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Chapter 1
“Send me back, jackass,” I growled, glaring at Vassago. I could hardly believe the demon had trapped me in his interdimensional game room the moment I’d succeeded in rescuing my family. I mean, Jesus tap-dancing Christ, I’d fought my way through werewolves, vampires, and killed a demonic king of Hell to rescue my sister and her nephew. I was running on fumes as it was, and now, just when I had them in my sights, he picked now to call in his favor? Seriously? He couldn’t have given me even five minutes with my sister and nephew? What bullshit.
“I will gladly send you home if you beat me,” Vassago said, gesturing toward the dartboard on the wall. “Play me for it? Double or nothing? What do you say?” His lilting voice had a hungry, interested edge as he licked his lips and eyed me up and down in a way that made me feel like a piece of meat on a butcher’s counter.
I glared at the demon and gritted my teeth. Part of me wanted to play him. I’d won the last time we’d played at darts, but I wasn’t sure if I could do it again. I doubted he’d fall for the same trick he had last time, and I didn’t want to be further indebted to the slime ball. Besides, I had no idea what he wanted me to do. Maybe it was something simple. For all I knew, I’d be back with my family by dinner. Yeah, and monkeys might fly out of my butt.
“Maybe another time,” I replied, waving his offer away with my black as pitch arm. My crimson tattoos glinted in the sterile light of his bar as a satisfied smile spread across the demon’s face.
“Pity, I was hoping to get more use out of you, Mac Brennan,” Vassago said, looking more pleased than a cat with cream. “Well, there’s always time for that. Maybe you’ll find you don’t want this to be a one-night stand after all.”
I had half a mind to grab my revolver out of my belt and put a bullet in his forehead just for the fun of it, but unfortunately, the gun was out of bullets. Instead, I turned on my heel and made my way behind his stocked bar.
Without bothering to ask his permission, I grabbed the most expensive thing I could find, a bottle of Dalmore 64 Trinitas, off of his shelf. I was partially surprised he had the whiskey since only three bottles had ever been made, and the last one had sold for over one-hundred-sixty-thousand dollars. Then again, he was a Prince of Hell. Knowing him, he’d gotten it to mix with Coke just to show he could. After all, what was money to a demon?
“You know how to pick ‘em,” Vassago said in his syrupy sweet drawl while sidling up beside me. He jerked the bottle from my grip with one hand and set it lightly on the counter in front of us. He pulled two glasses down off the shelf and plunked a huge chunk of ice in one. He opened the Trinitas and filled both glasses with three fingers worth. “You seem like the type who would like it neat.” He slid the iceless drink to me. “Enjoy.”
“Thanks,” I said, not even able to fathom how lucky I was to be holding a glass of Trinitas. I mean I still hated Vassago from the core of my black heart for stealing me away from my moment of triumph, but at the same time, I’d only heard about this whiskey in hushed whispers. I never in a million years thought I’d be able to drink it.
I wasn’t sure what his play was, but giving me thirty thousand dollars’ worth of whiskey was a pretty good way of calming me down after stealing me away, especially since my family was safe. Still, there had to be better ways to say “I’d like a minute of your time.”
“I was never really a fan of whiskey.” He swirled his glass for a moment and took a tentative sip. He made a face like someone had poisoned him. He shook his head and pushed the glass aside like he was content to let the ice melt until the perfect amber liquid turned into undrinkable sludge. “Or really anything that comes out of a wooden barrel. It just doesn’t do it for me.” He shrugged and reached into the fridge under the bar. He pulled out a forty ounce Mickey, popped the top, and took a huge swig. “That’s right, I own a bottle of Trinitas, and I still drink Mickey Four O’s.”
“Whatever floats your boat,” I said, understanding why he was a demon. Only a creature from the depths of Hell would trade a glass of Trinitas for a forty of Mickeys.
“Glad you’re not one of those judgmental types. You have no idea how much that’d upset me.” He took another gulp and wiped his mouth with the back of one hand.
“So what do you need me to do?” I asked before taking another sip of the Trinitas. I savored the sweet burn of the whiskey on my tongue. It was like a bunch of big-titted pixies pillow-fighting in my mouth. It was almost enough for me to ignore the sudden lump of guilt rising in the back of my throat. Almost.
Part of me couldn’t believe I was going to hear the demon out when I should be trying to get back home as soon as possible. Still, it wasn’t like I had much of a choice. There was no way out of this bar without Vassago’s say so, and I was pretty sure he wasn’t going to butter me up just to let me go.
Still, as fear for my family’s safety threatened to overwhelm my thoughts, the logical part of my brain reassured me my family was safe. After all, Ricky was with them, and she was the most powerful werewolf in the state.
Besides, if I wasn’t back home soon, I was pretty sure the devil who had given me my very own cursed arm would be more than happy to help me get back there if only to rub Vassago’s nose in it. She seemed antagonistic that way. Listening to the demon still didn’t sit quite right, mind you, but it sat well enough that another sip of whiskey was nearly enough to make me believe I’d get back to them alive.
“How do you feel about children?” Vassago asked, moving around the bar and seating himself at a stool. He patted the spot next to him before fishing a pretzel out of a bowl that resembled a skull that had been cut vertically in half. He popped it in his mouth as I sat down next to him. “Do you like them?”
“In what way?” I asked, hoping I would be able to finish my whiskey. I’d really hate to have to throw it in his face and smash the glass into his throat. If he was implying anything untoward, him and I were going to have a serious problem.
“In the way that you don’t like them being kidnapped so they can be ritualistically murdered to resurrect some two-bit nobody?” he deadpanned while eyeing me carefully. There wasn’t even a trace of humor in his voice, and something about that combined with the way he looked at me, made a snake of fear twist in my guts. “How did you think I mean it?” He raised an eyebrow at me.
“I’m not a huge fan of kids being ritually murdered,” I said very carefully. My mouth was suddenly so dry, even another sip of whiskey barely helped me get the words out of my mouth. I hate to say it, but I have a certain soft spot for kids in general, and the idea that kids plural were in danger of getting killed made me so angry, I could barely see straight. “Why do you ask?”
“Good. That’s what I’d hoped,” Vassago said, clapping me on the shoulder with one hand. “I’ve been recruiting a team to rescue said children. I need you on it.”
“Why?” I asked even though my first impulse was to agree to help on the spot. The last thing I wanted was for kids to be kidnapped and murdered. If I could save them, I was pretty much in, but there was one tiny problem. I didn’t trust Vassago even slightly. If he wanted me to save some kids, there had to be an ulterior motive the size of Kansas lurking around in the shadows. That was how guys like him operated. It wasn’t enough to watch the right hand while the left moves because if you were watching him move, it was already too late.
“Because you killed Van, and now the rescue is one Cursed short. Normally, I’d reschedule, but the cultists are sort of on a timetable. They’ll be going through with their dastardly plan despite the time being very inconvenient to me.” He spread his hands on the bar. “You see my dilemma.”
