained silent, contemplating the question. He watched as Gad sprayed his leg with some form of topical ointment before beginning to apply a final dressing, wrapping the flesh-colored bandage around his leg.

      The woman was still nothing more than a name to him. Ember, a moniker that could have been from life, or could have been the work of somebody on the other side.

      It did sort of sound like something they would come up with.

      Twice now he had encountered her. The first time, she was sprawled out in the living room, and he had more important things to tend to.

      The second, he had been busy getting his ass kicked, Micah winning the fight before she ultimately won the day.

      Who she was or where she came from, Jonas didn’t yet know. Certainly not a demon, it wasn’t clear what her skillset was or why she was around, though he had a feeling he would be finding out soon enough.

      “What sort of shape is the girl in?” Jonas asked.

      Finishing the wrap, Gad looked up to him, his eyebrows rising slightly. “Which one?”

      “The one we brought in.”

      “Don’t know,” Gad said. “I haven’t looked at her yet. Figured getting you and Micah up and moving was first priority.”

      A soft grunt passed Jonas’s lips as he nodded. Making sure the fighting force was ready for the next encounter was most important. Unless directly instructed, Gad’s initial move would always be to provide aid.

      “Soon as we’re done, go check on her,” Jonas said.

      “You want her up and active too?” Gad asked.

      “No,” Jonas replied, shaking his head, “just the opposite. Keep her sedated as much as you can.”

      Lowering his foot to the floor, Jonas stood. As the muscles and tendons in his leg flexed under his weight, pain shot the length of it, white lights popping before his eyes. Sucking in a sharp breath, he remained stationary, waiting for it to pass, before gingerly making his way from the room.

      There was another fight coming. He knew it, and he needed to be ready for it.
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      The front gate outside of John Lee Tam’s house in La Jolla looked no different in the dark of night than it had thirty-six hours prior when Ember made her first trip to the site. Illuminated by bright spotlights, the metal seemed to almost glow, visible the length of the street.

      “Damn,” Ember muttered, pulling the VW Bus up just short of it and easing to a stop. Parking exactly where Kaia had, she climbed out and walked around the front hood, this time not bothering to avoid the security panel as she went.

      Even if they did see her pass by on the camera, at most it would save her nothing more than a few seconds. The instant she touched down on the opposite side of the gate, Toby would be on her.

      The only difference was, this time she was ready.

      Having shed the blood-soaked jeans and long-sleeve shirt she’d been wearing for two days, Ember was dressed in spandex workout pants and a tank top. Both in black, they resembled what she would have worn to the gym as recently as a week before, the clothes and running shoes far more comfortable. With each step, she could feel her body awakening, returning to form, responding in the way she had trained it to for so long.

      Adrenaline slowly ebbed into her system, a slow drip prepping her for whatever the night held in store.

      Her left arm was wrapped in a tight bandage, the white dressing flashing bright as she moved. Looped over the same arm was the tattered bag she had taken from Kaia, for the moment cool and quiet.

      Though that would soon be changing.

      Going straight for the corner of the gate, Ember jammed her foot above the lowest hinge and started to work her way up. Armed with a cocktail of Advil and anticipation, she barely noticed her arm as she moved, ignoring any pain that might be lingering.

      In its place was nothing more than resolve.

      She had agreed to this employment. She had chosen this new existence, and even if she didn’t agree with it, even if she hated everything it represented, she would see it through.

      Because what it would mean if she didn’t was simply too great to bear.

      Reaching the top of the gate, Ember hooked a foot over the opposite side. Swinging her weight over, she grasped tight with both hands, lowering her feet more than halfway down before letting go and dropping to the driveway.

      The instant her feet touched flat, she swiveled toward the house. A fair number of lights were blazing bright, despite the late hour. Beads of sweat came to the surface as the scent of leather grew stronger, tendrils of smoke rising around her.

      In the distance, a single bark could be heard.

      Remaining perched on one knee, her body crouched in front of the gate, poised for movement, Ember slid the bag from her shoulder. Keeping the top closed, she reached inside, wrapping her fingers around the base of the handle and squeezing tight.

      Her features rigid, Ember’s breathing increased as she stared the length of the driveway, listening as the barking grew louder. Ever closer it seemed to come as a white specter emerged, darting straight for her. Moving in long, even strides, it burst her way, each thunderous bawl louder than the one before.

      The heat inside the bag grew stronger, smoke rising in a plume around her. Passing over her skin, it burned her eyes, tickled her nose, moving steadily upward, the bag it was in barely able to contain it.

      Still, Ember waited, watching as the dog closed the gap between them.
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      Ember had never used a whip before. Living in a major city in the 21st century, there was never a reason for it. She wasn’t a cowpoke rustling steers, and she wasn’t training to be the next Indiana Jones.

      Even if the unmistakable sound was pretty badass, it just wasn’t a practical weapon.

      Not compared to the Glock 17 she’d carried every day for the last fifteen years, anyway.

      Staring down the big white animal as it bounded toward her, Ember didn’t allow that thought to bother her. She didn’t pause to think she should have done some practicing outside the motel. Couldn’t imagine herself trying to pick cans off the picnic table while so much else was going on.

      Squeezing the handle a bit tighter, she could almost feel it imparting confidence into her, flowing the length of her arm. She drew her mouth into a tight line, the heat inside the bag growing higher still.

      Holding, waiting, she remained rooted until the space between them was no more than ten yards before springing to her feet. The singed remains of the bag fell away as she cast the whip out to the side, the glowing flame almost blinding in the dark of night.

      Rotating her arm at the elbow, she flicked the end of it across her body, the bright tip arcing in front of her, passing just inches from the dog’s nose. Pulling to a stop instantly, it stood in the center of the driveway, body coiled. Jowls pulled back, two rows of razor-sharp teeth glinted, an unending stream of barking pulsating from its throat.

      Keeping the whip in a perpetual state of motion, Ember flexed her wrist before her, the weapon moving at all times, maintaining the precious separation she needed.

      “Rocco!” she called, voice just barely audible over the sound of Toby’s barking. “Where are you?!”

      Standing just inside the gate, Ember counted off three long minutes. Locked in a standoff with the dog, she continued the constant progress of the whip, slowly inching forward, driving the animal back the way it had come.

      Sweat leaked from her body, lactic acid slowly building in her forearm.

      Still, she kept pressing forward.

      This was the sole choice she had. Finding Tam was the only way to hand over the mirror, to end this first foray into Hell’s employ. It was also the only way to retrieve Kaia.

      Tracking her wasn’t an option. Neither was finding Jonas.

      It was this or nothing.

      “Rocco!” she called again, to no avail.

      Inch by inch, she made her way up the driveway, the dog making her earn every bit. Nails scraping against the cobbled brick, his incessant barking never ceased, his hate-filled gaze leveled on her.

      Once, twice more she rotated the whip, alternating her gaze between the driveway and the dog. Seeing nothing, she drew in a sharp breath.

      It was time.

      Jerking her shoulder up, she sent the whip straight at the dog. Lunging backward just centimeters from being struck, the animal snapped out at it, the tip making the trademark cracking noise.

      Increasing her pace, Ember shot it straight forward time and again, driving him back toward the house. Past the manicured flower beds, beyond the fountain sitting out front, she worked her way onward, each flick of the wrist filling her with more confidence.

      “Rocco!” she yelled once more, giving the man a final chance to show himself.

      Seeing nothing, she flicked the whip out to the side. Dropping into a full sprint, she charged straight ahead, swinging the flaming weapon in from the side.

      For an instant, the move played right to the dog’s instincts. Matching her energy, he bolted two strides forward, coming in fast, before realization set in.

      Paws scrambling against concrete, it dropped to a hip, turning back toward the house. All four legs kicked simultaneously as it fought for purchase, aimed at maintaining the gap between them.

      For as noble an effort as it was, this time the animal’s natural dexterity was a touch too slow.

      The flaming end of the whip shot in from the side, snaking around the dog’s rear legs. Snapping them together, it slid around its knees, pulling tight.

      On contact, a pained yelp exploded from the animal, the sound of meat searing rolling out. An instant after, the smell of burnt hair and flesh followed as Ember drew back on the whip, pulling it taut.

      No match for the pain coursing through it, the dog put up no fight. Its rear legs slid to the ground, followed in order by its stomach and chest.

      All that remained upright was the muzzle, pointed toward the heavens, wailing.

      Seeing the position, knowing she had it confused for at least a moment, Ember shoved forward. Pushing off her rear foot, she pounded over the short distance between them. Placing a knee in the center of the dog’s back, she dropped her weight down atop him, feeling his striated muscles flex and unfurl with each cry.

      “You bite my leg, I bite yours. Right, buddy?” Ember said through clenched teeth. Adjusting her weight, balancing atop the enormous creature, she made sure he was pinned to the ground before drawing the handle of the whip up by her shoulder.

      Pressing down on the button just as she’d seen Kaia do, she heard the obsidian blade slide down, locking into place with a click.

      “Rocco, if you really are the patron saint of dogs, I suggest you get out here right now and talk to me!”

      For the last two days, the rules had been working against her. They had tied her hands, mandating she act certain ways in certain situations.

      It was time to start making them work in her favor as well.
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      Ember had no problem with dogs. She’d had a few growing up, a miniature schnauzer that slept at the foot of her bed, and of course the ones that always seemed to be around at the farm. Her roommate in college had a lab that often she would take to the park whenever she needed to get outside a bit.

      She and her ex-husband had shared a corgi until their divorce.

      In no way did Ember want to harm the dog.

      But she also knew there was no chance the patron saint of their kind would be allowed to sit idly by while she did, even if it was just a threat.

      Arriving as if summoned, Rocco strode forth out of the house. Still dressed in the same suit and hat he’d been wearing the day before, the sole difference seemed to be the expression on his face.

      Instead of calm and placating, he seemed to be wearing a snarl, his eyes flashing as he looked down at her.

      “What have you done to Toby?”

