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      To save her family, Southern Belle Olivia "Liv" Madder made a bargain with a demon lord and ever since, she’s been haunted...by her three dead sisters, and her own guilty conscience.  Every decade, since the deal, Liv has had to find a human willing to bargain their soul with Moloch. If she fails, even once, he’ll not only drag her to Hell, but he'll take her sisters, too. It doesn't mean she can't make Lord Jerkface miserable in the process by removing his lesser demons from the Earthly plane.

      When her latest contracted soul dies before the bargain is sealed, she has less than four days to find another soul or her own agreement will be broken. But Moloch offers her a get-out-of-Hell-free card: steal an old book once owned by paranormal researcher David Jensen. The same David Jensen she fell in love with fifty-six years ago but left to protect him and his family. Then Moloch drops the biggest bombshell: David has died.

      Heartbroken and feeling she has no choice, Liv makes the trip to Sanctum, Missouri only to find David’s grandson has the book. Worse, he’s keeping a mysterious family secret that threatens Moloch, Liv, and her three sisters. What’s a minion to do when her world falls apart? Get Madder than Hell and kick some demon butt.
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        “The road to hell is paved with good intentions.”

        Samuel Johnson, 1777
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      It took me two seconds to spot my mark and about half that time for him to spot me. He was on the move. Right out the opened French doors. I could see he was headed toward the garden. Why, oh, why did they always run? I shoved my way through the crowd of monkey suits and silk chiffons with as much grace as I could muster. Not an easy feat considering I was stuffed into the ill-fitting, scarlet-red, mermaid-cut, satin dress I’d…um, borrowed from the unconscious woman in the coat room. A frock more billowy and less mermaid-y would’ve been a better choice for running, but I’d picked this one because it matched my red stiletto pumps and my patent-leather clutch with its removable silver chain. The little purse hung off my shoulder and slapped against my thigh as I wiggled through the crowd.

      I finally made it outside. Freshly blossomed lilacs burst out from the multitude of bushes like tufts of purple cotton candy and sweetened the humid air. I looked over my shoulder and saw that no one noticed, or more likely, cared that I was chasing the party’s host into the lavish garden.

      The three-story mansion was overly ostentatious, even for Jefferson City, the capital of Missouri. The monstrosity, with its marble columns and wrought-iron balconies, reminded me of the plantation a few miles from my father’s modest farm in Georgia, where I’d been born and raised. In other words, the place stuck out like a bedazzled T-shirt at a Sunday morning church service. The owner of the mansion, Carmine Hennessy, was a lobbyist for some major companies in the northwest area of the state, and he was holding a fundraiser for his clients. Also, he wasn’t human—at least not completely—which made him an excellent fit for politics.

      “Stop right there!” I screamed after the fiend. I watched him hightail it around the corner of the eight-foot-high hedge that surrounded the ornamental grounds. Good. The partygoers wouldn’t see me take ol’ Hennessey down. Bless the face-melting heat of the Missouri summer—no one inside would venture outside lest common sweat ruin their designer duds.

      Unlike my attire, the lobbyist’s tailored tuxedo was perfect for hauling ass. The tight red evening dress hugged my knees and made it hard to do much but waddle like a penguin. I tottered around the shrubbery and took an awkward step forward. My heel dipped sideways, and the dewed grass kissed the side of my foot. Ack! My heels! My dearly departed sister Charlotte would be appalled at the treatment of my footwear.

      I saw my target just a few feet away from another turn in the boxed hedge. I had scoped out the whole area the day before, so I knew the landscape. I also knew I couldn’t catch him before he entered the maze surrounding the marble inlay fountain with its ode to Hennessy himself. Yeah. There was a bronze statue of him holding an American flag in one hand and a champagne bottle in the other.

      “I just want to talk,” I lied. “Don’t you want to make a deal?”

      Offering to make a deal to a demon was the equivalent of showering a chocolate addict with truffles. He stopped about twenty feet from me and turned back, his head hitching to one side. “So,” he sniffed. “You’re the Madder. You don’t look like much.”

      I smoothed my dress, and lifted my chin, and poured on my best Southern drawl. “That’s just a mean thing to say, sir. Especially to a lady.” My “a”s sounded like “uh”s, and I dropped the “r” in sir. I was pretty proud of the fact that I’d managed to master the non-regional American dialect over the years, but every once in a while, it was fun to pull out the Southern Belle.

      The demon in the Hennessey suit snorted, the fear draining from his blue eyes. “Frankly my dear, I don’t give a damn.”

      I loved when they underestimated me. But I hated when they quoted Gone With the Wind. I dropped the accent. “I’m not Scarlett, and you’re for damn sure not Rhett, so let’s cut the shit.”

      He raised a brow. “You know, now that I see you, I don’t know what all the hoopla's about.” Curling his lip, he sized me up. “You’re kind of doughy.”

      “That hurts.” Actually, it did. I don’t care how old you are, women are women everywhere, and none of us want to be thought of as doughy—he might as well have said thick, or hippy, or FAT. Sure, I had curves—some in the wrong places—and my size D breasts were threatening to spill over the top of the borrowed dress, but it didn’t give this impostor the right to judge. Especially this skinny, short, pale, and balding imposter about to get his face kicked in.

      The “hoop-la” as he called it was the buzz in the underworld about a rogue minion going bat-shit all over demon ass. That rogue would be me, Olivia Madder. Of course, this wasn’t the first time I’d been called “the Madder.” I’ve been tracking demons for more than a hundred years and some change. And while I’m not always successful in sending them back to Hell, I had a seventy-seven percent completion rate. Charlotte would’ve called that bragging, but I called it awesome.

      “Tell me about the deal,” said Hennessey. “It better be good.”

      The deal was that I was going to fry him. Now that he had me good and pissed, it was time to teach this uncouth jerk what all the fuss was about. I bent my knee up until I could reach my shoe and nearly fell over as the dress caught on the stiletto. In my struggle to stay upright, the back of the dress ripped at the seam.

      Hennessey snorted again. “Had I known that stripping was part of your routine, I might not have been so quick to run.”

      “Right. You insulted my curves, but now you want to see them?” With the breeze literally at my backside, but infinitely more room to move, I toed off the other shoe so I could get good balance on the balls of my feet.

      The demon, undoubtedly baffled, raised a brow. “I don’t turn down any opportunity to view the naked female form. Especially given the deficits of my current abode. So, please, do continue bursting out of your clothes.”

      I flipped him the bird with my free hand, before using my other hand to fling my beautiful red stiletto at him. He seemed startled to be the target of a Frisbee-ing shoe—so you can imagine his surprise when the spiked heel pierced his left eye. I was surprised, too.

      I was aiming for his forehead.

      A heel between the eyes wouldn’t kill the demon, but it would paralyze him long enough for me to work the spell needed to drive him from this plane of existence.

      He howled as he toppled onto the well-manicured bluegrass. After a moment, his howls quieted, and he sat up, slack-jawed, and stared at me with his remaining blue eye.

      “You rotten bitch.” He pointed to the red shoe protruding from his face. “Do you have any idea how hard this body was to come by? And now you’ve gone and ruined the freaking eyeball.”

      “If it’s any consolation, I didn’t mean to hit you in the eye.”

      “Apology not accepted.” He grabbed the heel and struggled to disengage it from his face. “I’m sending you the bill for the blood on my tuxedo.”

      I leveled my gaze at the demon — oh, sure, he was in human skin, but you can wrap a pile of dog shit in silk, and it’s still dog shit, if you catch my meaning — grabbed my other shoe off the ground and tried to walk as menacingly toward my prey as the constricting dress would allow.

      I shouldn’t have bothered. Hennessey didn’t even notice. In fact, he was too busy with shoe extraction to realize I was now standing right beside him.

      “What in the name of Moloch is this fucking thing made of?” he yelled.

      Iron dipped in holy water and blessed by a white witch, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. I held up the other shoe and clicked the steel tip of the heel. A fan of barbs flicked out in a golf ball sized circle. I hit the tip again, and they retracted. The stilettos were my favorite, albeit least comfortable, weapons in my arsenal.

      I grabbed the embedded shoe and told the demon, “Hold still.”

      He tilted his head to the right to give me better access. “Thanks.”

      Idiot. It was my stylish footwear protruding from his head, and somehow, he thought I was going to help remove it.

      “Try not to damage the rest of the face,” he ordered. “It’s going to be difficult enough to heal the eyeball.”

      I lowered my head slightly, put on my sweetest smile, and spoke softly. “Don’t you worry, honey,” I said as I swung my right arm in an arc, “a mangled face is the least of your problems.”

      “Wait. What?” He looked up at me just in time to realize my intent. Still smiling, I buried the other heel deep into his forehead. Thud. Crunch. Squish.

      “You suck,” the demon mumbled as his left eyelid froze open and he dropped to the ground.

      I knelt next to him and, in a gesture taken straight from the offended Southern Belle handbook, I slapped his bloodied face. “That’s for your unkind comments about my appearance.” I wiped my soiled hands on the demon’s shirt. The rusty scent of blood mixed with the fragrance wafting from the colorful flowers planted along the hedges. Well, that was certainly a metaphor of my life—beautiful horror.

      All that was left was to send the gored creature back to Hell — once he told me what I wanted to know.

      I’d made friends with an Army interrogator back in the nineties. He told me that when they were trying to find Noriega in Panama, they would grab one of his known associates, a person low on the totem pole and easy to find, and make the guy tell them about the next associate, whom they’d go and find, and make that person tell about another one, and so on until they had the location of the tyrant narrowed down.

      My focus was less goal-oriented. I only needed to know where to find my next demon. I didn’t give a crap about the boss. He was easy to find but impossible to get rid of, so I had to satisfy myself by dispatching all his lackeys. I relied on a website called DemonsAreAmongUs.com. Its forum was filled with quackery from delusional maniacs who blamed demonic possession for every bad thing in their lives, you know, like their local gas station hiking up the price of super unleaded. Sometimes, though, there would be a post that rang of truth, like the awful one I’d read about the demon Lazul.

      Unfortunately, this demon was not Lazul. But he was higher on the pecking order in this particular demonic territory—and he would know where to find the asswipe I really wanted to smite. In Kansas City, Lazul had possessed a young woman who’d committed suicide by overdosing on her antidepressants. She’d been declared dead, and her grieving parents were left alone with the corpse to say their goodbyes. Then the fiend had popped into the corpse, growled obscenities, and yelled, “I am Lazul!” The parents screamed as a demon inhabited their daughter’s body. He escaped the hospital before anyone could figure out what was happening.

      It was the mom’s post, and the particular mentions of rotten-egg smell and glowing red eyes, that sent me after the asshole.

      “That’s just unsavory,” a sweet voice said from behind me, slightly aghast.

      “Indeed,” another voice agreed, but with more interest than disgust.

      “Eww,” the final voice mewled. “There’s goo leaking from his face.”

      I rolled my eyes and looked at the three young women now crouched over my shoulder, one brunette, and two blondes — the twins — decked out in full-on bustles and bonnets. Charlotte was more practical than our younger sisters, so her dress was made from pink cotton edged with tiny white flowers. The twins wore pale yellow and lavender chiffon frocks with matching lace gloves and bonnets. Not even death could force my sisters into anything less than their finest attire.

      “Go away.” I shooed at them. “I’m working.”

      “Now, Olivia,” Char chided, crossing her arms tight against her chest. “Is that any way to greet your sisters?” The way she said sisters, sounded like sistuhs.

      “Y'all are a distraction I don’t need at this moment, Char.” I turned the demon’s head and held his left eyelid open with my thumb. “Eliza, you probably don’t want to watch this.”

      My youngest sister was squeamish, but mostly because she had an empathic streak a mile wide. Even as a small child on the farm she’d bury dead mice—much to the annoyance of our barn cats that had killed the critters. I imagined that she would’ve been a social worker or something similar had she lived in this day and age.

      I dug my index finger into the demon’s unmarred eyeball. “Olivia!” Eliza screeched, her skirts swishing as she skittered backward.

      “I told you not to watch.”

      She buried her face in her hands. The eye gave a little squeak when I breached the surface, and fluid seeped out. It was yucky, but trust me, I’ve done worse. After a few seconds of digging, I located the bottom of each heel and clicked the barbs closed.

      “You used to be the epitome of social standard, Olivia.” Charlotte tisked.

      “I used to be a lot of things,” I said. I glanced at her. “We all did.”

      Charlotte’s gaze fastened on the shoe as I pulled on it. “Careful!” she chided. “It took forever to fix those heels the last time you yanked them out of a vessel’s forehead.”

      “I remember.” Considering, I’d done all the work. “I made sure the barbs are closed this time,” I told her.

      Charlotte had a knack for fixing things. Even with genteel upbringing, Charlotte had always been at home among the farming equipment, fixing broken plows and taking apart tools to figure out how they worked. Poppa, a widowed father, would send us once a week into town to visit with our Aunt Elizabeth, who tried her best to turn us into delicate Belles, but when we were on the farm, Poppa allowed us the freedom of doing more than just house chores. Eliza became an expert on farm animals, pigs, cows, and the like. While Elise, spent all her time reading medical papers she could borrow from Dr. Beauregard Jenkins, a local surgeon, whom she sometimes volunteered with.

      Even so, Charlotte couldn’t actually get her hands on mechanical objects, but I could, so she walked me through the building and fixing of my demon-hunting weaponry.

      Elise, the older of my twin sisters, crouched down for a closer look at the facial damage. I opened the small red clutch and grabbed the three-inch silver rod. I extracted the heel and replaced it with the rod in the center of the demon’s forehead. I wiped ocular fluids, brain, and blood from the stilettos onto the demon’s shirt, and then slipped them back on my feet.

      “I think he has a melanoma on his forehead,” Elise said, pointing to a mole on Hennessy’s scalp. “It’s rough, uneven in color and shape, and I’m sure he never wears sunscreen.” She shook her head. “I saw one that looked just like it on Discovery Medicine.”

      If Elise had been born in modern times, I had no doubt she would be in medical school on her way to being a doctor. I could wish a thousand times my sisters to have different fates, and it wouldn’t change a damned thing. Moloch had made sure of that.

      I waved at my siblings. “Okay, shoo. Show’s over, nothing to see here. Time to go. Last call. Vamoose. Am-scray even.”

      “You don’t have to be rude,” said Elise.

      “Actually, I do.” My sisters could ignore polite, but rude got their attention. Hooking my arms under the demon’s armpits, I dragged him around the next hedge. “I’m busy at the moment. I don’t have time for niceties. Sorry.” Besides, the demon’s master—and mine—would be showing up shortly, and I didn’t want my sisters anywhere near the foul creature.

      All three of them “hmphed” at the same time, then shimmered from sight. Every time they did that, I felt a lightning strike of guilt. The fact that my sisters were ghosts was in no small measure my fault.

      I unhooked the chain from the clutch and formed a small circle on the ground next to the paralyzed body. Like the rod, it was made from silver. Demons had what I thought of as a severe allergy to pure silver. Even though I was a minion, the precious metal only felt warm on my skin. It didn’t burn.

      I’m not evil. Not yet.

      I took matches, a votive candle, an orange spice incense cone, a vial of sea salt, a cigarette, and a tiny bell out of the purse. All the items were necessary to the “casting out the boogeyman” spell. Sure, it had another name, a much more complicated, can’t hardly get around all the vowels kind of name, but my former demon-hunting partner had deemed it “casting out the boogeyman” and so, that’s what we called it.

      The familiar heartache threatened to derail my attention. It had been fifty-six years since I’d said goodbye to David Jensen—and yet, it still felt like yesterday. If you’re wondering how long it takes to get over that kind of loss, the answer is never.

      I poured salt around the silver chain, then I placed the candle and the cone of incense on the north and south edges respectively, struck a match and lit them both. Lifting the demon’s hand, I put it inside the loop.

      Ugh. I so didn’t like this part. I pulled the rod from Hennessey’s forehead. The demon howled with rage and pain, his whole body twisting and jerking, except for the trapped hand. His human face contorted in sheer agony. Like I said, silver was bad ju-ju for the damned, and the sea salt made it impossible for the Hellspawn to eject from its host.

      That, along with the gaping holes where his eyes used to be, made me shudder inside, a weakness I refused to show to the monsters.

      “Hush now,” I said, sitting down next to him and trailing my fingers on his brow. “Or the pin goes back in.”

      “What do you want, Madder?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      After all these years, it was still hard to watch human vessels wither under the spell. Sometimes the demons had a shade attached to them, not a ghost exactly — not like my sisters, more like residual energy repeating its traumatic cycle of death over and over. Especially in the newly possessed.

      This body didn’t have a shade.

      It meant this fiend had taken up residence for at least a couple of decades. Hennessy’s shade no longer lingered in this realm. “Tell me where I can find Lazul, and I’ll let you go.” To Hell. The Madder wasn’t known for mercy to demonkind, and yet, they seem to always believe I’d let them go back to creating havoc for humans.

      “I’d rather claw out your eyes,” the demon rasped.

      “Promises, promises.” I tapped the hole in his forehead. “Remember who’s in charge.”

      “Bitch!”

      “Wow. I hope you don’t kiss your mother with that mouth.”

      “My mother is Sin and Death, and she will feast on your innards while you roast in pits of eternal fire,” he screamed, spittle forming in the corners of his lips.

      “I know I’m from the South an’ all, but I really don’t like barbecue.” Ugh. He was being stubborn. More stubborn than the average demon who’d roll on another demon to prevent getting a hangnail, let alone the pain of having his hand surrounded by the equivalent of burning pitch.

      The body lurched, the empty orbital sockets seemingly staring at me, and Hennessey’s voice took on an unnatural tone. “My master will come for you. In the bowels of Hell, you will burn forever. Tenfold, a palsy will fall upon your soul. Tenfold, you will beg for mercy that will never come. Tenfold—”

      “Yeah. I got it. Tenfold.” I shook my head. “I’ve heard it all before, asshole.” He wasn’t going to give me Lazul. From experience, most demons who talked did so in the first minute. This is what I got for trying to go through the slightly higher-ups in the demonic command chain. They weren’t as easily broken. Damn it. I really wanted Lazul. Those traumatized parents deserved to put their daughter to rest properly. An empty coffin in the cold ground would be a shitty reminder that her demon-possessed body was running around doing Moloch knew what.

      I picked up the cigarette, struck another match, and lit it. Leaning over, I blew a puff of smoke into the demon’s face. Cyanide, a by-product of tobacco processing, was a necessary agent in the spell. It didn’t take much, and cigarette smoke was the easiest way to transport the minuscule amount of poison, which is why you’d never catch one of Hell’s agents smoking.

      “Wait. What is that?” His nose twitched as the toxic wisps traveled into his nostrils.

      He couldn’t see what I was doing, but he realized what was about to happen. Beneath us, the ground shook as the demon fought to release himself from the body before I did. The thing about the boogeyman ritual was that when I used it to expel demons, they got a one-way ticket to Hell. No return trips. It was one of the more satisfying aspects of sending Moloch’s lackeys back to the Pit. Time for the pièce de résistance. I rang the small bell. Its faint tinkle was reminiscent of a toddler’s giggle.

      The body instantly stilled.

      The demon was gone.

      Okay, so most people might have been expecting something spectacular, like out of Supernatural. All black smoke, fire, brimstone, explosions, and drama, but nope, just gone.

      I’d expected fireworks the first time I cast a demon out of this plane, so I understand the disappointment.

      I repacked my clutch, attached the chain before putting it over my shoulder, and got to my feet. I kicked the vessel’s thigh. “Take that, Moloch.”

      Upon mentioning his name, the demon lord burst into existence in front of me.

      Fantastic.

      Not.
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      The Demon Lord Moloch was tall and well-built with tightly compacted muscles, like a runner. Unlike the lesser demons he commanded who had to steal bodies to take human form or minions like me who were stuck in their original birthday suits, Moloch could create his own guise.

      And he made evil beautiful.

      Bastard.

      As always, he was dressed in Armani—this time in a white seersucker shirt tucked into black embossed fabric chinos, and a pair of leather loafers. I’m not gonna lie. He was fantastic to look at, but my mother, rest her soul, always said, pretty is only skin deep and ugly goes all the way to the bone. In Moloch’s case, it was the honest truth.

      “You could always ask me where Lazul is,” he said.

      Oh, here we go. Yet another round of Moloch’s Head Games. It was sort of like Jeopardy, if Alex Trebek was a demon and set the contestants on fire every time they buzzed in wrong answers. Still, I couldn’t give up the chance he might reveal the demon’s location. So, I asked, “Where’s Lazul?”

      “I’m not going to tell you.” He ran his fingers through his hair, deliberately messy, which added to his boyish good looks. If it hadn’t been for the piercing red eyes, Moloch could have easily been a top male model. His gaze dropped to the Hennessey meat suit. He crooked his hand on his cleft chin and tapped his full lower lip. “That was one of my best men, Olivia.”

      “Tell it to someone who gives a crap.” I didn’t feel nearly as confident as I acted, but it wasn’t like he was going to kill me. Even so, I suspected one of these days I was going to push him over the proverbial edge, and he certainly had the mojo to back his play.

      As a demon lord, Moloch was at the top of the food chain in his part of Hell. There were twenty-seven lords in all, and of those, Moloch was the most charming and the most manipulative. At least that’s what Moloch bragged. I hadn’t met the other demon lords so what did I know. Moloch smiled, his teeth blindingly perfect, reminding me why it had been so easy to fall for his bullshit in the first place. He reached out and stroked my cheek. That one little touch seemed to encompass every inch of my skin.

      I flinched.

      I’d never met anything so dark and dangerous as Moloch, but there was something about him that made me crave his presence. It was an unfortunate side effect of being his minion. I breathed through the feeling, relaxing my muscles from head to toe. Summoning my will to resist him, I raised my downcast eyes to meet his level gaze. “Go back to Hell, Moloch. The demon I just sent back to your lair probably needs a hug.”

      “On your knees!” he ordered in a booming voice. “Bow down to me!’

      My mind screamed “no” but my legs, those terrible traitorous legs, buckled beneath me, and I found myself prostrated before the demon lord. My face pressed into the wet grass, and the pungent scent of earth jammed into my nostrils. My backside was unfortunately exposed thanks to the ripped seam. Shame burned through me followed by hot, writhing rage.

      “You’re strong, my dearest Olivia. But I am infinitely more powerful.” He knelt beside me and stroked my hair. “You are mine, little Southern belle. Never forget it.”

      There was no sense in denying what he said. It was the cold hard truth no matter how I sliced it. But it didn’t mean I had to like it.

      “You may rise,” he said.

      I struggled upward, but as I got onto my knees and dusted off my mangled dress, he said. “Stay.”

      Great. I could move everything else, but my legs felt cemented to the ground. “I’m not a dog,” I gritted out.

      “Bark,” demanded Moloch.

      “Ruff! Ruff! Ruff!”

      He laughed. “You are a dog, Olivia. My dog.”

      Frustration seeped through me, and I clenched my fists. “You can’t be everywhere, all the time.”

      “Oh, you have no idea.” He grinned. “In fact, I recently attended a bachelorette party in Las Vegas.”

      Okay. That was oddly specific. But right now, I didn’t much care to play any more rounds of Moloch’s Head Games. I silently begged my legs to stand, but they wouldn’t move. If I could just defy him in his presence, just once, then maybe...But no. I was powerless before him, just like the countless times before.

      “Do you know how many of your demons I’ve sent from this plane? One soul cannot be worth so much to you. I’m a pain in the ass. Do you really want to put up with that for eternity?”

      “You may have dispatched a pittance of my legion—”

      “Three-hundred and seventeen,” I reminded him.

      He raised a dark brow.

      I shrugged. “I keep track.”

      “Never mind,” Moloch continued, waving his hand like he was shooshing a fly. “You are a difficult and defiant creature, my dear.” He bent over and cupped my chin, turning my face side to side as if examining fresh produce for bruise spots and wormholes. “You’ll be mine soon enough, Olivia.”

      I worked hard to put on a brave facade. “In fifty years, four days...” I looked at my digital watch, which I had set on a countdown, “nine hours, thirty-two minutes, and sixteen seconds.”

      He grinned, and the cold humor in his gaze chilled me. “You are going to have an all-exclusive pass to Hell, and the ways I plan to make you suffer...well, let’s just say, I’m making a long list and checking it twice.”

      Sheesh. Had Moloch moonlighted as Krampus back in the old days? It wouldn’t surprise me to find out he’d spent Yuletide terrifying anyone who’d made the naughty list. “I’ve never broken our bargain, Moloch.”

      “Master!” he boomed, his voice hollow and monstrous.

      “Master,” I said, unable to stop myself.

      “Better. You will be mine sooner than you think, Olivia. Much, much sooner.” He winked. “Your sisters will be, too.”

      Like I needed the reminder. Here’s a little tip: if you’re ever thinking about selling your soul, read the fine print. After I made the bargain with Moloch to save the family farm and ensure my sisters had good lives, I insisted that their souls were off-limits after they died. At the time, I was naïve enough to believe my siblings would live out the entirety of their human lives. So, Moloch added a caveat: My sisters’ souls were off limits so long as I fulfilled the terms of our agreement.

      That doesn’t sound sinister, right?

      Turns out that when they died of Yellow Fever, they didn’t go to heaven. Instead, they got to hang out with me. For the next two hundred years. So long as I was Moloch’s bitch, they were safe. If I messed up—we were all going to Hell.

      He clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “You are really hard on clothing, my dear.” He made a sewing gesture with his fingers, and I felt the cloth hitch together, covering my backside once more. “Stand up, Olivia. You’re getting grass stains on your pretty, pretty dress.

      As much as I’d wanted to get off my knees moments before, now I wanted to stay on them. Just to do something other than what he commanded.

      I stood.

      He could make me do that, but he couldn’t keep me from rolling my eyes. “Are we done yet? I have a body to hide.”

      “Don’t you want to see pictures from my Las Vegas trip?” He produced an iPad out of thin air. At the top of the screen in large black letters was a clickbait headline: Hotel Heiress Shocked to Death in Giant Martini. The picture attached to the salacious article showed the perfect face of someone I knew well.

      “Christ. Is that Falina?” Falina Babkin was the twenty-three-year-old daughter of Robert Babkin, the billionaire hotel mogul. She’d been an easy choice for a mark. For one, her father was as corrupt as the demon lord in front of me, and for two, he’d spoiled his only daughter to the point she hadn’t developed any sort of moral compass. All she’d wanted in exchange for her soul was to marry movie star, Thomas Barker. Thomas was arrogant and petulant, well known for throwing fits on film sets, so I had no problem hooking those two up.

      Here’s the thing. I hated taking souls. Even the souls of shitty people like Falina Babkin. Since I only had to make one bargain every ten years, I tended to wait until the decade deadline was almost up. I’d made the bargain with Falina about a year ago.

      “Well, that sucks for her,” I said. “But I held up my end. She and Thomas were on the choo-choo train to marital bliss.”

      “Too bad they were derailed before the marriage took place. Poor Falina died two days before the wedding.” The demon smiled as he made the iPad disappear. “Someone dropped an electrical line in the giant martini glass she jumped in, which killed her—and the bargain you made with her.”

      “Wait a minute. You murdered her?” That was new. Moloch had never messed with my bargains before. Actually, I didn’t know he could cheat and nullify an agreement by killing off the human. “You can’t change the rules just because you’re pissed.” Demons had to abide by the terms they set forth—that was one of the first things I learned.

      “My dearest Olivia, I don’t go around eliminating humans willy-nilly,” he said, sounding almost offended.

      “Why not? That sounds like something you would love doing.”

      “True. And I did. Back before demons made an accord with the angels.”

      I didn’t know much about angels because they tended to avoid the demonic. And honestly, I tended to avoid the angelic. I had enough guilt without being in the presence of the righteously good.

      “Those do-gooders don’t interfere with us helping humans exercise free will,” continued Moloch, “and we don’t go on killing sprees. It’s a win-win.”

      “Uh-huh. So Falina just happened to die before the bargain was met?” I asked skeptically.

      “I can’t help it if my theoretical suggestion influenced a certain jealous BFF to commit murder.”

      I stared at him. I hadn’t actually expected to push him over that proverbial edge. He was a freaking demon lord—he’d been around for millennia. I couldn’t be the worst thing that ever happened to the guy. Why would he want to take away the rest of my two-hundred-year minion-hood? “Fifty years is like five minutes to you,” I said. “Why would you pull this bullshit now?”

      “I’m a demon. I like tormenting humans. I especially like tormenting you.” He grinned now, his teeth bared.

      Over the years, I’d learned Moloch was more complicated than a mere “torment humans” kind of demon. And that fact that he willingly let a soul go told me that what he wanted was more important to him than the souls of the Madder sisters. “What are you really after, Moloch?”