“Uh, huh,” I said, looking into my whiskey so I’d have somewhere to look that wasn’t at him. I took a deep breath and tried to remain calm even though I was on the cusp of freaking out. I didn’t want to do that, at least not with the demon eyeing me like the last candy in the bag. Everything inside me screamed “BAD IDEA!!!” and yes, there were that many exclamation points.
“What’s in it for you?” I asked because there was no way I was going to save a bunch of kids just to hand them over to him if he had something equally nefarious planned. I might owe him, but I’d never owe him that much.
“You know what the problem is with our world today?” Vassago said with a shrug before popping another pretzel in his mouth. “No one drinks from the skulls of their enemies anymore. It’s important because it shows those around you that you are not to be fucked with. Someone has forgotten that lesson and is trying to fuck with me. So yes, I need you to save some kids. Can you do that for me?”
“I can be down with rescuing kids, but I don’t understand why you care. Make me believe delivering them to you isn’t worse. Give me a reason to not pull a John Constantine and let you all burn,” I said even though I knew I ought to hightail it home, but kids. Kids. Goddammit, was I ever a sucker.
“Mac, do you think I want to harm children once you rescue them?” Vassago put a hand to his chest in mock horror. “That makes no sense. Why would I go to all the trouble of having you rescue them just to have them killed? No, no, no.” He shook his head. “If I wanted them dead, there’d just be a little accident– like a plane falling out of the sky or a gas line explosion. You know, something easy.”
The way he said those words made me think he’d actually done that before, and worse, that it was a perfectly natural thing for him to do. Part of me was surprised, although I didn’t know why. Vassago gave off an appearance of someone normal, so I kept thinking he was human, but he wasn’t just some fucked up human. He was a demon.
“Easy?” I had no choice. I took another sip of whiskey to calm myself. “I think the word you were looking for is evil.”
“You really are an innocent pup,” Vassago replied, pushing the pretzel-filled skull toward me. I ignored it.
“You wanted to cut John’s finger off when I missed a shot,” I said, gesturing at the dartboard with my whiskey. John was Sera and Danton’s eight-year-old son. Vassago and his Cursed, Van, had used John as a bargaining chip in a dart game that had almost ended very badly for both of us.
“Okay, you know what? I was being nice, but I need you to remember something since you seem to think you have a choice,” Vassago said, sliding off the stool and taking a step toward me. As he did, a ball of emerald flame leapt across the distance between us and hovered in front of my face like a miniature sun. “I don’t actually have to tell you anything. I don’t have to do anything in particular to get you to help me. I merely have to tell you what I want. You owe me, Mac.” Something dark and sinister flashed through his emerald eyes. A sudden surge of panic made the whiskey in my mouth turn acrid. Swallowing it was nearly impossible, but I managed to do it without choking.
“I know,” I whispered, surprised I could speak coherently.
“Good.” Something about the way he looked at me let me know refusing to help him would end very badly for me. I mean, I was going to do the job anyway, because of the kids, but I hadn’t wanted him to know that. Apparently, I’d been coming at this the wrong way. I couldn’t refuse. I was a slave. Well, fuck him then.
“Okay, I’m in. tell me what’s going on,” I said before throwing back twenty K worth of whiskey in a single gulp. I slammed the glass down on the bar and reached for his glass. I picked it up, eyeing the whiskey and trying to decide whether or not too much ice had melted. “Please.”
“Well, since you asked me so nicely, I’ll have you know that one of the children is the daughter of Douglas A. Prescott,” he paused and looked at me like I was supposed to know who that was, but I didn’t because I had lost all my memories. In fact, I couldn’t remember anything that’d happened more than a couple days ago, not even how I’d gotten my very own demonic arm. Unfortunately, Mr. Prescott hadn’t come up during that time period. “You don’t know who that is, do you?”
“No.” I shook my head and sipped his whiskey. The faintest hint of char touched the liquid. Was that because the demon had sipped it? I stared down at the drink, wondering if it was still safe to drink. It was so expensive I’d hate to waste it, but who knew what kind of diseases could be living inside Vassago’s mouth.
“I guess it doesn’t matter.” Vassago waved his hand like it was an unimportant point. “What does matter is Mr. Prescott and his wife will trade their souls to me in exchange for rescuing their daughter. It’s a very human thing if you think about it. Risking your eternal soul to save someone in this fleeting blip of an existence, but what can I say, getting souls from chumps pays the mortgage.” He grinned, showing his teeth, and as he did, the parallels to my own life were not lost on me. “I plan to collect both of them. You’re going to help me do it.”
“By saving the kids?” I asked, and he nodded very slightly. “Well, that makes sense.” Danton had told me who Vassago liked to prey upon. Parents with no hope left. Well, I’d make sure these parents hadn’t sacrificed their souls in vain, and with any luck, maybe I’d get them out of it too. “I hadn’t pegged you for the altruistic type.”
“You know what happened to the last guy who came to help humanity?” Vassago asked, getting up and snatching his drink from my hand. “You guys nailed him onto a wooden cross. If that isn’t a lesson in how undeserving humanity is, I don’t know what is.” He tossed the nearly full glass in the sink, and I watched in horror as the whiskey circled the drain. “I resolved on that day to never ever do anything for free.”
“Good to know,” I said as he put his arm around my shoulder and led me to toward the only door in the room. Apparently, there was no more whiskey in my immediate future. It was almost enough to break my heart. Still, the sooner this job was done, the sooner I could go home.
“By the way, Mac.” The demon gestured at the bottle of Dalmore 64 Trinitas. “If you ever touch one of my bottles without asking, you’ll spend the next decade cleaning the floor of a truck stop bathroom with your tongue.”
Chapter 2
Vassago marched me straight through the door. We emerged inside a fifties-style diner to the sound of a jingling door chime. It was one of those places that was all red, glittering vinyl booths, and black-and-white checkered tile. A series of Salvador Dali paintings covered one of the walls while another was filled with a white Formica bar better suited to pancakes than beer and whiskey. The smell of greasy burgers on a grill filled my nostrils as I sucked in a breath. My mouth started to water. How long had it been since I’d eaten?
“Welcome to the Angel’s Fall,” the teenaged hostess said, looking us up and down with a professional smile plastered on her teenage cheeks. “I’m very sorry, but we’re actually going to be closing in a minute for a private party.”
“I have a reservation under Vassago,” the demon prince said, his lips curling into a smile as he put one arm on the podium and leaned over it. “That’s me right there.” He tapped a small white book with his name scribbled next to it in flowing script.
The hostess tucked one lock of long brown Jersey shore hair behind her ear nervously and tried to maintain her smile.
“Um, right this way, sir,” she said, scrunching her nose and looking around the nearly empty diner. Besides us and the hostess, there were only four other people here. They sat in a huge booth in back, and while I couldn’t tell what they were saying, I got the impression most of their banter was nervous chit chat. If I had to guess, that was who we were going to meet and not just because it seemed like the perfect setup to an introduction.