      Drawing the tip of the blade toward the dog’s white fur, Ember said, “You are going to help me, or it’s about to get a whole lot worse.”

      Incredulous, Rocco walked to within five feet before stopping. He flashed a wild-eyed gaze at the knife, at his charge, before looking up at her.

      “You can’t...you...”

      Ember met his stare. “I can, and then I can come after you.”

      Drawing in deep breaths, the front of Rocco’s suit rose and fell more than an inch in either direction. Passing a hand over his face, he stared down at the scene, color seeming to have drained from his skin.

      “I...I already told you, Mr. Tam isn’t here.”

      “You told me a lot of things, that being the only part that was true,” Ember said.

      Not in the mood for any lying, or discussion, or subterfuge of any form, Ember dropped the tip of the knife down to the dog’s neck. Dragging it just a half-inch across the surface, bright-red droplets sprang forth, staining his white coat.

      In unison, twin sounds poured from both the dog and Rocco. The animal raised its head again, calling out for aid.

      Before him, his master dropped to his knees, his face contorted as if he might cry at any moment.

      “See,” Ember said, keeping the point of the blade in place, “I learned a few things in the last couple of days. Things like who you really are, what rules you’re bound to follow.”

      Dropping her gaze down to the animal, she said, “Just like I learned who this guy really is, and the lengths you’ll go to to save him.”

      If that was true or not, Ember had no way of knowing. Based on the display Rocco was currently putting on, though, she had an inkling it was.

      And that was more than enough.

      His cheeks bunched up, his eyes glassy, Rocco raised his focus to her. He shuddered twice, trying to bite back his emotion, before asking, “Who are you? What do you want?”

      Squeezing the handle tight, Ember made sure he saw the twisted sinew of her arms under the firelight. She stared straight at him, ensuring that whatever words she said next were received and understood.

      “Who I am doesn’t matter. What I want is for you to tell me where to find Tam.”

      Leaning forward, Rocco pressed his palms flat into the ground. He used the new angle to stare down at Toby, almost imploring the animal to stay strong, to hang on a little longer.

      “I already-”

      Another slice went along the back of the dog’s neck, a second splash of blood coloring his snowy mane.

      “This is one big-ass dog,” Ember seethed. “Keep lying to me. Let’s see how many cuts he can withstand.”

      Dropping his face almost flush to the ground, tears streamed down Rocco’s face. His eyes and lips all pulled tight, folds of skin lining his face.

      “You...you monster.”

      In the last couple of days, Ember had seen plenty of people she’d consider monsters working on both sides of the fight. About the only one she couldn’t attach any of the blame to in all of it was the dog she was now perched on.

      At least he had the excuse of not knowing any better.

      “Jonas,” Ember said. “I know Tam is with Jonas.”

      More tears fell as Rocco stared at Toby. Remaining in that position, he sniffled loudly, the sound filled with moisture and phlegm.

      Watching, Ember could see the battle being waged inside of him. As much as he didn’t want to give up Jonas or Tam or anything else, his hands were tied. There was nothing he could do in the face of his loyal servant being held captive.

      Those were the rules.
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      The passenger seat of the VW Bus held an odd assortment of items, things that Ember would have never considered riding shotgun for her as recently as a couple of days ago.

      A handheld mirror that could give whoever looked into it the ability to see beyond the external for anything walking the Earth. A bullwhip that sprang to life in the presence of Heaven’s disciples, turning into a perverse form of tiki torch.

      And a cellphone that was pink and bedazzled, lifted from Kaia hours earlier.

      How she had managed to come to possess so many disparate items over the course of less than a day, she hadn’t a clue. What she might come to amass in the coming months or years, she’d rather not even think about.

      One thing at a time for now.

      Grabbing up the cellphone from the seat, Ember balanced it across her thigh. Glancing down only long enough to thumb her way through the menu screens, she pulled up the most recent call in the log and hit send, the sound of ringing echoing through the car.

      Leaving the phone in place, she lifted her attention to the world outside. Just after two in the morning, most of the city had finally succumbed to slumber, fast food joints and gas stations extinguishing their neon and sitting silent.

      Leaving behind only the stanchion lights lining the freeway, the world seemed finally at peace, calming down in anticipation of a new day ahead.

      An irony that was not lost on Ember, considering what was to come.

      Snatched up after the third ring, a series of deep breaths gave the impression Typhon had been sprinting to get to the phone. Swallowing, he managed, “Yeah?”

      “I interrupt something?” Ember asked. Glancing into the rearview mirror, she saw the events of her multiple encounters with Micah splayed across her face.

      Mottled blue and purple, some swelling had set in, giving her a lopsided appearance.

      At a glance, someone who could see her true form would be hard-pressed to think she wasn’t a demon of sorts herself.

      “What do you want?” Typhon asked, pushing past the comment. The strain of the last day was evident in his tone.

      Apparently, her hanging up on him during their last call was still close to the surface as well.

      “I know where Jonas is,” Ember said. Stated in a flat tone, she left her reply at that, knowing it would be sufficient to help Typhon push by whatever wounded ego issues he might be having.

      “You-” he began, pulling up short to allow her statement to sink in. Letting out a long breath, he eventually said, “How?”

      “Rocco,” Ember said. “They sent him to Tam’s house to keep an eye out for things.”

      “And they left him there?”

      “Apparently,” Ember said. Why, she hadn’t given much thought to. Perhaps they thought maybe she would return. Maybe they were waiting to see if anybody else showed up.

      Or, more likely, they just hadn’t thought to call him off yet.

      “And he just told you where to find Jonas?” Typhon said, a hint of disbelief in his tone.

      Glancing over to the side, Ember took in the whip beside her, thinking on the incident that had just played out. Even now, a half-hour later, she could smell Toby’s burnt fur, could see a few spots of his blood on the base of the weapon.

      “Turns out the Patron Saint of Dogs can’t just willingly sit by and watch one get tortured,” Ember said. Even if the last word was a bit of an overstatement for what had happened, it wasn’t a long way off. “They have a safe house in New Mexico. An old abandoned barn sitting on a cliff overlooking the Cimarron River.”

      A series of low mutterings slid over the line, the last part sounding something like, “I’ll be damned.”

      Not bothering to follow up, still feeling like she was a long way from anything resembling praise, Ember pressed, “And I need you to tell me how to get there.”

      In the last two days, Jonas and Micah had shown up at multiple locations. Where they had come from, Ember hadn’t known, assuming they were nearby and had just been going through the same investigative steps she was.

      Now she knew different.

      “What makes you think-” Typhon began, a hint of uncertainty in his voice.

      “Cut the shit,” Ember said, not in the mood for any more discussion of rules or whatever else governed them. “I know Jonas has been hopping states back and forth whenever he wants.

      “Now, it’s my turn.”

      A moment of silence passed, Typhon thinking it over. With each second that slid by, Ember could practically project every argument he was thinking about, every thought moving through his mind, resisting sending her over.

      She wasn’t ready. She didn’t know what she was doing. Didn’t realize who she was up against.

      What he didn’t realize was, she also didn’t give a damn.

      Making the deal she did wasn’t her idea. It was a reaction to a specific situation, an arrangement she would maintain because she had no other choice.

      She couldn’t die. Not again, anyway. So anything else that happened to her along the way, so be it.

      “Normally, you couldn’t,” Typhon said. “Making those jumps are reserved for people at the middle tier or higher. People like Kaia or Jonas.”

      Gripping the wheel tight in either hand, Ember squeezed long enough she could feel her left arm ache, knowing that more blood was probably oozing from the wound.

      Though, to be honest, the pain was almost refreshing. In a lot of ways, it was the most real part of this entire experience.

      “But since Kaia isn’t here...” Ember said, picking up what Typhon was hinting at.

      “Right,” he said, letting the word slide out slowly, “and since you have the whip...”

      His voice trailing away, Ember chose to let him continue pondering things. For someone like her, used to rushing straight ahead, his hesitance was a bit of a surprise.

      Knowing it was probably tied to the damn rules and whatever stipulations they carried, she wasn’t nearly as shocked as she could have been.

      Drifting to the outer lane of traffic, Ember pressed harder on the accelerator. Driving to nowhere in particular, she watched as signs for places like Lake Murray and La Mesa filed by, each as nondescript and suburban as the one before.

      “You know that Rocco has probably already called to warn them.”

      “I know,” Ember said. “That’s the point.”

      Taking a moment, Typhon said, “Meaning?”

      Glancing over to the Seeing Eye sitting beside her, Ember didn’t bother filling him in further, knowing he would only disapprove of the plan she was putting together.

      “Meaning, just tell me how to get my ass to New Mexico.”
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      The law enforcement officer in Ember said she should leave her son where he was. She didn’t know the full extent of his injuries, had no way of ensuring his safety if she tried to release the seat belt holding him in place.

      The mother inside her dictated there was no way she could leave her son in such a position. Not when he was already injured.

      It had taken everything she had to wrest him from the car, her broken ribs fighting her each step of the way, but eventually she had managed to pull him free. Now ten minutes later, she was sitting with her back against the side of the vehicle, her coat as a barrier between her and the slushy ground.

      Positioned with his body inside the car, siphoning off whatever warmth remained, Emory’s head was balanced on her thigh.

      The wound along his temple had stopped bleeding, the thick ooze already dried and beginning to crust. The entire right side of his head was stiff with it, his blond locks extended at odd angles.

      Without the wail of the music inside the car, the world seemed oddly silent. The sleet that had pelted them earlier had given way to snow, nature’s soundproofing falling thick and fast around them.

      Which made the sound of the voice all the more startling, completely unexpected, the first noise save Ember’s crying in more than ten minutes.

      “You look like you could use some help.”

      Jerking her head to the side, Ember found a man standing before her, his hands clasped behind him. Dressed entirely in black, he cut a harsh outline against the pale backdrop.

      Walking to within just a few feet of her, he stopped, a look bordering on a smile on his face.