      “Funny you should ask...” He tapped the dimple in his chin. “There is an item I’d like you to retrieve. Get it for me, and I’ll forget about Falina’s loss.” He shrugged as if he didn’t care. “Or you can find a replacement soul.”

      If he was willing to trade a soul for an object, most likely a relic, the thing had to have some major mojo. Getting something like that for Moloch could spell disaster. But I only had four days until my decade deadline. Finding someone corrupt enough to make a bargain and still be able to look at myself in the mirror would be next to impossible. “Fine. Where’s this item?”

      “I believe you are familiar with the place.” Moloch’s upper lip curled into a snarl. He waved his hand, and an image appeared: a two-story farmhouse with a wraparound porch. And the demon lord was right—I was very familiar with it.

      David’s farm. My breath caught in my throat. In 1958, I’d discovered the secret Psychical Society of Paranormal Researchers, or PSPR for short, on my quest to remove my sisters from Moloch’s grip. That’s how I met David, who’d been my first real friend. I never knew there were humans aware of the paranormal world, and, like me, trying to do something about them. The PSPR had been hunting demons and dealing with the supernatural going all the way back to 1785.

      “What are you playing at, Moloch?” I asked. “If whatever you want belongs to David, you can’t have it.” When I made the original bargain to save my sisters and family farm in exchange for my soul—I could’ve never imagined a circumstance where I would make another deal with Moloch.

      Then I met David.

      And David had been worth a thousand bargains.

      “Oh? Didn’t I mention? David Jensen died.” He smiled as his verbal blow struck me the way he’d planned. I felt my heart sink, and grief welled within me. “He has a very old book, Olivia. My book. Even dead, he’s managed to keep me from it.” He put his hands into the shape of a small rectangle. “It’s about this big with a leather cover. It’s called the Shedim.”

      I didn’t remember David having any such book, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t procured it within the last fifty-six years. And if Moloch wanted it, then it had power—either the kind he could wield or the kind that could hurt him. Either way, Moloch getting his hands on it was probably bad news.

      “It’s not like I can find David’s farm,” I managed to choke out. I wouldn’t cry in front of Moloch, but it took everything I had to prevent the tears. “You made sure of that.” After I made the bargain to walk away from David in exchange for protection for him and his family, the demon lord created a magical barrier that wouldn’t allow me to find David again, ever.

      “I couldn’t have the two of you cooking up anything else, could I? But now that he’s left the Earthly plane, there’s no harm in removing the confusion spell.”

      He tapped my forehead, and suddenly I knew exactly where to find David’s farm again. “He lived outside of Sanctum,” I said. “About two hours south of Saint Louis.”

      Moloch nodded. “That’s right. And you have four days and...” he looked at an imaginary wristwatch “...nine hours, thirty minutes, and twenty-nine seconds to get me the ancient tome or a new soul.” He spread his hands wide. “Tell you what. I’ll sweeten the deal—just for you, Olivia.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “I’m in a good mood.” He snapped his fingers. A young woman wearing a hospital gown materialized. She was streaked with dirt, her mouth painted with bloody foam.

      Her eyes were bright red.

      “Master,” said the girl. She fell to her knees and bowed her head.

      “Get out, Lazul.” Moloch snapped his fingers again.

      The girl’s now unoccupied corpse toppled over.

      “There. Demon-free.” He snapped his fingers a third time. The girl disappeared. “She’s back on the slab—safe and sound.” He studied my disbelieving expression and sighed. “You are such a cynic.” He waved his hand in a circle. The image of the girl laid out on a metal table, a surprised orderly standing nearby, appeared. Moloch waved his hand again, and the image was gone.

      I wasn’t sure why Moloch was willing to oust one of his minions to appease me. In fact, his sudden altruistic gesture made me even more suspicious. “Fine. You’ll get what you want.”

      “I always do.” He leveled me with a gaze so chilling goosebumps arose on my arms. “Don’t even think about trying anything stupid like wiggling out of your bargain with me. I’ll toss your sisters into the darkest, deepest pits in Hell. And then I’ll spend the next millennia filleting your flesh from your bones.” With those horrible threats ringing in my ears, he popped out of sight.

      I sucked in a shuddering breath and pressed my hand against my chest. Me trying to find a way to get out from under Moloch’s thumb had endangered David, his family, and the PSPR. I wouldn’t make that mistake again—not that I could.

      David was dead.

      Despite the years that had passed, I’d harbored a sliver of hope I might see him again. But now, I never would. I hugged my arms against my body as my heart cried David, David, David.

      I heard a low whistle. Charlotte appeared next to me. “That creature raises my hackles.”

      “You’re a ghost, Char. You don’t have hackles.”

      “Well, you do, and you need to stop invoking his name every time you dispatch one of his soldiers.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Moloch could drop in on me anytime he wanted, but I more easily drew his attention when I said his name. “I’ll try to call him asshole from now on.” I shooed my hands at her. “Now skedaddle.”

      “You can’t boss me around anymore, Liv.”

      I rolled my eyes. Hard. “Apparently.”

      Moloch’s disastrous goodbye haunted me as I dragged the lesser demon’s body to the garden shed. Damn it. He knew how to push my panic buttons. My own penance, if that came early, I could handle, but I couldn’t let my sisters fall with me. I was the only thing standing between them and the fate Moloch had threatened.

      Charlotte watched me shove Hennessy into the shed and shut the door. She studied my expression. “What’s wrong?”

      “Other than being a demon lord’s minion and having to dispose of another body and spend another evening cleaning blood off my shoes? Nothing.”

      “Don’t you lie to me, Olivia. I know you too well.”

      It wasn’t like I could hide the truth from my sisters—or myself. “David died.”

      “Oh my gosh!” Charlotte exclaimed. “Are you okay?”

      I stiffened. “Of course, I am.”

      She frowned. “I know you loved him.”

      “David was married with a kid. We were strictly friends with demon-killing benefits.”

      “Pish. You were head over heels for him. I can see you’re in pain.”

      “I’m fine,” I told her.

      Charlotte pressed her lips together and nodded. I knew she didn’t believe me, but at least she wouldn’t push me. If Eliza had been the one to notice my grief, I’d end up on the nearest couch answering questions about my feelings. Ugh.

      As long as I was struggling along by myself to oust demons from the Earthly plane, Moloch tended to leave me alone. But when David entered the picture, I’d had a comrade-in-arms. And I had someone who cared enough to start digging into ways to free me from Moloch.

      So, in 1962, the demon lord told me that he would find a way to wreak misery on David, his wife, their son, and everyone within a fifty-mile radius if I so much as looked in the direction of Sanctum, Missouri again. I hadn’t known about the whole angel accord then. If I had, I wouldn’t have been so hasty to make another damned bargain with Moloch. Instead, I agreed to stay away from David, Sanctum, and all members of the Psychical Society of Paranormal Researchers, and Moloch would, too.

      Moloch made sure I would never try to sneak in a visit to David’s farm by placing the confusion spell. Even if I’d been willing to risk breaking the bargain, I wouldn’t be able to find David.

      Now I had to return to the one place I’d been happy. And the reason for that happiness had just died. Grief clutched at me once more. I didn’t have a choice. It was either find a soul in four days—impossible—or deal with my heartbreak and get the book Moloch wanted. Since I wasn’t about to watch my sisters burn in Hell, there really was no choice at all. I had to go for the sure solution.

      I looked at Char. “Get the twins. We’re going on a road trip.”
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      The two-mile drive up the gravel road leading to David’s old farmhouse brought back memories of my childhood. My father, who had been too old for the rebel draft, had spent most of the war hiding refugees and slaves escaping to the north. Like David, Jonathan Madder had been a noble man, and I knew he would be ashamed to see me now.

      It broke my heart.

      Southerners had never liked the term “civil war,” and liked to call it the War of Northern Aggression. My father favored the term “The Late Unpleasantness.” Even though Poppa was Southern through-and-through—and had grown up around folks with slaves—he and my mother had been united in their principles. Freedom was meant for everyone, and everyone deserved the chance to build good lives. They taught us compassion for all human beings—and showed us what it meant to risk everything to save the innocent. My mother died bringing the twins into the world, and I knew Mama would never regret for an instant forfeiting her life for theirs.

      Poppa died ten years after the war was over and by then, I was twenty-eight and well versed in running the farm. By Southern standards, I was an old maid. My marital prospects were thin with me being on the verge of spinsterhood. Plus, I’d never gotten on board with that whole “women are property” mentality. For that same reason, I refused to parcel off my sisters like cattle.

      But four young women of good breeding owning property and farming like common folks had been an affront to our community. If the Madder sisters refused to marry like proper Southern Belles, then the only recourse was to force them off their land by any means necessary.

      Say, like poisoning our livestock.

      Stealing our horses.

      Burning our crops.

      And finally, an actual assault on our home by masked men. Imagine their surprise when four delicate feminine flowers fired shotguns at them until they ran away screaming.

      I’d been at my wit’s end about how to protect my siblings—and keep the farm.

      Then Moloch showed up and offered the bargain. In exchange for keeping my sisters and the farm safe, I would spend two-hundred years as his minion, and when my two centuries were up, I was his to take to Hell.

      I swatted away the memories like annoying flies and focused on my task now. As I parked my truck in front of the railroad ties that marked the parking area, I stilled the apprehension in my gut. David had been twenty-six the last time I saw him. He would’ve been eighty-two when he died. Had he even remembered me? Did it matter? I needed to get in, find the book, and get out. I wasn’t sure how long my heart could take being on David’s farm—around David’s possessions—before it exploded from the sorrow.

      The sooner I put Sanctum in the rearview mirror, the better.

      The entire property used to have wards against lesser demons, ghosts, vampires, and elves. Despite the efforts of cartoon cookie makers and high fantasy movies to make elves nice, wise, and peaceful—they were anything but. Elves were assholes. If you ever meet one, don’t walk. Run.

      However, as I made my way up the drive, I didn’t feel any of the tell-tale tingles the wards used to give me. As a minion, I was human enough that they didn’t keep me out, but I was demon enough that they made me feel buzzy. Without David alive to renew the wards the farm was no longer protected. And if that was the case, why would Moloch need me at all? Maybe he really didn’t. Maybe he’d wanted to inflict the most suffering possible by making me come here to retrieve his dumb book.

      Not for the first time since I started the trip to Sanctum, I wondered about David’s wife, Clarissa. Would she be there? What about David’s son, Thomas? He would be what, in his fifties now? I could only hope they didn’t remember me. I wasn’t sure they’d believe my lies over their own eyes, but what choice did I have?

      None.

      As usual.

      The farmhouse was a two-story turn-of-the-century structure in good repair. It looked like someone had given it a fresh coat of paint recently, and the brand new exposed wood on the front stoop steps told me that same someone was currently making repairs. David had been terrible about maintenance. He loved his family and made sure they were sheltered, fed, and healthy, but his passion was reserved for the supernatural.

      And if things had been different, some of that passion might’ve been mine.

      I knocked on the front door and waited.

      And that’s when my sisters shimmered onto the porch.

      “Do you really think anyone’s going to be home?” asked Charlotte. She peered into the window on the right side of the door. “It’s dark in there.”

      “We could go look for the book,” offered Eliza. She patted my shoulder, a gesture of comfort, even though she knew I couldn’t actually feel her touch.  “That way you don’t have to stay here for too long.”

      “I’m fine,” I said. I looked around. “Where’s Elise?”

      “Remember that big brick house we passed right before we drove through Sanctum?” asked Charlotte. “Apparently, the homeowner is marathoning Monsters Inside Me, and she decided to hang out there for a while.”

      “Oh, lawd,” said Eliza. “It’s going to be days and days of microbial this and bacteria that.” She unfolded a fan and waved it in front of her face. “I wish she would find a different hobby.”

      “It’s not a hobby,” I said, defending Elise. “If she wasn’t dead, she’d be a helluva doctor.”

      “Don’t get your knickers in a twist, Liv,” said Eliza. “I didn’t mean nothing by it.”

      “I know.” I knocked again. I was ready to get out my lock-picking tools when I heard a man in the distance holler, “Hello.”

      I turned to see a tall guy in coveralls, grease on his face, and his dark hair shiny with dirt and sweat walking out the doors of the large red barn. The last time I’d been here, that barn had been falling apart, its cracked timbers, a dull gray.

      When the man finally reached the porch, and he got a good look at me, the wrench slipped from his grasp and thunked to the ground. The poor dear looked shocked to see me standing there, and I could only imagine it was because I didn’t look like your typical Sanctum resident. I’d put on what Char called my “confidence clothes”—A red short-sleeved blouse with a deep vee-cut to show off my assets, form-fitting burgundy brushed velvet skirt, and my black leather boots. I’d French-braided my hair and, as a final touch, put on big silver hoop earrings. And yes, the earrings doubled as weapons.

      The man picked up the wrench and then he asked, “Can I help you, miss?”

      I cleared my throat and put on a polite smile. “Uhm, yes, sir. I’m looking for David Jensen?” This guy didn’t know that I knew David was dead, so it was the quickest way to explain my unannounced visit.

      He tilted his head to the left, studying me with a penetrating stare. His gray-blue eyes shone brightly in contrast to his darkly smudged face. “David Jensen is dead,” he said.

      The cold way he said the words made me gape.

      “Close your mouth, sister dear, before you catch flies,” said Charlotte primly. She and Eliza were leaning on the porch railing giving the eye to the young man.

      I took a moment to get ahold of myself and then asked, “What happened to him?”

      “He had a stroke. Clot went straight to his heart and killed him quick.” His gaze didn’t waver from mine as he took a rag from the overall’s pocket to clean grime from the wrench he held. “How did you know my grandfather?”

      “Oh. Uh. Your grandfather was an old friend.”

      The man snorted. “Did you meet him when you were a toddler?”

      “Yes,” I said, rolling my eyes. I studied David’s grandson. I didn’t know what David’s life had been like. Thomas had been seven the last time I saw him. Maybe David and Clarissa had more children. “Are you Thomas’s son?”

      “I would have to be since Dad was an only child.” The man narrowed his eyes. “He died when I was two years old.”

      Oh, David. The loss must have broken his heart. “I’m sorry,” I said. “What about your grandmother? Is she around?”

      “She died of cancer when my dad was ten years old. And Gramps never remarried. It was just him and Dad.”

      I couldn’t believe it. Clarissa had been dead for decades, and David had raised his son on his own. Despite my feelings for David, I’d never wished his wife ill. I’d liked Clarissa. She was sweet as apple pie, and the epitome of the 1950s housewife. The whole cleaning-the-house-wearing-heels-and-pearls kind of woman who made sure dinner was on the table by six every night, and the baby was put to bed by eight. She waited on David hand and foot. Unfortunately, she wasn’t hearty enough to be a farmer’s wife. Milking a cow or picking corn was not in her purview. David loved her, loved his family, but he’d confided his worries about Clarissa’s delicate constitution.

      I had never imagined she would pass away from cancer just a couple of years after I left.

      The man closed the distance between us. “I’m Tristan, by the way. I’d shake your hand but...” He held up his grimy palms. “I’d hate to get you messy.”

      Now that Tristan was up close and personal, I could see much of David in him. The narrow face, high, sharp cheekbones, the aquiline nose, the square jaw, and broad shoulders reminded me so much of his grandfather. However, David’s eyes had been hazel-green, not the color of a cloud right as a storm was lifting. Other than that, he and David could have been twins.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Tristan. I’m Olivia Madder.”

      “Olivia is a beautiful name. And if you don’t mind me saying so, you are, too.”

      “Thank you.” I was taught you should be courteous in the face of compliments, but I found myself taking real pleasure from his observation.

      “Would you like to come inside for something to drink? You can tell me all about the friendship between you and Gramps.” He strolled onto the porch and opened the door. “Ladies first.”

      I only hesitated a fraction of a second before entering the house—and the past I had never wanted to remember.
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      David’s kitchen had changed a lot since the last time I’d been in this farmhouse. For one, it had a dishwasher. In the 1950s, our hands were the only dishwashers available. Also, the walls had been white trimmed with plain wood. Nothing fancy. Now the walls were painted a sandy-brown with dark-turquois accents everywhere. The stove was still gas, but it was a more modern version, at least from the eighties. Tristan had washed his hands and wiped a wet towel over his face. The damp hair around his face made his eyes brighter. I couldn’t get over how much he looked like David. If it hadn’t been for the color of his eyes and his youth, I would swear he was David.

      “You look a lot like him,” I said.

      “Who?”

      “Your grandfather.” I looked down at my hands, feeling suddenly uncomfortable. “It’s uncanny.”

      He blinked at me. “You mean, minus the wrinkles, the gray hair, and the stooped posture?”

      “I meant when he was younger,” I said. And I added, “I’ve seen pictures.”

      “Oh.” He walked to the refrigerator, also a more modern upgrade, and opened the door. “Lemonade?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      “My word.” Eliza giggled and snapped her fan shut. “That man is handsome for a pie eater.”

      “This house makes me miss, papa,” said Char. She walked around the kitchen, her bustle rustling with every step.

      “Now,” Tristan said, oblivious to the ghost invasion. “How does someone like you know someone like my grandfather?”

      “I’m not certain what you mean by someone like me.”

      “You’re wearing designer clothes, and your shoes cost more than my grandfather paid for his last tractor. I find it hard to believe you had much in common. Not to mention the obvious age difference.”

      I crossed my legs and kicked up my foot to admire my black, patent-leather Louboutin ankle boots. The heels were special, like my red stilettoes, and doubled as weapons. What else was I going to spend my money on? “And how would you know how much my shoes cost?”

      “Well, regardless of what I look like right now, I wasn’t born in a barn. And you don’t look like the kind of girl who would spray paint the bottom of her shoes red.” He smiled, and I found myself smiling back.

      “You’re right about that.”

      “He’s wearing a ring, Liv, but see, he wears it on the right hand, so it’s not a wedding band,” Eliza said.

      Now that his hands were washed, I noted the silver ring Eliza had pointed out. Warding symbols have been engraved in the wide band, and it had an oval stone that looked like obsidian wrapped in gold set into the top. I’d never seen David without it, and now that Tristan wore it, I felt David’s loss even more keenly.

      “You’re wearing David’s ring.”

      Tristan held up his hand. “This one?” He looked at it. “Yeah, the old man left it to me. Apparently, it’s been in our family for a really long time.”

      I knew the heirloom had been in the Jensen family since the Middle Ages. At least, that’s as far as David had been able to trace it. The ring had been passed down from father to firstborn son for generations, so I should not have been surprised that Tristan had ended up with it.

      “You should ask him if he has a sweetheart,” said Eliza. “Then maybe you can get cozy with him.”

      I was not going to jump the bones of David’s grandson. That just seemed supremely skeevy. Besides, the Jensen family had been off-limits for so long, I felt jittery just being in the house. Even with Moloch’s blessing, I felt wrong about returning here. Especially since I was essentially here to steal from the man I had loved.

      Okay, still loved. Dead didn’t mean forgotten.

      “I’m sorry,” Tristan said as he misinterpreted the reason for my sudden silence. “I wasn’t trying to offend you with my observations about your clothing.”

      “Well, good,” I told him. “Because you didn’t offend me. Not one bit. I like a man with a keen eye for shoes. It’s a surprise is all. Do you sell shoes or something?”

      “Or something.” He placed two glasses of iced lemonade on the table and then sat down across from me. “I’m a corporate lawyer. After Dad died, my mother and I moved to Chicago. Gramps and I were never that close.”

      Eliza stopped sashaying through the kitchen and wheeled around. “Oh, the poor boy. He needs to work through his feelings of guilt so he can find peace with his grandfather’s memory.”

      Charlotte took one look at my expression and grabbed Elise. “I think it’s time for us to absquatulate and let Liv get on with her business.”

      “But I want to help.”

      “Come along, now. David was good to Liv, and she should be able to have this moment without us poking around in her business.”

      “If you get a chance,” said Eliza as Char dragged her away, “ask him to journal about his feelings so you can discuss—”

      They disappeared before Eliza could finish that sentence. I was the last person to offer Tristan—or anyone—advice about how to deal with guilt. I carried mine around like two packed suitcases.

      “What do you remember about my grandfather?”

      “He was funny. Kind. Smart. Really smart. His only flaw was his love of country music.” I smiled. “There are only two types of music I dislike, country is one of them.”

      “And let me guess, western is the other?” Tristan met my smile with one of his own.

      I chuckled. “Yeah.” David and I had had this conversation on numerous occasions during our demon-hunting stakeouts. I’d want to tune the radio to rock-n-roll, and he’d want to listen to the country station. Music was about the only thing we couldn’t agree on. “Please tell me someone played Patsy Cline at David’s funeral.” When we did research, he was forever playing Patsy Cline records. I knew the words to most of the songs, too.

      “Yes,” said Tristan softly. “Walkin’ After Midnight.”

      I swallowed the sudden knot in my throat as my eyes pricked with tears. “That was one of his favorites.”

      Tristan’s gaze pinned mine, and I felt my pulse jumped. He leaned forward, opening his mouth ready to say…what?

      The next moment, he’d sat back, leaving the words unsaid.

      I wasn’t sure how much longer I could stay inside David’s house. The memories were flooding back, and with them, the ache in my heart grew. Shit. How could I explain to Tristan that David had been a paranormal researcher who used to help me track down demons? I cleared my throat. “Your grandfather had some books and journals he used to keep around. I don’t suppose you know where I could find them.” Wherever he kept his stash of research seemed like the most likely place he’d keep Moloch’s prize.

      Tristan raised a brow. “What kinds of journals and books?”

      “Most of them were about the supernatural world.”

      His silence made me realize he had no idea what I was talking about.

      “You know, ghosts, demons, possession, and such.”

      “Are you sure you knew my grandfather? Because he was salt of the earth.”

      No, he was more like “salt all the windows and doors.” I sighed.  “He probably kept them hidden. He was secretive about his hobby.” Christ, I sounded like a lunatic, but I needed to find that book.

      “His hobby?”

      “David was private about his interest in paranormal stuff. He didn’t want people to think he was crazy.”

      “Crazy. Right.” Then Tristan laughed. “I’m just teasing.” There was a slight twinkle in his eyes as he said, “I’ve seen the basement. I think he had an unhealthy obsession with the paranormal.”

      I crossed my right leg over my left, my skirt riding up my thigh. And even though I hadn’t been trying to draw his attention to my legs, I watched with some satisfaction as Tristan’s gaze lingered appreciatively. God, he was sexy. As sexy as David had been. Stop, Liv. Stop. My libido was doing the same kind of cartwheels it had when I met Tristan’s grandfather sixty years ago. And I was not—not—going to get horizontal with David’s grandson. That was all kinds of wrong, and I owed David more than that.

      “Can I go down and take a look around?” I asked.

      “You’re in luck, Olivia Madder,” said Tristan. “I was going to suggest that very thing. My grandfather left you something.” He sipped his lemonade and his gaze softened with something almost like recognition. “You really are here, aren’t you, Olivia?”

      He kept saying my name weird as if testing the word to see if it was real. “Yes,” I said. I saw a flicker in his gaze—yearning? No, no. I was imagining reactions. A reminder to self: Tristan was not David.

      “What did David leave me?” I hoped he’d put all his research aside for me. He had to have, right? That’s the only thing I could think that he would want me to have.

      “A very fancy, weirdly carved chest.”

      That sounded promising. At least it would get me in the right area of the house. “Have you opened it?”

      He sat back and smoothed his wide, farm beaten hands over his thighs. I wondered how long he’d been at the farm because those were definitely not the hands of a corporate lawyer. “No. I don’t get into things that aren’t mine.”

      It was my turn to raise a suspicious brow. “Really?”

      Tristan smirked. “It’s locked, and it needs a special kind of key.”

      “That makes sense. Your grandfather loved puzzles. How about you take me to the fancy weird chest, and I open it.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      “Then I guess I’m the wrong Olivia Madder.”

      “And if you can?”

      “Then I will tell you everything.” I gave him the full weight of my stare. “If you really want to know.”

      He nodded and stood up. “I really want to know.”
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      As I followed Tristan to the basement, I was surprised that he didn’t seem freaked out in the slightest about his grandfather’s supernatural leanings. I think most unaware folks would be shocked by the contents of the place I’d deemed “David’s Dungeon.”

      I’d spent many hours in the dungeon. Truth was, Clarissa didn’t know her husband was neck-deep in the paranormal—his family’s other business—and she didn’t seem to mind that he was alone in a basement with another woman.

      Granted, David told her I was his cousin and that we were doing genealogical research for a family book. That had been enough of explanation. Besides, Clarissa was the opposite of a night owl. She was pretty much asleep before ten o’clock thanks in part to mother’s little helper: Valium. In the ‘50s and ‘60s, doctors prescribed so much anxiety medication to women they should’ve handed out Pez dispensers.

      I looked around at the crowded bookshelves. Some were about the size Moloch had described, but none were leatherbound. And most of them didn’t look old enough to be considered ancient. My graze tracked around the room, and I noted the piles of crates filled with the necessary accouterment for demon hunters, the spell casting table still coated with soot and wax, and … whoa. The two desks that David and I had pushed together still occupied in the same corner. I sat at one, and he, at the other, facing each other as we poured through old scrolls and manuscripts looking for ways to either kill Moloch or free me or both. In the meanwhile, we did everything possible to trap and remove the demonic from this world.

      My desk was empty—clean and dust-free, but David’s was just as cluttered as I remembered. Once again, grief kicked me in the stomach.

      This was the place where I fell in love with the man I could never have.

      Then I spotted the record player—in the same location it had always been, the corner behind David’s chair. The stack of records was in the same place, too. The powder blue Dansette record player sat on four spindly wooden legs and its white lid was open. I couldn’t help myself. I walked to it and looked down at the vinyl currently on the turntable. Patsy Cline’s Sentimentally Yours. I’d bought it for him when it was first in stores. A frivolous expense, but worth it to see David’s joy.

      Memories threatened to overwhelm me. To keep control of myself, I strolled to my desk and sat down. I glanced at David’s desk piled high with opened books and scattered Post-It Notes. Back when I worked with David, he’d tape notes he’d penned on paper, napkins, and gum wrappers. I had no doubt the introduction of Post-It Notes in the 1970s had made his inner research nerd ecstatic.

      “You look comfortable there,” Tristan said. “Like you belong.”

      I straightened in the chair. “Trust me when I say I don’t belong here.”

      “Olivia—" He stopped then shook his head. “I’ll get you the chest.”

      He went off into another part of the basement and returned a couple minutes later with an ornate wooden box about the size of a watermelon.

      Tristan handed it to me, our fingers grazing as the container passed to me. That light touch sent a shocking amount of thrill straight to my groin.

      Nope. No. No way. I was furious with myself for feeling anything for Tristan—even lust—given how I’d felt about his grandfather. Apparently, my hormones didn’t give a damn which of the Jensen men were in the same room with me.

      I put the box on the desk and examined the lock. It had a serpent, an apple, and a naked woman carved into the front. The woman’s mouth was shaped like a large “O” and inside it, the hole for the key.

      I grimaced. “It’s an unholy lock. The Devil’s temptation of Eve,” I said to Tristan.

      “I get it,” Tristan said. “The woman with the big mouth is Eve. Do you know how to open it?”

      “Maybe.” I’d seen an unholy lock once—about eighty years ago when I’d hunted down the jinn that had started the 1929 Hebron massacre in Palestine. Jinns were a rare demon variety that could attach a part of their essence to an object—usually a container like a glass bottle or a stone box. Even if they were forced to leave their human receptacles, they would not return to Hell. Nope. Those bastards would return to their magicked vessels and await the day another foolish human would free them once more.

      And the jinn who’d thought that starting a killing spree was such a fun idea had secured his little gold lamp with an unholy lock. Hmm. That lock had been much smaller—made of onyx in the shape of a pomegranate with four tiny irregular holes drilled into the fruit’s center. To unlock it, I had to yank the jinn’s back, bottom right molar and place the roots into the perforations. I destroyed the lamp and the jinn’s connection to this world, and since it’s damned near impossible to obliterate an unholy lock, I chucked it into the Dead Sea.

      As I studied the lock in front of me, I hoped there wasn’t any dentistry involved with this one. So, what was its trigger? “The apple is the fruit of knowledge, the serpent is the devil, and—”

      “The key hole is Eve’s mouth,” Tristan said.

      I brushed my thumbs across some stick-figure-looking letters scribbled under the carved scene. “This is Aramaic.”

      “You know Aramaic?” There was something in his voice—amusement, I realized. The same amusement I’d heard in David’s voice when he’d learned I could read Aramaic and some Hebrew. A girl could learn a lot in fifteen decades if she had a mind to do so.

      He pulled the chair over from David’s desk, and he sat down next to me. “So, what does it say?” he asked.