“I didn’t know places like these required reservations,” I said, glancing at the demon.
“You need to make a reservation when you rent the entire place out,” Vassago whispered to me before stepping around the podium and holding his elbow out to the hostess. “Shall we?”
The hostess looked at him dubiously before carefully taking Vassago’s arm. I wasn’t quite sure why she was going along with it since her eyes were a mass of confusion, but then again, if Vassago had rented out the entire diner, maybe she was expecting a big tip? Then again, it could have just been because the manager had told her not to piss off the guy who had rented out the entire place during lunch hour.
I followed along behind them until we were nearly to the table, at which point Vassago disengaged himself from the girl and smacked her on the butt. “That will be all dear.” He waved her away, and without a word, she spun on her heel and walked back toward the front door like nothing had happened. She flipped the “open” sign to “closed” before moving back to her podium and staring at the door like she still expected more customers.
“Okay, that was weird,” said a strangely familiar female voice from the table. While I couldn’t recall ever having met her before, everything from her chocolate skin to her blonde dreadlocks and pixie nose made me think I had. “You promised you weren’t going to be weird.”
“I did no such thing. I never make promises I can’t keep,” Vassago said, flashing his car salesman smile. I glanced from him to her, and as our eyes made contact, recognition flashed across her dark features. Did she know me? Had we met before I’d lost my memories? I’d have to find out.
“You really found him,” she said, leaping to her feet so quickly her chair screeched on the tile. The next thing I knew, she had her lithe arms wrapped around me in a tight embrace. “I never thought I’d see you again after Afghanistan, and from the look of surprise on your face, I’m guessing the feeling is mutual.” Something dark and ominous swam through her eyes as she pulled back a half-step and looked me over.
A bad feeling seeped into my bones. She did know me, or at least, she had known me, and the me she had known had definitely done something to her. I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or a bad thing, but knowing what I did about my former self, I was betting it had been bad. Very, very bad.
“I see you’ve met Jenna before,” Vassago said, his lips curling into a cruel smile. “Care to tell us how you two met?” He raised an eyebrow as if to say “I know so much more about you than you could ever dream.”
“We met in Afghanistan,” Jenna said, her eyes filling with warmth until her darkness was completely hidden under a mask of cheerfulness. “I doubt he’d have forgotten our last night together either.” A smile crossed her lips. “But then again, Mac’s never been the type to kiss and tell, have you?”
She wrapped one arm around my waist and pulled me close to her body. It worked because she was about as tall as I was. It was so familiar it threw me off, and not just because I didn’t remember her. No, it was because for all I knew, Afghanistan had been last week. I mean I could only remember the last few days. The thought was scary because if that was true, she and I were going to have to have a very uncomfortable talk about my new girlfriend. That seemed like a fucking blast.
“You know how it is,” I said, letting a cheesy smile melt across my face. I didn’t remember anything about Afghanistan, but I was suddenly curious to find out. Something about her tone suggested we’d been very close, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but think I was getting played. There was definitely something off about the way she was acting. It was like forced closeness, making me think she wasn’t sure how to act around me anymore. If that was the case, something had definitely happened during our relationship. I just wished I knew what it was.
Either way, it was probably best to play it cool. Who knew what she’d let slip if she thought we were reminiscing together. Maybe it’d be something that would help me put pieces of my fractured past back together. Then again, it seemed like I’d been a pretty horrible person in my past. Maybe I didn’t want to know. Maybe, just maybe, ignorance would be bliss.
“So is it just me and her?” I stepped away from Jenna, creating some much needed space between us and turned toward Vitaly.
It wasn’t that I was uncomfortable being so close to her, which was strange in and of itself, it was more that I had a girlfriend, or whatever it was you called being imprinted on by an alpha werewolf. Even if our feelings for each other had more to do with magic than anything else, I was reasonably sure if she found me in such close proximity to Jenna, she would probably rip my head off after beating the crap out of me.
“No, there are two more. Well, two and a half,” Vassago said, glancing at his watch. “They’ll be here shortly. I, unfortunately, won’t be joining you. I have another appointment. Appearances and all that. Play nice, kids.”
Before I, or Jenna, could protest, Vassago vanished in a plume of emerald smoke that left the smell of rotten eggs hanging in the air like low-hanging fruit.
“Okay,” I said as Jenna slid into the booth and patted the seat next to her. “Do you have any idea what we’re supposed to be doing?”
“Rescuing a kid,” Jenna said, grabbing a plastic menu off the table and looking it over. “I’m not the team lead. It’s some Russian guy. He’ll explain it to you when he gets here.” She shrugged. “For now, let’s eat. I’m starved.”
“Yeah, okay,” I said, sitting down next to her in the booth. I wasn’t sure what to make of this. Sure, I was new to the team, but Jenna obviously wasn’t. Still, something told me she knew a lot more than she was letting on. Then again, if the team lead was supposed to explain things, I supposed I could wait. After all, it seemed like she’d be going after the kids too, although she hadn’t used the plural. Odd.
“So, Mac,” Jenna said, setting down the menu. “Where the fuck have you been for the last week or so?”
I stopped, my hand still reaching out toward the menu with my left hand. “Oh, you know. Doing things.”
Jenna stared at me for a moment, and as she opened her mouth to say something, the brunette hostess came over with a small pad in one well-manicured hand. “Are you ready to order?”
“Yeah,” Jenna said, her eyes shifting seamlessly from me to the girl, and for a moment there was a trace of that darkness. “I’ll have a peach pie. The whole thing. Bring a big mound of ice cream with it, and some French fries.” She glanced at me. “You want the usual?”
“Huh?” I asked, taken aback. I had a usual and she knew what it was? That seemed a little strange. Still, if this was a thing we normally did, it seemed like I should let her do it. “Yeah, sure.”
“He’ll have a strawberry milkshake, extra whipped cream. A Bacon cheeseburger rare. And I mean that. You need to be able to chase it around the plate with a fork.” She glanced at the menu for a second, thinking. “Onion rings too. And bring two extra combo number ones. We’re expecting company.”
“Okay,” the girl said, nodding at the pad before repeating our order back. Evidently, ordering a whole pie wasn’t concerning, but then again, Vassago had rented out the whole place.
“I’m surprised you let me order for you, Mac,” Jenna said, smirking at me. “Normally you insist on doing it yourself.”
“I hadn’t had a chance to look at the menu, and since you know what I like…” I trailed off and finished with a shrug. Wow, we’d been alone together for all of two minutes and she was already testing me. This was going to go really well.
Jenna eyed me carefully. “Makes sense.” The way she said it made me think it didn’t make a lick of sense, but I wasn’t about to push the issue. Her hand moved across the distance between us and settled on my thigh. For a second I wondered if she was testing me, but the way her hand felt on my thigh was so familiar I could conjure a million flashes of partial fantasy where it felt real. “I missed you.”
I opened my mouth, unsure of what I was going to say, but thankfully I was saved by the bell. The chime at the front of the door rang, and as I turned to look at the people coming in, I nearly laughed.