      “Where did you come from?” Ember asked. Lifting her head from the side of the car, she peered into the distance, seeing no other cars. Not once had she seen any taillights, or heard the sound of an approaching engine.

      “You called,” the man replied.

      “I...” Ember began, her face crinkling slightly. “Wha? My phone was ruined in the crash. It wouldn’t even turn on.”

      The man dipped his head slightly, revealing a head full of black hair, not a single snowflake marring it. “True, but that’s not quite what I meant.”

      This time, there were no words. The events of the last half hour had made it almost impossible for Ember to think clearly, the confusion on her face making as much obvious.

      Releasing the grip behind his back, the man extended a finger toward the side of the road. “Now, what you probably didn’t realize given the snow and the limited visibility is that right there is the entrance to Pawlson Road.

      “Nothing more than an old logging trail, it does however satisfy one of our clear requirements.”

      Again, myriad thoughts spurted across Ember’s mind, none any clearer than the others.

      “Requirements?” she whispered.

      “Yes,” the man said. “See, it’s not enough just to ask for our help. You also have to have drawn blood, and you have to be sitting in the middle of an intersection.

      “Or, as some would prefer to say, a crossroads.”

      Waving his hands to either side, he said, “Sort of our own vetting process.”

      Who this man was, what he was prattling on about, Ember didn’t have the slightest interest in. Tilting her gaze back down to her son, she could see the ghostly pallor of his cheeks, his lips parted just slightly.

      “He’s hurt badly,” she said. “He needs help.”

      “I know,” the man replied. “That’s why I’m here.”

      It took a full moment for the words to resonate, for Ember to let their meaning sink in. Raising her gaze toward the man, she made no effort to hide her confusion, her features crinkled slightly.

      “Who are you?”

      “My name is Typhon, but that is really rather unimportant. What is important is who I represent, and what I can do for you.” Using his chin, he gestured to Emory. “For him.”

      Hot moisture underscored Ember’s eyes as she again looked down to her son.

      He was gone. There was no denying it. Whether it had happened from the impact or from blood loss didn’t much matter now.

      “You can’t help him,” she whispered. “Or me.”

      “I beg to differ,” the man replied. “I can see that your son has met an unfortunate end, and that you seem intent on fast joining him, but I have a proposal that could change things for both of you.”

      Ember was in no mood to argue with this man. Whatever illusions of grandeur he held didn’t concern her. Nor did most anything he had to say.

      All she wanted was for it to be over.

      “Go away.”

      “As you wish,” the man replied. Returning his hands behind his back, he took a step away. Turning on a heel, he took another before pausing.

      “But don’t you at least want to hear that there could be another way? Since you seem so determined to end things for yourself, what if I told you it was possible to save your son in the process?”
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      The wrap around the bottom of Jonas’s leg felt like it was getting tighter with every step, as if the bandage was made from pure elastic. He could feel it digging into the raw flesh, grinding against the exposed nerves.

      Back on his path outside the barn, each time he put his right foot forward, he could feel the underlying muscles clenching, sucking sharp breaths in through his teeth.

      Gad was good. Considered by many to be the best at what he did, it was why Jonas had made a point of snatching him up early. More than once, he had been instrumental in getting someone like Tam back on their feet, rendering them useful for whatever was needed.

      For as skilled as he was, there was little that could be done for the damage on Jonas’s leg. Wounds like those inflicted by the whip, or the puncture given to Kaia, were created by weapons specifically designed by for use on their kind.

      They were meant to cause more harm and to be much longer in the healing process.

      Something that only made the animosity Jonas felt spike as he continued pacing, trying to will himself past the pain. Knowing better than to stop moving, to let the leg get tight, he forced himself to keep going, waiting for that moment when the body’s natural defenses would kick in and the agony would recede.

      But after more than an hour, that hadn’t yet happened.

      The longer it took, the more hostility Jonas carried. Enough that the idea of going back into the holding cell entered his mind. Allowing his thoughts to seize on the notion, on the various things he could do to an incapacitated Kaia, he almost missed the buzzing of the phone in his pocket.

      Locked on images such as those of Tam the day before, it wasn’t until the fifth or sixth pulse of the device on his hip that Jonas thought to pull it free, checking the screen.

      And saw a name that truly surprised him.

      “Rocco,” he said, slowing his pace to just more than a creep. “What is it?”

      Knowing the man was not one for socializing, especially at such an hour, there were only so many reasons why he would be reaching out.

      None especially good.

      The first sound resembled sniffling, short pulls of air followed by a loud clearing of the nose. Feeling his brows come together, Jonas listened another moment before saying, “Rocco?”

      “Hey, Jonas,” Rocco replied this time, his voice breathy. “Sorry to be calling, but I just had a visitor, and I wanted to let you know you’ll soon have one as well.”

      The words were something Jonas had known since getting back, though that still didn’t stop the surge of electricity that rifled through him. “Ember.”

      “Ember,” Rocco repeated.

      His feet continued to move through nothing more than muscle memory, his mind elsewhere as he shuffled along. The safe house was chosen because it was well out of sight, the sort of place someone only found if they knew where to look.

      The fact that Tam had been held with no problem for days only confirmed that.

      The first time the place had been used, the number of people who knew where it was could be counted on one hand, none willing to give it up easily.

      “Are you hurt, Rocco?”

      “No,” Rocco replied, barely a whisper. “You know if it were that simple, I would have never said a word.”

      Jonas did know that. He had worked with Rocco before, and while he wasn’t a fighter, he was a savant at those things he did do.

      Observation, surveillance, research. It was why he had been brought along in the first place.

      He also had one enormous weakness, saddled by it through no fault of his own.

      Clamping his eyes shut, Jonas looked to the sky. He cursed himself in silence for forgetting to pull Rocco out the moment they returned, before asking, “Is Toby okay?”

      Again, Rocco blew his nose. It was a state he would likely be in for the rest of the evening. “He will be...”

      Falling away for a moment, he pulled in a breath before adding, “I’m sorry, Jonas. I didn’t want to, but-”

      “The rules,” Jonas said, nodding. He did know how it went. Every single being that was allowed to walk the middle realm was saddled with at least one thing, one way of leveling the field.

      Love for dogs was Rocco’s, something that Ember had exploited to the fullest.

      And now she was coming his way.

      “It’s okay,” Jonas said. “Not your fault. Thanks for the warning.”

      Lowering his phone, Jonas was about to cut the call when he heard Rocco yell, a sudden urgency in his tone. “No!” he called out. “That’s not all!”

      Returning the phone to his face, Jonas reversed his course. Walking back over the same footprints he’d made just moments before, he headed toward the barn.

      There were preparations to put in place, things to get squared away.

      “Yeah?” he asked. “What else?”

      “The woman – Ember – she has the Seeing Eye. She’s coming your way because she wants to make a trade.”

      Stopping where he stood, Jonas felt his eyes go wide. Any concern for his leg, or anything else, bled away, his focus entirely on the call.

      “What’s she want?”

      Already he had an idea, though he needed to hear the words. He needed to know how to best prepare.

      “Tam or Kaia?”

      “Both,” Rocco said. “She told me to tell you she wanted both for the mirror, and she’d see you soon.”
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      When trying to imagine how she would be getting from San Diego to New Mexico, Ember had imagined a streak of blinding light coming down out of the sky. Like a scene from Thor, it would deposit her right outside of Jonas’s compound, leaving a charred indentation on the ground, announcing her presence with authority.

      Standing in the center of it, she would be bent forward at the waist, a knee to the ground, sticking the landing, ready to do battle.

      The reality of the situation was a far cry from that.

      The process was more like teleportation. One moment, she was standing in an empty Target parking lot on the far outskirts of San Diego. The bag now completely destroyed, she carried the whip in one hand, the mirror in the other.

      The phone she slid into her rear waistband, bringing it only for the unlikely circumstance that things went off the rails and she needed to call on Typhon for damage control.

      What little of that he could actually provide.

      Muttering the brief incantation that had been given to her, she gripped the handle of the whip tight, pressing on the button imbedded in it.

      Only this time, instead of a blade sliding free and snapping into place, she was plunged into a dark tunnel.

      For more than three minutes, it was as if Ember stood still as the world blew by her. Moving at warp speed, it created a fierce wind, tugging at the items in her hand, threatening to rip them from her grasp. Bracing herself on her right leg, she leaned into it, squinting, her hair blowing behind her, tears pulled from the corners of her eyes.

      Darkness closed in tight from every side. For the first time in days, she felt the sensation of cool on her skin.

      Clenching her teeth together, Ember held the pose, fighting with everything she had to stay upright until – mercifully - it fell away.

      Stepping out on the opposite end of the tunnel, without the force of the wind in her face, there was no way for Ember to keep her feet. Stumbling forward, it took three full steps for her to catch her balance, barely staying upright, the whip and mirror both scraping the ground as she reached out to brace herself.

      Underfoot, brittle grass crunched beneath her shoes. The air was dry, much cooler than San Diego. The sound of water rushing nearby could be heard.

      Rising to her full height, Ember peered out into the distance.

      Standing on the edge of a bluff, she could see for miles into the distance. The world illuminated under a full moon and a heavy canvas of stars, she could plainly pick out the details of her surroundings, the time of night doing little to dull her senses.

      Stretched out before her was what looked like the start of the Rocky Mountains, their sawtooth pattern gouging into the horizon line. Winding among them like a silver ribbon was the river Rocco had mentioned, a twisting snake along the valley floor, cutting through the limestone.

      The desert wind picked up, pushing her hair out to the side as it blew across her body. Stray grains of sand slapped at her skin as tumbleweeds rattled nearby.

      In the distance, a few sets of eyes blinking green could be seen peering her way, no other forms of light visible.

      Save the one coming from behind her, casting her shadow down to the valley below.

      And the one that had just sprung to life along her hip, the whip in her hand picking up on something, readying for a fight.

      Glancing down, Ember felt her adrenaline spike in kind. Gone were any worries she might have, any concern over where she was or what she was doing.