      “Dema.” I leaned back in the seat. “Blood. Well, that’s simple enough.” Scientists thought DNA locks were the epitome of security, but let’s face it, blood had been used for binding and releasing objects and spells since ancient times. I retrieved a push dagger from a leather-lined pocket in my purse and used the very sharp tip to prick my finger.

      Tristan stared at my finger and then looked up at me. I couldn’t discern the expression on his face. I returned my attention to the box. I tilted the lock up and carefully filled the small opening, effectively feeding Eve my blood. The mechanism inside clicked twice and the lock released.

      He scooted closer as I took the lock off the hinge and prepared to open the container.

      The heat of his breath made the fine hairs on my neck stand up. I tried to ignore the stir of longing inside me. Instead, I concentrated on the task before me. “My blood was the key to an unholy lock. Are you sure you want to stick around and find out more? It’s probably safer if you walk away now.”

      “I’m not walking away,” he said. “Not now. Not ever.”

      I looked at him and saw familiarity in those storm-gray eyes. You’re the wrong Jensen, I thought. And if I couldn’t have David…well, I didn’t want anyone else.

      I flipped the lid open. On the very top was a picture of myself and David standing outside a Five & Dime. I was wearing a pair of men’s jeans, rolled up at the bottom, and a white tee-shirt with a pack of cigarettes rolled up in the sleeve. Everybody smoked back then. My hair was short and full of thick curls, as was the fashion. David had his arms crossed against his chest with his own pack of stogies in his front pocket. He’d loved those front pocket tees. I had my hands in my back pants pockets, where I kept my push knives ready for action. I remembered that day as if it were yesterday. We’d just taken down a demon outside of Hannibal, Missouri, a town famous for being the childhood home of Mark Twain, and we were commemorating the moment with a photograph.

      I picked up the picture and ran my thumb across David’s young face. I glanced at Tristan. Jesus, the resemblance was scary. I looked at the picture again. Moloch had insisted I keep no reminders of David, so I’d had to walk away without a single memento of our time together.

      “Wow,” Tristan whispered.

      I turned my watery gaze on him.

      Tristan looked from me to the old black and white photo then back to me. “You haven’t aged a day,” Tristan said. He didn’t seem all that surprised to find me in a photo with his grandfather. In fact, he was taking the whole thing a lot better than most humans.

      “You knew about me, didn’t you?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I know you’re a minion. And I know about your bargain with Moloch.”

      “Don’t say his name,” I admonished. Then I looked at him and frowned. “So, you knew about your grandfather’s work. Why not just admit it?”

      “I’ve learned you can’t always believe your eyes,” he said softly. “And sometimes, you can’t even believe your heart.”

      “You really are his grandson. He loved saying that same the kind of crap.” Yeah, I was trying to play it off, but I had goosebumps. Being in this place with a lookalike David was just too much for my mental state. I have to get out of here.

      I placed the photograph on the table and picked up the envelope that had yellowed with age. On the outside, David had written, “Liv.” My breath caught in my chest for a moment then I exhaled noisily. I opened the envelope and pulled out the handwritten letter.

      Dearest Liv,

      I go out walking after midnight—searching for you. And I’d hoped that, maybe, you were searching for me, too.

      It’s useless, I know, to go outside and stand in the moonlight and hope that you might appear. As you told me once, the heart wants what the heart wants.

      And, God help me, I wanted you.

      You are the most selfless person I’ve ever met. You bargained your soul to save your sisters, and then you bargained your freedom to save my family and me.

      I want you to know that I will never stop fighting to find a way to free you from Moloch.

      If you’re reading this letter, then I’ve failed in my lifetime to break the devil’s deal. I hope that’s not the case. I hope you never read this letter because you are with me.

      And yet, if you are reading these words, then I’m sorry. I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.

      Everything I have in the office I’ve always thought of as ours belongs to you now. I wish you well, my dearest Olivia.

      Crazy for you,

      David

      I choked on the sob that erupted from my throat. My hands shaking, I folded the letter and put it down on the desk. I blinked through tears as I turned my gaze to Tristan. I put my hand on his, the warmth of his skin softening the chilly edge of regret inside me. “I’m not asking you to believe any of this is real. The burden of knowledge is a terrible thing.” I glanced down at the bloodied mouth of Eve. She was an expert on the subject. “I’ll take the chest and go. You never have to see me again.”

      Even as I made the offer, a part of me cried out to stay. Tristan wasn’t David, but he was a part of him, and a part of David in this moment was better than letting him go. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye. Truthfully, there was something about Tristan, aside from his good looks, that made me want to stay.

      I missed having a comrade-in-arms. Yeah. That was it. The only people who knew what I did and understood my motives were my sisters, and they were dead. David had been the only living person to know me—and accept me, demon bargain and all.

      And here was his grandson. Alive. Handsome. Smart. Empathetic.

      Was this mere loneliness? Did I want to tell Tristan everything, to make him believe, so that I wouldn’t have to face Moloch and his lesser demons by myself? David had been my one and only partner in my quest. Not even his friends in the PSPR knew the truth about me. When I was forced to give him up, I had given up on the idea of having any companions at all.

      “You should pretend we never met,” I told Tristan.

      “You are not easy to forget.” His voice was low, soft, and edged with emotion. He stood up, removing his hand from under mine. “I won’t abandon you.”

      Gah! He was just as stubborn as David. At the end of the day, I wouldn’t bring the same demonic heat on Tristan that I had his grandfather. All Moloch wanted was the damned book. David said everything in the office was mine, so it had to be here somewhere. But where would it be that Moloch couldn’t find it?

      “Why do you care?” I asked. Desperation made my tone caustic.

      He looked down at the desk, his gaze perusing the box and then the folded letter. He sighed as he returned his gaze to mine. “There’s something else in the box,” he said, adeptly changing the subject.

      I reached in for the last item tucked into the box. It was a small rectangular object wrapped in a cream-colored cloth, frail with age. As I unwrapped it, relief flooded through me. “It’s the book.”

      “The book?” Tristan asked. “Had you been looking for it?”

      “Uhm,” I didn’t want to lie, but how could I explain that I planned to hand over to Moloch the one thing David didn’t want Moloch to have? I couldn’t, so instead, I studied the book. Handing it over would negate the one-way ticket to Hell for my sisters. I was headed down under no matter what, but that didn’t mean I wanted to give up my last fifty years on Earth. My stomach clenched. The idea of giving Moloch power of any kind made me nauseous.

      But what choice did I have? Better David’s book than some poor soul that didn’t deserve a permanent vacation at Hotel Brimstone.

      “Why were you looking for the book, Liv?”

      His use of my nickname startled me. “I, well, I just want it.”

      “I think you’re lying.” He grabbed the arms of my chair and pulled me forward. My knees jammed between his legs, and suddenly, I found myself two inches away from Tristan’s stormy expression. My breath hitched. Swirling in that gray gaze was fury—and passion.

      A passion that echoed my own.

      “Stop it.” I pushed back and scrambled out of my chair. “Do you want me to smite you? Because I can totally smite you.” I couldn’t actually smite him, but what did he know?

      “Go ahead.” He stepped toward me, and I stepped back. Maybe he knew more than I thought.

      “You stop that right now, mister,” said Charlotte. She’d appeared on my left and took my hand. Eliza shimmered into existence on my right and took my other hand, and then Elisa popped up and grasped Eliza’s hand. Over the past three decades, they’d perfected the trick of becoming visible when they touched me. They looked like holograms, slightly see-through, but visible. It was weird, but when they were visible to other people, it was the only time they looked like ghosts to me.

      Tristan paled and scrambled backward. “Your—your sisters?”

      “In all our Southern glory,” drawled Charlotte. “And you should know better than to lay your hands on a lady.”

      Tristan staggered as if his knees had buckled beneath him, but he managed to keep his feet. “I’ve never seen real ghosts before.”

      “Well, aren’t you having a heck of a day,” I said, recovering some of my bravado. “You’ve met a demon’s minion and three ghosts.”

      “Sister,” Charlotte said. “You best get that man a chair, or he is going to plum pass out.”

      I let their hands go, knowing they would disappear from Tristan’s view. They didn’t move far from me, though. Charlotte looked at me. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded.

      “Then we shall depart,” she said. “But we’ll be back in the flick of a lady’s fan if he even thinks about touching you again.”

      My sisters disappeared, and I turned my attention to Tristan, who was still looking worse for wear. “You better sit down.”

      “Yeah.” He returned to his chair and ran his fingers through his hair.

      David used to have a hidden stash of hooch under the floorboard. I walked to the far corner and moved some boxes out of the way. The board was loose, and it was easy to tug up. Inside the nook below was a bottle of amber whiskey.

      I retrieved the bottle and held it up. “How about a drink?”

      He gave me an incredulous stare. “I forgot about that.” He frowned. “I mean, that Gramps liked a drink every now and again. Is that stuff any good? No telling how long it’s been down there.”

      “I have no idea.” The bottle had no label, but I looked at the bottom. 1956 was etched in the glass. Damn. This was the same booze David, and I had taken swigs from many times after dispatching demons. “Here you go.”

      Tristan took it from me then uncorked the top and made a face as the alcohol scent wafted from the opening. “Christ. Are you sure this isn’t paint thinner?”

      “Same difference. David never drank less than one-hundred and eighty proof.”

      “I’ll risk it.” He took a drink. His face turned red as he swallowed. He handed me the bottle. “Jesus. It feels like I just drank fire.”

      I took a quick drink, the amber liquid burning all the way to my stomach. “Smooooth.” I breathed out then coughed. It had been a long time since I drank anything that strong. I re-corked the bottle and put it on the desk.

      “Where’d they go?” Tristan asked.

      “Who?”

      “Your sisters.”

      “How do you know they left?”

      He hesitated, his eyes going wide. “Are they still here?”

      “No,” I said. I placed the book in front of me. “Let’s see what David left for me.” I emphasized the word me just in case Tristan got any weird ideas about trying to take it back. There wasn’t any writing on the front, so I opened the cover, careful of the delicate binding.

      Tristan leaned over my shoulder and studied the inner page. “Looks like Greek to me.”

      I shook my head. “Close. It’s definitely Hebrew.” I pointed to the word embossed on the first inside page: Shedim. “That’s Hebrew for demon.”

      “So you know that language, too.”

      “I know a few words. Enough to get me into trouble.” I scanned the first page. It was an older dialect, and I could make out the fact that it wasn’t a historical record or an instruction manual. “Huh,” I said.

      “What?”

      “I think this is a Jewish fable. A folk tale. But it’s not one I’ve ever seen before.”

      “What’s it about?”

      “Demons, obviously, something about a conflict. And here, where it says lemolek, I’ve seen that referenced before. It’s a sacrifice to Malkam, a great demon king.”

      “Who is Malkam?”

      “Moloch.” If I had any reservations whether this was the right book or not, they went out the window at the mention of his other name. I winced, hoping he wouldn’t suddenly appear. “It’s one of several names used over the centuries to describe the demon lord who owns my soul.”
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      I’d had enough surprises for one day, so I suggested returning to the kitchen where I could put some distance between me and the memories crowding the basement. While Tristan made fresh glasses of lemonade, I sat at the kitchen table and thumbed through the thin journal. I really wish David had thrown in a copy of Demon Translation for Dummies so I could understand more about the story inscribed in the pages—and why Moloch wanted it so badly.

      Tristan put the lemonades on the table and then sat across from me. “You can stay here while you figure things out,” he said. “I’ll make up one of the guest rooms.”

      “I don’t know if I can sleep in David’s house.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Tristan looked around. “Too many ghosts?”

      “My sisters aren’t here right now.” But oh God, could David’s ghost show up? I never thought I’d see my sisters again after they died—and you see how that worked out. No. I had to believe David was in heaven. He deserved peace. “I’ll take the couch if that’s all right. Do you have an extension cord for my phone charger? And what’s the password for your Wi-Fi?”

      “I do have an extension cord, but unfortunately, there’s no cell reception here. Gramps never adapted to modern technology. We don’t have Internet. He doesn’t even own a television.”

      No TV? He used to have one. Clarissa never missed an episode of I Love Lucy or The Ed Sullivan Show. Even if he got rid of the boob tube, I couldn’t believe David would knowingly cut off the information highway. He could work his way through a stack of medieval manuscripts faster than I could throw my stiletto at a demon’s head. Why would he eschew the ability to access global information about the supernatural?

      “I’d like to research some of the phrases I found in the demon book. Where’s the closest connection?”

      “In town.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “It’s nearly five o’clock. Why don’t we drive in for dinner? The Burger Bar in Sanctum has free Wi-Fi and the best apple pie in Missouri.”

      “You had me at pie,” I said.

      “I think someone has courtin’ on his mind,” Eliza said as she, Elise, and Charlotte appeared in the kitchen.

      “Uh-hum,” Char agreed, but not with the same kind of enthusiasm.

      “Did you know the kitchen sponge has more bacteria than a toilet?” asked Elise. She floated to the sink and studied the chrome. “When’s the last time he cleaned this?”

      I groaned.

      Tristan gave me a look, and said, “Sisters?”

      “Elise thinks your sink needs cleaning, and Eliza thinks you’re asking me out on a date.”

      “Would that be so awful?” Tristan asked. “The date. Not the sink cleaning.”

      “I knew it!” Eliza clapped her hands and spun around, her skirt billowing out. “Well, tell the man you’ll let him take you to dinner, Liv.”

      “I already did.” I glared at her. “Now, get lost. All of you.”

      “Well, I nevah,” said Eliza, every ounce the offended Southern Belle.

      “We can’t leave you un-chaperoned,” added Charlotte, smirking.

      Tristan leaned over the table, his shirt gaping open so that I could see the soft brown hair smattering his chest. The corner of his mouth crooked up in a half-smile.”

      “Let’s get dinner, strictly platonic,” I said, suddenly feeling hot and bothered, “and then we can find a good connection.”

      Tristan’s eyes held a glint of promise that warmed me to my toes. “I think we’re well on our way to a great connection,” he said.

      “I can see you inherited your charm from David. Sometimes you say things that remind me so much of him.” Then I gave him what I hoped was a serious look. “I’m not interested in anything happening between us.”

      He looked taken aback. “Why?”

      “I have only ever loved one man.” I blinked up at Tristan, trying hard not to think about how much he looked like that man. He stared at me, and I swear I saw hurt in his gaze.

      “Why aren’t you with him?”

      “Because my dreamboat will never come home,” I said, echoing the sentiment from another Patsy Cline song that David used to play for me. “And anyway, it’s really none of your business.”

      Tristan gave me a look I couldn’t interpret. The storm in his eyes churned, but he didn’t press me further. “I’ll shower up and get changed for dinner.”

      The idea of Tristan naked made my mouth dry. When I tried to speak, I discovered I couldn’t form words, so I nodded and squeaked out a barely coherent, “Uh huh.”

      After Tristan left the kitchen, Char said, “That was so eloquent, Liv.”

      “Yes, sister,” added Eliza, “you certainly have impeccable communication skills.”

      “Hush up,” I told them. I looked at Elise. “Where’s your two cents?”

      “I feel strange,” Elise whispered. Her image wavered.

      “What’s happening?” My pulse quickened when Elise’s mouth moved, but no sound came out. I looked at Charlotte and Eliza. My other sisters had paled, and not from blanching. Their forms began to waver as well. “Char? Eliza?” I jumped up to my feet as panic made me light-headed.

      “We can’t…stay,” Char said, her voice as quiet as Elise’s had been. “Something is forcing us to leave.”

      “Help us,” Eliza said, her diaphanous body rippling like a stone skipping water.

      “Olivia,” cried Elise.

      They looked so stricken, so helpless.

      And then they were gone.

      “No!” I shouted to the space now empty of my siblings. “Get back here right now!” I spun around, yelling out my sisters’ names. I felt tears crowd my eyes. Only one asshole was brazen enough to kidnap my siblings. “Moloch!”

      “You called, m’dear?” The demon lord suddenly stood in the center of the kitchen. He looked more surprised than I felt. “Hmm. I hadn’t realized I could breach the parameters. It seems I didn’t need you, after all, dearest Olivia.”

      I lunged at the cocky jerk, and he easily side-stepped my attack. “That is no way to treat your master.”

      “What’s wrong? What’s going on?” Tristan ran into the kitchen, sliding a little on wet feet, and wearing nothing but a pair of hastily donned jeans. The buttons were still undone.

      “Get out of here, Tristan!”

      Moloch’s gaze pivoted, landing on David’s grandson. “And who is this gentleman? A new lover, perhaps?”

      “No!” I said with a little too much force.

      Tristan put himself between Moloch and me. “I knew you couldn’t resist coming.” Tristan reached into his back pocket and produced the unholy lock.

      “Tristan, stay back,” I said. “What...what are you doing? How did you...”

      Tristan threw the lock down. Some of my blood spilled out of Eve’s mouth as it skidded across the linoleum toward Moloch’s feet. The second the lock touched him, Moloch’s red eyes widened with disbelief then shifted to terror as a blinding light shot from the floor to the ceiling, bathing the demon in a golden glow.

      “Got you!” Tristan crowed triumphantly.

      I stared at Tristan and watched the gray color drained from his eyes.

      Now his eyes were hazel in color.

      Hazel, like David’s.

      David.

      Moloch flung his arms out, pain edging his features. He raised his hands over his head and swung them down. “Enough!” The golden light collapsed to the floor and disappeared.

      The demon lord kicked the lock away, and it slid under the refrigerator. Moloch’s fear was replaced with annoyance. “Oh, David. Very, very good. And I must say, you are looking quite well for a dead man. Did you really think you could trap me?” Moloch clucked his tongue against his teeth. “Though, I am intrigued. How did you find the angel grace?”

      I was stunned into silence as I looked from Moloch to Tristan. No. To David. This whole time I’d been feeling guilty about my lust-filled thoughts…and it turned it out I wasn’t attracted to his grand-freaking-son. My hormones had figured out what my head—my heart—could not.

      David was alive.

      “I’m sorry, Liv,” David rasped. “I thought it would work.”

      “Oh, you are in so much trouble,” I said as fury mixed with joy. “As soon as I kick Moloch’s ass, I’m kicking yours.”

      “How dare you!” Moloch boomed. The walls in the kitchen shook hard enough to open the cabinet doors and force pots, pans, and dishes to clatter and crash to the floor. Moloch snapped his fingers. David froze in place.

      I’d seen this trick before—one of Moloch’s favorites. Stop time so he could have a private convo. Honestly, I think he did it just to show-off.

      “You think you can kick my ass?” he asked, amused.

      “I’m willing to try,” I said in the face of my rising terror. “Would you mind holding still while I shove my heel into your forehead?”

      “Oh, please. Even if you managed to do that, it wouldn’t work. Just like David’s stupid little trap didn’t work.”

      I ground my teeth. “Where are my sisters? What did you do with them?”

      “They’re safe. For now.” He stalked around David and put a hand on his face and turned it toward me. “Hmm. He’s remarkably well-preserved for a man in his eighties. I admit he fooled me. I’d really believed he’d died.” Moloch licked David’s face.

      “Gross! That’s just unsavory.”

      “David has the distinctive taste of sanctimonious bullshit. An angel’s bargain,” said Moloch. “That explains how he got hold of the angel grace.” The demon lord slobbered on David’s cheek again. “Ah. And not just any angel.”

      “Stop licking him. He’s not a Tootsie Pop.”

      “Don’t worry, Olivia. I’m not interested in his juicy center.” He pursed his lips as if in thought then, muttered, “So clever. He was always a clever boy.” Was Moloch talking about David? I didn’t think their history went back any further than my history with David. “Yes.” Moloch nodded. “This changes things.” He walked away, his expression thoughtful.

      David’s cheek glistened with Moloch’s saliva. I wanted to dump a bottle of sanitizer on his head, and afterward, punch him in the face for lying to me. But first I had to deal with this evil prick and what he’d done with my family. “You release my sisters right now!”

      “Or what?”

      Cold fear slicked up my spine. “You can’t do anything to my sisters, or you’ll nullify our bargain.”

      “Re-locating ghosts to a different plane of existence doesn’t break the deal,” said Moloch. “I haven’t hurt them or tried to take their souls.”

      “The book,” I said. “I have it right here.” I ran to the table, scooped the book up, and hurried back to the demon lord. “Here,” I said, offering it to Moloch. “Now, release my sisters and leave David alone.”

      He reached for the Shedim, but he could even touch it, the book burst into flames. I screamed and dropped it. When it hit the floor, it burst into ash. All that was left was a few burning embers.

      Oh, shit.

      “What have you done, Olivia?” he boomed.

      “I...I...Nothing. I didn’t do anything.” I’d seen Moloch irritated plenty of times, but I’d never seen him so angry. His rage frightened me. “Don’t punish my sisters, please. I promise I didn’t try to trick you.” Why had the Shedim burst into flames?

      He shook his head, baring his teeth in a feral grin. “Clever boy, indeed. Handing out angel grace like it’s candy and then placing an infernal curse on my book.” He frowned and furrowed his brow. “I will rip him to shreds,” he muttered.

      “Don’t hurt David!”

      Moloch gave me an annoyed look. “I’m not talking about lover boy.”

      “Then who?”

      He waved away my question. “Since the book no longer exists, you still owe me a soul.”

      “I gave you the book!”

      “I could not take possession of it. Therefore, it does not meet the conditions of our deal. But don’t worry, Olivia. I have another offer that will satisfy your minion’s bargain and will get you your sisters back.” His red eyes flashed at me. “I want David’s soul.”

      “Yeah, I want to chop you into pieces and drop them into an acid bath, but hey, I guess neither one of us are getting what we want.” Terror for David had made me insolent—that, and knowing Moloch couldn’t force me to get him David’s soul. “I still have three and a half days to get you a soul, any soul of my choosing. That’s our original bargain. The same one where you promised my sisters would never come to harm as long as I did my job.”

      “Yes, and they are protected. No harm will come to your sisters as long as you get me a soul for this decade and finish the rest of your fifty years as my minion. However, getting to keep your sisters with you was never part of the deal. I thought having them with you would be a good reminder for you of what you have to lose. But now I think having them with you has made you petulant and rebellious.”

      Terror gripped me tightly. “Please don’t take them from me. I won’t hunt demons anymore. I’ll do my job. I won’t cause any more problems.”

      “They are safe as kittens in a box, Olivia, but I can make their holding spaces unpleasant. Fifty years is a long time to live isolated from everyone you love. And I’m afraid the twins aren’t doing well without each other.”

      “You’re not keeping them together?”

      “I promised safety, not happiness.”

      “Please, Mol—” I steeled my will. “Master.” The word tasted like ash on my tongue, but I’d shed every ounce of my pride for my sisters. “What do I have to do to get them back?”

      “I already told you. Get me David’s soul.”

      “No. Anything else but that,” I said, frustrated.

      “Only that,” he said resolutely. He tapped his imaginary watch. “Tick tock. This offer ends when your decade is up. I’d hate to see it be the end of you and your family.”

      Tears leaked from my eyes. “I hate you.”

      “You can hate me all you want.” He actually looked proud as the words came out of his mouth. “As long as you obey me.” He cupped my chin and kissed me. The soft brush of his lips made revulsion ripple through me. He chuckled. “Now be a good girl and get me what I want. The sooner, the better. In Limbo, three and a half days can feel like three and half centuries. Those little Southern Belles are wilting as we speak.”

      In a blink, Moloch was gone.

      David inhaled noisily. “Where’d he go?”

      “I don’t know,” I muttered as the numbness left my body and anger replaced it. I turned on David. I got onto my hands and knees and retrieved the unholy lock from underneath the fridge. I tossed it onto the table and then turned and jabbed my finger into his chest. “Why didn’t you tell me?” David was alive? He was young? Even with an angel bargain, whatever that was, how in the heck could he be here, complicating my already complicated life? And, damn, looking so much like the last time I saw him. It wasn’t possible. At least it shouldn’t be. “How are you here?”

      David caught my hand as it came around to slap his face. “I did it for you, Liv. I can’t save you, but I thought I could save your sisters. I thought I could help you stop making bargains for souls.” His expression softened. “I know how much you hate it.”

      I went numb again, blinking through the tears. Moloch wanted David’s soul. He wanted it in exchange for my sisters. He’d outsmarted me. Outsmarted us both. I couldn’t do it. Could I? Could I trade David for my sisters?

      “Do you even have a grandson?”

      “Yes,” said David. “Tristan really is a lawyer in Chicago. After Thomas died, his wife took my grandson and moved away. I figured it was for the best given my dealings with the supernatural.”

      “Thomas really died when Tristan was two?”

      He nodded. “I’ve kept track of my grandson, but we’re not in touch.” He examined my expression. “I’ve accepted my choices. I’ve dealt with my losses. All but one. You.”

      A sob choked my throat, and David wrapped me in his arms.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart,” he said. “We’ll figure this out. We’ll get your sisters back.”

      His wet hair brushed my cheek, and I suddenly became hyper-aware of his naked chest pressed against me. “Uhm, David?”

      “Yes,” he said, his lips near my ear.

      “Maybe you should put some more clothes on.”

      He leaned back and looked at me. “Or not.”

      I choked out a laugh. “You’re awful. When did you become awful?”

      He brushed my hair back from my face and cupped my cheek. His tone was low and soft and sad. “When you left me, Liv. That’s when.”

      I felt some of my anger melt. “How about you get dressed, we go to the Burger Bar, and you tell me all about you and this angel deal you made? And we can try and figure out just how screwed we are.”

      David raised his brow.

      I smacked his chest and stepped back, unable to keep my gaze from wandering down the length of his naked torso and to those deliciously unbuttoned jeans. My gaze snapped back to his face. “Go. Get. Dressed.”

      “Fine. I’m going.” He picked up the unholy lock. “But first I need to put away this useless piece of crap.” He stared at the bloody mouth of Eve. “I thought it would work,” he repeated. “I thought you’d be free.”

      “I’ll never be free,” I said sadly. “Never.”
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      David smiled at me as he pulled into the Burger Bar. He’d asked me what happened with Moloch after the demon lord broke free of the trap, and I’d lied like a politician accused of texting his wiener to an intern. How could I tell him that if I didn’t figure out how to get out of my deal with Moloch, I might have to sacrifice him to save my siblings?

      At least Moloch had promised no harm would come to my sisters in the meantime. It was small consolation. Still, it was better than them already burning in the pits of Hell thanks to me.

      He turned off the engine, and I said, “I’m sorry. I hate that I brought that monster into your home. Then and now.”

      David undid his seatbelt. “You didn’t bring him this time. I did.”

      “You figured out he wanted the Shedim?”

      “Yes. Then I put the word out through various PSPR channels. I figured it would eventually get back to him.” He paused. “A minion’s blood was the only way to set the trap. He kept us apart for so long, Liv, I wasn’t sure he’d send you—even if he thought I was dead.”

      “But the unholy lock was on the chest you saved for me.”

      He looked at me sheepishly. “I put the Shedim inside the box and the unholy lock on it right after I returned to the living.”

      “And if a different minion showed up?”

      He frowned. “I would’ve gotten the blood one way or another.”

      “You should have told me.”

      “I couldn’t tell you the truth, Liv, even though I wanted to the second I saw you standing on the porch. The only advantage I had was that Moloch thought I was dead. Why do you think I de-activated the wards? I wanted him to be able to show his face at the farm.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “What you know he can figure out. You know I’m right.”

      “Well, now the lock and the Shedim are toast, and we are more screwed than ever. What kind of mojo did you put on that book, David? It lit up like a bonfire before the Jerkface could even touch it.”

      “Jerkface?”

      “It’s my current name for He Who Owns My Soul. Something I uncovered a couple decades ago—saying his name gives him the power to find me instantly. I’d rather eat my dinner without demon-interruptus.” I narrowed my gaze at David. There was so much he still hadn’t told me. “Jerkface said the book had an infernal curse.”

      “That’s what demons call it when an object has an angel’s blessing. Moloch wouldn’t have come for any old book. He’s wanted to possess the Shedim for centuries.” David ran his fingers through the top of his thick hair. “I never intended to let Moloch near the book, but I also knew the angel blessing would ensure he never got his hands on it. But don’t worry, I made copies of the pages.”

      “Smart,” I said. As badly as my demonic boss wanted the book, I figured there had to be something in there that might be helpful to my cause, or at least something to make his life even more miserable. “By the way, Jerkface said he could taste the angel bargain on you.”

      “What do you mean by taste?”

      “Uhm, yeah.” I squinched my nose and stroked my finger up my cheek the way Moloch had used his tongue on David. “He kind of sort of licked you.”

      David pressed his palm to his cheek. “No.”

      I winced. “Twice.”

      “That’s disgusting.”

      “It wasn’t a picnic to watch, either.” I gave him a consoling look. “At least you have the benefit of not remembering.”

      His expression was dark, angry. “That demon is a son-of-a-bitch.”

      “Probably,” I agreed. “Now, tell me about this angel bargain.”