“Glad we’re finally here. You drive like an old lady,” said the ventriloquist doll perched in front of a teeny, tiny Asian girl who didn’t seem old enough to be out of high school. Then again, she was wearing a blue and white West High cheerleader uniform, so that could have been why. I glanced from the doll to the girl and back again. As I did so, the girl smacked her doll upside his wooden skull.
“Ignore Marvin. Sometimes he talks when he’s not supposed to talk,” she said, glancing at the big Russian guy in an absurdly expensive suit holding the door open for her.
“No matter,” said the Russian with a voice so slurred, I was pretty sure his blood had been replaced with pure vodka. If he was supposed to be our leader, we were going to be in a lot of trouble because I was pretty sure he was totally drunk.
“Do you think they’re here?” the girl asked, stepping into the room as the hostess came out of the back room, spied them, and walked over.
“Are you with Mister Vassago’s party?” she asked, her voice filled with cheery strain.
“Yes,” the Russian said, looking past her and spying us. “Is that them?”
The hostess nodded before turning and leading them toward us.
I stood up as they approached and reached out one calloused hand to the Russian. “Hi, I’m Mac Brennan.” I gestured to Jenna who hadn’t bothered to stand up. “This is Jenna.”
“I am Vitaly, and I am pleased to be meeting with you, Mac Brennan,” the big Russian said, taking my hand in his. As we shook, I kept waiting for him to shatter every bone in my fragile fleshy hand. He didn’t. His grip was firm in a way that told me he was very sure of himself. “You are the replacement, yes?”
It made sense since he was the size of a grizzly bear. His shaved head gleamed in the sunlight as he smiled at me from behind a beard that would put a hipster lumberjack to shame. Despite looking like a convict straight out of the gulag and giving off the air of someone you don’t, under any circumstances, fuck with, he was dressed in a suit that cost more than I’d have been able to spend in a lifetime.
“Yeah,” I said, not sure what else to say to that. “Care to fill me in on the job? I’m a little hazy on the details.”
The big Russian nodded at me before waving the teenager into the booth. “We have job to do. We finish. We get paid. Is simple job. Lots of killing.” He shot me and Jenna a look. “Killing is your job. Is specialty, no? Vassago assures me you are very good at it.”
Jenna smiled, showing just the barest flash of teeth. “Sugar, I’m an artist with a shotgun, and don’t even get me started on C4.”
“I bet you’re an artist with lots of things,” the doll said as the girl plopped it on the table in front of her.
“That’s kind of rude,” I said, glaring at the doll. I wasn’t sure why, but something made me feel protective of Jenna in a way that wasn’t a hundred percent normal.
“I can’t help what he says,” the girl replied, shaking her head in a flurry of pigtails. “Believe me, I wish I did.”
“Wendy doesn’t make me talk,” the doll said, giving him the stink eye with his blue button eyes. “I’m my own man.”
“How much of a man can you possibly be with her hand up your ass?” Jenna said from next to me. The way she spoke tugged at a memory I couldn’t quite grab onto. As soon as I tried, it slipped through my fingers like smoke.
“Want to find out?” Marvin the doll replied. “I’ve got nine inches of solid oak with your name on it.”
“I’m not making him talk,” Wendy said, her face flushed with embarrassment as she stepped back from the table and putting her hands up. As she did so, the doll slumped forward lifeless. “He’s possessed by my brother, who usually behaves like a jackass.”
“What do you bring to the table, exactly?” I asked, glancing from the creepy ventriloquist doll to the pigtailed cheerleader. Neither of them seemed like they belonged on this mission, but then again, I was well aware appearances could be deceiving. For all I knew, the girl was capable of tossing Vitaly through a solid brick wall with one hand.
“Sacrifice,” Wendy said as a waitress walked up with two trays heaping with food.
Before she could say more, the big Russian smacked the table with one huge hand, silencing all of us before gesturing for the woman to put the food down. “That is enough talk. Bunch of little girls you all are.” He pulled a flask from his pocket, took a huge swig, and wiped his mouth. “Now is time for eating. Afterward, we go kill many people and save Angela Prescott. It will be good day.” He grabbed a paper wrapped burger and eyed it carefully before taking a bite that engulfed half the hamburger. He chewed while eyeing each of us. “Any questions?”
“Wait,” I said, narrowing my eyes at the Russian. “Aren’t we supposed to save all the children?”
“No,” Vitaly shook his head. “Job is only for one.”
“Not fucking good enough,” I snapped, barely resisting the urge to leap to my feet. Instead I put my right hand flat on the table and called my power. As my tattoos began to glow like a red neon sign, I let all the emotion drain from my face. “I signed on to this to rescue all the children, not just one.”
“Mac, that’s not how this works,” Jenna said from next to me, and as I glanced at her, she shook her head just a touch. “We must get Angela out, the others too, if we can…”
“Well, we damn well better get them all out or I swear, you’ll see just how hot-headed I can really get,” I lifted my hand from the table. The spot I’d been touching had melted into slag. “Understand?”
“That is bridge to cross when we arrive. We will try to save all, but no point in arguing now,” Vitaly said, taking another swig from his flask. “Okay?”
Even though it wasn’t actually a question, I nodded, anyway. I wasn’t sure what else I could do at this point because he was right, it might not matter at all and would lead us to pointless arguing. After all, it didn’t seem like they were opposed to the idea. Not that it mattered. I was leaving with all the children no matter what.
“Okay,” he repeated, setting his burger down and the way he looked at me made me think he might tear off my arms and beat me to death with them.
“Okay,” I replied, snagging an onion ring. “But when we get to those kids, plan on revisiting this conversation.”
“Fair enough,” Vitaly said, and took another bite of his burger while leaning back into the booth. Beside me, Jenna visibly relaxed, and I realized she’d been pointing a Baby Eagle at the Russian from under the table. So, she would have helped me if the Russian got into it with me. That was good to know.
As she slid the gun out of view, I took a bite of my onion ring. Unfortunately, I never got to finish that onion ring because as I swallowed my first bite of greasy, fried goodness, a nun wearing a bandolier and an eyepatch blew a hole in the big window at the front of the diner with a shotgun and tossed a grenade inside.
Chapter 3
Vitaly leapt past me in a nearly unfathomable burst of speed and threw himself on top of the grenade like we were fellow soldiers and he wanted to save us all. Well, that explained how he’d gotten himself injected with Captain America’s super soldier serum.
“Get down!” he cried as things started to ripple beneath his flesh like a swarm of sub-dermal ants. Judging by the look on his face, I was betting he thought he could save us, but at the same time, I wasn’t sure how the big man could contain a freaking grenade blast. He was big, but he wasn’t that big, and for all I knew, it wasn’t a normal grenade. After all, it had been hurled at us by a nun in a bandolier. No, it was probably a Holy Hand Grenade.