      In their place was nothing but a calm resolve, a feeling bordering on peace, putting her at ease.

      Kaia and Tam were nearby. She would finish this, in any way necessary, and then she would go home.

      And the next day she would get up and do whatever she needed to. And then again the day after.

      As many times as necessary, as long as it took, to ensure that Emory was safe.

      Turning slowly, Ember saw that the tunnel had deposited her right outside of the safe house. Just as Rocco had said, the place was an old barn, the sides weathered, the construction sturdy. Rising two stories tall, it was a massive structure, peeling red paint offset by faded white trim.

      No windows were visible along its exterior, the light she saw caused by the single sliding door along the front. Pushed out wide, it allowed the illumination from within to spill out, a bright trapezoid of yellow stretched over the ground.

      Interrupted solely by the two men nudging warily closer, their feet providing long dark stripes through the glow.

      Keeping the whip in hand, Ember walked a few feet closer. Gaining some separation between herself and the cliff, she came to a stop, peering across at the two men.

      Ideally, she would have liked a few extra minutes. A chance to orient herself, to build her resolve after the rush of jumping a few states to the east.

      But leaving Rocco behind had made that impossible. The first thing he would have done after collecting himself and tending to Toby was call and warn them she was coming.

      “Ember,” the man on the right said. More than a decade older than her, he had hair buzzed short, steel-gray dominating the temples and sides. With a thick wrap around his lower leg, he moved slowly, the limb extended straight out beneath him.

      “Jonas,” Ember replied, flicking her gaze across to the man she’d already locked horns with twice before. “Micah.”

      Staying silent, the man merely nodded, tapping the side of the glowing blade he carried against his thigh.

      “Going to see Rocco,” Jonas said. “That was...crafty. Well played.”

      Not sure if the compliment was genuine or in jest, Ember let it pass. “You guys aren’t easy to find. Nice spread you’ve got here.”

      A flicker of a smile passed over Jonas’s face as he shifted a few inches, feigning to look back at the barn.

      “So I hear you’re looking to make a trade.”

      “That’s the rumor,” Ember replied.

      Still brand new to this particular line of work, Ember wasn’t sure if such a proposal would even work. Knowing almost certainly that Typhon would never have gone for such a thing, she had made a point not to even mention it to him.

      Easier to apologize than ask permission.

      “An unusual step, especially for someone so new,” Jonas said.

      Flicking her gaze from him to Micah and back, Ember remained silent. From what little she’d seen and heard about Jonas, he wasn’t one for idle conversation. Considered one of the best the opposition had, he’d been given this assignment for a reason.

      Unlike she and Kaia, who’d had the situation flipped on them only after accepting the terms.

      Even injured, there was a reason he was delaying. She just didn’t know what it was.

      “Do you agree to the terms?” Ember asked, bypassing his statement.

      “The mirror for the prisoners?”

      Smirking slightly, Ember replied, “I think hostages might be a more apt name.”

      Staring back at her, Jonas let any previous show of mirth fade. His features hardening, he twisted his head a few inches to the side. “Bold words, coming from a servant of Hell.”

      Knowing the words were only meant to goad her, Ember refused to rise to the bait. A day before, she might have fallen prey, but no longer.

      Why she did what she did was her own decision, something she had made peace with.

      And nobody - not even an angel - was going to judge her for it.

      “Are we doing this or not?” Ember asked, her tone letting it be known that the time for parlay was over. She had no interest in turning things into a debate, knowing it likely wouldn’t end in her favor if they did.

      Inevitably, there would be some other rule she didn’t know about, something else to trip her up.

      Again, shifting slightly to gaze back over his shoulder, Jonas looked to the barn. Letting his glance linger a moment, he turned back and said, “Yeah, we’re doing this. Hand over the mirror, and I’ll send them out.”
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      It was just a snippet of conversation, the tiniest overheard word as the third man onsite - the healer - had stepped inside. Making his second visit since Kaia’s arrival, he’d gone straight to her side, mouth pulled into a tight line as he fell to work. In doing so, he had left the door open just a crack behind him.

      But it was enough to tip John Lee Tam off, giving him an idea of what was to come.

      Exchange.

      From the moment the men had returned that afternoon with Kaia in tow, there was a marked difference in the air. All three had obvious injuries, the types of wounds only sustained in intense combat. Kaia was unconscious, the two men both completely silent.

      Everyone was terse, barely looking at him, not really caring about his presence any longer.

      His first supposition was that the object they had been looking for, the thing Jonas had first tortured and later tried to cajole out of him, remained lost. They had taken the information he shared, had gone to the place in Oceanside, and had done nothing more than encounter the enemy.

      Doing all he could for Kaia, he had retreated into the corner, fearing they were coming back for him next. That they would think he had more information, or even worse had given them faulty data on the last trip.

      And this time they wouldn’t be near as subtle, with him or Kaia. Or maybe even the young man, still stowed somewhere nearby.

      When the door had opened a few minutes later, he had visibly cringed, thinking it would be Jonas, there for a third round.

      To his surprise, it was the final member of their party, the short and thick one. Ignoring Tam entirely, he had gone straight to work on Kaia, checking her vitals and applying medicines to the twin puncture wounds marking her chest and back.

      When he was done, he retreated as fast as he’d arrived, not giving Tam a second glance.

      Confused, concerned, Tam had done what he could. Laying his body close to Kaia, he had imparted a bit of his body warmth to her, watching as it combined with the effects of whatever the man had applied. Little by little, her skin tone had improved, her breathing leveling out.

      More than an hour passed before the door opened again. When it did, Tam lay perfectly still. Flicking his gaze to the man, he made no effort to move, the man again barely noticing him as he came in and went straight to work.

      A century of working for Hell had imparted a basic understanding of the rules into Tam, even the ones he didn’t necessarily work with on a regular basis. Things such as how to tunnel jump. And who was allowed to interact or injure another.

      And how large a contingent could work on a particular case.

      The first time he’d seen the third man, shorter than the others but much thicker, he’d assumed that he too was a soldier.

      Only after that visit did he remember that only two active combatants were allowed at a time, the quota already full.

      Realizing who the man must be, what he was and wasn’t able to do, Tam had made no effort to retreat. Instead, he’d remained where he lay, close to the door, hoping to see out, to catch some tiny shred that might help them.

      The full extent of the conversation, he couldn’t be entirely sure of. Only the single word had truly jumped out to him, delivered by Jonas, he and the other man moving fast for the door.

      Still, it was enough.

      Barely able to contain himself, to lie perfectly still, Tam had waited as the man finished his second round of working on Kaia. The instant he was done and the door closed behind him, Tam had sprung to his knees, grabbing her by the shoulders.

      Giving her a hearty shake, he leaned in close, his lips just inches from her ear. “Kaia. Kaia! You need to wake up. Something is happening.”

      Some of the natural warmth had returned to the girl’s skin, her body still flaccid as she shifted from side to side under his grip.

      Giving her another shake, he pressed his mouth tight to her ear, hissing into it, “Kaia! Dammit! Wake up!”

      Outside, he could hear the sound of footsteps, of objects being moved around. His anxiety increasing, he returned his focus to Kaia, again jostling her with everything he had.

      He didn’t know what the man had given her, how long it would take to revive her - if it was even meant to revive her - but he had to keep trying. Three long days he had been inside the room. He’d eaten little, been subjected to torture.

      Something was coming.

      And they needed to be ready for it.
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      It wasn’t the words that Jonas chose that ultimately clicked with Ember, tipping her off. While clichéd and assuming her for a fool, they came too late to truly provide any real information.

      It wasn’t even the man’s insistence on drawing out the conversation, a classic stall tactic, delaying any further activity as long as possible.

      What ultimately did it, the moment that Ember knew things were about to go awry, was when he turned and stared over his shoulder at the barn. Lingering a bit too long, looking in a way that bordered on yearning.

      Meaning that something was almost certainly wrong.

      “Okay,” Ember said. Despite every internal warning she had firing simultaneously, she forced her features to remain neutral, her voice never rising. “Bring out my friends, and we’ll all get this over with.”

      Tam and Kaia weren’t her friends, but under the circumstances they were allies, which was about as close as she was going to get.

      “Mirror first,” Jonas replied.

      There was not a chance Ember would give it up so easily. It was the sole point of leverage she had. The only way she ensured any of them made it out in one piece.

      But she couldn’t let them see that.

      Too many times over the years, she had been written off. A woman in a male-dominated industry, she had been shunted to the side, pushed away as if she was perpetually in over her head.

      For once, it was time to let that stereotype work for her.

      “You promise?” Ember asked, putting a tinge of hope into her voice.

      “Of course,” Jonas said.

      Venturing a half-step forward, Ember kept the mask in place. Pretending to still be the uncertain female completely out of her depth, she looked to Micah before focusing on Jonas. “And how do I know you guys won’t just take it and throw me in your prison with them?”

      A look that bordered on hurt crossed Jonas’s face. He raised his palms, letting her see them both, before saying, “Because we’re not allowed to. That’s not how the rules work.”

      A muscle twitched in Ember’s jaw as she clenched her molars tight.

      Enough with the damn rules already.

      “Okay,” she managed, nudging a bit closer.

      Across from her, both men did the same.

      And then together, all three took another step.

      Of the two, Micah was clearly the greater threat. Armed with the Sword of the Spirit, he was younger, taller, stronger than Jonas. And he had already bested Ember twice before.

      A third time would go no better.

      “That’s it,” Jonas said, hands still raised. “Nice and easy, we all go home happy.”

      Swallowing hard, Ember moved a bit closer. She ran the math in her head, right hand twitching slightly as the two sides converged.

      Twelve feet.

      Ten feet.

      The original plan was spotty at best. It involved freeing Tam and Kaia, delaying the trade, and then trying her best to figure out what to do with the Seeing Eye once they were secured.

      Even if the artifact was lost, her case would be complete. She and Kaia could move on knowing Tam had been found.

      The fact that everything else had occurred couldn’t be pinned on them.