      “Long story,” he said. He studied my face. “It’s so good to see you, Liv. You haven’t changed a day in more than sixty years.”

      “Try adding another eighty years to that number.” I wagged my finger at him. “But don’t change the subject.”

      “I’ll tell you everything,” he promised. “But not now. We never did discuss your past—even after you told me you were a minion.” He hesitated. “Just how old are you?”

      “As of last November, one hundred and seventy-eight years old.”

      “Christ.”

      “He had very little to do with it.” My problem was Old Testament, not New.

      “You kept such a tight lid on your past.” He tapped the steering wheel. “So you lived through the Civil War?”

      “I was a teenager, but yes. We lived in a small county in Georgia. My father had been a farmer.” I turned to stare out the window. “He was a good man during a time when there wasn’t a lot of them around. He opposed the war and everything it stood for. He even hid a few runaway slaves and one Yankee soldier that crossed our property.”

      “Your dad wasn’t forced to fight?”

      “He was too old for the Rebel draft. They wanted young and strong. And having four daughters meant Poppa wouldn’t have to send a son off to war.” Thanks to my father, my sisters and I had learned to read, write, and do math. We helped dad run the farm until he passed away.”

      “What happened to your mom?”

      “She died giving birth to Eliza and Elise.”

      “I’m sorry,” David said.

      I turned my attention back to him. Impulsively, I put my hand on his. He turned his palm over and laced his fingers in mine. Heat pulsed between us, and I could hear my heartbeat in my ears. I looked down at our joined hands then raised my gaze to meet his.

      “Wow,” he said.

      “Wow,” I echoed. We’d never touched like this before, always so careful to keep feelings separate from actions.

      The smell of grilled beef and onions penetrated the closed windows on David’s truck. The vehicle had started to warm with the air conditioner off. If I couldn’t find a solution to my hellish problem, I’d be hotter than Georgia on the 4th of July.

      Oh, but the way David looked at me, it made me want to confess everything. Heck, I’d already told him more about my life than I’d ever told anyone. Being with David made me feel safe, and that feeling was going to get my sisters and me a one-way ticket to the burning place if I couldn’t keep my emotions in check.

      I unlaced my fingers from his and opened the passenger door.

      He grasped my arm. “Hey, what is it?”

      I arched my brow. “I’m still mad at you, mister.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “Forgive me, Liv.”

      “I accept your apology, suh,” I said with my best Southern charm. I sniffed the air. “The burgers smell good. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until now.”

      I’d changed into jeans when David said we were going to the Burger Bar and, looking at the bench seating with tears in the orange vinyl cushions, I was glad I did. One, sitting on vinyl with bare legs is a nightmare, and two, this was not a restaurant where anyone wore fancy attire. Even so, with my stiletto boots, I felt a bit overdressed.

      David pointed. “There’s a booth in the back that just opened up.” There were two half-empty soda cups with chunky ice in them, a wadded-up napkin, a butter knife, and a smear of catsup on the surface. However, it was the only seating available.

      “I’ll get that cleaned up in a tick,” a woman said as she held up a coffee pot in her right hand. “Just give me two seconds to put this away.”

      I scanned the diner, looking for potential threats and emergency exits. I never knew when I was going to have to leave a place fast. The waitress came back, bussed everything onto a tray, and wiped down the table. “There you go, folks.” She set down some menus she’d carried under her armpit. “Have a seat. Do you know what you want to drink?”

      “I’ll take a root beer,” David said.

      “A sweet tea for me.”

      She jotted down the order. “I’ll be right back with your drinks.”

      I glanced at David as I picked up a menu. He was grinning at me.

      “What?”

      “You still drink sweet tea.”

      “You can take the girl out of the South, but not the South out of the girl,” I said.

      “I like that about you,” he said.

      I opened the menu and looked over the food offerings. Several varieties of burgers, which made sense with the name of the place, along with a chicken sandwich, a turkey burger, and a black bean vegan option. Very progressive for such a small town. The sides were fries, cowboy chips, sweet potato fries, and slaw, but for an extra thirty cents, you could replace any of them with onion rings. “What are you getting?” I asked.

      “I think I’m going to get the Sanctum Slider plate with sweet potato fries. You?”

      “The bacon double cheeseburger sounds good. I think I’ll spend big and get the onion rings.”

      David made a face. “I never was one for onion rings.”

      “Then I guess you won’t be trying to kiss me tonight,” I teased, falling back into that easy banter of yesteryear. The difference was now he didn’t have a wife to act as a buffer for my feelings, and my words felt less like teasing and more like wishing.

      His mouth dropped open, and his eyes widened. “I could learn to like onion rings given the right incentive.”

      I lowered my eyes, dropping my lids lazily to look down at the menu. Flirting with David was the easiest thing I’d done in a long time, but he was a nice, innocent man, and I was a shitty, lying minion.

      The waitress came back to the table and set down our drinks. “You all ready?”

      “Sure,” I said. I pivoted my gaze to David, saw the look of absolute lust in his eyes, and gulped. “Ready.”

      We put in our orders, and she left, humming a song under her breath that I recognized as Patsy Cline’s I Fall to Pieces. I raised a brow as I looked at David. He smiled and shook his head. “I do you know.”

      “Do what?”

      “Fall to pieces each time I see you again.”

      Oh, he was smooth, all right. And the emotion reflected in his voice, in his gaze, made my heart leap in recognition.

      In hope.

      “Mr. Jensen? I hope you don’t mind. I saw your truck here, and I thought I’d drop by the final paperwork.” A gray-haired man had approached our table. He wore a short-sleeved white shirt with a blue tie and khaki pants. He held a manila envelope. The gentlemen looked at me. “You must be Olivia Madder.”

      I glanced at David.

      “Yes, this is her,” said David. “Olivia, this is Mr. O’Neil, my grandfather’s lawyer.”

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Hello.” He handed the envelope to me. “I never had the pleasure to meet David Jensen, but he was always nice to me on the phone. I think this takes care of everything, Ms. Madder. I’m headed back to St. Louis tomorrow morning, but if you have any questions or need clarifications, I’ll be at the Sanctum Inn.”

      “Um, thank you?”

      He nodded. He offered a hand to David. “I’m truly sorry about your grandfather, Mr. Jensen.”

      “Thank you, Mr. O’Neil.”

      “You folks have a nice day.”

      After the lawyer left the diner, I put the thick manila envelope onto the table and tapped it. “What is this?”

      “The last will and testament of David Jensen,” he said. “You’re my heir.”

      All the breath left my lungs, and I struggled to get air in. Finally, I managed a noisy exhale followed by, “What?”

      “The egotistical demon asswipe might’ve made it impossible for us to find each other again, but I figured a regular ol’ human on the hunt for an heir might escape Jerkface’s notice. I wanted you to have a place to call your own, Liv. And I wanted you to have the research I’d accumulated.”

      For all my time on Earth and my minion immortality, I’d gotten used to life and death. Maybe even grown cynical of it. But at this moment, I realized with utter clarity that David had grown old and died. He’d raised his son alone. Then buried his son. He’d cut ties with his only family, his grandson, so Tristan would be protected from the monsters. From Moloch. And after all those trials and tribulations, he’d still kept me close to his heart. I was still his mission.

      Oh, David.

      I pushed the packet toward him. “Well, you’re alive, so I can’t inherit.”

      “Technically, I’m dead,” he said. “So, the farm is yours.” He pushed the envelope back toward me. “The Wi-Fi password is Burger Bar, no space between the words, both B’s capitalized.”

      The sudden shift in conversation put me off kilter for a second. Okay, fine. But I was only tabling this discussion. He was crazy if he thought I was going to take possession of the farm. I took my iPad mini from my purse and logged in. Four bars. “Hmm. Good service.”

      “The best. It’s why I come in at least once a month.”

      “Why don’t you have internet at the farm?”

      “Technology is the devil’s playground.”

      “I thought that was idle hands.”

      “Same thing really.” He looked pointedly around at the rest of the diner patrons all with their attention turned to their phones, tablets, and even a few with laptops. “I’ve never seen anything more idle. Have you?” He leaned back. “But I mean it’s literally the devil’s playground, Liv. The information highway should be called the demonic freeway. Those bastards use technology to get inside people’s heads—into their homes. That’s why I don’t even have a radio at the farm.”

      I typed “shedim lore” into the search bar. “But you came into town and risked getting on the internet?”

      “I kept searching for you.”

      I gulped. “Oh.” I met his gaze. My iPad lit up as the web browser brought up a gazillion unhelpful answers for shedim. “Balls.”

      “Pardon?”

      “I don’t think the internet is going to be much help. It seems your relic of a book has never been indexed.”

      Next, I went back to the search engine and began copying and pasting the Latin words I’d memorized from the shedim.

      Partu vitam mortem. The translator identified the text as Latin for birth, life, and death.

      Next, I typed in: quam creare caelum et terram nullum ens dividerent

      The translator returned: what is made in heaven and earth, no one can divide

      “So not helpful.” I tried a few more, and got more cryptic pieces of the puzzle, like: earth, water, fire, soul thief, bringer of life, or maybe it was miracle life. I wasn’t completely certain. But nothing that screamed, hey, I’m the solution you’re looking for! In desperation, I went to the bookmarked page of DemonsWalkAmongUs.com. I clicked on the button to add a new topic to the forum. I typed in demon book as the subject. In the content area I asked, Does anyone know about an ancient book of shedim? It deals with mythology and fables about Malkam. Has anyone heard of a way to banish him or break a deal with him?

      David leaned toward me. “What are you doing now?”

      “Enlisting the lunatics,” I answered.
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      After we finished dinner, David decided to go to the library to do his brand of research, and I stayed at the Burger Bar. I ordered a milkshake and apple pie, and then got on my iPad to check the message boards. I had scores of replies to my question, but most of them had subject lines like:

      Malkam ate my baby. Signed, DemonsDownUnder

      My husband farts shedim every night. Signed, GassyDevilLover

      Try the public library. Signed, DeweyDiablo

      In other words, nothing helpful.

      “You are trying my patience,” I heard Moloch say. My heart turned over in my chest, and fear chilled me to the core. I looked around, but he wasn’t in the diner. “I am always with you, my servant. You can’t hide from me. Not for long.” I felt as if ice water ran through my veins. “Why are you wasting time trying to decipher a book that no longer exists? You think you’ll find answers in the pages David copied?” Moloch laughed softly. “The Shedim is gone and with it, all of its power.”

      Yeah, right. Moloch trying to put me off the Shedim gave me hope I was onto something huge in the take-down-a-maniacal-demon-lord department.

      “Three days left, minion. The longer you take to get me the Anunnaki’s soul, the worse it gets for your sisters.” His words climbed into me like a strangling vine, tightening around my neck and cutting off my air supply. “Remember who your master is, little Southern Belle. And do as I command or your sisters will pay the price.” I clawed at my throat, unable to even gasp. My pulse became sluggish. I staggered to my feet as my vision grayed around the edges.

      I heard a ruckus around me, and someone shouted, “Help her. She’s choking.”

      I felt a pair of strong arms wrap around me. I sagged into them as I began to lose consciousness. The next instant I felt Moloch release me. Tears squeezed from my eyes as I sucked in oxygen.

      “Liv,” David said. “Liv, talk to me. Are you okay?”

      “D-d-d-david.” I could barely stutter out his name.

      “I’m here.” He turned me in his arms and smoothed back my hair. “Are you all right?”

      “Take me home,” I whispered. I wrapped my arms around him. “Just take me home.”
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        * * *

      

      I’d recovered, at least physically, by the time we reached the farm, but Moloch’s presence lingered. If this had been a regular evening and David and I a regular couple, we might’ve sat on the porch enjoying the fresh evening air and listening to the music of crickets and rustling wind. Oh, how my heart ached. For myself. For David. For my siblings.

      Your sisters will pay the price. The demon lord’s words rang through my head like a smoke detector in a house on fire, only all the exits were blocked, and no one was coming to save me. And another word echoed in my mind, too. Anunnaki. What was that? And what did it have to do with David?

      David opened the door and ushered me inside. I shrugged off David’s attempt to help me. “I’m all right, David. Honest.”

      “Are you going to tell me what happened? I’ve never seen you so shaken.”

      I put my iPad mini on the coffee table and threw my purse across the room. “You haven’t seen me in more than fifty-six years!” I dropped to the couch and covered my eyes. “You don’t know me, David. Not anymore.”

      I felt his fingers touch mine. “Liv,” he said gently. “Look at me.”

      I let him move my hands away from my face and stared at him dully. “I’m looking.”

      “Do you know how I came to be here...now...with you?”

      “The angel agreement.” I still didn’t understand how that worked, but I guessed it was probably similar to mine, though David had managed to get Heaven’s attention and I’d attracted Hell. And now, Hell wanted him as well.

      “Yes.” He nodded. “I want to tell you everything, Liv.”

      “Shh.” I put my fingers to his lips. “Don’t.”

      He raised his brow.

      “Evil dick,” I mouthed and circled a finger in the air. Moloch’s attack at the diner had freaked me out. I didn’t want the demon digging around in my head again for information. “I can’t share what I don’t know.”

      “Moloch—”

      I pinched his lips. “Don’t say his name.” I couldn’t take another telepathic strangling, or worse, an impromptu and in-person visit.

      David removed my fingers. “As I was saying, Moloch,” he emphasized the name, “can’t hear you here, sweetheart.” He pressed his hand to my cheek and lifted my face. “After I used the unholy lock on the asshole, I put the wards on the property again.”

      “You never had anything strong enough to keep a demon lord out before.”

      “I’ve learned a trick or two over the years. I’ve developed something I like to call Malevolent Asshole from Hell Blocker.”

      “You know that sounds like something you’d plug into your butt,” I said, smirking. “But Moloch isn’t going to stay away. You can’t get rid of him with a few pokes of metaphysical magic.”

      “He can’t cross any boundary of this property. I didn’t use a demon sex toy, Liv. I used powdered brimstone, myrrh oil, and,” he shrugged, “a little bit of angel grace.”

      I looked at his hands, still covering mine, and enjoyed the warmth of his touch. “Where’d you get the angel grace?”

      “From an angel, of course.” He gazed down at me, his hazel eyes looking greener under the artificial lighting in his living room. “God, you’re beautiful, Liv.”

      “David.” I closed my eyes against my own desires. It wasn’t fair to David. Especially when I hadn’t told him the whole truth.

      “I’ve missed you so much. I cared for Clarissa, I did, but I couldn’t love her. Not the way I loved you.” His fingers danced across my jawline. “The way I love you now.”

      “We can’t...”

      “I’m on borrowed time, Liv. My bargain with the angel Afriel ends the minute we save your sisters.”

      “You bargained to save my sisters?”

      “I tried to bargain for you,” he said softly, “but Moloch owns your soul. I figured if I could at least keep your sisters from going to Hell, it would be of some comfort to you.”

      “What did you have to give up to make this agreement?”

      “Angels don’t work that way, sweetheart.” He twirled his ring with his thumb, and the stone took on an extra sparkle.

      My guilty minion’s heart clenched. David had made an angel bargain to give him time to save my sisters. And I’d made a bargain with Moloch to trade David for my siblings.

      “I don’t have much time, and I don’t want to waste another second of it denying my heart.” He tipped my chin up, forcing me to meet his eyes. “Do you?”

      “No,” I said breathlessly.

      “Am I alone in my feelings? Tell me.”

      “No,” I said again. “No. You’re not alone.” My grief for my sisters, for my lost life, and my desire, my strong, intractable passion for the man before me took me over. I slid my arms around his waist and kissed him. He cupped the back of my neck, his tongue slid the crack of my lips, and I opened for him, drinking in his kiss, knowing that no matter how much I took, no matter how much he gave, it would never be enough to satisfy my thirst for him. His two-day growth of stubble scraped my skin, igniting an urgent need in me that I’d been trying to bury for six decades.

      His other hand slipped around my waist and yanked me close as a groan of pleasure escaped his throat. I leaned back as he nibbled down my neck to my collarbone. “Liv,” he murmured against my skin. “My Liv.”

      Tears burned down my cheeks, and David kissed them away. I’d fantasized about being in his embrace, but that’s all it had ever been a fantasy. Not reality. Yet, here we were, holding each other, loving each other.

      He stopped the kissing and looked at me. “Do you want to slow down?”

      I answered him by tugging his tee-shirt from his jeans and lifting it up and off over his head, enjoying the way his muscles bunched and released under my touch.

      David chuckled. “Is that a no?”

      “It’s a hell no,” I said, stripping my own shirt off.

      David lifted me, I wrapped my legs around his waist, and he carried me toward the staircase. Something must have caught his foot because we careened forward, our bodies slamming hard to the floor.

      I yelped as the edge of the lowest stair dug into my ribs.

      “Son of a bitch,” David swore, rolling me on top on him. He looked where his feet had gone wrong. “Your purse.” He shook his head. “I tripped over it. You got an anvil in there or something.”

      I giggled, and it made my side hurt. “Something,” I told him, suddenly aware of my position on top of his long, lean body.

      “Are you injured?”

      “No,” I lied. I may have cracked a rib, but it was nothing that I would let stop me from enjoying this moment, this chance, maybe the only one I’d ever have with the man I never thought I could have.

      And here he was.

      We were.

      Together.

      His fingers played along my bruised ribs like a sweetly delicious taunt. I winced even as I moved against him. He sat up, holding me as his clever fingers worked the back of my bra. After a moment, he swore, “Damn it. That thing is like trying to break into Fort Knox.”

      “Nothing that impenetrable,” I told him. I reached back and undid the snap. David slid his hands over my shoulders, hooking the straps with thumbs as he took it the rest of the way.

      He kissed me again as my bare breasts pressed against the soft, sweat-dampened hair on his chest. It didn’t take long for both of us to fumble open the buttons on our jeans as we worshipped each other with lips and tongues and teeth. I cried out when he rolled me over and entered me. He held me so tight, whispering words of adoration and love as he stroked into me over and over. I gripped him tightly, my body giving as good as it got, until the explosion of orgasm rocked me to the core. David moaned as his hips jerked and his body shuddered until completely spent.

      “Wow,” I said when I caught my breath.

      “Wow,” David echoed.

      I smiled. “That was...

      “That was,” he agreed.

      “The stupidest thing I’ve ever had the pleasure of watching,” a male voice said.

      I barely had time to register the stranger in the room before David put his body between me and the dude, and said, “What are you doing here, Afriel?”

      A thin boy, who appeared to be in his teens, with long chestnut brown hair and a flawless complexion, stood a few feet from us. His expression was sour as he crossed his arms over his chest and stared at us. “I am trying to stop you from damning yourself, David.”

      The young man craned his neck to look around David and glare at me.

      I grabbed my shirt and covered my breasts. “What are you, thirteen? You’re too young to be looking at boobs.”

      David snorted. “Most boys look at boobs as soon as they figure out what they are. Afriel is the angel of youth. And apparently, the angel of bad timing.”

      “I’m older than the earth, so try millions of years old,” said Afriel, ignoring David’s jibe. His gray gaze pinned mine. “Rest assured, I am not interested in your rather sizeable mammary glands.”

      “I don’t know if I should be relieved or offended,” I said.

      But Afriel had returned his attention to David. “I told you, emphatically, not to have intercourse with this demon’s minion.” He threw up his hands. “Congratulations. You’ve defiled yourself by sleeping with this tainted woman. I hope you’re happy.”

      David flashed a satisfied smile. “Very.”

      I, on the other hand, had a real problem with the angel calling me a tainted woman. “Hey! You may be ancient, but these days, women aren’t considered tainted just because they enjoy sex outside of marriage. Females like orgasms, too.”

      The angel Afriel lifted his hands in a placating gesture. “No offense. I was talking about your soul. It’s filthy, and through copulation, David has absorbed some of that filth onto his own.”

      I didn’t like that idea at all. The last thing I wanted was to transfer my evil to David. “Well, give me a metaphysical broom, and I’ll sweep it off of him.”

      “Hah!” Afriel rolled his eyes. “You think it’s that easy?”

      “It’s not your choice, Pops,” David said as he handed me my underwear. “Go away.”

      The angel shook his head. “I hope you know what you’re doing.” White light flashed, and the guy disappeared.

      Pops? “David, do you have more stuff you want to tell me?”

      Before I could get my pants up, he tackled me against the wall and kissed me with an intense ferocity. When he finished, and I was sufficiently lust-dazed, he said, “I would gladly blacken my soul a thousand times if it meant I get to do this.” He kissed me again. “And this.” His hand cupped my breast, his thumb brushing the nipple. “And this.” He reached behind me and caressed my ass. He pressed his lips against my ear. “I would do anything for you, Olivia. Even trade my soul.”

      I exhaled a cry of protest. “No.” I shook my head. I thought I could do it. I thought I could trade David for my sisters, but it was an impossible choice.

      “Moloch will never let me go,” I whispered.

      “Then Moloch and I have more in common than I thought. I won’t let you go, either.” He stroked my cheek, holding me tightly.

      “You don’t understand, David. He is threatening to isolate my sisters. To keep them from me until my contract is fulfilled unless...”

      “Unless?”

      “Unless I get him a contract on your soul.”

      “That’s twisty,” David said. “Why would he want me?”

      “I don’t know. Other than to punish me, but that seems extreme, even for Moloch.”

      “Is that what you were keeping from me after he showed up here?” He stroked my shoulder and kissed my neck.

      I gulped and nodded. “You should be angry. You should hate me for what I am. Why don’t you?”

      “I could never hate you.” He met my gaze, his mouth set in a grim line. “How much time do we have?”

      “Three days,” I replied somberly. “If I don’t get him a soul in the next couple of days, I will have broken my contract with him. At that point, Moloch will simply take my sisters and me to Hell.” Misery clutched at me. “And if I don’t get him your soul, my sisters will spend the next fifty years as his prisoners.”

      David frowned as he studied me for a moment, nodded, then said, “That’s not a lot of time to find another solution. Still, I will give the demon lord what he wants if it comes down to it. I’ll do anything for you, Liv.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “You can’t give yourself to that monster. I won’t trade you for my sisters. It would be like trading half my heart for the other half. There has to be another way.”

      “We have less than seventy-two hours to save your sisters. And I won’t you let you forfeit your bargain. You’ve suffered enough at Moloch’s hands.”

      Seventy-two hours. That’s the all the time I had with David. The minute we saved my sisters, David’s angel bargain would be met. And then he would die again and ride off to Heaven with Afriel. We would never be together again.

      “How did you manage to find an angel?” I could have used one a hundred and fifty years ago. I hadn’t known angel deals were an option, damn it.

      “Afriel’s my grandfather, with more than a dozen greats tacked on.” He studied my stunned expression. “I was surprised, too. He came to me right after I died—you know, in the tunnel of light people with near death experiences talk about? Only the Nephilim can only offer bargains, or a what they call a final favor, to their descendants, the Anunnaki, and the deal must include an act of selflessness.”

      Pops. Oh. Now I got it. “Aren’t the Nephilim fallen angels?”

      “Most mythology has it all wrong. They didn’t fall to Hell with Lucifer, who was cast out of Heaven. Nephilim fell to Earth willingly to protect humans. Unlike demons, Nephilim kept their angel grace. And some decided to mate with humans—and the results of those unions were the Anunnaki.”

      “Moloch mentioned the accords demons have with angels.”

      David grimaced. “Yes. Afriel told me about the accords, too. He said it was the only way to keep demons from wiping out entire nations overnight.”

      “Don’t you find it ironic that you are descended from an angel, and you fell for a minion?”

      David wiggled his brows. “Poetic, right?”

      “If you’re into Shakespearian tragedies,” I said. “Or West Side Story.”

      “The only thing I’m into is Olivia Madder.”

      “Be serious.”

      “I’m deadly serious.” He kissed the side of my neck. The heat of his lips on my skin aroused me once again, and my breath became shallow and ragged.

      “You can’t give up your life for mine,” I protested.

      “My life was already off the table.”

      I stopped walking up the stairs and turned to him. I stood two steps higher than David, and it placed me at eye level with him. “You soul isn’t,” I said.

      “My soul is yours,” he said softly. “Just like my heart is, too.”

      I kissed him, sealing a promise I couldn’t verbalize. I wouldn’t lose my sisters to Hell or David to Moloch. I would do anything to save them all.

      Anything.
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      For the rest of the night, we made love and held each other as we talked like old friends—like new lovers. For a few hours, I pretended it all wouldn’t end horribly in less than three days.

      Which is why I panicked when I woke up the next morning in an empty bed. I patted the covers as if I’d find David hidden in the tangled mess. “David?” I ran to the door, sliding on the hardwood floor out into the hallway. “David!”

      “I’m here!” he hollered back from the bottom stair. He was wearing jeans and a forest green apron. No shirt. And day-amn, he looked handsome as all get out. He waved a spatula. “Making breakfast.”

      “Next time leave me a note,” I said crossly. My heartbeat started to settle, and in the aftermath of my panic, I realized my reaction to his absence embarrassed me. “What are you cooking?”

      “Pancakes, sausage links, scrambled eggs.” He pointed up at me. “Though if you keep standing there without any clothes on, I’m afraid I’m going to find it impossible to finish.”

      “Food first, sex later. I’m starving.” I smirked. “Now, get to cookin’, mister. I’ll be down in a minute.”

      I put on my panties and one of David’s tee-shirts before running a washcloth over my face, a comb through my hair, and toothbrush over my teeth. I took a deep breath to prevent myself from rushing down to him. A lady didn’t chase. Even so, I was a little breathless when I rounded the corner into the kitchen.

      “Mmm mmm,” I said with a little too much exaggeration. I salivated at the pile of pancakes and sausage links sitting in the middle of the table. “That looks positively yummy.”

      “It sure does,” David said, staring straight at me. “God, you’re beautiful, Liv.”

      “Careful or I might pour syrup on you instead of my pancakes,” I said, basking in his compliment.”

      “We’re definitely saving some syrup,” he said as he offered me a chair, and I sat down. David put four buttered pancakes on my plate, eggs on one side and sausage on the other, and he poured maple syrup over the whole thing. I smiled. “You remembered.”

      “That you like a little breakfast with your syrup? Yeah, that’s not something I’m likely to forget.” He sat a mug of coffee down as well and put the sugar bowl next to it with a spoon. “I know you stir your sugar ten times to the right and ten times to left. I won’t deprive you of the ritual.”

      Christ, this man really did know me or, at least, my habits. And speaking of habits, Moloch didn’t make a practice of micromanaging me. His appearance at the diner last night smacked of something I’d never experienced with the demon lord—worry. Moloch was worried. Something in that book had him spooked, which meant, “We really have to figure out the real translation of Moloch’s book. He is freaked out about something in it.”

      “Well, it’s definitely about him.” David sat down next to me and fixed his own plate.

      “Afriel gave you that book, didn’t he? And he blessed it so that Moloch couldn’t have it. Why can’t he just tell us what it says?”

      “Because he can’t interfere that way. It goes against the accords they made with the demons,” said David. “I wish it were easier.” He gave me an apologetic frown. “Some of the languages in there are so old, no trace of them exists. And the symbols are a mix of demonic and angelic—at least that’s what Ray figured out.”

      “Ray Walters? Is he still around?” Ray had been part of the PSPR, and he was always good at finding out information, even before technology made it much easier. I took a bite of pancakes with a little egg and a piece of sausage and felt my blood sugar rise to a normal level.

      “Ray is still around. He’s got cancer, but he’s fighting it hard.”

      “That’s horrible. I’m so sorry.” I put my fork down. “Does he know about...”

      “About me coming back from the dead? Yeah, he does. Ennis Rutherford and Frank Fowler, know, too. Ennis is living with his daughter in Bonne Terre, and Frank and Ray have a place together at the Sanctum Senior Apartments.” He hesitated. “I told them everything—about you, your sisters, Afriel, Moloch, the Nephilim, and of course, about the Shedim. I didn’t want to die again without them knowing the truth. And if I failed, Liv, I wanted you to have backup to fight Moloch. And friends you could turn to…if only for a little while.” David shook his head as a deep sadness settled into his expression. “Getting old sucks.”

      What could I say to that? I hadn’t aged since the day I struck the bargain with Moloch. As I sat here, regretting for the millionth time making that damned deal, I realized that if I hadn’t become a minion, I would’ve never met David. It seemed I weirdly owed Moloch a thank you.

      David. Sweet, sweet, beautiful David.

      This man had made an angel bargain to save my sisters, given me his farm and all his worldly possessions, and then made sure I had people who could help me after he finally left this world. Emotions knotted my throat and tears threatened. No one had ever, ever, loved me like he did.

      And I didn’t deserve him.

      “Moloch prides himself on being in control of everything and everyone—especially me.” I thought about how many times he’d put me on my knees and forced me to call him master. Revulsion shuddered through me. I bit my lower lip then met David’s gaze. “Is Tristan safe?”