“Tueri!” I cried, calling upon my magic to shield me from the coming blast because I trusted the Russian about as far as I could throw him. As a protective coating of liquid fire blazed across my flesh like I was the Human Torch, I did a very stupid thing. I sprinted past the Russian, trying to get to the nun before she could pull another grenade off her bandolier and chuck it inside.
As I landed on the other side of Vitaly, the grenade beneath him exploded, splattering me with pieces of the huge Russian. I bit my lip, ignoring the urge to turn around and look at the aftermath as the shockwave knocked me from my perfect landing. I stumbled forward and sprawled onto the tile, my ears ringing. As I struggled to keep hold of my bearings, my brain filled with cotton in a way that made me think I was on the beach of Normandy with Tom Hanks in Saving Private Ryan.
I hit the ground hard on my shoulder, and my bones shrieked in pain. Thankfully, I managed to roll through it and spare my collarbone some of the unrelenting force. As I came up on my feet, I caught a shotgun blast with my chest. The force of the buckshot was enough to knock me on my back. Fortunately, my magic shield kept the blast from perforating my delicate skin with lead. Even still, it felt like someone had tried to shatter my ribs with a baseball bat.
As I sucked a breath into my aching lungs, I crawled to my feet, trying desperately to regain my footing, another pair of bandoliered nuns burst through the front door. One grabbed the spacey hostess, who despite having been next to a grenade blast, had done little more than stare at the door in a trance. The nun shielded the girl with her body and pulled her outside. It seemed a little weird since there were other workers in here, but then again, maybe they were too far away and had already been deemed casualties?
“What, not interested in saving anyone else?” I grumbled as the other nun came straight at me. A wicked, gleaming scimitar etched with symbols I didn’t understand in one hand.
Instead of responding, she slashed at me. I hopped backward, barely dodging her attack as the nun outside racked another shell into her shotgun. What the hell were my partners doing? Probably ducking for cover because they were, you know, intelligent. Still, if they didn’t act quickly, this was going to end very badly, very quickly.
The scimitar came whirling at my head, and without thinking, I threw my right arm to block. Pain exploded through my forearm as the blade sliced through my shield and into my tender flesh. The smell of burning meat filled my nose as I grunted in pain, yanking my arm back in astonishment. I’d tanked everything from cars to massive exploding firestorms with my shield, but she’d cut through it like it was made of warm butter. How was that possible?
“How?” I muttered just as the nun snap kicked me in the stomach with enough force to throw me backward off my feet. I slammed into the Formica bar and toppled to the ground as a huge shadow fell over me. Well, that was great. Like I didn’t have enough to deal with.
“Your pitiful weapons are nothing to me,” a creature hewn from my deepest, darkest nightmares roared at the nuns, which was good because the sound damned near blew out my eardrums. If it had been aimed at me, I’m not sure what I’d have done. I mean, okay, I’d have kicked its ass, but I had no idea how I’d have gone about it since the eighteen-foot-tall creature stood just a few feet behind me. It sort of resembled the werebears I’d fought before except this werebear was large enough to make the ones I’d seen before look like cubs. “For I am Vitaly, The Widow Maker!”
The ground shook as he smacked his chest with one furry claw the color of freshly spun copper. The sound rang out like a struck gong. Holy fuck! That was Vitaly? Thank God he was on our side. With him on our side, I wasn’t sure how we could lose. As that thought flitted through my brain another one came tumbling after it. If Vassago had felt the need to recruit a guy like this, who the fuck were we going to face getting those kids back?
The nun who had floored me with ease, looked dubiously at her partner with the shotgun. Fear filled her features to the brim. I didn’t blame her one bit, and not just because the sight of Vitaly made me want to run away and hide, and he was on my side. The sight of him standing there all huge and menacing with frothy foam drippling from his toothy maw struck something primal inside me, triggering my fight or flight mechanism. It took a remarkable amount of control to keep from blasting him with Hellfire.
It was probably a good thing I didn’t because not only was he my ally, but my arm ached from where it’d been sliced open. Tiny, angry flames sprang from the wound, which was crazy because it wasn’t deep enough to concern me much. This wasn’t anything like the bone-deep slice I’d experienced at Maya’s hand a few days ago. No this was barely even something worth washing off with peroxide.
As Vitaly reached out toward the sword-wielding sister with a paw the size of a catcher’s mitt, the nun outside fired her shotgun. The buckshot smacked into Vitaly’s side, and the bear barely seemed to register the attack. There was a flare of silver light as he took another step forward. The smell of cooking flesh filled the air as Vitaly looked down at the wound and bared his huge yellow fangs. Without slowing, he waved one hand at his torn flesh. Like magic, the silver pellets pushed themselves from his skin and fell to the ground, clinking across the tile with an air of finality.
“Pathetic. Silver cannot harm me!” the Russian roared, lashing out with one huge paw in a blur of movement. He grabbed the barstool next to me and tore it free like it was attached to the tile by chewing gum and not anchored with six inch bolts. He whirled, flinging the stool through the shattered window. “For I am Vitaly, The Widow Maker!”
The barstool caught the nun with the shotgun across the chest with a wet thwap that threw her from her feet. She went skidding backward across the street, which was when I realized why they’d pulled the hostess outside and why the nun with the sword was running for the door at breakneck speed. There was another nun outside, and she was aiming a fucking bazooka at us. She quirked a smile at me, crossed her chest, and depressed the trigger on the massive weapon.
Flame exploded from the back of the bazooka as I scrambled to my feet and leapt through the window, bringing my fist around in a haymaker that caught the bazooka shell in the side. To be honest, I had no idea how I’d managed it, nor why I’d decided punching a bazooka shell was a good idea, but as I was blown across the sidewalk like a rock skidding across a lake, I almost wished I hadn’t.
I slammed into a bus stop, shattered the glass holding advertisements in place, and crashed onto the bench. As I lay there trying to remember how to breathe, the magical shield surrounding my body died away, leaving me staring at a fucking Abrams tank rolling down the empty street. Who the hell were these nuns? The armored sisters of the sixth division?
As I got slowly to my feet, glad I wasn’t fucking dead, but still sort of pissed my shield had decided to vacate the premises when I was face to face with a tank, I flipped the tank the bird. After all, I never let a little thing like insurmountable fucking odds stop me before.
The tank didn’t seem to have noticed me, despite my comet-like exit from the diner, which was good because I wasn’t sure how to go about fighting a tank with my bare hands. It rumbled toward the diner, smashing parked cars into junked ruins and churning up the cracked asphalt like it was made of mud.
As the tank’s big gun swiveled to take aim at the diner, a dozen nuns armed with what looked like oversized silver dog-catching equipment jerked Vitaly out of the diner. Behind them, a blacked out van stood with its doors opened. More nuns were spread out beside it, firing AK47s into the diner with reckless abandon.
I took a deep breath and called upon my magic so I could even the odds. Crimson light leapt from my tattoos, and as my magic flared, my vision went blurry. Before I could stop myself, I collapsed to my knees, sucking in gulps of air like I’d just run a marathon. My heart hammered in my chest, and my skin went cold and clammy. Had I already used too much magic? It seemed impossible, but then again, I’d just been blasted by a bazooka.