      The new plan, the one that had formed based on Jonas’s behavior, wasn’t much better, though it did have one key difference that she found especially appealing.

      It allowed her to be the aggressor.

      Whether it was dealing with her ex-husband, standing over a perpetrator she’d just caught, or even sitting along the side of the road that night with Emory, if there was one thing that had allowed Ember to do anything, it was erring on the side of acting first. Lashing out, using surprise and intensity to make the first move.

      Putting her opponents on their heels, making them react in whatever way she wanted.

      The mirror held in her left hand, Ember lowered her gaze toward it. Rotating it slightly, she saw her own reflection come into view, the heavy bruising marring her features. Barely recognizable, she stared at the misshapen face before her, gaze finally settling on the one thing they couldn’t take from her.

      Staring straight back into her own unmistakable eyes, seeing the confidence there, the firmness she needed, the faintest whiff of a smile passed over her features.

      It was time.

      Starting at her right hip, she snapped the whip up in a quick arc, firing it like a prizefighter throwing an upper cut.

      Both caught in the middle of their forward march, each man froze in place an instant, watching as the flaming coil unfurled before them. Slicing through the air, it seemed to hang suspended, moving straight for its target.

      A long and looping line, it stayed there until Ember snapped her wrist forward, the line pulling taut on contact.

      Standing so close, there was nothing Micah could do as the whip popped into position. Coiling itself around his wrist, the intense sizzle of burning flesh could be heard instantly, followed just an instant later by the man’s scream. His fingers unfurled, releasing their grip, his opposite hand snapping across his body, trying in vain to peel away the sudden intrusion against his skin.

      Not that the hand was what Ember was after to begin with.

      Giving the whip a second snap, she loosened it just slightly, enough slack present to slide over his enormous paw.

      Just as fast, she pulled it taut a second time, watching as the coiled end cinched itself tight around the sword.

      “No!” Jonas cried, seeing what was happening, his voice relaying his fears.

      Paying it no mind, Ember jerked hard, giving the whip one last pull. Driving her elbow straight back, she dropped her bottom to the ground, using her weight as an anchor.

      Under the combined force of it, there was nothing either man could do. Weighing no more than a couple of pounds, the sword pulled easily, a streak of light through the darkness. A tail of bright haze striped out behind it as it sailed over Ember, its form hanging in the air.

      Rolling onto her hip, Ember kept her grip on the handle of the whip, waiting until it was almost to the end of the line, before giving her wrist a second pop.

      On command, the line uncoiled itself from the base of the sword, setting it to rotating.

      Her bottom pressed into the dirt, Ember rolled over. She watched as it hurtled outward over the edge of the cliff, silhouetted against the night sky, before ultimately disappearing from view.

      And she watched further as a moment later Micah shot past her, flinging himself over the edge of the bluff in pursuit of it.
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      The sound of Micah’s voice disappeared almost as fast as the man himself. Once he cleared the top lip of the cliff, his elongated body disappearing from view, the combination of the desert wind and the Cimarron River rushing by below enough to swallow any noise he might have made.

      In the wake of it, the world seemed to slow for an instant, every detail coming into sharp relief for Jonas.

      The cool of the air. The slap of stray particles of sand hitting against his skin, striking the side of the barn behind him. The smell of sage growing wild to either side. The sounds of nature.

      And the moonlight illuminating him and Ember, both battered and wounded, no more than ten feet separating the two.

      Feeling his mouth sag open, Jonas stared for another moment at the spot where Micah had disappeared.

      Long and lean, with more than a half-century of experience, he had been grabbed up by Jonas the moment he became available. In the time since, he had been honed into exactly what the team needed him to be, a weapon of the highest order, capable in any situation the middle realm might present.

      In all that time, not once had he seen his cohort bested. Not by a demon like Kaia or even a team of underlings like the one standing before him.

      Already, he had defeated her twice, neither incident particularly close.

      “How...” Jonas whispered, folds of skin appearing around his eyes as he stared out, trying to make sense of what just happened. “Why?”

      Seated on the ground before him, Ember twisted her body back his direction. Planting her heels into the loose dirt, she pushed herself up to her feet, dust striping the fitted black pants she wore.

      With the mirror in one hand and the whip in the other, she made no effort to brush herself clean, instead staring back at him, eyes blazing with defiance.

      “I know I’m new,” she said, “but you must think I’m stupid, too.”

      Saying nothing, Jonas closed his mouth. He pulled in air through his nose, feeling his animosity tick upward, mind already moving to the next step in the progression.

      The tactic was unexpected, it was slightly underhanded, but Jonas couldn’t argue that it wasn’t good. In one quick movement, she had managed to take out her most serious threat, getting around the opponent she couldn’t beat straight up by figuring out the only thing he wanted more than her.

      Likely right now, Micah was somewhere downstream, the current sending him tumbling over submerged rocks, battering his body as it carried him south.

      By the time it spit him out, his corporeal form would be broken and weak, needing days to recover.

      And that was before considering the damage that the whip had done to his hand, the shooting pain rippling through Jonas’s leg proving just how intense the weapon could be.

      Or where the Sword of the Spirit might be.

      “Where are Tam and Kaia?” Ember asked.

      Leveling a glare on her, Jonas made no effort to answer. Instead, he focused every bit of animosity he could muster, letting her feel the malevolence he harbored for her, her side, the situation as a whole.

      “I know you’re new,” Jonas eventually managed. “But there are rules.”

      Just as Jonas had suspected, the woman was completely new. She did not yet know the intricacies that governed the middle realm, wasn’t familiar with the strict limitations that oversaw interactions, keeping things from descending into full warfare on a society ill-equipped to survive it.

      A fact he could play to his advantage.

      Gad was on hand, and he was a great healer, but he could be of no use for what they were doing. That would have to come down to the two of them, both sides having lost half of their force already.

      As recently as a day before, that wouldn’t have been an issue. Armed with size and strength and experience, Jonas would have had no problem besting her, and most anybody else that the opposition placed before him.

      Now, given the state of his leg and the weapon she held, things were much closer to even.

      Or as close as she could ever hope to achieve.

      “The Seeing Eye for your friends,” Jonas said, having no interest in an extended parlay, especially with someone who only loosely understood what they were trying to do or the power she held in either hand. “Those were your terms, right?”

      “Right,” Ember replied. She raised her left fist, wagging the mirror still gripped tight. “And I’ve shown you mine.”
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      There was no way the trick with the sword should have worked. Not given the way it was gripped tight in Micah’s hand or the fact that Ember had only used the whip a handful of times at most, in her previous life or her new one.

      As if the tip of the braided cord was guided by her mind instead of her hand, it went directly where it was supposed to, furling and coiling on command.

      The goal had merely been to get rid of it. To drop the odds slightly more in her favor and hope that the combination of the whip and what she planned next would be enough to get them all out of there.

      Never had she expected Micah to go diving over the bluff after it. Not once had he so much as glanced her way as he sprinted past though, his singular focus on retrieving the object, abandoning all concern for their encounter or even his own corporeal form.

      A detail Ember would have to keep in mind moving forward.

      The fact that it had gone the way it did was more than Ember could have hoped for. Losing not only the weapon that had put down Kaia but the man who had beaten her multiple times already was a veritable boon. It caused the confidence inside her to spike, her spirits buoyed for the first time since waking up in San Diego a day before.

      She was still new. There was no denying that, the look on Jonas’s face across from her relaying as much.

      There would be information to be gleaned, skills to be acquired, but there was no longer any question as to whether she belonged.

      Much like those first days with the Seattle Police Department, and again when she became a detective, and even a third time when Emory was born, the initial moments were marked with doubt. Worries about her own capabilities. Concerns from those standing on the sidelines that she wouldn’t be up to the tasks put before her.

      And just like those, she had now cast aside such apprehension. In her own mind, if not yet those around her.

      But that would come soon enough.

      Beginning now with Jonas.

      “Send them out,” Ember said, her tone making it clear that things were non-negotiable.

      Once more, Jonas looked back over his shoulder. This time, he held the pose an extra moment, his chin pressed into his shoulder, before turning to glare at her.

      “The Seeing Eye first.”

      Whether it was arrogance, self-righteousness, or simple misogyny that permeated his words, Ember could feel wrath welling within her. Curling back one corner of her mouth, she snorted, a single sound meant to let him know there was no way that was coming to pass.

      That his moment of making demands was now gone.

      “Or what?” Ember challenged. Raising her hands to either side, she added, “I have the mirror, I have the whip, and I have two good legs.”

      Handfuls of additional lines came to mind, though Ember let them slide by without voicing them. The time for such things was over. There were now only two ways things could go, additional talk having no way of changing that.

      “Now.”

      Lowering his chin almost to his chest, Jonas stared at her from beneath a heavy brow. Nothing about him appeared the least bit angelic, or Heavenly, or whatever the proper term was as he stood and glared, his nostrils flaring with each breath.

      Holding the pose, keeping it long enough to ensure she felt the animosity roiling through him, he slid his top teeth out over his bottom lip. Pushing out a sharp breath, he gave one loud whistle, the shrill sound piercing the quiet darkness. Seeming to carry over the rocky soil, Ember could hear it echo in the distance behind her, every nerve in her body pulled taut.

      Neither side made another noise, locked in a stare-down, each refusing to look away, until the first sounds of movement could be heard from the barn. Low and uneven, it resembled something being dragged across a wooden floor, scraping punctuated by sharp jabs.

      More than a half-dozen in total, the noises found their way out, announcing the arrival of what Ember had been waiting on even well before a misshapen shadow appeared. Stretched out in the splash of light coming from within, it began as little more than a haphazard amoeba, steadily growing wider, the length of it stretching longer across the ground.

      Flicking her gaze from Jonas to the barn, Ember could feel her hands twitch, the handle of the whip tapping lightly against her thigh.

      “Now the Seeing Eye,” Jonas said, his voice barely more than a whisper.