      David nodded. “Afriel has made sure Moloch will never find him.”

      “What about Ray, Ennis, and Frank? They’re not protected.”

      “They know the risks, Liv. They’ve been in the PSPR for longer than I’ve known you, remember? Besides, Moloch doesn’t know they know…at least not yet.”

      Honk. Honk. Honk.

      “What is that?” I asked. “It sounds like someone is murdering a goose.”

      “More like someone stole a van,” muttered David. He stood up and hurried outside.

      I followed him onto the porch. We watched as a huge van or a small bus, depending on your take, roared up the gravel drive, dust kicking up everywhere, as it continued to blast its dying-goose horn. It slid to halt in front of the railroad ties. Emblazoned on the side of the white vehicle was: Sanctum Senior Apartments Transport.

      David groaned. “What is that fool man up to now?”

      An elderly man with snow-white hair, long, thin legs, and stooped shoulders, slowly made his way out the side door. Next, the driver, another old guy, this one shorter, with a rounded belly, mostly bald, and glasses as thick as the bottom of Coke bottles, limped down after him.

      “Who are they?” I asked.

      “Frank and Ennis.”

      I did a double-take. I knew David’s friends had aged, but I was still shocked by their appearance.

      “Damn it. Frank stole the apartment transit van again.”

      “Again?”

      “He has a habit of borrowing the van. Last time he took it because Ray wanted a cowboy burger and sweet potato fries from the Burger Bar.” David tilted his head. “That was about a month ago. The Burger Bar doesn’t deliver—and the chemo messes with Ray’s appetite. Him hankering for real food was enough incentive for Frank to commit a felony.”

      “Doesn’t Sanctum have Lyft? Or a cab service?”

      “Frank’s a stubborn ass. The man doesn’t even have a driver’s license. The state wouldn’t renew his license because he couldn’t pass the eye exam. He’s going to kill his damn self.” Both men walked at a snail’s pace and hadn’t even made it halfway to the house. David shook his head. “I’ll be right back.”

      “I’m going with you.”

      David took my hands. “Darling, those two have survived a lot in their long lives but seeing you in nothing, but my tee-shirt, and looking like you did all those years ago, may raise their blood pressure and give them strokes.” He kissed me. “You go on and get dressed. I’ll help the boys inside. Frank has trouble navigating steps these days. He’s got arthritis in his knees pretty bad so it will take a minute. I can fill them in on the way.”

      Damn, I forgot I was barely dressed. “Fine.” I ran upstairs, taking three steps at a time. I rummaged my clothes and threw on a pair of black jeans, a bra, and a gray silk-blend shirt with a turned-down collar. I slid a pair of gray heels on to match. I debated for about two seconds before I grabbed my toiletries and headed to the bathroom for a quick hair and makeup fix. I don’t know why I cared how I looked for Frank and Ennis, but I did. They hadn’t seen me in a long time, and I suddenly felt nervous about how they’d react. It was one thing for David to tell them I was a minion who didn’t age and quite another to see me for themselves.

      When I made my way back to the ground floor, Ennis and Frank were sitting at the kitchen table with David. Ennis sipped a cup of coffee and Frank chewed on a sausage link as they waited for me to join them.

      “I’ll be,” Ennis said. “Girlie, you are still as pretty as the day you left.” He tilted his head toward Frank. “This one dragged me out of bed this morning. Damn near gave my daughter a heart attack.”

      “It’s Ray,” said David. “He’s—“

      “Missing,” finished Ray. He pointed his fork at me. “He was at the hospital for chemo and last night, he was kidnapped. Because of you.”

      “Me?” The accusation sliced right through me, especially given the level of hostility in Frank’s tone.

      “It’s not her fault, Frank,” said David.

      “I know, I know.” Frank looked down at his plate and pierced another sausage. “Ray’s son called me at four in the morning right after he was notified by the police.” Frank dropped the fork without even trying to eat the second sausage. “Chemo can make Ray loopy, and when he disappeared from his room last night, the hospital staff assumed he was wandering around. After hours of searching, they finally checked the security cameras and saw the kidnapping. The police will investigate, but what can they do? Ray is gone.”

      “Show her the note, Frank,” said Ennis gently. He sent me an remorseful look. “He’s beside himself with worry. We all are.”

      Frank pulled a folded piece of paper from his front pocket and handed it to me. “I left the house right after Pete called and found this taped to the front door.”

      The vellum paper had a certain demonic flair, and when I opened it, I immediately recognized Moloch’s handwriting.

      Frank,

      Ray is in my care and will remain so until Olivia Madder fulfills her promise to me. If you wish to blame anyone for Ray’s disappearance, blame her. If you want Ray returned to you alive, I suggest you contact her at David’s farm and tell her to give me what I want.

      ~M.

      “I figured the M was for Moloch. So, I borrowed the nursing home’s van, drove to Bonne Terre and got Ennis from his daughter’s, and headed to the only place we know that bastard can’t get us and to the only people who could help.”

      David’s expression was a mixture of rage, guilt, and devastation. “I should have brought you all here yesterday.” He stared at me, and I knew he was thinking about our night of passion. We’d both been consumed with each other. No one else had mattered.

      “Now, don’t go borrowing guilt,” Ennis said. “There’s plenty to go around for all of us.”

      “I should’ve been at the hospital with him,” said Frank. “I should’ve never let him talk me into staying at home.”

      David, worry etching lines in his brow. I took his hand and gave it a squeeze. “We’ll get Ray back, and we’ll make Moloch pay for taking him, for taking my sisters, for everything.”

      Two frail hands with age spots and gnarled knuckles covered mine and David’s as Ennis and Frank joined the pact.

      “Moloch’s going down,” I promised.

      “Hard,” added David.

      “So hard, his ass bone will break,” said Ennis.

      “So hard,” said Frank, his voice filled with hatred, “that his balls will fall off—and we’ll stomp them into the ground.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      David insisted that Frank and Ennis stay at the farm. It was the safest place for both men, considering Moloch’s kidnapping of Ray. He was met with vehement resistance. Ennis gave in after I offered him my iPad. Even without the internet, the tablet might be useful since I had various translation and research apps on it. Frank was not as easily dissuaded. I thought we were going to have to tie him to a chair to keep him from leading the charge to rescue Ray.

      Luckily, David was able to put them to work doing what they did best. Research. After he got them settled into the basement with a Latin-to-English dictionary and the copied pages from the Shedim, we had a private meeting, just the two of us, in the upstairs bedroom while David dressed.

      I watched David pull a white tee-shirt over his head, and damn, it was almost as sexy as watching him take it off. That man looked good in and out of clothing. I scratched at the ponytail I’d put in my hair and tried to keep my mind off his hot body and on our immediate problem. “You know the minute I leave this property, Moloch is going to track me. It has to be driving him nuts that he can’t get to me here.”

      “Moloch can suck it,” muttered David. He looked at me. “You still have paranormal informants out there? Anyone who might know what level of shit we’re facing?” He tucked the shirt into his jeans then sat down to put on socks.

      “I can make some calls once we get into cellular range, but, honestly, I think Moloch will show his cards the moment I’m back on his radar. He’s like a giant toddler who hates his toy, but he doesn’t want anyone else playing with it.”

      “Are you the toy in this scenario?” David slipped on his boots. Anger edged his voice as he added, “You’re not his goddamned possession.”

      Oh, but I was, I thought morosely. I would make sure that even if I couldn’t get free of Moloch, no one else I loved would become Moloch’s possession. “All I’m saying is that Moloch can throw an epic tantrum when he feels like I’m getting a little too big for my britches.” I waved my hand in a never mind gesture. “Let’s worry about finding Ray.”

      “The man is already dying,” said David, “and now he’s the kidnap victim of a demon lord.”

      I walked to David and slipped my arms around his waist. He reciprocated the gesture and held me tight. “I’m sorry.” I felt like I was constantly apologizing, but frankly, I had a lot to apologize for. “I bet you wish you hadn’t met me.”

      “Never,” he said fiercely. He hugged me even tighter.

      I didn’t want to let David go, not now, not ever. But we had a friend to rescue. I tilted my chin up to look at him. “So which hospital does Ray get his treatments?”

      “The St. Louis University Hospital.”

      Memory flickered. In 1949, I’d gone to the same hospital to nullify a demon from a young teenager named Ronald Hunkeler. At the time, it was called the Firmin Desloge Hospital, named for the guy who bequeathed the Catholics a million dollars to fund the place. Between the parents, the doctors, and the Jesuit priests, I couldn’t get near the kid. In some cases, like poor Ronald’s, the demon possessed a living body, which meant the soul was still intact.

      Unfortunately, Ronald’s demonic situation happened before I met David and we discovered the permanent banishing spell. I tried not to kill living hosts if I could help it, and since they had the kid locked down pretty good, the demon wasn’t going anywhere.

      Revulsion hit me as I thought about the malevolent entity occupying the kid. It had been particularly nasty—scratching the boy’s skin, attacking the priests, pissing the bed. I couldn’t bring myself to kill Ronald, not after everything he’d been through. And since the teenager was a true innocent, making a deal with him to get rid of the demon wasn’t an option, either.

      So, I made a deal with the evil spirit.

      I told the fiend to take any dead body he wanted from the hospital’s morgue, and I would let him walk away. Not to brag, but by then my reputation as The Madder was enough to make some demons leave their hosts faster than I could spike them. And this demon had no reason to believe I wouldn’t just kill him and the boy, especially since I was holding a silver rod to Ronald’s forehead as I offered my bargain.

      Not long after the demon agreed to my terms and we both vamoosed, the Jesuit priests arrived with rosaries, crosses, and other blessed objects. They piled those relics around the boy and called upon St. Michael to battle Satan for the boy’s soul.

      A few minutes later, Ronald woke up and told everyone the demon was gone. The priests got the credit. I didn’t care because I hadn’t had to spike a child. Eventually, I tracked down the kid-possessing fiend and spiked him. I never said how long I’d let him walk away. It’s not my fault he made assumptions.

      “Hey, Liv,” said David softly, “where’d you go?”

      “Nowhere.” I shook my head. “We need to see the surveillance video. I’m sure the cops have the footage already, and I know a guy in the highway patrol.” I tried to make friends in law enforcement wherever I went, so I had contacts in every corner of the world.

      “If your contact is MHP, how is he going to get evidence from the St. Louis police? They don’t exactly share jurisdictions.”

      “Gary has friends in other law enforcement jobs. He most likely knows a guy who knows a guy. I don’t ask too many questions. If they’ve gotten stills of the guys who took Ray, he could get those photos, and I can do an image search on the internet. We might get lucky.”

      “Does Gary know about demons?”

      “Oh, yeah. I met him through the forum. He was working an accident when the dead guy unzipped the body bag and, despite a broken neck and mangled leg, took off. Watching a red-eyed corpse run into the nearby woods made Gary a believer.”

      “That’ll make things a little easier. You think there might be anything else helpful on that website of yours?”

      “One, it’s not my website. And two, maybe. If anyone’s posted about the demonic in the St. Louis area, I might be able to track down one to interrogate. After all, that is my specialty.”

      “I remember.” The corner of his lip quirked up “You sure are magnificent to watch when you work.”

      “Thanks.” The heat of a blush warmed my cheeks. “It helps that demons are a bunch of chatty Cathies, especially after I embed a silver rod in their heads.”

      David nodded. “Do you need any supplies for hunting?”

      I smiled. “I’m good in that department. I have Charlotte, remember?”

      “She’s still a wiz with creating weaponry?”

      “Better than ever.” I picked up my heel and clicked the bottom, and the sharp blades fanned out. “She’s taken stylish and made it practical and deadly.”

      “Four-inch heels are not practical.”

      “Po-tay-toes, po-tah-toes.” I took a small silvery gray purse out of the suitcase I’d brought in from my car. This handbag matched my gray heels. David watched me attached the silver chain strap.

      “I remember when we made that.”

      “Me, too. It took forever between the smelting and the spellcasting.” I dumped out the contents of my other purse and added items to the gray bag: my iPad, mini makeup bag, folded brush, and the pouches containing the items needed for the banishing the boogeyman spell. I gave him a quick kiss. “You ready, darlin’?”

      “Are you?”

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure. Moloch was pissed, and a pissed-off demon lord was one scary bastard. “Absolutely. Let’s get this shit-show on the road.”
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      I called Officer Gary Olsen as soon as we got on the road and my phone registered a few bars. He said he’d do what he could but no promises. However, I struck gold on the demon boards. There were several dozen reports of demonic possession in the St. Louis area, and there was one in particular that snagged my attention.

      “I got a guy who swears his ex-wife is a demon.”

      David lifted a brow. “How many men think that about their ex-wives?”

      “Well, this ex-wife is a nurse who works in oncology at the hospital. The guy says after a car wreck, his sweet spouse turned into a total bitch. The doctors told him that her personality changes were related to her head injury, but after she threw a couch at his head during an argument—cursing in Latin the whole time—he decided a divorce was in order.”

      “That does sound promising. Does he give a name?”

      “Sandra. No last name. But how many Sandras can there be working at the hospital?”

      Three calls and forty minutes later, I found out there were four Sandras at University Hospital, but only one worked in the cancer ward. Sandra Barstow.

      A couple of hours later we arrived at the hospital.

      The front of the building had changed very little since it was built in the thirties. It still looked like an expensive gothic-looking church, both beautiful and haunting. We left the truck in visitor parking and made our way through the lobby. David had often visited Ray during treatments, so I followed his lead through the newer part of the hospital to the oncology floor.

      “Excuse me,” a woman in pink scrubs said from behind the nurse’s desk. Her badge read: Bailey R., R.N. “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “We’re looking for Sandra Barstow. I’m a friend of hers from college, and she told me to drop by when I got to town.”

      She gave me a look as if to say, any friend of Sandra’s is not a friend of mine. “I’m afraid Sandra is off today.”

      “Oh. Maybe I got my days mixed up.”

      The nurse shot me a suspicious gaze. “Who are you again?”

      “I’ll just try Sandra at home,” I said, ignoring her question. “Thanks.” I grabbed David by the arm and dragged him away.

      “Smooth,” he commented.

      “Hush you,” I told him as we waited for the elevator. “It would have been easier if she been at work.”

      “I’m not sure stabbing a nurse in the head in broad daylight is easier.” David put his arm around my shoulders as the elevator doors opened and we walked inside. “You think your officer friend can get us her home address?”

      “Probably.” I pushed the button for the ground floor.

      David smiled and leaned in for a kiss.

      “I’ve had this fantasy before,” he said. He wrapped his arms around me then slid his hands down to my butt. I lifted my leg to his hip as and parted my lips for him as he deepened the kiss.

      I moaned. He moaned. Then he froze. The elevator jerked to a stop. The next thing I knew, Moloch was in the car with us.

      Shit.

      “What are you doing, Olivia?” He crossed his arms and leaned against the back wall. “Has mediocre sex convinced you to forsake your sisters?” He curled his upper lip. “Maybe you need more incentive.” He waved his hand, and three images appeared. Eliza sat in a corner crying. Elise pounded on the windowless walls of her empty room. Charlotte was yelling, but I couldn’t hear what she said. All three of them were alone in their own tight spaces. I sucked in a breath as I watched my siblings suffer.

      “You’re an evil bastard,” I spat.

      “Yes,” he said, ripping me from out from under David’s arm. He yanked me to his chest. “A point you seem to keep forgetting.”

      I turned my face away from his hot breath. “Christ, get a mint,” I said with more bravado than I felt.

      He squeezed my arms until I cried out. He smiled as he released me. “Don’t make me really hurt you, Olivia.”

      “I have two days left,” I told him. “Until then, no changing the terms.”

      “An addendum then.”

      “No.”

      “What if I allow your sisters to be together until you hand over David’s soul?”

      I had to fight the urge to say yes. Char, Liz, and Elise were miserable, but they were safe. The more immediate need was Ray. “What did you do with Ray Walker?”

      He lifted a shoulder. “He’s awfully weak from the cancer. I can’t be responsible for nature taking its course.”

      What was Moloch’s play? Let Ray die alone—in some place we’d never find him? I couldn’t imagine how scared Ray must feel. Fury rose inside me. I’d had enough of Moloch’s stupid games. I was tired of him tormenting people I knew and loved.

      “You bastard.” I slapped him hard across the face. I don’t know who was more surprised that I managed to connect the blow, Moloch or me.

      He touched his cheek, his red eyes blazing with anger. “How dare you! On your knees, minion!”

      His words didn’t drive me to the ground. Shocked, I realized that Moloch’s power over me had weakened. I could resist him. How? I wasn’t sure, but still, it probably wasn’t wise to let him know I could defy him. I dropped my hands to my sides and took a knee in front of him. He grabbed my hair and yanked my head back. “I am your master, Olivia.”

      “Yes, master,” I said.

      “You will leave Sandra Barstow alone,” he commanded.

      “Yes, master,” I said again.

      He stared at me, his expression one of cool arrogance. “Two days, Olivia. Don’t waste your time on things you can’t control. Your sisters are counting on you.”

      He disappeared. The elevator started up again, and David blinked awake his arms still in the position they were when we were kissing. He looked down at me. “What are you doing down there, Liv? Did you drop something?”

      I would have said my dignity, but I was too elated. I stood up and threw my arms around David’s neck. “He-who-shall-not-be-named-outside-the-safe-zone was just here.”

      David's eyes widened with alarm. “Why are you so happy? Did he tell you where to find Ray?”

      “He told me to leave Sandra alone—that means we’re on the right track.” I smiled so widely my cheeks hurt. “But that’s not the good news. He can’t control me, David. Not completely.” I put my hands on either side of his face. “Don’t you understand? He doesn’t know I can resist his commands. He still thinks he has me under his thumb.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying, for the first time, I actually believe we might have a chance to take down a demon lord.”
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      After some fast talking on my part, Gary came through with a current address for Sandra Barstow. She was living in Clarkson Valley, between Chesterfield and Ellisville. He’d also managed to get info on the goon squad from the hospital. Perry Rogers and Omar Thomas. They were retired football players from when St. Louis still had a team.

      We drove through Sandra’s neighborhood, with its half-million-dollar houses showcased by big manicured lawns. Lucky for us, none of them were surrounded by security fences.

      “Oh, those two are definitely demons,” I said, scrolling through the information on my smartphone. “Perry broke his neck during the last game of the season in two thousand and six and had a miraculous recovery shortly after his heart stopped on the field. Omar suffered a massive heart attack one year after retirement in two thousand and seven. The two opened a bar together. Infernal Paradise. Wow. They’re not exactly flying under the radar, are they?”

      “Why would Jerkface use two fairly well-known humans to commit a kidnapping?”

      “Good question. Jerkface Stupidhead must be desperate if he’s willing to sacrifice a couple of higher-ups to do his dirty work.” I looked at their stats. “Maybe he just wanted the muscle. Both are more than six and a half feet tall, and they were defensive players.”

      “So really good at hitting things. And people. Awesome.” David looked at the houses we passed on the same street as Sandra’s address. “These are some fancy homes.”

      “Being a demon has its perks,” I agreed. “There’s no way a nurse’s salary paid for one of the homes in this area.” Either Sandra had some side businesses that brought in fast money, or she’d killed the people who owned the home and stolen it. “There it is.” I pointed at a three-story brick house with symmetrical Georgian features.

      The GPS on my phone dinged as a soothing electronic voice said, “You have reached your destination.”

      “I gotta admit, technology can be handy,” said David as he parked a block past the house. I saw his hands squeeze the steering wheel so hard his knuckles turned white.

      “It’s okay to be nervous,” I said.

      “Is that what you think?” He let go of the steering wheel. “Sweetheart, I haven’t had this big of an adrenaline rush in a long time.” His smile turned wicked. “I’d say it’s been about fifty-six years or so.”

      I took his hand. “Kicking demon ass is one of the few things, next to having sex with you, that I truly enjoy.”

      “I’m glad you put my bedroom skills at the top of your list.”

      I gave him side-eye. “It is definitely number one through ten.”

      “I’ll work on making it one through twenty.” He winked at me. “Now, let’s get Ray.”

      I opened the Google Earth app on the phone and pulled up satellite images of the property. We studied the forest that snaked between several of the properties. David pointed at the screen. “Look. There’s the backyard. The fence should be easy to climb.” He looked at me. “How do you want to play it?”

      “I’ll go damsel-in-distress at the front door,” I told David. I turned off my phone and stuck it into my purse. I’d pretend my phone and my car were dead that so I could ask for help without causing suspicion. “You sneak in through the back.”

      “I don’t like splitting up.” David took my hand and squeezed. “If Sandra orchestrated the kidnapping we have to assume Jerkface’s football lackeys are here, too.”

      “We can deal with them,” I said with a confidence I didn’t quite feel. “Don’t worry. I’m dressed for this neighborhood. I’m just gonna go knockin’ and asking for a little help. She won’t see me as a threat.”

      “Unless a certain demon lord told her you were coming.”

      “There is that, but I don’t see any other choice.”

      “You’ve always been better at picking locks.”

      “True, but it’s mid-afternoon, ninety degrees outside, and that place has an in-ground pool. If Sandra is home, chances are good the back door is unlocked.”

      “Hopefully she’s not in the pool.”

      I shrugged. “If you have to, break a window, and you’ll be my distraction while I spike an evil bitch.”
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        * * *

      

      I walked down Kingspoint Drive toward the demon’s home. David had taken the truck and driven to Kehrs Mill Road, the most direct access to the backyard woods. I estimated it would take David a little less than five minutes to make it to the back of the house.

      If nothing had gone wrong, say someone calling neighborhood watch on a suspicious parked vehicle, then David would be hiding in the house waiting for my cue.

      I gathered my nerves and strolled up to the decorative wrought iron security door at the exact center of the home. I slipped my hand into my purse to grip the silver rod. If this demon was ready for me, I would be ready for it.

      I rang the doorbell. A short moment later, a woman in a golden halter maxi-dress and gold Greek-style sandals answered. She studied me with the kind of disdain I’d seen from hundreds of demons. They loved feeling superior to humans. She looked down her nose at me. “What do you want?”

      To put my boot in your face, I thought. Instead, I let go of the spike and took out my phone. I showed her the black screen. “I’m afraid the battery on my car and on my phone are both dead. Just the worst luck ever.”

      “My guess is that it’s not going to get any better.” She smirked, enjoying my fake distress.

      I stuck my foot in the gap just in case she tried to close the door. “Well, bless your heart.” I made a point of dragging my gaze across her and hit her with a Southern girl’s best arsenal, the backhanded compliment. “Why you must be all kinds of busy trying to figure out your sense of fashion.” I gave her my most catty smile. “You just keep on tryin’, darlin’. You’ll get there.”

      Her annoyed expression melted into one of outrage. Oh vanity, thy name is demon. Nothing tweaked the demonic more than being bested by a human, no matter how small the victory.

      She gave me the same kind of lazy, insulting once-over I’d given her. “Wearing black and gray in the dead of summer is so brave,” she said as she eyeballed my outfit. “It must be so nice not to care what people think.”

      Glass shattered inside the house, and Sandra looked over her shoulder toward the noise. Crap. Plan B. I dropped my phone into my purse and wrapped the shoulder-strap chain around Sandra’s wrists.

      She looked down at her bound wrists and then at me. “What do you think you’re doing?” She should have been hollering in pain, the silver burning her skin, but neither of those things happened. Instead, she surprised me by shaking her hands free of the silver.

      “Demons can’t do that,” I said.

      Sandra laughed. “You think I’m a demon?” She shook her head. “I’m a minion. Like you.” She stepped back from the door, so I could see past her. Two huge men held David by the arms as they walked him into the living room. Sandra smiled. “Now those two are demons.” She smiled at David. “It took you long enough, honey. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could play verbal footsie with your girlfriend.”

      Well, double crap. We’d played it all wrong. I glared at the two demons occupying the linebacker meatsuits. They were dressed like they were about to play eighteen holes of the world’s most boring sport—right down to the plaid shorts and white Nike golf shoes. “Either one of you touches a hair on his head, and I’ll send you back to Hell faster than you say Beelzebub’s tits.” I bared my teeth in a feral grin. “They don’t call me the Madder for nothing.”

      They looked at each other and then at me. It was obvious my threat concerned them.

      “Don’t listen to her, you morons.” Sandra turned her irritated gaze to me. “Moloch says not to kill your man, but he said it was okay to rough him up.”

      “If you like having a face, you’ll keep your hands off him.”

      She laughed as she ushered me into a large family room on the backside of the house and gestured to a nearby wooden chair that sat in the middle of a painter’s tarp. “Have a seat.”

      When I didn’t comply, she nodded to one of the demons. He removed garden snips from the pocket of his garish shorts and held the sharp blades to David’s right index finger.

      “I’ll take one digit for every minute you waste of my time,” said Sandra. “Now, do you want David to lose the ability to give high-fives, or do you want to sit down?”

      I sat down. David and I made eye contact as Sandra tied my wrists behind the seat’s high back. Fury swirled in his eyes, but I saw the fear, too. It matched my own. I gave a slight shake of my head.

      “I’ve heard a lot about the Madder,” she said. “I thought you’d be taller and much, much tougher.”

      I shrugged. “Never meet your heroes.” The couch and other furniture had been pushed to the walls. Thick curtains hung over the bay window blocking the view of the backyard. “Your ex-husband thinks you turned into a bitch after your accident, but I’m guessing you always were one.”

      Sandra looked at me, her expression one of pity. “You believed that story I planted at DemonsAreAmongUs.com?” She shook her head. “No car accident. No husband. No demon meat suit. I bargain souls just like you, sweetie.”

      I’m betting she didn’t. I went after the morally corrupt who were already writing their own tickets to Hell. “Are you really a nurse?”

      “Yes, not that it matters. Unlike you, I perform a public service. Most terminally ill patients will bargain to provide for their families after they die.”

      I lifted a brow. “They don’t bargain to live longer or be cured?”

      She grinned—and I realized this woman was evil long before she sold herself into Moloch’s service. “I don’t give them that option. Believe me, they aren’t getting a better offer.”

      “Don’t tell me—you traded your soul for money.” I rolled my eyes. “How pedestrian.

      “At least I didn’t make a deal that dragged family members into the mess.”

      Ouch. She knew about my sisters. But I wasn’t going to justify my own bargain to a soul-sucking twit like her. Leave Sandra Barstow alone? Hah. Moloch had played me like a fiddle. He knew I’d want to dispatch Sandra if only to piss him off. He’d planned everything to lead to this moment—the moment he’d force David to give up his soul. Kidnapping Ray. Planting the story on the forum. Threatening me in the elevator.

      Damn it, I’d fallen for the oldest play in the book. What’s the quickest way to get a rebellious child to do what you want? You tell them not to do it. You are a sucker, Olivia Madder.

      On the other hand, Moloch was getting seriously desperate if he was willing to put two minions in the same room together. It wasn’t like minions were going to unionize or anything, but if even a few of us banded together in an effort to make his sorry ass even sorrier … well, you could see why he forbade any contact between us.

      “So, what’s the plan?” I asked, trying to sound disinterested. Instead, my heart was trying to beat out of my chest, and perspiration beaded my temples.

      She waved at the lesser demons. “The boss seems pretty confident that if these two hulking demons hurt you, this one,” she jerked her thumb at David, “will do anything to stop it. Such as making a bargain with me.”

      I glanced at David. “Don’t you dare.”

      He shook his head, but I didn’t know if that meant no, he wouldn’t, or no, he wasn’t going to listen to me. Shit. If David made a bargain with Sandra, then Moloch didn’t have to abide by the one he’d made with me. My sisters wouldn’t get their freedom. In fact, they would spend the next fifty years in those tiny cells waiting for me to finish out my contract. Or worse, we’d all go to Hell because I still hadn’t met my soul quota for this decade.

      “You know, if you were smart, you would’ve talked pretty boy over there out of his soul already,” said Sandra. “If I get Moloch David Jensen’s soul then I’m done being a minion. I’ll still go to Hell when I die, but at least I can ditch the job at the hospital. I’m so over taking care of the dying.” She looked almost giddy. “Paris, here I come!”

      Not if I can help it, bitch. “Do your worst. David won’t agree to a bargain no matter what you do to me.”

      “Oh, I don’t do torture.” She pointed at the demons. “That’s why Moloch sent Doom and Gloom over there.”

      “What about Ray?” asked David. “Where is he?”

      “That old man is the least of your worries,” she said. She turned to her lackeys. “Okay, boys. I’ll be working on my tan. When he’s ready to sign on the blooded line, come get me from the pool.” Sandra turned to me. “Those are some stunning shoes,” she said. “Too bad they aren’t in my size.” She smirked. “Little tip, honey. Soap and a sponge will get blood out of leather.” She looked at the demons. “Try not to make too much of a mess.”