“Fuck it,” I growled, gritting my teeth. I thrust my palm toward the tank, intent on blasting it anyway. I wasn’t sure what my Hellfire would do to its thick armor, but I was damned sure going to find out. As the fireball formed in my hand, a half-dozen Molotov cocktails flew out of the diner’s bullet-riddle window and smashed into the tank’s air vents, filling them with fire.
The screams were loud even over the ringing in my ears. The top of the tank burst open in a cloud of smoke and flame, and as a nun came climbing out, a trio of Molotov cocktails hit her square in the chest. The sound she made as she burst into flame and tumbled back inside the tank was unlike anything I’d ever heard. Seriously. Words can’t do it justice.
A second later, Jenna dove through the window, firing a .40 caliber Baby Eagle with one hand while clutching a lit Molotov in her other hand. Before she even hit the ground, she put three precision shots into three different nuns trying desperately to wrangle in Vitaly. As she touched down, she hurled the Molotov at the cluster by the van.
The nuns scattered, and as they did, she dropped them with steely precision. I wasn’t sure what we’d done together in the past, but judging by her cold, ruthless proficiency, it hadn’t been cotton candy and daydreams.
Vitaly roared and flung himself to his feet in a surge of strength and mass that sent nuns flying through the air. He spun on his heel, jerking on one of the dog-catchers around his neck. The nun holding it stumbling forward, and as she did, Vitaly grabbed her by the throat and sent her hurtling into the building across the street. The force of the impact was enough to reduce the bandolier-wearing nun into raspberry jam.
Before I could finish calling up my magic, Jenna took down several more nuns with precision shots, and those she didn’t, well, let’s just say I’d rather have Jenna shoot me than experience Vitaly at close range.
As I stared at the carnage, I was certain of one thing. I was not on the side of the good guys. Sure, the nuns had snuck up on us and tried to blow us away without caring about most of the workers in the diner, but at the same time, we’d just murdered over a dozen people, who were nuns. Even if they were sisters of the blackened denarius and worshiped Judas, I wasn’t sure it was something a hero would do, you know, unless it was in a Zack Snyder movie.
“Who sent you?” Jenna demanded, grinding the toe of her tennis shoe into the bloody, ragged shoulder of the only nun who appeared to still be breathing. “Tell me before Mr. Eagle starts singing.” She pointed the gun at the nun’s other shoulder.
Instead of replying, the nun began cackling with insane glee, and I realized she had no tongue. Well, that was one way to keep your people from talking. A slow, horrible grimace spread across Jenna’s face as something dark and monstrous swam through her irises. “If you think being unable to speak will keep you from talking, you are sorely mistaken.”
As Jenna reached down to grab the tongue-less sister by her chin, the nun’s eyes rolled back in her head and black, acrid-smelling goo burst from her mouth like projectile vomit. As Jenna leapt back in disgust, her jeans and sweater covered in smoking sludge, the nun shuddered violently and burst into black flame.
The smell turned my stomach, and the crackling, popping sound reminded me of a pork roast dropped in a fire. I turned away, trying to find anywhere else to look as the sound of Jenna retching onto the pavement filled my ears. It was sort of sad because instead of wanting to comfort her, the only thing I thought was, thank God I’m not the only one sickened by the sight of the burning nun.
“We need to get out of here,” Wendy said, walking out of the diner with her weird doll under one arm and the head of a nun dangling from her free hand. The cheerleader was covered from head to toe in blood in a way that made me think a bunch of mean girls might have dumped blood on her at prom. Only, I was pretty sure that wasn’t the case because who would have done that? No, the more likely scenario was that she’d torn someone apart and bathed in the aftermath. What the fuck had I gotten myself into?
“Yeah, from the sound of those sirens, the cops will be here soon,” Marvin the doll added, gesturing with one wooden hand toward the distance.
“Screw the cops,” Wendy said, glaring at the doll before tossing the head on the ground at our feet. “The Sisters of the Black Flame are like ants. These were just scouts. More will come.” She sniffed the air. “Soon.”
While she had a point, my last dealing with the police had been nothing to sneeze at. I was with Marvin. We needed to get out of here before any law enforcement showed up, shifter or otherwise.
I was sort of surprised the cops hadn’t already shown up. The place looked like a fucking warzone. Stranger still, where the hell were we that not even a single person was on the street? It was possible they were all hiding, but it didn’t seem likely. No, it was more like the street we were on was abandoned.
“Get to the van,” Vitaly said, lumbering toward the nuns’ blacked out van. As he moved, he reverted back into his human form in a sort of seamless display unlike anything I’d seen before. When I’d seen shifters change in the past, it’d always been violent. Their bones had cracked and squirmed beneath their flesh. This was more like watching darkness fall. I couldn’t quite pinpoint the where and when of it all, but by the time he reached the van, Vitaly was back to his giant Russian self. Interesting.
As Vitaly leapt behind the driver’s seat, Jenna sidled up next to me and put one hand casually on my blackened arm.
“Are you okay? That was quite a display back there,” Jenna asked, a touch of concern just below the surface of her voice as she ran her fingers along my arm. “I’ve never seen you do something like that before.” The radioactive glow had faded from my tattoos, but in the bright sunlight they looked vivid and raw. “Seems you’ve gotten some upgrades since the last time we were together.”
“I’m fine,” I said, pulling my arm away from her even though I really wanted to ask her about what she meant by upgrades. She hadn’t seemed shocked about my arm being black back at the diner, which made me wonder just what she knew about me?
The sirens sounded so close. I was pretty sure there was no way we’d get out of here before the cops showed up, but then again, there was a burning tank behind us. Maybe they’d stop to inspect that? I would.
“Good. I’m glad you’re fine,” she said, giving me a strange look of annoyance before jogging past me and hopping into the shotgun seat of the van as it roared to life.
“Guess you’re in back with us,” Marvin said as Wendy reached out to help me into the back of the van with one bloody hand.
“Guess so,” I muttered, wondering not for the first time if I should just run away. I couldn’t of course. If I did, who knew what Vassago would do? Still, there was no way this would end well. For one thing, I knew nothing about the weird nuns who had attacked us, and worse still, my party members seemed several donuts shy of a dozen.
“Guess so,” Marvin muttered in a mocking tone as I took Wendy’s hand and let her help me inside. As soon as I had cleared the threshold, Wendy slammed the door shut behind me, and Vitaly took off in a screech of rubber. I wasn’t sure if stealing the nuns’ van was a good idea, but then again, staying here to wait for the cops to find us seemed like a way worse one.
Chapter 4
“So who were those guys?” I asked, glancing at the bloody cheerleader sitting cross-legged on the floor of the blacked out van. I wasn’t sure why she wasn’t in one of the chairs since there was more than enough room for all of us, but then again, she hadn’t even wiped the blood off her face.