      Ignoring the statement, Ember remained silent. She waited, continuing to shift her focus, as the sound grew ever louder, the shadow expanding further still, until finally most of the light was blotted from within.

      Making it no farther than the edge of the structure, it took a moment for Ember to make out the source of the blockage. Folds of skin appeared around her eyes as she stared on, trying to make sense of what she saw, before things finally clicked into place.

      The thing standing before her wasn’t one extremely large, very lopsided figure. It was two people, one unable to stand or move under their own power, propped upright by the other.

      On the right was a man Ember assumed to be John Lee Tam. Not that his features were recognizable, most of his skin blistered and peeling, his clothes stained with various forms of bodily fluid.

      Clasped across his shoulder was Kaia, her wrist clutched in his hand, her weight causing him to pitch forward at the waist. With both legs splayed out beside her, she looked to be barely able to move of her own power, her head sagging listlessly to the side.

      Her mind fighting to process what she was seeing, Ember felt her lips part slightly. Her core pulled tight as she stared, the air sliding from her lungs, palpitations rippling up through her.

      “What...” she managed, her voice trailing away as she stared on.

      Tam and Kaia weren’t her friends. One was a colleague, the other a man she had been tasked with finding but had never so much as spoken to. But they didn’t deserve what she was staring at.

      Nobody did.

      And nobody, regardless of what side they claimed to work for, what affiliation they might have, was within their rights to do such a thing to someone else.

      “What did you do?” Ember seethed, rotating her gaze back to Jonas.

      Matching the look, Jonas said, “What I had to.”

      The words were exactly what Ember expected, just what she needed to hear.

      Untethered from any further concerns, for any notion of how she fit into things, if what she was doing was right, Ember snapped her right hand up. The tip of the whip sliced through the air on command, the glowing braid cutting a wicked line as it spooled toward Jonas.

      For an instant, the man seemed surprised by the move. His brows rose, releasing some of the hostility he carried, as his gaze flicked to the incoming projectile. Rooted in place, he watched as it came ever closer, cutting the gap between them to just inches before managing to fold his body backward.

      Bending at the knee, he dropped a hand to the ground, supporting his weight perpendicular to the soil, as the flames whizzed by above him.

      Driving upward off the same hand, he pushed himself upright, his injured leg extended at an angle as he bounced back out of range. His hands he drew up into loose fists before him, preparing to fight, watching as the whip finished its revolution.

      Bringing it to a stop on her hip, Ember squeezed it tight, feeling the acrimony coursing through her, heightened by the weapon held firm in her grasp.

      Every part of her wanted to continue. To push forward, slicing the whip through the air, aiming it at any exposed piece of Jonas she could see.

      And just like he had done to Tam and Kaia, she wanted to continue until his body was marred beyond recognition. Until he was unable to stand under his own power, a prisoner in the broken husk of a body he inhabited.

      But there was no point. The reason she had come to the desert was to finish her task. To find Tam and bring him back, freeing her to work another case.

      To continue on, knowing that Emory was safe.

      “So how does this end?” Ember said. “How do two people who can’t die ever finish this?”

      Maintaining his stance, Jonas stared at her. Veins bulged in his biceps and forearms, his weight balanced unevenly, his right foot cocked upward, only the ball of it touching the ground.

      Even without him saying a word, Ember already knew the answer to the question.

      The only way for it to end was for both sides to complete their missions. For her, that meant returning Tam back to his home in La Jolla. What happened thereafter, she didn’t know, and it wasn’t on her to find out.

      For Jonas, his goal was the very thing that had first caused him to seize Tam - securing the item she now held clutched in her hand.

      How they’d come to know about it, where the leak announcing the Seeing Eye’s presence had originated, were questions for another time.

      Problems for somebody else to worry about.

      “I mean, this is why you’re here, right?” Ember said, holding the mirror up for him to see. “This is why you tortured that man, tried to kill Kaia, probably still have Will Carlow stashed somewhere inside?”

      None of the tension Jonas held receded as he nudged forward a half-step. He flicked his gaze back toward the barn, the light of it reflecting from the veneer of sweat covering his body.

      He didn’t say a word, though he didn’t need to, the longing on his face almost palpable as he stared at the mirror.

      “Fine,” Ember said, extending it before her, “take the damn thing.”
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      The Seeing Eye was constructed the way one would expect an object with mythical supernatural powers to be. The body and handle of it was all a single piece, cut from marble, giving it a heft that far outpaced its size. Made in such a way, there was not a seam to be found on it, relieving any fear of it ever coming apart. Polished to a glossy finish, it caught the flickering light of the whip, refracting it back with equal luminescence.

      The sole weakness the object had was what inherently made it a mirror, the one thing that couldn’t be altered or supplemented in any way.

      The single pane of glass nestled tightly into the oval end, the edges curled out over it, keeping it locked tightly in place.

      Rotating the mirror in her hand so the glass face of it was perpendicular to her body, Ember gripped the handle of the whip in her opposite hand. Keeping the obsidian knife locked inside it, she used the butt end of it as a battering ram, swinging her hands together in a mighty clap.

      The first collision of the two pieces resulted in a starburst pattern appearing on the mirror, a centimeter-wide divot in the middle of it. Bits of glass dust sprayed across Ember’s thumb and forefinger as she peeled the whip back a second time.

      “No!” Jonas cried, the sound of his feet slipping on loose soil as he fought for purchase finding Ember’s ears.

      Paying it no mind, not bothering to so much as look up, she forced her hands together a second time. Finishing what she started on the initial pass, the glass face splintered beyond repair, the existing cracks splayed like spokes on a wheel from the center fault.

      A piece at a time, shards of glass wrenched free from the marble handle, slapping against the tops of Ember’s shoes. More than two dozen in total, they dotted the ground around her, a dusty film settling over them.

      Using her thumb, Ember punched the release button on the side of the whip’s handle. On cue, the blade sprang from within, locking into place with an audible click.

      Lifting her gaze to Jonas, she used the razor tip of it to scrape away any last bits of the glass inside, as meticulous as a dentist in search of stray tartar.

      As she worked, the man simply stood and stared, his mouth agape, his eyes wide. Having made it no further than his initial failed attempt to sprint forward, he had given up any hope of stopping her, instead standing and watching, his shoulders visibly slumped.

      Casting her gaze down just long enough to ensure that the job was complete, that the second part of her plan was finished, Ember took a step forward. Hearing the shattered fragments crunch beneath her, she ground her heels into the earth, ensuring that the bits were beyond repair.

      Only once she was certain that the artifact could never again do what it was designed for did she toss the empty casing into the dry grass between them.

      “There,” she said, “now you get your Seeing Eye, I get Tam, we can both move on.”

      A mixture of shock and incredulity settled over Jonas’s features as he glanced to the ground. His gaze picked out the mirror lying askew, a tuft of grass keeping it tilted upward.

      “I...you...” he muttered.

      In no more mood now for debate than she had been when first arriving, Ember felt her annoyance peak. Keeping her shoulders square, she took a step to the side, careful to ensure the distance between them remained the same.

      “Yeah, you and I,” Ember said, “are done here.”

      Shifting to keep her directly in front of him, still moving slowly on his injured leg, Jonas said, “That’s not quite how this works.”

      “It’s going to have to be,” Ember said.

      The Seeing Eye was done. What they chose to do with Bob or Carlow or anybody who had looked into it was up to them.

      All she cared about was getting the two people she was responsible for out of there and back to San Diego.

      What happened after that, she guessed she would find out come morning.

      Taking another step to the side, she shot a quick glance toward the barn, Tam and Kaia still in their misshapen stance, having made no effort to come any farther.

      Across from her, Jonas continued to watch her, his face almost unreadable, a menagerie of emotions mixed together, each lasting no more than a moment before ceding to the next in order.

      “You know there could be consequences for this,” he said, having made almost a full rotation as he watched her move for the barn.

      Of that, Ember had no doubt, though she had zero interest in sitting and hashing them out.

      Not now, and definitely not with him.

      “Yeah, well, I’m new, remember?”
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      Given the time of night and where they were, Ember knew that the air outside should be cold. Or at least cooler than the infernal temperature inside her room at the motel.

      With no worry about another guest - the parking lot as empty as when she’d woken up there a day before – the windows were up and the door left open, though still she could feel no reprieve on her skin.

      Even now, after all they’d been through, Hell couldn’t give them that one tiny favor.

      Standing on the threshold of the room, her arms were folded over her torso, her good arm leaning against the frame of the door. A few feet away, seated in the sole chair the room had, was John Lee Tam.

      Pulled up tight to the bed, his heels were propped on the edge of it, his tattered shirt stripped away, his torso bare. What he might have looked like at any point in the last century was now largely hidden from view, replaced by something that looked like an extra from a bad horror movie.

      Wide strips of skin stood out pink and gnarled, glistening beneath a heavy layer of salve. Faint streaks of blood remained in errant places, the prospect of a shower still too difficult given his condition.

      For all that, he looked much better than Kaia lying a few feet away, her form sprawled from corner to corner across the bed. Stripped free of the crop top she’d been wearing, she was adorned by only her jeans and a black lace bra, the open wound on her chest hidden beneath a fresh bandage.

      Staring listlessly at the ceiling, she’d barely said a word since they teleported back, her gaze vacant, blond hair splayed out around her head in a wide arc.

      The closest Ember could imagine to her ever donning a halo.

      Serving as the centerpiece for the room was the small end table that usually housed the alarm clock. Dragged into the middle of the small space by Ember a moment before, perched atop it was Kaia’s bedazzled phone, the face plate lit up, timer ticking off the seconds.

      Over the line was the sound of ringing, the tone harsh and intrusive inside the quiet of the room.

      Barely anything had been said between the odd trio since returning. Working in tandem, Ember and Tam had managed to get Kaia into position before each taking their own turn in the bathroom, cleaning up what they could, putting off what was about to occur.

      Throughout, Ember had tried to imagine exactly what she would say, the right words still evading her as the call was snatched up in the middle of the fourth ring.