      The hulking evil dudes laughed as she sashayed toward the exit and never looked back.
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      Moloch’s goons grinned, a little too pleased with their assignment.

      “So, which one of you is Tweedle-Dee?” I asked.

      The grin vanished from the hulking beast standing to the right of David. He grunted, “Huh?”

      I flashed a feral smile. “You must be Tweedle-Dumbass.”

      David laughed. “There are so many reasons why I love you.”

      If my hands had been free, I would have given him the heart sign with my fingers. “Thanks, babe.”

      Tweedle-Dumbass AKA the human everyone believed was Omar Thomas smacked David on the back of his head, sending him sprawling to the tarp-covered floor.

      “David!”

      He made brief eye contact with me before he reached back to his left boot and yanked out a six-inch silver rod with a chain dangling at the end. David swung the chain. It swept past Omar’s ankle, but David brought it around again, and this time, the silver tether wrapped around the fiend’s calf. The demon’s skin smoked where the silver made contact. He screamed as he tried to claw the burning metal from his leg.

      Tweedle-Dee, or rather Perry “Meatsuit” Rogers, who’d reared backward to avoid the flailing chain, decided to get back in the game. He roared and rushed David from behind.

      “Coming your way, sweetheart,” David yelled as he dipped his shoulder and used Perry’s momentum to flip him in my direction. I kicked my foot up high, jabbing the jerk in the gut with my shoe. It came off my foot as he staggered backward, yanking and twisting, trying to remove the embedded heel from his stomach.

      David grappled with Omar, who had managed to get the chain off his leg and was swinging wildly at my man. David surprised the goon with an uppercut that would have made Muhammad Ali proud.

      I fought to keep my breathing and pulse even and slow. Adrenaline was an energy sucker, and while it might help you run away, it had just the opposite effect in a fight that took more than one or two punches. I couldn’t save myself, let alone David, if I let my fear for him—for us—erase all my training. I kicked off my other shoe, stood and slid my arms, still tied behind me, up the high back chair. It was too tall for me to slide off, so I stood on the seat and pushed myself up until my arms were free, then I curled up to maneuver my arms under my legs, past my feet, and out in front of me.

      Perry quit fussing with the shoe hanging from his abs and flew at me. His shoulder hit me at the hips and threw me backward. The air burst from my lungs as my back slammed into the arm of the duvet. I rolled to the side to avoid the demon stomping my leg. I couldn’t reach my other shoe with its lethal heel. Note to self: If I managed to save my sisters I needed to ask Char to design weaponized flats.

      Perry leaned over me, his eyes glowing red and foam bubbling on his lips, and I used the opportunity to grab the shoe embedded in his abdomen with my tied hands. I gave it a hard yank. He screamed as I freed the heel, and blood went flying across the white carpet. He looked at the large hole in his gut, and then at the flared tip of my heel. He knocked the shoe out of my hand, and it skittered under the duvet.

      I scrabbled across the floor to my other shoe and flung it at him. He ducked. It embedded into the wall behind him. “Crap!” I glanced at David. He had one hand on the silver rod from his boot, and his arm wrapped around the demon’s neck. In other words, my man was a total bad ass, and I needed to step it up.

      I got into a crouch, and when Perry charged me again, I shifted sideways, sweeping his legs as he went past me. He landed on his stomach with a hard thud. I grabbed the shoe from the wall and screamed a battle cry born of anger and frustration as I leaped onto his back and slammed his face into the floor three times. He bellowed and bucked, but I wrapped my legs around his waist and rolled with him. When he was face up and on top of me, I swung the shoe and nailed him right between the eyes. The demon went instantly still.

      The guy weighed at least three hundred pounds, and it took a second to get out from under him. With Perry taken care of, I took a breath and adjusted my focus to David, ready to help.

      Unnecessarily. He’d gotten the rod separated from the chain and had rammed it right into Omar’s head. He rolled off the demon and turned his attention to me. “You okay, sweetheart?” He rushed to me and untied my hands. He was sweaty, panting, and bloody, and, damn, sexy as all get out.

      “You are so hot right now,” I told him.

      He gave me a pleased smile.

      We heard the garage door opening, and we ran to the front room to stare out the large picture window. Sandra, in a white SUV, peeled out of the driveway and drove off down the street.

      “No!” I ran to the door and jerked it open, but it was too late, Sandra was gone. “Fanfreakingtastic.”

      I heard a screech that sounded like a yowling cat with a pack-a-day smoking habit. The next thing I knew, an old man hustled into the living room. He held two cans of vegetables. He threw one blindly toward me as he yelled, “Take that, Nurse Bitch!” The can hit the floor with a clunk and rolled until it stopped near my feet.

      “Ray?” asked David.

      “Don’t you ‘Ray me,’ demon asshole!” The old man turned toward David ready to the lob the other can.

      “Ray! Stop! It’s me. It’s David.”

      Ray, face red and shining with sweat, looked from David to me then back to David. He dropped the can. “Where are those two demonic asshats?”

      “Spiked in the back room,” said David.

      “But Nurse Bitch got away,” I added.

      “I knew you’d be younger, but Christ Almighty, David, you look like you found the fountain of youth and drank the whole damn thing.” He shook his head. “It’s about damn time you got here. Is Frank safe? Is Ennis?”

      “Frank is safe, buddy. So is Ennis,” David reassured his friend. “They’re holed up at the farm.”

      Relief relaxed the pinched expression on Ray’s face. He nodded in my direction and raised a bushy brow. “You haven’t changed much, Liv.” He glanced around the living room, where David and I had both tracked blood. “Still making messes.”

      I put my hand on my hip. “And you haven’t changed much either, Ray. Still a stubborn ass.”

      Ray smiled. “Damn, it’s good to see you, Liv.” He gestured to David. “This one hasn’t stopped talking about you since you left.”

      “And you just never stop talking, period,” said David. “I think it’s time to send some trespassers back to where they came from.”

      We all returned to the back room, and I looked at the blood everywhere and the hole in the wall where my shoe had been. “So much for using a tarp.”

      I dug my heel out from under the couch and then searched around for my purse, but it was nowhere to be found. Outrage curled through me. “I think that low-life Sandra stole my purse.”

      “Well, there’s a Walmart nearby,” said Ray. “You can get a new one.”

      “You don’t understand. That was a vintage Chanel handbag.” I moaned in distress. “She’s got the damned silver chain, too. And my phone’s in there! And so is the damned banishment kit.”

      David pulled a leather pouch from his boot. “I got it covered.”

      “Wait a minute. I watched you dress. Where did all this stuff come from?”

      Ray gave us both a look. “You all got reacquainted fast.”

      David ignored him. “I keep supplies in the truck.” When he unrolled the leather, he pulled out a small white candle, a cigarette, a wooden match holder with striker, a short stick of incense, salt packets, and a silver bell.

      I smiled. “Nice.”

      It took about five minutes to banish both assholes to Hell.

      “Let’s get back to the farm,” said David. “We can regroup and come up with a plan without worrying about if you-know-who will show up.”

      I winked at David. “I guess we’re getting the band back together.”

      “I need to sit down,” Ray said. His hands trembled, and his face had gone from brick red to bone white.

      David frowned. “Ray?” I could tell he was worried for his friend’s health.

      “I think he’s dehydrated,” Elise said.

      I staggered back as my sister’s visage blinked into the room. “Lise? How...”

      She disappeared from sight.

      I ran to where she’d stood. “Elise? Elise!”

      “Who the heck is Elise?” asked Ray, his voice raspy.

      “Her sister, remember?”

      “The ghosts. Oh. Right.”

      David helped Ray to a chair then joined me. I shuddered, on the verge of tears, as he wrapped his arms around me.

      “This is my fault.” I buried my face in David’s chest. “I did this to myself. To my sisters. You should run, David. Run far away from me.”

      “Not going to happen.” He stroked my hair. “Don’t you worry. We’ll make Jerkface pay, sweetheart.”

      “It’s impossible,” I said. “He holds all the cards.” Frustration boiled over, melted with my terror, and before I knew it, I was blubbering on David’s shirt.

      “Now, Liv, don’t you give up,” Ray said. “I may have found a way to break your deal with the demon.”

      I sniffed and let go of David. I looked at Ray. “What did you say?”

      “I’ve been doing a lot of research, and I stumbled upon a passage in an ancient text that reminded me of something that I read in that Shedim book, so, I talked to a priest who frequents the hospital, and I’m pretty sure it will work.”

      David’s expression matched how I felt, shocked and disbelieving.

      Ray shrugged. “Why do you think those assholes kidnapped me?”

      “We thought he was trying to trade you for David’s soul,” I said.

      “I didn’t hear anything about that. They dumped me in the basement last night. I thought those stairs were going to do me in. It took me longer to get up them than it did to pick the lock.”

      “Do you really think I’ll be able to nullify the bargain between the dismal demon lord and me?” I asked him.

      Ray coughed, looking shakier than ever. He shrugged. “Honestly? Fifty-fifty.”

      “Not the odds I was hoping for with soul roulette, but it’s better than nothing, which is what I had yesterday.” I looked at David. “Elise says Ray’s dehydrated. Let’s get this man some water and get our behinds back to the farm so we can make a plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d grabbed four bottles of Bling H2O from Sandra’s refrigerator before we left, and Ray managed to drink a hundred dollars’ worth, or approximately two bottles, on the way to David’s place.

      “I still can’t believe people spend this kind of money on water,” Ray said. “It’s not even blessed.”

      “They say it tastes like gold-kissed goddess tears,” I teased.

      Ray harrumphed. “Tastes about as good as David’s well water.”

      David grinned. “We should bottle it and make our own little fortune. We could call it Spirit-Free H2O.”

      Ray chuckled. “Sounds like a retirement plan.”

      Then we all grew silent as reality weighed on us. Ray was dying of cancer, and David was on borrowed time. And so was I.

      “Let me guess,” said Ray, “Frank stole the nursing home van again.”

      “Yep. Sure did.”

      “God love that man.”

      “Because no one else will,” I quipped, and just like that the tension broke.  “What do you know about you-know-who?”

      “I’d rather wait until we’re safely inside the demon free zone,” Ray said. “I don’t want to draw his attention again if I can help it. He is one scary sumabitch.”

      We turned onto David’s drive. The nursing home’s van was still parked out in front of the house next to my car. Ray shook his head as he fought a grin. “Damn fool,” he said.

      Frank and Ennis stood on the porch waiting for us as we parked the truck.

      “Land sakes, Ray,” Frank declared as he hobbled down the two steps with Ennis’s help. “I was sick with worry.”

      Ray, who had less trouble walking, embraced his friend. “I’m fine,” he told him. “It’ll take more than a couple of demons and one evil nurse to do me in.” The moment, sweetly tender, became surprising, apparently only to me, when Ray and Frank kissed each other.

      My eyes must have been as big as saucers because David put his arm around my shoulders and in my ear, he said, “Yep, those two came out to the PSPR about twelve years ago, three years after Ray’s wife died. The boys took it pretty well. I guess we’d seen enough real evil in this world to know that something born from love is okay in our book.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Didn’t think about it, is all. You have to admit, we’ve had a lot going on around here, you know, with my death, my resurrection, fighting Moloch, making love to you, rescuing kidnapped friends...”

      I pressed my hand against his broadly muscled chest. “I get it. Bigger fish to fry.” Besides, if I’d been paying attention, I might have guessed. I mean, Frank and Ray live together, Ray’s son called Frank when he went missing, we had to fight Frank to keep him from coming along on the rescue mission, and Frank was the first one of the friends Ray asked about when he had a second to breathe. “I’m glad we got Ray home safe.”

      “Me too, Liv.”

      “You all coming inside, or are we hanging out in this heat all day?” Ennis asked. “I’m about to sweat the skin off my bones.”

      After the Geriatric Brigade made their way inside the house, David encircled me in his arms and kissed me with so much passion it stole my breath.

      When he ended the kiss, I panted, “What was that for?”

      “You’re such a fierce warrior, sweetheart. I loved that about you then, and I love it about you now. I forgot how exciting watching you fight can be.”

      “Well, you’ve learned a few moves since the last time I saw you. When you threw that asshole over your shoulder, I thought it was probably about the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.” I kissed him, giving him as good as he gave. I finished by giving his firm booty a squeeze. “I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to do that when we used to run together.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, you can touch me anytime and anywhere you want.”

      Ray knocked on the kitchen window and shouted, “Will you two quit playing grab-ass and get in here?”

      David made a surprise face then snorted a laugh as we pressed foreheads together. “Give us a damn minute,” he yelled to Ray. The moment was sweet and melancholy.

      “Moloch is desperate for your soul. I’m afraid of what he’ll do to get it. I’m afraid for my sisters. I just wish I knew why he wanted it so badly.”

      David pressed his palm against my cheek. “If we can’t figure out how to save your sisters, I mean to make that deal, Liv. I don’t care why. I’m only here because I was granted an angel’s favor to save the people you love from Moloch’s tyranny. To free you to make your own choices. If it means giving that bastard my soul, I’m going to do it.”

      My voice broke. “David.”

      “Shhh, sweetheart.” He brushed my lips with his. “I’m an old man on borrowed time. These past two days with you have made whatever happens next worth it.”

      He certainly didn’t feel old. “It’s not fair.”

      “Fair would have been me dying after a long-lived life and missing out on this moment to be with you. Fuck fair.”

      David only cussed when he was serious, and I’d never heard him drop the F-bomb. I nodded, not willing to diminish what he’d gone through to come back to me with platitudes. Instead, I nodded and said, “Damn straight. Fuck fair.”

      We made our way inside to join the team. Frank had his hand on Ray’s, and the strength of their relationship against the fragility of their mortal lives gave me both hope and made me sad at the same time. I’d never get to experience a long life with David. I would never grow old with him, holding each other in love and support while we took care of each other to the end.

      I sat in the free chair at the table while David pulled up a stool from the corner and joined us. “So, what’s this thing you discovered, Ray?”

      “Through happenstance, I came across a book from fifteen-eighteen about alchemy, and it mentions philosopher stones.”

      “You mean like Harry Potter?” I asked.

      David glanced my way. “Who’s that?”

      “You have not been living under a rock. People in the jungles of the Amazon know who Harry Potter is.”

      “The kid with the jagged scar on his head, David,” Ennis said. “You know. That English wizard.”

      “I vaguely recall it being a book, am I right?”

      I shook my head. “I give up. So, what does Harry Potter have to do with how we get Moloch off our backs?”

      “Nothing. Philosopher stones are real. Harry Potter is fiction.” Ray gave me a quick eye roll. “Jeez, Liv. Can I get on with it?”

      “Please.” I gave him an eye roll back and a circular wave of my hand. “Get on with it.”

      “Thank you.”

      Ray took a deep breath, and Frank reached over and patted Ray’s shoulder. “You need to rest. You’ve had too much excitement in the last twenty-four hours. Did you get all the chemo? Do we need to make you another appointment?”

      “Stop fussing over me,” Ray complained. His eyes were bloodshot with the lack of sleep, and he was paler than ever. “I’m fine. Let me say what I need to say, then I’ll go have a nap.” Ray looked at David and me. “Anyhow, this book talked about philosopher stones having two parts. Part sun, part mercury. It was a lot of archaic nonsense, but the part of the transmutation of the soul made me remember a passage in the Shedim that talked about a soul thief.”

      I nodded. “I remember the words, but I assumed the demon was the soul thief.”

      “Then you assumed wrong, missy,” Ray said, “The stone can be used to withdraw the soul from a body, best as I can tell. And in the demon book, it talks about gem or gemstone that can steal back souls from Moloch.” He looked at David. “I’m pretty sure from the description that the stone is here at the farm.”

      “Where?” David asked. “I know every inch of this place, and I’ve never seen anything like what you’re describing.”

      “It’s right there under your nose,” Ray said. He pointed to David’s family ring. “Gold for the sun, black for mercury. I think you’re wearing a philosopher’s stone.”

      Ennis grumbled, “Jesus H. Christ.”

      “Can it be possible?” David held the ring up to get a better look? “It’s a warden’s ring. The symbols are meant to protect me from possession after death, but I’ve never heard my father or grandfather talk about it being anything more than that.”

      Ray shrugged his bone-thin shoulders. “They might not have known it’s true history.”

      “But it makes sense,” I said. I looked at David. “You traced the ring’s history back to the Middle Ages. Maybe that’s when it was created for your family.”

      “However it happened, it appears I have the key to your freedom.” David slipped the ring from his finger and placed it in the palm of my hand. “I give it to you freely and without reservation,” he said formally.

      I closed my fingers around the silver, and it tingled against my palm, a subtle reminder that I was still Moloch’s minion. I turned to Ray. “How long is this transmutation thing, or whatever, going to take? I only have two days left.”

      “To do what?” Frank asked.

      “The make a demon’s bargain with David or go directly to Hell, do not pass go, do not collect two-hundred dollars.”

      Ray raised a shaky hand. “Got it.”

      I put the ring on my thumb and rubbed my arms. “So, what happens next?”

      Ray nodded. “We’ll have to use that demon trap that David designed.”

      “It doesn’t work,” David said.

      Ennis clucked his tongue. “Let me have a look. You were always useless when it came to magical objects.”

      “And you were always the best,” David said fondly.

      Ennis grinned. “Still am. I may be old, but I’m not obsolete.”

      David, Frank, and Ray all chuckled. David nodded. “Preaching to the choir, my friend.”

      I loved a good bro’ moment just as much as anyone, but I was anxious with hope for the first time in a long while. “Okay,” I said, getting us back on track. “Ennis fixes the unholy lock trap, then what? How does the transmuting thing work? And how is it going to free me, and by virtue, my sisters from the demon lord’s grimy claws?”

      “Easy,” Ray said. “The Shedim gives the spell to release the soul and trap it in the stone. Once there, Moloch can’t reach you, and if he can’t claim your soul after your death, then his deal with you is forfeit.”

      “Is there anything special I need to do?”

      “Just one thing.” Ray looked down at the table then back up to me. “All you have to do is die.”
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      “You’ve got to be kidding,” David said for the third time. He paced back and forth, glaring at Ray the entire time as if the spell’s need for my murder was his fault. We’d moved the discussion into the living room so Frank could get his feet up. His ankles had swollen to the size of bread loaves.

      “Now, David. Calm down,” Ennis said. “You getting excited ain’t doing anyone any good.”

      “Just another reminder, gang,” I said for the umpteenth time, “I can’t die. I’m a minion and therefore attached to Moloch’s immortality.”

      David shook his finger at all of them. “Even if we could figure out a way to kill her, what guarantees are there we can get her back?”

      “There are no guarantees in life,” Ray said resolutely. And he would know—he was dying from cancer. He and Frank sat next to each other on the country blue sofa. Ennis had taken the recliner, and David and I paced around each other. “But it’s a chance. The only chance Liv has to get her soul back.”

      “How is my soul supposed to jump from my lifeless body and into this freaking ring?” I asked.

      “That’s what the stone is designed to do,” said Frank. “It’s the making you dead part we have to figure out.”

      Shit. I suddenly realized exactly how I could die. “I’ll miss the deadline,” I said. “I have less than forty-eight hours to get him a soul. If I nullify the bargain, I’ll die and go to Hell.”

      Frank nodded. “All we need to do is make sure your soul gets sucked into the ring before Moloch takes possession of it.”

      “I can’t do it,” I said, miserable. “I’ll take Char, Elise, and Eliza with me. I’ll forfeit their souls along with mine.” I held up my hand and peered at the ring. “How many souls can this thing hold?”

      “One,” said Frank.

      “This is a terrible plan,” said David. “We’re ignoring the simplest solution.”

      “Trade one good man for three good women,” I said softly. “I can’t...” But I would have to, wouldn’t I? I’d have to make this tough call.

      “I’ve never known you to be a coward, Olivia,” a sweet Southern voice said. I looked up from my hands. Charlotte stood in front of me. “Our father would be ashamed if he could see you now.”

      I reached out to her. “Char?”

      “I can feel myself being pulled back, so let’s not waste time with questions.” She leveled me with a gaze that shamed me. “Take the chance. I don’t want to be rescued at someone else’s expense. I know Eliza and El—” and like that she was gone.

      My heart broke into a thousand pieces. I looked at Ray, Frank, and Ennis. I reached back and put my hand on David’s, some for his comfort, but mostly to steady myself. “Can we have everything ready in less than a day?”

      “Yes,” Ray said. “I think so.”

      “We can’t be thinking it,” David said. “We have to know it.”

      “We’ll do the best we can, David. Now, I need to go lie down,” Ray said. “It’s been an awful two days, and I’m feeling mighty shaky.”

      Frank took Ray to spare bedroom on the main floor, and Ennis went to the basement to start work on the lock. David joined me on the couch.

      “Charlotte appeared,” I told him. “I don’t know how.” I rubbed my arms to ward off a shiver. “It shouldn’t be possible. Unless it’s another one of Moloch’s cruel jokes. He’s taunting me with them, David. He can’t get to me here, so he gave me a glimpse of my sister to remind me what I have to lose.”

      “Maybe.” David rubbed his large calloused hands on his jeans. “But he didn’t show up at Sandra’s, and he sure as shit didn’t send Elise there. And she showed up when we needed her. She knew exactly what was going on with Ray. Same with Charlotte. You had a terrible decision to make. She was there when you needed her. I think that the same way Moloch’s hold on you has loosened, maybe his hold on your sisters is weakening as well.”

      “You think so?” It made the most sense, but I still didn’t understand how it was possible, but the idea that my sisters might be able to free themselves gave me a glimmer of hope. “Do you think if I fail, they might be able to break themselves free of Moloch?”

      “Honestly, sweetheart, I want to believe it. Getting them safe, so you aren’t beholden to that bastard anymore is all I want.” He closed his eyes for a second and gave his head a slight shake. When he opened them again, he stared at me, his expression stark. “I’m lying. It’s not all I want. When Afriel gave me the chance to come back, to help you, I tried to fool myself into thinking I was being selfless, that I was getting nothing out of the deal. I must have believed it at the time since my dying wish was granted. But after seeing you, I knew the truth about myself. I wanted to be with you, Liv. Even if only for a short while.” He cupped my chin between his thumb and ring finger. “Selfishly so. And now, I don’t know how to give you up. You’re afraid. I get that. I am, too. No matter the outcome, this is all I will ever have with you. Right here. Right now.” The lines around his eyes softened. “I wanted a lifetime.”

      “I wanted that, too.” I took his hand and kissed his palm. “I never wanted anything more.” I forced a smile. “Selfishly.” Because I should want my siblings’ freedom more. I would sacrifice every second with David to save them, but in my heart, I would always know that it wasn’t my first choice, even if it was the right choice.

      He touched his lips to my fingertips. “Marry me.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I want you to marry me, Olivia.”

      A swell of emotion raised inside me as if joy, hope, and love were a hydrogen bomb waiting to explode me into an ugly mess. “We don’t have time for romantic fantasies and gestures.”

      “Yes, we do. I want you to be my wife.”

      “David.” I tugged my lower lip between my teeth to stop it from quivering.

      He brushed his fingers across my cheek. “Is that a no?”

      “How would we even accomplish it? It’s not like we can get someone out here with a license to perform the ceremony. You don’t have a phone line, and the minute we leave the property, Moloch will be all over me. It’s impossible.”

      “I’m ordained,” Ennis said as he walked into the living room. He was holding the lock, a magnifying glass, a small packet of tools, and a clear vial of liquid.

      “How did you—”

      “I have been standing around the corner for about a minute. Seemed like you two were having an important conversation.” He looked up at us. “Besides, my eyesight might be bad,” he tapped his ears, “but my hearing is right as rain.”

      “Why are you ordained?” I asked.

      “It was easier than finding a priest or minister every time David needed an item blessed.”

      David looked at me. “It’s true.”

      “I used to dream about getting married, you know, BM.”

      “Bowel movement?” Ennis said.

      “Before Moloch,” I corrected. “But my wedding always included my sisters as my bride’s maids. Charlotte would have been my maid of honor. I was a real person then. Not anymore. I shouldn’t even exist in the present.”

      “Neither should I.” David stood up then dropped to his knee in front of me. “I died a month ago. We are both on time that isn’t ours. Let’s make it ours.” His excitement was palpable. “I want to be your husband for as long as I have on this earth. Marry me, Olivia Madder.”

      “You’re crazy,” I said. Then I nodded. “But I’m even crazier. Yes. I’ll marry you.”

      He swooped me up into his arms, lifting me from the couch until my feet dangled inches from the floor. He kissed me, and I kissed him back. I was serious about his plan to marry being crazy, but it also fell into the category of “it doesn’t make the situation worse” so I didn’t see the harm in making David happy. After all, he had been willing to give up his soul for me. The least I could do is give up my last name for him.

      “Then it’s settled,” David said.

      “I’ll go grab a bottle,” Ennis said. “We should commemorate your engagement with a stiff one.”

      “Here, here,” I agreed. “Go get the hooch.”

      Honk! Honk! Honk! The horn sound, the crunch of gravel on tires, and the roar of an engine interrupted our celebration.

      David’s brow furrowed. “Now what?”

      The three of us went out onto the front porch and watched as a white, luxury SUV skidded to halt about thirty feet from the parking area.

      A blonde with Marilyn Monroe sunglasses stretched her neck out the driver’s side window. Sandra Barstow.

      I jumped off the porch and rushed toward her. “I want my purse back, you cow!”

      She held a gun out the window at me. “Stop right there!” she shouted.

      Oh, right. Like bullets were going to stop me. I took off my shoes and kept stalking in her direction. “I’m going to kick your sorry ass.”

      She shot at my feet, and a spray of dust and broken rock hit my legs. “I told you to stop.” She wrinkled her nose at me. “I can’t believe you are still wearing the same clothes. Doesn’t all that blood bother you?”

      “I like it,” I told her. “I can’t wait to add yours to the mix.”

      “How about you add your boyfriend’s?”

      David was next to me now, and Sandra aimed the gun at him. His presence tempered my bravado. I might be immortal right now, but David wasn’t. I stopped. “Why are you here, Sandra?”

      “Moloch wants a private conversation, and since he can’t reach you, he sent me.” She gave a nod to David but kept the gun steady on him. “Nice trick that. Maybe you can tell me how you did it? You know, keep a demon lord out.”

      “We don’t share secrets with soul-sucking bitches,” I told her. “So that excludes you. As for Moloch, tell him he can eat a bag of demon dicks.”

      “He thought you might say that.” She lowered her glasses, and I could see the bruise around her left eye. Moloch must’ve been super pissed to give her a shiner. He didn’t usually resort to violence with minions. It was difficult to sell people on bargaining away their souls if the dealmaker looked like chopped beef. “Moloch said that he will meet you at the border of Jensen’s farm. You can stay on the warded side.”

      “Why would she agree to that?” asked David.

      “Aren’t you cute? And stupid.” Sandra directed her gaze toward me. “Meet him at seven p.m., or you will never see your sisters again.” She put the gun away and looked at her watch. “You have about forty minutes before your sisters go bye-bye.” Sandra pushed up her sunglasses. “I’m outtie.”

      “Hey, what about my purse!”

      In response, Sandra flipped me the bird, threw the SUV in reverse, and made a big arch backward, before putting it in drive and zooming off in the same cloud of dust she rode in on.

      “I’m going with you,” David said.

      “Moloch wants me alone.”

      He turned me into his arms and held me against his chest. “Promise me you won’t cross the line.”

      “I promise,” I lied. I would do my best not to cross the line, but Moloch knew my weaknesses, and they were Charlotte, Elise, and Eliza.
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      My pants were stiff and parts of my shirt stuck to my skin. It was kind of yucky, but I decided not the change before meeting Moloch. Let him see that I had bathed in the blood of his foot soldiers, so to speak. I mean, really bathing in their blood would be gross.

      I drove my car to the end of the drive, stopped short of the property’s edge and got out. The demon lord was nowhere in sight. “Moloch!” I screamed.

      A swirl of dust and black smoke appeared, gathering speed, width, and height for nearly a minute. The debris blew rocks and sticks in my direction. The demonic tornado took on a biped shape, its cyclonic arms waggling like a blow-up waving man at a used car lot. After another minute, the thing began to solidify into a Moloch-shaped golem. Next, the hard dirt cracked then dropped to the dusty drive, and the demon lord, in all his pompous splendor, stepped out of the middle of it. I half expected him to say something like, “Ta-dah.”

      He didn’t. His fiery red eyes looked as if they could burn holes into my flesh, and I trembled as I reminded myself that I was safe as long as I stayed on David’s side of the fence.

      I wiped the fine layer of accumulated silt from my face. “When did you change jobs from demon asshat to dust bunny?”

      His mouth thinned as he glared at me. His voice boomed, shaking the ground under my feet. “It’s never a good idea to taunt me, Olivia. Am I going to have to teach you that lesson over and over?”