“They were girls,” Marvin said, flashing me a lascivious grin. “I’m sort of sad we couldn’t bring some of the bodies with us, if you know what I mean.”
“I don’t, actually,” I said, staring at the doll blank-faced. I wasn’t sure what he was going to say, but I’d long since learned that the best way to shut up a jackass was by forcing them into a corner. “What would you do with them?”
“He’d do nothing because he’s as well hung as a ken doll,” Wendy said, looking up from the ground and making eye contact with me. I wasn’t sure what it was in her eyes, but something about them made me feel cold. I’d seen eyes like that before. They were the kind of eyes that looked right through you because they found you so inconsequential you didn’t matter one iota.
“That won’t always be the case, sis,” Marvin said right before Wendy shoved him under the seat next to her.
“That should keep him quiet,” she said, turning her empty gaze back on me.
“One can only hope,” I said, staring at her as she scratched at her cheek with one bloody fingernail. “What’s his deal, anyway?”
“His deal is that he’s a stupid doll,” Wendy said, shrugging her shoulders. “He’s really quite nice in person.”
“I guess, I’ll take your word for it,” I said, shaking my head. Part of me wanted to delve into what she really meant by the statement, but I ignored that part of me. It wasn’t terribly important to the here and now. I had bigger questions if I wanted to get out of this alive. “Who were those nuns? You called them the Sisters of the Black Flame?”
“Yeah,” Wendy said, leaning back and putting her palms on the floor of the car so her tiny breasts pressed out against her tight uniform. “They’re an unholy order who serve the demon running this state. Why do you think so many bad things happen in New York?” She sighed through her teeth. “Beleth isn’t like the other demons. She doesn’t pick Cursed like you to do her bidding. Instead she uses nuns to enforce her position. She’s done it ever since the late eighteen-hundreds.”
“So the nuns work for her?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at her. I wasn’t sure who Beleth was. I guess I really needed to read up on my demon lore, but something about the idea twisted up my stomach. The idea of researching demons seemed a bit too scary for my tastes, and I had actually sold my soul to a demon.
“In a manner of speaking.” Wendy shrugged. “They’re not actually associated with Beleth. They’re more like adoring fans.”
“So this demon’s got groupies?” I asked, shaking my head. I could get behind the idea of selling out to a demon in exchange for money, power, or whatever, but doing it to the point where you’d cut out your tongue and be burned alive by black flame because you were fangirling? That was a whole different level of crazy.
“Yeah, and if you see one, just shoot her in the face.” She looked away from me and stared at the wall of the van like it was the most interesting thing in the world. “They can’t be saved. So if you’re the kind of guy who has a pathological need to rescue people, just know you can’t.”
I watched her for a moment, trying to decide whether or not I wanted to argue with her about whether or not people who had made deals with demons could be saved. After all, I had done the same thing and there was still a small part of me that hoped I might be able to get out of a bath in the proverbial lake of fire. Still, I wasn’t sure what good it would do because in the end I’d be arguing with myself.
“What if we killed Beleth?” I asked, scratching my chin. After all, I’d killed a demon before. Maybe doing it again would make the sisters wake up and smell the roses? Then again, maybe that wouldn’t shake their faith even the slightest.
“I doubt we’d be able to kill Beleth. You need a weapon blessed by an archangel to do that,” Wendy said, her gaze drifting back to me. “Besides, that’s not the job. The job is to rescue those kids before Beleth does whatever she does with them.” She dropped her hands into her lap. “I’m just here to do the job.”
“I can deal with that,” I said, staring up at the roof of the van. There was no point in trying to figure out how to save the demonic nuns because I was probably going to have to kill a shitload of them to save the children. There was no reason to go and make things complicated. Right now my job was simple. Rescue the kids and get back home to my family. If I had the chance to take out the demon, I’d take it, but otherwise, New York was on its own.
That said, I was glad to at least know where I was for once. Vassago hadn’t mentioned where this job was. Then again, it wasn’t like it mattered. I had no idea where my family actually lived. Even if I caught a bus and tried to run, where was I going to go?
I must have been wrong about how close the cops had been because when the van stopped a few minutes later, I’d long since stopped hearing sirens. It was probably for the best. The last time I’d encountered police, they’d kicked the shit out of me so they could use me for ransom. I’d hate to have to go through that again. Then again, judging by the way my crew had taken out the nuns, I probably didn’t have much to worry about. Wow, I never expected to think that sentence either.
The back door opened, flooding the interior of the van with too bright light. Vitaly stood outside a solemn Russian grimace on his face as he adjusted his tattered red tie with one huge hand. Even though shifting into a huge hulking rage monster never seemed to destroy a person’s clothing, and I’d still not figured out why, apparently it couldn’t save his suit from being shredded by a grenade.
It wasn’t like I was much better. I was still wearing the same clothes I’d been wearing when I’d fought my way through zombies two days ago, and to say I was as fresh as a petunia would be a ginormous understatement. I longed for a shower, shave, and fresh deodorant, but something told me those things were a ways away. Then again, maybe not since I’d been trapped back here with a girl covered head to toe in blood and was now staring at a werebear wearing a tattered suit. Perhaps new clothes would be on the list.
Part of me wanted to hurry up and get the job over with, but at the same time, I knew I was in over my head. I still hadn’t gotten an explanation as to why we’d been attacked by tank-driving nuns, nor given any information about our upcoming heist. If I went with my characteristic “shoot things in the face” method, I was sure I’d wind up dead, and then there’d be no way I’d get back to my family. Or so I thought. For all I knew, death wasn’t as permanent as I thought it was. Of course, I’d actually met Death, and he didn’t seem like the kind of guy who gave second chances. Either way, I’d rather avoid that.
“Come out,” Vitaly said, glancing at us with his steel-gray eyes before turning on his heel and walking across the parking lot.
“Where are we going?” I asked, ducking out after him and shielding my eyes with one hand from the glare. I still felt a little weird about taking the nuns’ van, even if it was mostly a non-descript black van. Not because I had a problem with stealing, but what if they had a way of tracking it? Then they’d be on their way here right now.
“Our fearless leader has decided it might be a good idea for us to freshen up prior to laying siege on one of the biggest landmarks in Manhattan,” Jenna said, sidling up to me in the way she did and getting all up in my personal space. “I know it seems like a waste of time, but try to enjoy it. You’re spending other people’s money. What do you say, Mac? Fancy a spending spree?”
I had half a mind to move away from her, but I was still hoping to play off remembering who she was. If I told her to get off me, and it wasn’t something I normally did around her, the proverbial jig would be up. To be honest, I wasn’t sure why it mattered. I kept hoping she’d let something slip, because if I just let the cat out of the bag and asked her questions about my past, she could lie and I’d have no way of knowing otherwise.