      “Tell me you have the Seeing Eye,” Typhon said, cutting straight to business.

      Opening his eyes to nothing more than slits, Tam flicked a look to Kaia before casting a glance over to Ember. Nodding slightly, he ceded her the floor, content to let her be the mouthpiece for the crew.

      Whether or not that was a good thing, she hadn’t yet decided.

      “No,” she answered.

      “No?” Typhon exclaimed, his voice rising. “Tell me-”

      “They don’t either,” Ember added, cutting him off before he could get out the rest of the question. “It was destroyed during the fight.”

      Across from her, Tam’s eyes opened a touch wider, though he remained silent.

      How much of her interaction with Jonas he had seen, Ember couldn’t be certain. Nor could she base what she was about to say on the fear that he might contradict her in any way.

      The simple truth was, she had been cast into deep water, untrained and ill prepared for such a situation. She had been given explicit orders, and she had carried them out as she saw best.

      If Typhon – or anybody else – had a problem with that, that was on them.

      “Fight?” Typhon said, his voice rising again, before he paused. Letting out a long sigh, he pulled up short, allowing silence to fall for a moment, before simply saying, “Tell me everything that happened since we last spoke.”

      Offering a matching sigh, Ember cast a glance over her shoulder, ensuring they were still alone, before doing as instructed. Starting with her teleportation into New Mexico, she told of the encounter with Micah, of squaring off with Jonas.

      Omitting only the part about destroying the mirror, she filled that part of the narrative with a back-and-forth tussle between the two of them, one that ultimately saw the end of the artifact that had put all this into motion.

      From there, she sprinted through the remaining portion of the tale, describing how she grabbed the other two and brought them back. How they were all now present and accounted for, in dire need of rest and replenishment, but otherwise able to see the dawn when it arrived in just a few short hours.

      When she was finished, she felt as if she was out of breath, panting slightly as she stood waiting for his response. Had she the energy – or the inclination – she might even find herself cringing, wondering what he might say in response.

      Now, she just wanted it to be over. She wanted to curl into the sandpaper sheets on the bed and wake in a pool of sweat to find that her misshapen face was at least close to its original state and that her arm no longer felt like it might rip into two pieces at any moment.

      “The Sword of the Spirit,” Typhon asked, his voice almost quiet, “where is it now?”

      Feeling her eyebrows rise, not expecting him to have started there, Ember replied, “Last I saw, it was somewhere in the Cimarron River with Micah taking a swan dive off a fifty-foot cliff to retrieve it.”

      If she didn’t know better, she thought she might have heard a smirk, a single sharp sound echoing over the line.

      “And Jonas?”

      “Still standing on one leg out behind the barn they called a safe house,” Ember replied.

      Taking another moment, Typhon seemed to consider the information, processing it, putting it all into place carefully.

      “And you’re absolutely certain-”

      “I even kept a few of the shards,” Ember replied, cutting him off a second time, “to make sure they couldn’t somehow put it back together. Trust me, that thing is toast.”

      For the second time in as many minutes, silence fell. Ember stared at the faceplate of the phone, imagining the man she had met in the snow a few nights before, no doubt dressed in all black, his every hair gelled into place.

      A memory that would forever make her stomach turn, the associated images and recollections much too strong to ever think otherwise.

      “John? You good?” Typhon eventually asked.

      Tam’s eyes remained barely cracked open as he rolled his head along the chair back, glancing to the phone. “I could use a couple of days to recover, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      It probably wasn’t, but Ember couldn’t help but allow the corner of her mouth to flicker upward at him taking the opportunity when it presented itself.

      “Kaia?” Typhon asked, moving right past the statement.

      “Same,” she rasped, not even making the effort to look toward the phone.

      A long sigh was the immediate response. For a moment, Ember thought he was about to lash into them all, admonishing them for whatever he felt they had done wrong, before he stated simply, “Three days. All of you. Get off your feet and get healthy. We’ve got a shitload of work to do.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The twin sounds of doors slamming echoed across the parking lot as Ember and Kaia stepped out of the sedan, a nondescript Toyota that was dark green in color. They had parked in the rear of the small concrete pad. Just one of a handful, nobody so much as glanced their way as they passed over the damp asphalt, crossing diagonally over the yellow lines.

      Weaving through a pair of mid-sized SUVs, they came out on the edge of an oversized city park, the place stretched to more than ten acres in total. Elongated in an oval shape, a walking path enclosed it, a pre-fab playground serving as the centerpiece of the spread.

      Interspersed every twenty feet or so were majestic oak or pine trees, the sorts that looked to be decades old, their trunks thick.

      “I thought Typhon gave us three days?” Ember said. She left the question there, pausing for a moment to allow a pair of mothers pushing strollers to pass along the walking path before following Kaia to the bench sitting just inside the track.

      “He did,” Kaia replied, sliding onto one end of the bench and leaning back.

      It had been two days since they’d returned from New Mexico, almost all of it spent at the motel in the desert. For the first thirty-six hours, Ember had been left completely to her own devices, most of it spent sleeping, interspersed only with a couple of runs for food and water.

      As best she could tell, she was allowed peanut butter sandwiches, but jelly was a bridge too far.

      Same for plain black tea, though Gatorade burned almost as badly as the alcohol Rocco had given her days before.

      Where the lines were on such things, she still wasn’t quite sure, figuring only that it would likely continue to be a trial-and-error thing for the foreseeable future.

      Buoyed by the food and rest, her body had responded well. From what she could discern, the healing process was accelerated greatly in the afterlife, most of the bruising on her face already receded to shades of pale green and yellow.

      Another day or two and it would clear up completely, a welcome change, even though she was the only one that could see it.

      As for the cut on her arm, it had a little further to go, though at least it didn’t ache perpetually, the scab no longer tugging each time she moved.

      Less than a foot away, Kaia’s recovery was more difficult to discern. Both of her wounds were now hidden beneath a sweater and a jacket, both of them dressed in a similar manner to blend in with their new surroundings.

      A time or two, Ember had heard her grunt as she moved, though she hadn’t uttered a single complaint yet.

      Taking a seat on the opposite side of the bench, Ember could feel the moisture clinging to the rubber coating on the metal seat pass through the seat of her jeans. A harsh contrast to their previous stop, this place seemed to be the anti-San Diego.

      Damp and lush, everything was painted in hues of dark green, the color almost vibrant.

      “Thanks for bringing me food the last couple of days,” Kaia said. With her gaze aimed out over the park, she made no effort to look over.

      Feeling her lips part slightly, Ember made herself do the same. “You’re welcome.”

      On the opposite side of the park, a young man in a rain jacket and bare feet jogged through a pair of pine trees, a golden retriever by his side. Taking a handful of exaggerated strides, he bounced forward, using a plastic extension to fling a tennis ball far across the open lawn.

      On command, the dog let out a single joyous cry before bounding after it, hair streaming to either side, tongue lolling between teeth spread wide.

      A classic scene of a man and his dog, so common it could be seen at a thousand parks just like this one all over the country.

      “Thirty-five years ago,” Kaia said, “I was in a position much like yours. My partner was down, and I found myself squaring off against Jonas.”

      Her tone was low as she spoke, her head rigid as she stared straight ahead.

      “I messed up,” she continued, “made the wrong choice. I valued some trinket over a colleague, and...well...”

      She let her voice trail off there, not making any effort to continue.

      Nor would she, Ember surmised, the general message having been received.

      Nudging herself forward a couple of inches, Kaia slid her hands into her pockets. The down jacket she wore made a slight noise as she rolled her shoulders toward her ears, glancing only a single time to Ember.

      “Anyway,” she said, “welcome to the team. You’re going to make a great Hunter.”

      Not sure how to respond, or even if she should, Ember said nothing. She met Kaia’s gaze, offering only a nod, before a flash of movement caught her attention, pulling her focus to the side.

      Beginning as nothing more than a blaze of blond hair, the source of it soon came into focus, running with abandon across the grassy sprawl, headed for the cluster of playground equipment in the middle of the park.

      Recognizing the run, the hair, even the jacket the small figure was wearing in an instant, Ember felt a ripple pass through her stomach. A weight settled over her chest as moisture rose to her eyes, a hand going to her throat.

      “Kaia,” she whispered, “where are we?”

      Beside her, Kaia pressed her chin into her shoulder, her eyes tracing over Ember’s face, taking it all in.

      “I know why you’re here,” she replied. “Typhon told me yesterday. Most of the assholes we get want to be rich or famous or immortal, but it’s not too often we get someone who willingly signs on for this to save another.”

      Turning her head back toward the playground, Ember vaguely registered the twirl of platinum hair in her periphery, her true focus on Emory.

      It seemed almost impossible he could now be just fifty yards away, that only four days had passed since she last saw him, it feeling like so much longer.

      “He’s a good-looking boy,” Kaia said.

      Moisture collected along the underside of Ember’s eyes as she stared at her son. Making no effort to wipe it away, she felt it slide down either cheek, following her jawline before dripping from her chin.

      “Does he...?” she asked.

      “Not a thing,” Kaia said. “The next morning, he woke up in his own bed, was told you were in an accident on the way to come see him.”

      It wasn’t the best cover story, but all things considered, there was a lot worse they could have done.

      At least this way, he knew her last act on Earth was attempting to be there for him.

      Unable to speak, she merely nodded, watching as he hopped into a swing and began to push himself higher, performing a move she’d seen him do a thousand times before.

      “Take all the time you want,” Kaia said, pushing herself to a standing position. Reaching out, she placed a hand on Ember’s shoulder before turning and heading for the parking lot without another word.
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        Prologue

      

      

      The ground absorbs any sound made by my footfalls. Walking heel-to-toe, I make sure each foot is placed down carefully, the thick bed of pine needles insulating the earth and masking my movements.

      Moving in a serpentine pattern, I trace a path through the thin underbrush of the forest, this place one of the few in the world I have ever called home.