      “Why, yes.” I crossed my arms to keep my hands still. “Yes, you are.”

      “You will not disobey me!” Spittle flew from his lips. “Get over here right now.”

      I felt a slight tug in Moloch’s direction, but nothing strong enough to actually make me take a step. I scratched my nose. The wards must have dampened Moloch’s control on me even more because the compulsion was less than a faint tickle on my free will. “Hmm, it seems you can’t control me while I’m on this side of the divide.”

      “Olivia?” He made my name a question. “I don’t think you want to try me.” He waved his hand, and a vision of three tiny rooms appeared in front of him.

      Oh, my God.

      Moloch had manifested their worst fears and locked those phobias in cells with them. Charlotte, who suffered from arachnophobia, was screaming and clawing at the walls as big, black hairy spiders poured in from the floor, crawling and jumping as they charged her. Eliza was in the fetal position, her claustrophobia in high gear because Moloch had put her in a cell the size of a small box. And poor Elise was up on her toes, back against the wall, as she stood ankle deep in the only thing that I’d ever seen her freak out about, cotton balls.

      “You’re a monster!”

      “Yes.” Moloch smiled and picked his teeth with his pinky nail. “I am. It’s about time you remember just how monstrous I can be. Those sweet Southern Belles have been surrounded by these delicious delusions since this afternoon. I told you to leave Sandra Barstow alone, and you chose to disobey me. How much longer do you think they can take being at my mercy?”

      I wanted to reach out and pluck my sisters from the horror Moloch had imposed on them, but it was impossible. “Stop it,” I cried. “You promised not the harm them.”

      “I’m not hurting them. But I certainly can’t be held responsible for your sisters’ reactions to illusions.”

      “Why? Why do you want David? Is it just to punish me?”

      Moloch kept the visions of my sisters up. His own demonic version of reality TV. “I’ll admit, the closest thing I get to joy is watching you suffer. But, frankly, you are not that important to me. No more so than a drop of water is to the ocean.”

      “Then why?”

      “Because he belongs to Afriel.”

      “The teen-angel?”

      Moloch gritted his teeth. “An appropriate description. My baby brother has been a brat since his inception.”

      “Brother?” I gaped at him.

      “Where do you think the demon lords came from, Olivia? We all have the same father as the angels. Those of us who dared to defy Him were cast out of Shamayin and sent to Gehenna. What you humans call Heaven and Hell nowadays.” He curled his lip at me. “Lucifer and his gang were the first cast out of God’s kingdom, but they were not the last. My fall can be traced back to Afriel. I told you, he’s a brat.”

      Fantastic. David and I had become pawns in a war between two brothers, a rivalry older than Cain and Abel. Moloch didn’t need David’s soul; he needed freaking family counseling.

      I held up my hands. “There has to be something else. Anything else that would satisfy you. I’ll do it. Please don’t make me choose between my sisters and the man I love.”

      “They say blood is thicker than water, Olivia. In two days we’ll find out if that’s true.” He disappeared, but he let the images of my tormented sisters hang for another few seconds before they evaporated from sight.

      The setting sun marked the sky with a crimson streak. Moloch had done it. He’d defeated me. No matter what toll I had to pay for my sins of dealing with a lord of the underworld, it would destroy me.

      But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t make the choice between them. Could I? Christ, I’d just agreed to marry David. I’d been almost happy.

      Almost.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I couldn’t bring myself to talk to anyone when I got back to the house. I passed all four men without a word, went upstairs, stripped my grimy clothes off, pulled the rubber band off my ponytail, and climbed into David’s shower. As the hot water sluiced the filth from my skin and hair, I couldn’t help but think there wasn’t enough hot water in the world to wash the grime from my soul.

      David’s hand pressed into my back. “You want company?”

      I nodded without looking at him. I didn’t want to face him just yet. He stepped into the small shower behind me and wrapped his arms around me. The sound of sobs startled me, and I realized I was crying.”

      “Sweetheart,” David murmured as he kept me from collapsing to the shower floor. “We’ll get through this. Whatever it is.”

      I turned my face into the hot spray, washing the tears away. “Until we don’t,” I finally said. Moloch had me by the short and curlies, and he damn well knew it. The only choices were unthinkable.

      David turned me in his arms, his hard flesh pressing against me. He wiped the water and wet hair from my face. His voice was gentle. The same tone he might take with a trapped animal he was trying to free. “What did he say to you, Liv? I can’t help if I don’t know.”

      “He’s torturing them.” I choked up again. “He wants you, or the torture won’t stop. He’s had them locked away with the things that terrorize them the most. Char with spiders, Elise with a tight space, and Eliza with cotton balls.”

      David’s eyes widened. “Cotton balls? They weren’t even invented until the nineteen-hundreds.”

      “That’s what makes it even worse. She’s never felt them, but she has this unnatural fear of them touching her, and now, Moloch has them all over her.”

      “I guess it’s called a phobia for a reason.” His arms encircled my back. “You know, Ennis has a thing about wrinkle nuts.”

      I took me a second to process, then I snorted. “Wrinkled nuts?”

      “Yeah.” David smiled. “He says he won’t eat nuts that have wrinkles. They give him the willies.”

      “It’s a good thing Ray and Frank don’t have that problem.”

      David laughed. I laughed. I didn’t want to, not with my sisters so afraid. “Moloch told me that he is tormenting them because I made him angry this morning at the hospital and then again when I went after Sandra. He’s doing this to them, and I can’t help them. Everything I do to save them makes it all worse.”

      David tilted my head and kissed me. “Not everything bad that happens is your fault, Liv.” He kissed me again. “Moloch is a demon. The only excuse a demon needs to do evil is for it to be a day of the week that end in Y.” He kissed me again, this time his lips lingering. “If I could take away this pain you feel, take your burdens, I would. I’d do it right now.”

      I slipped my arms over his shoulders and locked my fingers behind his neck. “Being here with you makes me happy. That happiness makes me feel guilty. How can I feel so much joy when my family is in so much danger?”

      “Our world is filled with awful, Liv. It is an intense fight for good over evil. If we don’t take the micro-doses of joy when we get them, we’ll go crazy. Or worse, become our own brand of evil. You can’t defend the light if you’re always surrounded by darkness.”

      I sagged against him, my breasts pressed against the smattering of hair on his chest. Suddenly, I was hyper-aware of his hard length pressing against my stomach. I angled my head back, my fingers winding in his hair, as I pulled his face down for another kiss. His fingers slid down my body as the water from the shower sluiced over us. He cupped my buttocks as a growl rumbled from his throat, and he lifted me, pressing my back against the tiled wall of the shower. When he entered me, I cried out with greedy desire. He moved against me, his hips thrusting as I locked my ankles behind his back and took the pleasure offered and gave it back to him. He kissed my jaw, my neck, his lips finding my breasts, one hand wrapped my waist, the other holding me so that he could tease my nipple between his teeth. The strength of my passion was packed tight inside me like a powder keg ready to blow.

      “David,” I murmured through labored pants and moans, “David, David, my David.”

      He slanted his face toward mine, his eyes locking on my gaze as he stretched me wide open with every sensuous stroke. “I love you, Liv,” he gritted out with more control than I thought imaginable. “My Olivia.” That was the match to my fuse, and the powder keg blew.

      I threw my head back, ignoring the pain of the tile smashing my skull, as ecstasy wracked my body with shuddering pleasure. David’s hips began to move with less rhythm as he quickened his thrusts until a final lunge flattened me to the wall. He held me with a vice-like grip as we sank to the shower floor.

      “That was...” he said.

      I grinned. “That was.” I don’t know how long we’d gone at it, but it had been long enough for the hot water to run out. “I think our time is up.”

      David looked at me. Then a strange expression crossed his face.

      “What is it?”

      “If Moloch has been torturing your sisters since the elevator, then how did Elise come to you at the Barstow house and Char, less than two hours ago, talked to you in the living room. Did they seem distraught?”

      I shook my head. “They didn’t. Other than their inability to stay, they seemed...okay. What do you think that means?”

      “Maybe the images he showed you were just illusions to frighten you.”

      “It worked.” The water was getting downright cold now. “Can you?” I made knob-turning gestures to David.

      He reached up and turned off the shower. “What if he doesn’t have them at all and showing you those images is one of his tricks?”

      “Maybe.” It was something to think about, anyhow. “There’s something else,” I said. “I know why Moloch wants you.”

      “Because of you.”

      “No. Because of Afriel.” I let that sink in for a second. “He and Moloch are brothers.”

      “Bullshit.”’

      I crossed my heart. My legs, straddling David akimbo, began to cramp, so I adjusted my position. As a result, since he’d never pulled completely out of me, I could feel him getting hard again. Unfortunately, I said the one thing guaranteed to make him go soft. “If Afriel is your grandfather, then I guess that makes Moloch your uncle.”

      “Christ, Olivia. How is that even possible?”

      “Well, I guess when a mommy angel and a daddy angel give birth to baby angels, and one is a total douche that gets tossed into hell—”

      “I can’t think with you wrapped around me.” He put his hand over my mouth. “Shut up and kiss me.”

      I was wrong. David did not go soft. He stayed hard. Very, very hard.
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      The next day I managed to wake up before David. I dressed and went downstairs. I followed the aroma of fresh brewed coffee and bacon into the kitchen. Frank stood at the stove over a sizzling cast iron pan.

      “Morning,” I said.

      “Morning,” Frank replied. “Just in time.” Bread popped up from the toaster. Frank gestured with the spatula. “Can you butter those?”

      “Sure.” I walked over the drainboard by the toaster and a short stack of already buttered toast. The freshly creamed butter was in a round glass dish with a lid. I looked at Frank. “Did you go milk a cow this morning?”

      He chuckled. “Nothing that extreme. David had some cream in the fridge. I just whisked it until it was butter. No big deal.” He shook his head. “Besides. Ray really loves fresh butter. It’s one of the few things that he still enjoys since he started chemotherapy.”

      My heart sank as I buttered the toast and placed two more pieces of bread into the slots. “I’m glad he has you. How bad is it?”

      “If he was younger, I’d say really good. They caught it early. But he’s not young anymore. None of us are.” He raised a brow at me. “Well, some of us aren’t young anymore.” He flipped the bacon around. “The treatments take their toll.”

      “Are Ray and Ennis awake?”

      He nodded. “Ennis has been up for hours. He thinks he’s figured out a way to trap Moloch for a few minutes to give us a little extra time to enact the plan. Ray is working on the soul transmutation spell.” He sounded irritable.

      “You can practice tasering me if it’ll make you feel better.”

      Frank chortled. “It might.”

      David came into the kitchen and wrapped himself around me from behind. He addressed Frank. “Did you hear the good news? We’re getting married.”

      “Yep,” Frank said. “Heard.”

      My heart sank again. “Today, I marry you. Tonight, I’ll nag. And tomorrow, at the end, I’ll ignore you. That way I get a full lifetime of married life experience.”

      Frank out and out guffawed. “That’s how it worked for me.”

      “You being in love with your best friend might have had something to do with the way your wife behaved,” David said.

      Frank shook his head. “You’re going to give Liv the wrong impression. You know I loved her.” He looked at me. “I never strayed, not once. Ray and I didn’t admit to our feelings until after she passed.”

      I nodded. There are other ways to hurt someone than cheating, but now was not the time for judgment or recrimination. Life was too short, a lesson I was learning quicker than I liked.

      David kissed my cheek. “Today, I’ll love you. Tonight, I will love you and cherish you. Tomorrow, I will love you, cherish you, and fight like hell to break Moloch’s hold over you.”

      I patted his cheek. “It’s a deal.” I didn’t want to think about tomorrow or the next day. I just wanted to live in the now. To be with David as if it was the beginning, not the end.

      “So, when are we having this shindig?” Frank asked. He transferred the bacon to a paper towel to drain.

      “Will you and Ray stand with us?” David asked. “Be our witnesses?”

      “That’s a dumbass question. You already know the answer is yes. You think we’re going to hide in the barn while you all exchange I do’s. Don’t be a dolt.”

      “All right,” David said, swiping his hand in Frank’s direction, and sounding a lot like a cantankerous old man. “You don’t have to be an ass about it.”

      Ray strolled into the kitchen looking much healthier than he had the day before. “Now, don’t you two mind Frank. He’s mad because I won’t make another chemo appointment.”

      Frank threw the metal spatula into the sink. It clanged as it bounced against a spoon and coffee mug. “Breakfast is ready,” he said grumpy as all get out. When Ray tried to help him transfer the bacon to the table, Frank snatched it away from him. “Just go sit down, will you?”

      Ray held up his hands in surrender and took a seat at the table. I carried the plate toast over.

      “No eggs?” asked David.

      “Are you asking for trouble?” I said as Frank’s face turned the color of freshly peeled beets. “This is great, Frank. Mmm mmm. Love me some bacon and toast.”

      Frank plopped the plate of bacon down on the center of the table. He’d already set up plates, forks, and napkins. “Someone go get Ennis. He’ll work himself stupid if you let him.” Before Ray could get up again, Frank said, “Not you.”

      “I’ll get him,” David grumbled. Then he grumbled a bunch of unintelligible stuff as he left the room.

      “I’m starting to get a clear picture of what it’s been like around here since I left.” I put a piece of toast on my plate and stacked four pieces of bacon on top. “You guys are the rural version of Grumpy Old Men.”

      Ray smiled. “With Walter Matthau. I loved that movie.”

      Frank fixed me with an intense stare. “You don’t have any idea what it’s been like, Liv. David’s not been the same since you left. The past two days, I’ve seen my friend again.” His hard eyes softened. “Thank you.”

      Ray put his hand on mine. “It really is good to have you back, Liv. You and David. No matter how long it lasts, we won’t regret it. At our age, there are very few second chances.” He leaned sideways and kissed my cheek. “Congratulations on your engagement.”
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        * * *

      

      We agreed to get married at four in the afternoon. Frank and Ray banished me to the upstairs, while Ennis kept David occupied in the basement. Personally, I thought the notion of keeping us apart was archaic, but it did allow me time to get a few of demon hunting supplies out of the back of my car. I still couldn’t believe Sandra stole my purse. Was nothing sacred anymore? She proved unequivocally, there may be honor among thieves, but that didn’t apply to minions.

      I spent the afternoon in David’s room going through of my arsenal of supplies, silver spikes, wooden stakes for vampires, though I’d only ever met one of them, and I didn’t get a chance to stab him in the heart, Solomon’s Key, or what some called a devil’s trap, diagram, charred branches from the Ficus Religiosa otherwise known as the sacred fig, much more powerful than using chalk when enacting drawing spells, Dead Sea salt, candles, sulfur, brimstone, a carton of cigarettes, and a lot of other odds and ends I’d picked up over the years. At the bottom of my bag was an old biscuit tin. The label had worn off years ago from the constant friction of traveling in a stuffed bag. It was the size of a large book. I’d bought it in 1910 at a general store, and after I ate the biscuits, which were more like cookies than real Southern biscuits, I used it for storage.

      I opened the tin, something I hadn’t done in a while, and held my breath as the first thing I saw was my mother and father’s hand-written wedding announcement on an old piece of cream-colored linen paper. Jonathan B. Madder and Olivia C. Warden. Tied to the fragile paper with a piece of lace was two plain gold bands. His and hers. I had retrieved them from the farm, along with a few pictures of my Char, Liz, and Lise dressed in frilly frocks after my sisters had died and the farm went up for auction.

      A quiet knock startled me. I looked up to see Ray standing in the door. “How are you doing?” he asked.

      “Fine.”

      “This is your wedding day, not your execution. Though Frank likes to say that weddings are much like executions.” He smiled. “Can I help you with anything?”

      “You can make sure that soul spell of yours works.” I was teasing, but not kidding.

      “I’m eighty percent confident it will work.”

      “I guess that’s better than the fifty-fifty odds you gave me yesterday.”

      “David has a mighty fine collection of occult books. I was able to parse more information that ups our odds of success. Can I come in and sit a spell?”

      “Sure,” I said feeling guilty I hadn’t offered. “Come in. I’m just going through some stuff.” I closed the lid on the tin.

      Ray sat down on the other end of the bed. He nodded to me. “What are you wearing for the wedding?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t have anything white. Too hard to get the blood stains out, even with dry cleaning.”

      “After the ruckus you and David made up here last night, I don’t think you could wear white without bursting into flames.”

      I flushed. “You all heard us?”

      “This is an old farmhouse, Liv. The vents act like echo chambers.”

      “Oh, God.” Note to self for honeymoon night: Kick everybody out of the house.

      “I’m pretty sure I heard one of you say those very words.” He sniggered. “Multiple times.”

      “You can just git if you’re going to keep razzing me.”

      “Seriously, though. What are you going to wear? We have about an hour before the ceremony, and Frank has informed me that I can nap or relax up here with you.”

      “He’s worried about you. Why are you quitting the chemo, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      Ray shrugged. “You and David. You both are making the most of the time you have left with each other. I can’t have any quality of life as long as I keep up the chemo and radiation. I just want to enjoy the time I have left. These past two days have been the most fun I’ve had in a year.”

      “I’m glad my crisis is making your life more exciting.”

      “I didn’t mean—”

      I laughed. “Now, I’m just razzing you.” Ray’s mouth and eyes relaxed, and I gave him a quick hug. “Let’s live life.” I stood up. “I’ll show you what I got in dresses, you tell me if any of them are wedding appropriate.” It made me wish Eliza was here. She was the best when it came to dressing for social and formal events.

      “Wear the lavender dress, Olivia,” Eliza said as if my wishing for her made her appear. “It compliments your pale skin tone and your periwinkle blue eyes. And wear your hair up. A wedding deserves an updo.”

      “Liz? Are you okay? Have you seen Charlotte and Elise?”

      “Enjoy your day, sister,” she said, her sweet smile fading as fast as her ghostly image. “I am with you.”

      And with that, Eliza was gone.

      “Did you just get another visit from your sister?”

      “Eliza this time.” I’d managed to see all three of them. And weirdly, during times when I needed them the most. I went to my trunk of clothes that David had brought up from the car for me before he’d gone off with Ennis. I opened it and shuffled my way through my items until I pulled out the lavender halter dress Eliza had encouraged me to wear. “My sister says this one will work for a wedding.”

      Ray nodded, “You’re gonna look pretty as a picture, Liv. David’s a lucky man.”

      Only he wasn’t. Neither of us was lucky. But he’d been right the night before. Not stealing joy when we could, would be worse than death.
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        * * *

      

      A piano rendition of Walking After Midnight preceded my walk down the stairs. Ray lent me his arm to escort me down the steps. Nervous sweat dripped down my back, making me wish I’d bathed with David’s Speed Stick. Strangely, I rarely perspired. I’d always thought it was a side of effect of my immortality, but right now, I was making up for it by the bucket full.

      I fanned myself. “Sheesh, is it warm in here?” I asked Ray.

      He patted my hand. “I think it’s you, sweetheart. Everything’s fine.”

      As we approached the lower steps, I saw the living room for the first time. All the furniture had been pushed away from the center. David, dressed in a black, ill-fitting suit, but more handsome than I thought possible, teared up as I stepped into the room. He held a bouquet of wild chicory flowers, purple rain sage, and wild bergamot, all lavender-colored flowers. I fought to breathe through the emotions burbling inside me.

      Ennis stood in front of David, and Frank finished playing the Patsy Cline song as Ray handed me off to my fiancé. I smiled. Soon, he would be my husband. “Liv, you’re beautiful.” His hazel eyes glittered with unshed tears. “Today, I am the happiest man alive.” He gave me the flowers. “I hope you don’t mind that I made this for you from wildflowers around the farm.”

      “I love them. They match my dress.”

      He took my other hand and brought it to his lips. “I’ve always loved you in lavender.”

      Had Eliza known that? Is that why she’d chosen the dress? I smiled and blinked through my own tears. I always thought I was taking care of them, but maybe they’d been taking care of me too.

      “Are you ready?” he asked me.

      “I want nothing more than to marry you right now. To be your wife.”

      We turned to Ennis as Ray and Frank took up positions on either side of us.

      “David and Olivia. We are gathered here today to celebrate the union between my best friend of seventy years and the woman he’s loved for almost as long. I know that in my lifetime I’ve seen many impossible things become possible. Miracles, if you will. But this, seeing you two together as if it were yesterday, this perhaps is the greatest miracle I will ever witness.” He grinned, then reached up with this thumb and pushed up his upper plate. “Damn dentures.”

      David, Ray, Frank, and I all laughed, easing the nervous tension in the room.

      “Do you all want to say something before we get on with this?” asked Ennis. “I mean, do you have vows you want to exchange?”

      I hadn’t prepared anything to say, but David nodded and said, “Yes, I wish to speak.”

      Gah! I gulped as he turned to face me.

      “Liv, the first time I met you, you were wearing jeans, work boots, a man’s tee-shirt, and you had a scarf holding your hair up, and all I could think was, damn, who is this woman, and how can I get her in my life? You were brash and fierce, and tougher than any man I’d ever met.” He smiled. “Present company included. When you left, a part of me left with you. And when you showed up this week,” he put his hand on his chest, “I felt that piece return. You know how after a long drought everything is shades of brown and gray and it just feels like the world is covered in dust.”

      I nodded.

      “You are the rain. You wash it all away, the gray, the dust, and make everything green again.” A tear rolled down my cheek, and David wiped it with his thumb. “There you go,” he said, his voice gentle. “Making it rain.” He held my hand tightly. “I love you, Olivia Madder, and I will never stop loving you.”

      “Until death do us part,” I said, unable to keep the bittersweet tone from my voice.

      He cupped my chin, his hazel eyes bright green now with emotion. “I already died once, sweetheart, and it didn’t stop me from loving you.”

      “David, I have been on this earth for one hundred and seventy-eight years. I have seen wars fought, dictators rise to power and fall, I’ve lived through the Depression, through assassinations, and I’ve seen just about all the evil this world has to offer.” Cripes. My vows were off to a depressing start. “But you,” I said softly, “you made me believe...Oh, Jesus.”

      Frank handed me a clean hanky he’d used as a pocket square. I dabbed my eyes then blew my nose with it and handed it back. He took it, albeit, reluctantly.

      “Thanks, Frank. Uhm, what was I...oh, yeah, you made me believe that hope existed. That it was real and tangible. Not just something poets wrote about. I could touch it. Being with you, loving you, it’s the only thing real in my life.” I shook my head. “I’m really terrible at this.” I should have just let Ennis do his thing when it was my turn. I gazed into David’s eyes, his grin infectious. “I guess, I’m saying, I don’t care if we have one day or one minute, I don’t want to spend a second of whatever time we have left without you. I love you, David Bryant Jensen, and I want to be your wife more than anything in the world or beyond.” David squeezed my hand. He was smiling so hard it made my cheeks hurt.

      “That was beautiful,” Ray said. He made a great honking sound as he blew his nose on a hanky he’d had in his pocket. “Just beautiful.”

      David and I turned back to Ennis. “We’ll skip the rings,” said Ennis.

      “No.” I cleared my throat. “I have rings.” I’d used the lace from my parents’ wedding invitation as my something old to decorate my hair. I carefully untied it and slid my parents’ rings off into my hand. “I don’t know if they’ll fit, but they belong to my momma and my poppa. Is that okay?”

      The unshed tears in David’s eyes dripped as he blinked. “Yes,” he said. “More than okay. I’d be proud to wear your father’s ring.”

      “Excellent,” Ennis said. Followed by a sniff from him, then Frank, and another nose honk from Ray.

      I giggled. Men.

      Ennis looked at David. “Place the ring on Olivia’s finger.”

      David, hands shaking, slid the gold band over my left ring finger. It was a tiny bit big, but I didn’t mind. After, Ennis nodded. “David, do you take Olivia as your lawful wedded wife?”

      “I do,” David said. “I desperately do.”

      Now I was grinning.

      “Olivia, will you place the ring on David’s finger to symbolize your eternal love?”

      I slipped Poppa’s ring on David’s right ring finger, and it fit him as if it had been made for him. He beamed at me with love and pride.

      “Olivia, do you take David as your lawful wedded husband?”

      “I do,” I said. “With the same desperation.”

      David chuckled.

      “What God has bound together, let no man separate,” Ennis said formally, then continued with, “David and Liv, I pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss now.”

      And kiss we did. Heaven’s mercy, that man curled my toes.

      I took David’s hand when we came up for air and turned to our three compadres. “It’s going to be a long night, boys. Better break out the earplugs.”

      David swooped me off my feet, and I squealed as he carried me to the stair.

      “Wait, wait,” I said.

      “What for?”

      I looked back at the three men, and yelled, “Head’s up!” as I tossed my bouquet.

      It landed on the floor between them. They all jumped away from it like it was a snake ready to strike. Spoilsports.

      As we rounded the top stair to the hall, I saw the briefest flicker of Charlotte, Elise, and Eliza, but it was too fast to know if it was real or a trick of my imagination. Tomorrow would be for them, but tonight was for David and me, and I wouldn’t cheat him of our last night together with any amount of sorrow.

      “Take me to bed, my husband,” I told David.

      “It’s my pleasure, my wife,” he replied.
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      I lost track of how many times we made love, but when the grandfather clock downstairs starting to ring at midnight, I felt something inside me break.

      Searing pain wracked my entire body, and I screamed.

      “Liv!” David shouted. “Damn it, Liv! What’s happening? What’s wrong?”

      “It hurts,” I cried as incredible terror ripped through me, twining with the agony that vibrated in every nerve ending. “It hurts like nothing I’ve ever felt before.”

      “Crap, Liv, you’ve got bruises all over your body.”

      “Moloch.”

      “No,” said David. “You still have time. We have a day left!”

      The plan had been for everyone to be in the same room when my deal officially broke—and the second I died, Ray would enact the spell to capture my soul. But apparently, we’d misinterpreted the timeframe. “My deal is officially done,” I huffed. The breath whooshed from my chest as a punching pain hit me in the gut. “I think I’m getting my ass kicked by time.”

      David threw on his underwear, wrapped me in a quilt, and scooped me up. Him carrying me downstairs while I was shrieking in pain wasn’t nearly as romantic as when he carried me up. Ray was right about the vents being echo chambers because all the guys were stumbling out into the hallway as David yelled, “It’s go time!”

      “What?” yelled Ennis. “Now?”

      “You wanna wait until she’s dead?” asked Frank. “Ray, come on.”

      David took me down into the basement and lowered me to the floor. My blurry near vision made it impossible to make out all the details, but I was pretty sure David had set me on a devil’s trap. I hoped it was a backup plan because there was no way this thing would hold Moloch. He was too powerful for the weak mojo.

      David got into the circle with me. He held me in his arms, rocking me, telling me to hold on.

      My hair was silver now, and I could feel my muscles going slack beneath my skin. I tried to laugh, but it came out like an old crone’s cackle. “I’ve always wanted to grow old with you.”

      “Don’t talk, sweetheart. Save your strength.” He threw his head back and bellowed, “Hurry!”

      I heard Frank’s voice. “We’re ready.”

      The pain began to recede, and it was replaced by a weightless numbness creeping over me.

      “Stay with me, Liv,” David said. “Just a little bit longer. Fight. You have to fight.”

      I tried to find the inner strength to pull on, but it just wasn’t there. “I want to,” I rasped. “Trying.”

      “Where’s the stone?” Ray asked. “I need it for the spell.”

      David easily slid his family ring from my thumb. “Here,” he said.

      Ray mumbled an incantation over the ring and handed it back to David. “Put it on her again. She’ll need to be in contact with it for the soul transmutation to work.”

      When David placed the ring back on me, the silver felt heated and my thumb pulsed under the stone’s placement. He pressed his cheek against my face, his tears wetting my parched skin.

      Ennis broke the silence in the room. “You have to let the shields down, David. It’s time.”

      David dipped his head and kissed me so gently as if I would break under the pressure of his lips. “I love you, Olivia.”

      “I love you,” I said. Damn it, I would fight. I would do whatever it took to stay. I forced myself to sit up, still cradled in David’s arms. “Do it,” I said. “Open the door to Moloch.”

      David reached his hand back, and I could see the shape of a blade in Ennis’s hand. He swiped it across David’s palm.

      “Gebedon Hidbyr Salan,” David said then slammed his hand down on the floor.

      Within seconds, Moloch arrived to claim his bounty. He ignored the men in the room, including the one holding me. “My dear, Olivia. I could have told you that breaking your deal would not be pleasant. Aging is an awful process, or so I’ve heard. I’m certain your friends could attest to the negative aspects of growing old.”

      “It’s better than the alternative,” Frank said.

      Moloch held up his hand. “Silence!”

      When Frank opened his mouth again to speak, nothing came out. Crap! I hoped Ray didn’t get any bright ideas. He was the spell guy and needed a voice.

      “You talk too much, demon. Just take me to Hell,” I told Moloch. “I’d rather roast in fiery pits than listen to your arrogant mouth one more second.”

      Moloch’s gaze slid down his nose at me. “Don’t worry, you will be going any minute. I had to take care of accommodations for your sisters first. I promise, after today you will never have to listen to my voice ever again.”

      “Now, Ennis,” Ray said.

      No, I thought. David is holding me. “You have to go. I don’t want you to die.”

      “I’m not letting you go,” he said in my ear. Louder, he said, “Do it now, Ennis.”

      Ennis threw the unholy lock at Moloch’s feet. A blinding white light shot up from the floor and surrounded the demon lord. He roared as he fought against the imprisonment.

      Hurry, Ray. Please hurry. The lock wouldn’t hold him but a few seconds, and I didn’t know if I could hold on longer than that.

      Ray’s voice rose above Moloch’s angry shouts. “Custodiat animam tuam in custodia tenebantur egredi iste lapis dabo sanctificationem in vasis scutum tuo malum.”

      I felt a tug inside me, but I didn’t know whether it was Moloch or the stone.

      And then everything went utterly dark.

      For what seemed an eternity, I floated in pitch-black nothingness until I thought I would lose my mind. I raged against the cold darkness, but when there is nothing, nothing is heard. I prayed for someone, anyone to find me, to lead me from the inky blackness of the emptiness of death.

      “Sister,” I heard Charlotte say. “Find David. Go to his voice.” Then she was gone too.

      David. David. Where are you? I don’t want to be alone. Not anymore. David. My husband. David.

      “Come back to me, sweetheart,” I heard him say, “Come back.”

      Pressure on my chest was the first thing I felt. One, two, three, four, five. Then air forced into my lungs, then again. Then pressure again, one, two, three, four, five. Ka-clunk. My heart began to beat. I blinked, my world full of color again, full of life. And no more Moloch.

      Only... Why did I hear his laugh?

      “Fools!” Moloch said gleefully. “You mortals are such fools.”

      “It...didn’t...work...” I grated the words out, but each one cost me. “Let...me...go.”

      “No!” David said. “We’ll do it again. We’ll make this work.”

      “It won’t work,” said Moloch. “The stone will only hold one soul, and our dear Olivia has two souls inside her. Hers and that of the child forming in her shriveling womb.” He rubbed his fingertips together. “Dear, dear, Olivia. All I have to do is wait for you to die and then I’ll get two souls for the price of one.” He laughed again. “Make that five souls because your sisters are mine, too.”

      “Minions can’t procreate,” I whispered.

      “With humans,” he said. “David is part angel.” He tested the light surrounding him again. “This trap is very good. When Olivia dies, and I am free from this place, I will hunt down each and every one of you and send you to your graves. In pieces.”

      “You’re going to have our baby,” said David. His hands covered my stomach, and I pressed my palms against his reverent embrace.

      “We can’t let that asshole have our child,” I said. Fury surged, and I yelled, “Moloch! You can’t take a soul without a bargain.”

      “You’re my minion, and all that you are belongs to me, including the babe within. You’ve done this, Olivia.” Flames licked from his eyes. “This mess is of your making, and I will remind you of that for eternity.”

      “Take my soul,” said David. “For hers and my child. And Liv’s sisters.”

      “You think you are worth more than all of them?” asked Moloch, smirking. “I wanted you because you are Afriel’s. But you’ve given something better. A new soul—an unborn innocent that is also Anunnaki.”

      The words of the Shedim came back to me. Malam en arca. Evil in a box. Fur domum meam. Soul thief. Ignis spiritus vitae. Bringer of life. Signum vitae. Miracle life.

      My miracle. I wouldn’t let Moloch take my son or daughter.

      A son, a voice whispered in my head. Stand, Olivia. And I shall stand with thee.

      I don’t know where the strength came, but I shoved myself from David’s arms and forced myself to my feet.

      “I am the bringer of life,” I said, my voice strong. “I hold the miracle.”

      The prison of light imploded and left the demon lord free of the spell’s binding. “You do not command me, Minion!” Moloch reached out to grab me, and I let him. He pulled me close enough for his hot breath to sear my face. “I am your master.”

      “Not anymore.” I raised my right hand, the one that bore the ring and smashed it into his perfect cheek. “You’re right. There’s only room for one soul in this stone, and it’s going to be yours.” I recited the words of Ray’s spell, and Moloch fought to move my hand, but whatever had given me the strength to rise, gave me the strength to keep the philosopher’s stone pressed against his flesh. “Custodiat animam tuam in custodia tenebantur egredi iste lapis dabo sanctificationem in vasis scutum tuo malum.”

      I said it again.

      And again.

      Ray and Ennis joined my chant. Then David.

      Words that weren’t my own poured from my lips as a vortex of magic and energy swirled around me. “David is mine, brother. The child is mine. Both Nephilim, both of my blood. You shall not have them. And when the child’s blood mingles with Olivia’s, she shall be mine as well. You are lost, brother. You are defeated.”

      “Afriel!” Moloch roared. “I shall—” before he could finish the threat, he choked, his eyes going wide. The ring on my thumb turned bright orange, its molten heat sinking into Moloch’s flesh and searing my skin.

      Moloch’s eyes rolled back in his head, and his body rose about six inches above the floor. Black flames burst from his chest and consumed his body, and a moment later, he collapsed into a thick column of brimstone-scented smoke. The smoke twirled into the philosopher’s stone, which turned from bright orange to demonic black.

      I threw the ring to the floor and stumbled away.

      “Wow,” I said. “Banishing a demon lord is way more exciting than getting rid of lesser demons.”

      David caught me in an embrace as Afriel’s spirit left me. “I’ve got you,” he said. “I’ve got you.”

      My wildly tangled hair was brown again, and my muscles were hard and battle ready. I pressed my palms against his cheeks. “We did it,” I said.

      Frank, Ray, and Ennis were all giving each other congratulatory slaps on the backs and handshakes.

      David shook his head at me, his eyes wide with relief. “No, you did it.”

      A voice, clearly annoyed, said, “No, I did it.” The angel Afriel, in designer jeans, a muscle-tee, and a gold pair of Nikes, stood in the middle of the basement next to the unholy lock. He picked it up and looked it over. “Smart using your blood to activate the lock, David.”

      “It was a guess. Having Olivia’s as the catalyst worked somewhat because of her tie to him, but once she told me he was your brother, Ennis thought my blood, as kin, would make it even harder to break,” David said. “He was right.”

      I gave him a sideways glance. “So, it’s not likely to be duplicated.”

      David shook his head. “Not likely. Unless we can find more humans related to demons.” He gave Afriel a hopeful look.

      The teen-angel shook his head. “I’m not in charge of the family tree. Getting rid of Moloch was my only goal. For the rest, you’re on your own.”

      I placed my hands on my stomach. “How can I be pregnant?”

      Afriel smiled. “I warned David not to have sex with you.”

      I groaned. “And he fell for the oldest play in the book. Reverse psychology.”

      “I think he would have slept with you whatever I said.” Afriel winked.

      “It’s true,” David said, smiling.

      “Why is Liv still alive? And young?” asked Ennis. “She broke her deal with Moloch.” He cast me an apologetic look. “No offense, Liv. But none of it makes sense.”

      “She’s pregnant with an Anunnaki baby,” said Afriel. “And that has some perks.”

      “But—“

      Frank elbowed his friend. “Shut up, you idiot.”

      “What about my sisters?”

      “They are free of Moloch. Anyone who had a deal with my brother is now free. Moloch broke the accords by trying steal my grandson’s soul. No one will care that he has been trapped for good.”

      My gut clenched. “So…they went to heaven.” I had wanted to say goodbye to them, to tell them I loved them dearly. I looked at David and took his hand. “How long does David have left?”

      “Your sisters are saved,” Afriel said. “And that means our deal is complete. But he has too much filth on his soul from your extensive sessions of copulation for a trip to heaven right now. I will have to wait until it fades first.”

      “How long will that take?” David asked, his arms tightening around my waist.

      Afriel looked grim. “Oh, I don’t know, sixty, maybe seventy years.” A slow grin replaced his frown. “Long enough for you two to raise a family and grow old together.”

      I am a strong woman. I have killed many, many demons. I am a bad ass demon lord banisher. And I cried happy tears like a freaking toddler.

      I had everything I’d never allowed myself to dream for. A husband, a baby on the way, and my sisters safely in Heaven and forever out of Moloch’s grasp. The only thing that would have made this moment sweeter would have been the chance to say goodbye to my siblings.

      And as if summoned, Charlotte, Elise, and Eliza came running down the stairs into the basement, and all three were twittering like debutantes at their debut balls.

      “You’re okay! Both of you are okay,” said Charlotte.

      My three sisters flung their arms around David and I. They felt remarkably solid.

      Eliza exclaimed in dramatic fashion, “We landed in Sanctum. I had to drive a car to get here!”

      Char rolled her eyes. “I hotwired it for her. I deeply regret my action. Eliza took out three mailboxes, a trash can, and almost ran over a dog who had tried to cross the road.”

      “I think I did real good for my first time,” she pouted.

      “Your sisters are driving cars now?”

      “Can you hear them?” I asked David.

      “Hear them and see them,” he said, his voice muffled by chiffon. “They’re suffocating me with their dresses.”

      The three of them stepped back, and all began talking at once. “I saved you,” Charlotte said. “And Eliza, and Elise.”

      Eliza stamped her foot. “You did not! I saved us.”

      I narrowed my gaze at Elise. “Why are you so quiet? Did you save us, too?”

      “No,” she said, looking guilty. “I made friends with a sick zombie stuck between with us.”

      “Aren’t all zombies sick?” I asked.

      “He was disgusting,” Eliza said. “Pus-filled sores oozing all over the place. Yuck.”

      “Enough.” Charlotte huffed. “I am the one that got us out of there. You see, there was this demon lord, Kobal...”

      Afriel groaned. “Not him.”

      My mind raced as I searched my memories for any information about Kobal. “What? Why? Who is he?”

      “He is the Loki of the underworld. A prankster. He likes to bill himself as the Entertainment Director for Hell. That guy was completely insufferable as an angel.”

      “That’s him,” Charlotte said. “He promised to free you and the twins if I made a deal with him.”

      “Please tell me you’re kidding, Char.”

      She crossed her arms. “I am not. You aren’t the only one who can make sacrifices for this family.”

      “Because my deal turned out so well,” I said. I looked at Afriel. “Related?” I asked hopefully. We still had the lock, and I would search the ends of the earth for another philosopher’s stone.

      “Nope. Just a jerk.” Afriel wrinkled his nose with disdain as he looked at Char. “What did he promise you in return for being his minion?”

      “To free Olivia from Moloch and save Eliza and Elise from eternal damnation.”

      “Damn it,” I told my sister. “I freed myself.” Afriel, Ray, Frank, Ennis, and David all looked at me. “With a lot of help,” I added quickly. “In other words, you would have been free, too, the moment we trapped Moloch.”

      Afriel nodded. “It’s true. You could have taken your place in your heavenly reward.” He raised a brow. “What were Kobal’s exact words to you?”

      “He said, I swear Olivia, Eliza, and Elise will be free of Moloch.”

      “And, once again, the trickster tricks. He didn’t say he would free your sisters, only that they would be free, so he got himself a minion without doing any of the work.”

      “Oh, Char. Didn’t you learn anything from my time as a minion?”

      “I learned I wasn’t going to bargain for souls.” She preened. “Kobal said I would be his detective—tracking down certain people who might want to make bargains and gather a little bit of information about them. But that’s it. I don’t make the deals.”

      My heart turned over in my chest. “Was it the spiders? I know they were big and hairy and you’ve been petrified since we watched that awful movie.”

      “What are you talking about?” interrupted Charlotte.

      I turned to Eliza. “Were you forced into a fetal position because he trapped you in a tiny box?”

      “No,” said Elise. She patted my arm. “Are you all right, sister?”

      “I’m great.” I looked at Elise. “Well, you were obviously petrified over the room full of cotton balls, right?”

      “That does sound horrifying, but, no, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

      “All illusion,” Afriel said.

      “If they weren’t locked away, how did Moloch keep them away from me?”

      “He is...was,” Afriel amended, “a powerful demon lord. He couldn’t actually do anything harmful to souls that aren’t his, but he could have had them parked in Limbo to keep you separated. Your dalliances with David freed you a little from his influence. That made it easier for your sisters to occasionally escape when you really needed them.”

      “That place was so boring,” Eliza said. “I wish you had needed us more often.”

      Well, poop. I shared a look with David. “You were right,” I said. “Moloch was just messing with me.” The whole time I believed my sisters were being tormented, they were fine. I wanted to take Moloch out of the stone so I could punch him in the nuts, and then put him back in again.

      “All right, Eliza,” I said. “Who did you make a deal with?”

      “A big black three-horned goat demon named Leonard.”

      I shook my head. “That can’t be a real thing.”

      “I’m afraid so,” Afriel said.

      “He told me he was the cupid of the demons.” She gave me a chagrinned smile. “All I have to do is a little matchmaking. No biggie.”

      “Leonard undersold himself. He’s made quite a name for himself as the party king of Hell. I hear his orgies are legendary. Not that I would know. Also, he is the reason werewolves exist.”

      “This keeps getting better and better.” I stared at Eliza. “What did he promise you?”

      “That you, Charlotte, and Elise would be free of Moloch.” She lifted her chin and sent Charlotte a superior look. “And that my sisters would have the lives they missed out on. That’s why we’re not ghosts anymore, and you’re not dead, Liv.”

      “Uh, Eliza,” said Afriel. “That’s not exactly—“

      I put my hand on the angel’s shoulder. “Don’t bother.”

      Christ on a cracker with cheese. I’d just gotten out of the biggest, hottest frying pan in the world, and my sisters had piggybacked over each other to jump right back inside it.

      Oh, Hell.
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      One year later...

      “I’m back,” Elise said, as she strode into the house holding a document in her hand and waving it around. The screen door swooshed closed behind her. “I’m in!” She grinned at me as I sat on the couch, my son Johnny, swaddled in my arms.

      Johnny was two and half months old now, and while the delivery had been its own version of Hell, he had been worth every second of every bad thing I’d ever experienced in my life. Being his mom, promising to love him and protect him, this had been the greatest bargain of my life.

      I glanced up at my sister. It had taken me a few months to get used to all three of them wearing modern clothes. They all had their own distinct sense of style. Elise wore a fitted jumpsuit with a pair of blue jean heels.

      “That’s great news.” I’d used my contacts to get her, Eliza, and Charlotte birth certificates, social security numbers, and high school diplomas. The last one, Elise had specifically requested. “You’re an official college student. I’m so proud of you.”

      “Mineral Area College is a great place to get my toes wet,” she said. “Plus, it’s close by. I’m not quite ready to venture out on my own.”

      David came out of the kitchen, wiping his hands on a dishrag. I adored a man who cooked and cleaned. “Elise, you are welcome to stay with us as long as you want.”

      “Thanks, David,” she said. “If I become a doctor—”

      “When,” I corrected. I leaned down and sniffed Johnny’s head. I couldn’t get enough of new baby smell.

      “When,” she agreed. “Is Eliza back yet?”

      “Not yet.” Our youngest sister had been sent on a mission to Springfield. She was cryptic about the details, but I wasn’t worried. Working for Leonard had, so far, been the complete opposite of my minion work for Moloch. Not that her matchmaking was hearts and flowers. Leonard was a demon, after all.

      David sat down beside me on the couch. He put his arm around me, and I snuggled in. It was easy to forget my past sometimes since my present life was beyond spectacular. But two of my sisters were still tied to demons, and that was unacceptable. David and the PSPR boys had already been researching ways to break their bargains. I just hoped it didn’t take another 150 years.

      “What about Charlotte?” asked Elise.

      “What about me?” Char said, wearing a peach flouncy skirt and heels to match. She walked into the living room with Ennis on her tail. They’d been working in the basement all morning, and she was holding a pair of lady’s western boots. She and Ennis looked mighty pleased with themselves. “The soles are a little thick but check these out.” She punched the heel of the boot three times, and a pointy rod shot out from the tip. She and Ennis fist bumped. Charlotte was learning modern ways quickly.

      “I don’t want you chasing down demons, Char.”

      “Well, you don’t get to tell me what to do anymore, Liv,” she replied. “It’s cool, though, right?”

      “Awesome,” I said sourly.

      “They’ll be nice to have in Branson.” She punched the heel three times, and the rod retracted. “Kobal is sending me there to track down a musician. Some guitar player.”

      My heartbeat tripled as it always did when Charlotte or Eliza was sent to do minion work. “Be careful.”

      “I will.” She made a cross over her chest with her finger. “Cross my heart.”

      “I got to go,” Ennis said. “I have some errands I need to run.”

      “You staying for supper, Ennis?” David enquired. “Frank and Ray are coming over.”

      My heart sped up again but this time with happiness. Ray had decided to do his last three chemo treatments after everything that went down. He said he wanted to stick around to see what happened next. Yesterday, the doctor told him he was in remission.

      “You betcha,” Ennis said. “I will be here.”

      Johnny made a small noise that roused my attention. “I think someone’s getting hungry.” I sniffed as a poo smell crept up from his britches. “Or needs a diaper change.”

      “I’m out,” said Char.

      Elise’s eyes widened. “I’m coming with you.”

      Ennis was already out the door, without a glance back.

      “Well, crap.”

      “Damn, sweetheart, our boy smells like he’s got the devil in him.”

      I plugged my nose. “Or a really stinky angel.” I handed David our son. “Your turn.”

      David laughed. “I would change all the poopy diapers in the world if it means I get to hold you every day for the rest of our lives.”

      I tilted my head back, and David kissed me. After, I blinked up at him, my heart bursting with the depth of my love. I caressed his face. “You got yourself a deal.”

      
        
        -The End-
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      What happens when you make a bargain with a demon to be his lawful minion? You join the family business to keep yourself out of Hell, of course!

      Ex-ghost, Charlotte Madder, and her sisters can't catch a break when it comes to their demon-sized problems. Charlotte's made a deal with an egomaniacal demon lord named Kobal, the self-proclaimed Entertainment Director for Hell, and he is always on the lookout for talented souls. When Kobal calls on Charlotte to do his bidding, she can't say no. Literally.

      Charlotte, in her new flesh and blood body, tracks Kobal's target, Aloysius the Magnificent, a magician, to Branson, Missouri. On her mission, she meets sexy-hunka-hunka Jared Jackson—a man with deep, soul-binding ties to Aloysius, and their attraction is immediate. But she soon discovers that in order to do Kobal's bidding, it might mean sending this new man in her life straight to Hell. Charlotte is torn between two masters—her demon boss and her heart.

      Charlotte and Jared's attraction intensifies as they fight a common enemy while trying to keep Charlotte out of jail. Treacherous lesser demons, a wily old magician, and a double-dealing soul stealing demon lord are about to learn Hell hath no fury like a Madder than Hell sister!

      
        
        Chapter One

      

      

      Orange, in my estimation, is not the new black. It is a color that sallows pink skin tones and gives someone like me the appearance of being sickly. Which is how I currently felt as I grudgingly dialed the touch-tone phone in the sterile blue room. And wishing I’d just done the job Kobal, a demon lord, had sent me to do.

      You see, I am beholden to Kobal for one hundred years because of a deal I'd made a year ago under the most dire of circumstances. He wasn’t nearly as frightening as the demon lord my sister Olivia had made a deal with back in 1868 after Poppa died and left her to take care of me and our two younger sisters, Eliza and Elise. The other landowners and the bank made it impossible for four women during the post-civil war south to run a farm. It was then that Olivia, in her own act of desperation, had made a deal with this wretched demon named Moloch.

      I’d been isolated by that horrible Moloch in Purgatory when he was trying to manipulate Olivia last year. But then Lord Kobal appeared in a shower of gold streamers and red balloons looking every inch the ringmaster. In my closest estimation, he reminded me of the fella from the movie The Greatest Show On Earth, all top hat and coattails, a real showman. He told me Olivia could be freed from her demonic contract and my other sisters could become living, breathing mortals.

      All I had to do was track down folks who'd made soul-bargains with Kobal, you know the kind where a person gets talent or wealth or love, and at the end of their life, they get a starring role in Kobal's three ring circus. I couldn’t think of a darn reason to say no. I mean, other than the obvious, you know, soul-related reasons, but I’d been flitting in and out of Olivia’s exciting life for one hundred and fifty years, and the deal gave me the chance to save her life. In truth, though, I think a part of me selfishly wanted to do some living in the real world.

      “Such an exciting life,” I muttered as I dialed Olivia’s phone number.  There were two rings before I heard an automated voice say, “You have a call from inmate…”

      “Charlotte Madder,” I said in the space provided.

      “…at the Taney County Jail. Do you accept the charges?”

      “Christ almighty!” I heard Olivia, my eldest sister, exclaim. “Yes.”

      “Do you accept the charges?” the voice asked again.

      “Yes,” Liv said emphatically. “I accept.”

      “Hold while you are connected.”

      After three short clicks and a second of static, I took a calming breath, and said, “Olivia, are you there?”

      “I declare, Charlotte. How in tarnation did you end up in jail?”

      Well, I’d certainly shocked my older sister. Liv only went full-on Southern when her emotions got the better of her. I swallowed the cold lump in my throat as I tried not to cry. “Assault. I’m pretty sure I’m going to need a lawyer and bail money.”
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        * * *

      

      Three hours and some change earlier, before all Hell broke loose…

      “Oh, God. I have died and gone to Heaven.” Not literally, of course. I hadn’t even gone to Heaven the first time I died, but Vaskin’s Deli on Gretna Road in Branson, Missouri felt pretty darn close to what I imagined it might be like. I took another huge bite of a giant gyro, the lamb and beef, combined with creamy tzatziki infused with bright cucumber, and all those veggies inside a grilled pita bread exploded my taste buds. “Yu—urmm-ie,” I said while chewing and drooling over my plate of food all at the same time.

      At eight-forty, it was dark out, and with twenty minutes until close, the dining room only had three empty tables, a testimony to the excellent food. I liked the daylight, but the night was when I really let loose—on some demonic heinie, that is. I’d put my very first mission for Kobal on hold so I could track down one of Moloch’s foot soldiers who had made it onto my sister Liv’s radar. Olivia might have trapped her treacherous demon lord away where he couldn’t hurt us anymore, but his lesser demons, without a master to keep them in check, were still riding around in human meat suits creating havoc for the humans. We Madder sisters felt a keen responsibility clean up the ghastly mess.

      Besides, I figured Kobal could wait one more day for me to track down his man, after all, he’d been waiting since he’d made the deal with the magician in 1965. Unlike the demon currently residing in Roger Willis, who needed to be banished right now. Willis owned the restaurant two buildings down from Vasken’s, and according to his sister-in-law’s post on the forum DemonsAreAmongUs.com, Roger’s entire personality had changed after he suffered a heart attack two years before. He’d been technically dead for more than fifteen minutes before doctors revived him.

      I had bad news for his family. Roger had died, sure enough. And a demon had stepped inside his cooling corpse. The sister-in-law’s post had talked about Roger’s cruelty to her sister and nieces, especially in the last year. On Moloch’s leash, ol’ Roger had been different, but not a complete rogue. Off the leash? He’d turned batshit awful. This was one of many posts that compounded Olivia’s guilt about Moloch’s lesser demons running amok. And I would do anything to help my sister rid the earth of demon scum.

      In-between trying to track down the decrepit magician, a task that had turned up absolutely nothing for me, I’d also done a little investigating of Roger Willis. Willis’s restaurant closed at eight every evening but Sundays when it was closed for the day, and believe me, the irony of him operating a family restaurant and pretending to be a good Christian by closing on Sundays while terrorizing his own family wasn’t lost on me. He was a creature of habit, though, which made my job a little easier. He spent about an hour every evening doing paperwork, supervising clean up, or whatnot, and then he would leave five minutes after nine. That gave me a few minutes to enjoy my meal until it was time to take him down.

      I took another juicy bite. Lord have mercy, you can never understand how good real food tastes until you’ve been a ghost forever and a day.

      I stopped mid-chew when a large, masculine hand holding a napkin interrupted my mini-vacation to food paradise. I glanced up and tried hard to swallow the massive amount of food still in my mouth.

      “You got a little sauce on your chin,” a man with pale blue eyes, short dark hair, and bone structure that would have given Da Vinci a new model for his golden ratio of beauty.

      I finished swallowing the huge bite, then delicately took my right index finger, and in a very lady-like gesture, I swiped up my chin, capturing the offending glob of tzatziki and pushed it right into my mouth. I smiled at the man. “Too good to waste.”

      He grinned. “Fair enough.” The guy set the napkin down on the table. It was summer, and he wore a short-sleeved tee-shirt, Royals’ blue—you know, like the Kansas City Royals—and the thing fit snugger than a pair of Spanx and showed off his broad chest and muscular arms. He cocked his head sideways. “Where you from? Arkansas?”

      “Georgia.” By way of Limbo. I picked nervously at a lacy, decorative seam in my pale pink skirt. “I haven’t been home in a long while, though.” My accent wasn’t as strong as it used to be, but I hadn’t been able to master a Midwest accent like my sister Liv.

      “I’m an Okie, myself.” When I gave him a blank stare, he added, “From Oklahoma, just outside of Tulsa.” He sat in the empty table next to mine. “What’s good here?”

      “The food,” I said, and waved the last bite of my gyro at him before I finished it off.

      He grinned. “What are you eating?”

      “Vasken’s Famous Gyro.” It was the first thing on the menu, and one of the best things I’d ever tasted. When I was growing up, there wasn’t any such thing as Mediterranean food around our parts. Of course, that had been in the mid-1860s, and there weren’t restaurants on every corner. I hated to say it, but the variety of delicious foods available nowadays had been the greatest pleasure of being alive again.

      After a few minutes of him sitting there across from me at the nearby table and me finishing my roasted garlic hummus and fried pita wedges, I wiped my mouth with the napkin he’d provided and leaned forward. “You know you have to order at the counter, right? And you best hurry, the place closes shortly.”

      “I know,” he said. “I’ve already had dinner, but I enjoyed the view too much to leave.” His gaze made it clear I was the view in question.

      My cheeks warmed at the compliment. “You got some kind of food fetish?” I’d read about people who like to watch other people eat in one of my sister Eliza’s magazines. That girl was crazy for popular culture.

      “Nope.” His eyes crinkled at the corners when he grinned, and it made my heart beat a might faster. “Just an appreciation for real beauty.”

      Now my heart hammered in my chest. I’d had a few men make passes at me since I got my body back, but none that made me fantasize about settling down and having babies. “Uhm, thanks.”

      The guy stood up, his chair squeaking as it slid back from him. “I’m Jared Jackson,” he said. “What’s your name?”

      I debated whether to tell him or not, but there didn’t seem any harm in it. “I’m Charlotte.” I picked my purse up from the seat next to mine. “Charlotte Madder.”

      “Tourist or transplanted townie?” Jared asked.

      “Neither. Business.” And by business, I mean the business of tracking down talented entertainers for the demon lord Kobal who owned my butt. Except in the case of Roger Willis and ilk. Those unseemly characters got a one-way invite to Hell. “You?”

      “I moved here about a year ago.”

      I settled my purse onto my shoulder. “Cool.”  Jared was fun to look at, but I was on a mission of demonic proportions, and I didn’t need any mortal distractions. “I best be getting on. It was nice to meet you, Jared.”

      “Have you ever played mini-golf?” Jared asked abruptly.

      It was an odd question. “No, I never have.” Another thing invented well after my time.

      “How about you meet me for mini-golf tomorrow night?” He flashed a charming smile.

      I know that modern-day people think the South was all like that Gone with the Wind movie, but let me tell you something. It wasn’t. A woman in the 1860s had less rights than your pet dog. But we had protocols for courting. You never, ever, went out alone with a caller. I swear my Poppa would just die if he got a look at that Tinder app. “I don’t even know you.”

      “That’s the point of mini-golf. It’s a nice slow game in a family friendly place where we can get to know each other.” He shrugged. “And if you don’t have fun or you feel uncomfortable at any time, you can always leave.”

      I pressed my hand to my chest. “Why, I don’t know...” I needed to stay focused. Besides, I worked in an extremely dangerous business, especially for humans. In other words, even if I wanted to, dating a guy while I was on a mission would be dangerous for him and dumb as dirt for me.

      Jared produced a rectangle piece of paper from seemingly nowhere. It was a business card for a place called The Tin Roof Revelry. There was an address and a website, and it boasted being Branson’s number one variety show. He flipped it over, and a handwritten number was scrawled on the back. “That’s my cell phone number. Text me if you change your mind.”

      I girded my loins, because frankly, that traitorous part of my body needed some major girding, and took the card. “I’ll let you know.”

      Buy “Devil On A Hot Tin Roof” at your favorite eTailers now!

      One-Click Here!
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