      And right now, this man is here violating that. Not just with his mere presence but with everything he represents. Everybody he is associated with, every intention he has in mind.

      With every thought, every realization, every moment, I am in his presence I can sense my animosity growing higher. I can feel as it raises my pulse, increases my body temperature, even tightens the grip on the rock in my hand.

      To shoot this man would be easiest. To simply sight in on the back of his skull and ease back the trigger, knowing from this distance there is no possible way I can miss.

      But the easiest path right now won’t necessarily be the easiest moving forward.

      And it would damned sure be far, far kinder than this man deserves.
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        Chapter One

      

      

      The last sliver of orange has just slid beneath the western horizon as the ring announcer steps through the ropes. It sends a thousand shards of shimmering light across the surface of the Pacific Ocean with its last gasps, the sudden absence plunging the world into a state of exaggerated darkness.

      And just as they always do, the strands of bare bulbs strung high above the ring kick on a moment later, casting a straw-colored pallor over everything below.

      The aging ring is built on pressure-treated 4x4’s buried directly into the sand, spots of blood and assorted detritus dotting the canvas mat. The twin aluminum risers are on either end, both loaded with drunken revelers, their skins painted shades ranging from tomato red to dark tan. Beers in both hands, tobacco juice or sunflower seeds hang from their lips and the assorted forms of facial hair stuck to their chins.

      Per usual, the overwhelming majority of onlookers are men, the few women that are mixed in serving clearly as accompaniment, still dressed in bikini tops from the day or already in leather anticipating the night ahead.

      No in-between.

      On the east and west ends of the ring are tons of wooden folding chairs, what were once even rows already a twisted jumble. Housing most of the regulars, they’re grouped into random clusters, seats turned so they can see some combination of the sunset, the ring, or each other.

      Considering that every last one of them had to pay to get in, I’m not sure anybody rightly gives a damn what they look at.

      Least of all, me.

      Despite the open-air venue, the recent sunset, the faint breeze pushing in from the sea, there is a palpable charge in the air. That familiar buzz that I’ve known for decades now, the unshakable feeling that seems to reach deep inside, igniting the parts of me I spend most of the week keeping tamped down.

      For the last hour, the crowd has sat and watched the undercard for the night. Beginning with less than half of what is now on hand, the combination of buckets of beer and the cheap cover charge has managed to pull in enough to fill the bleachers, easily the largest crowd we’ve drawn in a while.

      It also doesn’t hurt that the first several bouts turned into little more than backyard brawls. Bloody affairs with over-muscled men that had once been high school athletes and can’t let it go, so they come out here to the sand every weekend. Smaller guys that work the fields nearby, carrying resentment for damn near everything in their lives, entering the ring with something to prove.

      And of course, a healthy sprinkling of fools that have watched a few too many MMA bouts on television and figured it didn’t look that hard. Little more than chum for the crowd, they have done their part, sacrificial lambs for the maddened rabble.

      With each passing bout, I sat in the back and felt the energy rising. Starting low, it worked steadily upward, cresting into a veritable hunger, bordering on lust, the feeling so strong I can feel it pushing in from every angle.

      Goose pimples cover my exposed forearms and calves as I assume my stance in the corner, waiting as the ring announcer steps through the ropes. A cordless microphone in hand, he doesn’t pretend to be some sort of Michael Buffer knockoff, showing up in the traditional attire of a tuxedo and polished wing tips.

      Opting for little more than board shorts and a tank top, the tail of his unbuttoned Aloha shirt flaps to either side. No more than a couple of hours from the surf, his long hair is sun bleached and pulled back, a crooked grin on his face.

      All in all, a look that holds no pretense, neither confirming nor denying the fact that he’s a Los Angeles trust-fund baby down here hiding from his family and the real world and all the responsibility both brings with them.

      Not that I give a shit. This isn’t the place anybody ends up unless they’re hiding from something.

      Myself included.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” he says, his sandals slapping against his heels as he saunters to the center of the ring. A quick squawk of feedback through the cheap mic echoes through the speakers, vocal displeasure sounding out from the audience.

      Pretending not to notice, he pushes on. “Let’s hear another round of applause for our last combatants, Charlie Reed and Eric Montrose!”

      Calling the last two guys combatants is something like calling the Grand Canyon a ditch. Both big and beefy, the bout quickly devolved into a couple of gorillas trying to see who could withstand more haymakers.

      It was like watching three rounds of the last forty seconds of every Rocky Balboa fight.

      The crowd had loved it.

      The reception to his request is weak at best, what clapping there is accompanied by a healthy smattering of boos. Already the crowd has moved on from the last spectacle, ready for the next in line. A small shower of peanut shells and paper napkins rain down, the items dotting the outer edges of the ring, some even landing within a few inches of my feet.

      Not that the announcer seems to notice. Even with the top of my head buried into the corner pad, my gaze aimed straight down at the ground, I can imagine the look on his face. One corner of his mouth is rising higher, his grin growing ever more lopsided.

      He lives for this shit, inciting the masses, feeling like he’s some sort of ringmaster in his own personal circus.

      All bought and paid for with his daddy’s money.

      Not that he — or any of us — have any delusions about where we are and what we’re doing. The last guys beating the hell out of each other just means there are a few more stains on the mat going forward. Pelting the ring with garbage doesn’t mean we’re going to slow things down to sweep up. It’s just that much more crap for me to now roll around in.

      This isn’t Las Vegas, or New York City, or even Rio. The people that have shown up to watch know that. Those of us that step inside the ring damned sure know it.

      And here we are in spite of it.

      Or, some might even argue, because of it.

      “All right,” the announcer says, a bit of his surfer accent sliding out, making him sound like McConaughey in Dazed and Confused. Rotating at the waist, he looks to either side before saying, “and with that, I’ll get us straight to what we all came here to see tonight.”

      “Ham!” a stray voice calls out. “Ham!”

      My eyes slide shut. This is the worst part. That damn chant that some drunken idiot always gets started.

      “Ham!”

      Ignoring him, the announcer calls, “For tonight’s main event, we have one of the most anticipated bouts in Shakey Jake’s history.”

      His voice cracks as he walks around the ring, pretending that he’s trying to whip them up a bit more, though there’s no need. The collective energy has continued to rise, the lack of walls or a roof having no negative effect on the tension brimming in the air.

      No, this is about him siphoning off a little piece of things for himself, reminding everybody here who is responsible for all this.

      Because it has been a whopping fifteen minutes since he last pointed it out.

      “Two women, different in every way,” he continues. “One Latina, the other white. One from South America, the other North. One making her Tijuana debut here tonight, the other putting her crown and perfect record on the line!”

      The hype achieves some modest bit of effect, enough to at least push a swell of cheers and applause from the crowd.

      Again, I hear the same inebriated bastard attempt to get a chant going, calling, “Ham! Ham!”

      Once more, the announcer ignores him. My time will come. Right now, he’s still milking his moment.

      “In the blue corner,” he continues, his voice rising and ebbing, “a woman coming to us straight from the underground club circuit of Colombia. Standing six foot two and weighing one hundred and sixty pounds, with a 38-2 record, the Bogota Brawler herself, Victoria Rosales!”

      I don’t bother moving from my spot in the corner, already knowing exactly what the woman looks like, her actual physical description enhanced the standard twenty percent by announcer hyperbole.

      On a good day — in boots — she might go six feet even. Weigh maybe a pound or two above a buck forty. Striated muscle lines her arms and shoulders but her midsection is a bit softer, free of definition, with small bulges visible above her trunks.

      Not that all of that is easy to see, most of it obscured by dark ink etched into much of her skin. Beginning around her ear, it wraps down one side of her neck before spreading over her back and, eventually, making it all the way to her calves.

      With basic coloring and blurry lines, it’s the sort of thing referred to in the States as prison ink, though I don’t have enough knowledge of the girl or parlors in Colombia to know if she got hers inside or if that’s just how tattoos look down there.

      Not that it much matters, my lifetime interaction with her is about to come to an abrupt end in about ten minutes.

      Perfunctory cheers ring out as a bit more debris lands in the ring. Right now, I imagine she has a fist or two raised into the air, making a small circle, the announcer remaining silent, extending the moment as long as he can.

      Same cocksure smile on his face.

      The first few times I was down here, I played the part. I stayed upright in the corner, responding to all the cues, doing what was expected.

      That was long ago, well before I came to see that it went the same way every time, that the kid was more interested in playing out his own little fantasy than actually doing justice to the venue or the fighters.

      Now, I just stay in my corner, wrists draped over the ropes, top of my head pressed into the pad, waiting it out.

      “And her opponent,” he eventually pushes out, “a woman that you all already know. Making her way down from just over the border and standing before you tonight with a perfect twenty-eight-and-oh record, your champion — Haaaaam!”
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      As many of my longtime readers know, the T.R. Kohler pseudonym was created as a secondary platform to (1) allow me to create on an accelerated timeline and (2) to explore story ideas and genres that perhaps fall a bit outside my traditional style. To that end, I know this story is a step or two to the left of what I usually do, and I truly appreciate you taking a chance on it. I hope you enjoyed it.

      

      The original impetus for this story came from a throwaway quote I read one time in which the speaker likened their personal situation to trying to be a parole officer in Hell. For whatever reason, the notion kind of stuck with me, forming an idea that slowly morphed into the story you just read.

      

      Never did I particularly like the idea of setting a novel in Hell, though the notion of outside forces operating outside their normal purview seemed fascinating. As did the idea of someone being in the employee of something so generally associated with evil, but having done so for love.

      

      From that, Ember, and this story was born.

      

      While I know this step is a bit unusual, if you have the time and inclination, I would again greatly appreciate any thoughts you have on this. It really cannot be overstated how much your reviews have helped drive my work forward, both in the forms of feedback and in feeding the systems that ultimately present my work.

      

      As always, thank you all so much for your unfailing support, and please feel free to contact me directly at TRKwrites@gmail.com.

      

      Happy trails friends,

      Dustin, writing as T.R. Kohler
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