“Count me in,” Wendy said, leaping out of the car while holding her doll. Marvin’s legs smacked across the metal end of the van and he cried out in pain. I wasn’t sure if she was lying about the doll being inhabited by her brother, but if that wasn’t the case, she was seriously taking the whole ventriloquist thing to a whole other level. “As much as I like post-bloodbath chic, it doesn’t really bring out my eyes.”
“Your eyes are shit brown,” Marvin snapped, glaring at her while rubbing his shin. “Why would you want to bring them out?”
Wendy’s face twisted in rage, and for a second, I thought she might hurl the doll across the parking lot. Part of me sort of hoped she did. I wasn’t sure what their deal was, exactly, as far as the mission, nor what sacrifice they’d have to make, but I was starting to think having them along might be more trouble than it was worth.
“Keep it up and I’ll dump you in a wood chipper. You think I won’t,” Wendy said in a voice so quiet, I almost didn’t hear it. “But I just might, and there’d be nothing you could to do stop me.”
“Whatever, Wendy. It’s a joke, not a dick. Don’t take it so hard,” Marvin grumbled, turning away from her and crossing her arms.
Wendy opened her mouth like she was about to say something, but she must have decided against it because she just stomped off in the direction Vitaly had gone. My gaze followed her, and I found myself staring at one of those super-expensive, super-exclusive boutiques. It was the kind of place that wouldn’t let me in even if I wasn’t dressed like the kind of guy who gets pissed off and shoots up a school.
“Le Château de Tissu Extraordinaire?” I said, hoping I was pronouncing the French correctly. “Whatever happened to Walmart or Kohl’s? You know, something low key?”
“I hear they have nice stuff here, and besides, it isn’t like we’re paying. Vassago is,” Jenna said, smirking at me as she intertwined one hand with mine and pulled me along like she was my over-enthusiastic girlfriend. “I heard this was a Chicago only brand. I didn’t know they opened a second location. If I remember, they have an entire room dedicated just to lace.”
“Exciting,” I replied, hoping we wouldn’t be in here too long. It wasn’t even that I had anything against hoity toity, fufu places either. It was more that I didn’t want to spend hours looking through a “lace room.” In fact, that was the thing I wanted to do least in life.
“We can’t all be dressed like the weird guy in high school no one liked,” Jenna said, looking me up and down. “I mean seriously, Mac. You used to be stylish. Now you’re wearing a trench coat and a Rage Against the Machine T-shirt. Want to just wait in the van and smoke pot?” She raised an eyebrow at me.
“My girlfriend gave me this shirt,” I said before I could stop myself, and as the words left my mouth, Jenna released my hand like she’d been holding a sweaty toad.
“You have a fucking girlfriend?” she cried, raising one shapely eyebrow and glaring at me hard enough to melt steel. I’ll be honest, I cringed away from her a little. Okay, a lot.
“Yeah. Things change,” I said, moving toward the entrance and leaving her behind. As I pulled open the door and stepped inside, I really hoped I hadn’t permanently pissed her off. I wasn’t sure what the nature of our relationship had been, but something told me making a chick who had just waxed over a dozen people in the span of a minute hate you was probably a bad idea.
“So much for always and forever,” Jenna muttered as the door swung shut behind me. “I should have known.”
I swallowed hard. Had I promised something to Jenna? Something I couldn’t even fucking remember? I seriously hoped not, and not just because it’d make me feel bad to pull the whole “Sorry I have amnesia and forgot about you and now have a different girlfriend” thingy, but because I had feelings for Ricky. How would she feel about this? Probably not very good. Ricky would most likely back off, claiming our feelings were the result of the stupid imprint.
“You see this card?” Vitaly roared from in front of me while waving a pair of credit cards in front of the pint-sized pixie of a clerk with Georgia peach blonde hair who had come over to greet us. “This is an American Express Centurion card.” He pointed to the second card. “This is a J.P. Morgan Palladium Card.”
Her eyes got as big as saucers as she stared at the two credit cards. I wasn’t quite sure what was so special about them, but evidently they were a lot different from other credit cards because the look on her face went from one of professional disinterest to one of instant helpfulness.
“So, how can I help you?” she asked in a voice full of bubbly enthusiasm. Her eyes darted from the cards to the big Russian in his tattered suit.
“I need a new suit. Something nice,” he said before turning to gesture at us. “Also clothing for my compatriots. He will need suit too. The women…” He waved his hand off dismissively. “Whatever they like.”
“Right away, sir,” she said, a broad smile on her face. “Our custom tailors are just through here.”
“What’s the fascination with suits?” I asked, moving up next to Vitaly as he followed the clerk. I mean, I wasn’t opposed to getting a free tailored suit, but it seemed like a strange thing to go out of your way to get.
“Two reasons. One is for cover. People tend to shy away from others in fancy suits.” Vitaly’s face turned somber as he spoke. “Second reason is less good. When I meet God, I want to look nice.” He gestured at me. “With arm like that, you should do same.”
Chapter 5
An hour later, I’d been primped, pruned, and stuffed into a crisp white button up, imported red silk tie, and slacks that cost more than a small car. I looked awesome, especially when I donned my trench coat. I’d had half a mind to get a suit jacket, but I doubted they had any bulletproof ones, and in my line of work, that beat out fashion.
Aside from not having to pay for any of it, the best part was having showered and shaved. I don’t want to go into it much, but as the hot water had pelted my back, I’d felt a strange sense of relief I couldn’t quite understand. I’d been dirty for so long, it’d become almost a state of being, but now I was thankfully, mercifully clean.
Since I’d passed on the mani-pedi, I was sitting in a quaint little speakeasy-style bar inside Le Château de Tissu Extraordinaire. I wasn’t quite sure why the bar was in here, but hey, when in Rome, right? Besides, it wasn’t like I had anything better to do while everyone else was getting all dolled up. Sure, there was a job I needed to pull off, but somehow, I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to be rushing Vitaly into anything. The man had spent twenty minutes comparing suit fabric that looked exactly the same to me.
I glanced up from my old fashioned and smiled at the busty blonde standing behind the bar. She was dressed like Marilyn Monroe in Some like it Hot, but I was pretty sure Marilyn had never had a body as nice as this girl’s, but then again, I didn’t think many women did.
“It’s great that there’s a bar in here,” I said, leaning back on my barstool and gesturing toward the entrance. Beyond that threshold was nothing but lace, dresses, and makeup. I shivered.
The bartender gave me a thousand-watt smile. “Some of our patrons prefer to let their,” she paused as if searching for the right word, “companions shop while they explore other activities.” She leaned forward on the bar, revealing a ridiculous amount of cleavage and pursed her ruby red lips. “Are there other activities you wish to explore?”
My heart started racing as I stared at her. As much as I hated to admit it, I let a couple possibilities play through my mind. I wasn’t quite sure what she was suggesting exactly, but I knew I wasn’t exactly catnip to the ladies. Besides, I had a girlfriend. At least, I was pretty sure I did, and even if I didn’t, I was starting to get the feeling Jenna might not take kindly to seeing me flirt with other ladies.
I pushed those thoughts aside and took another sip of my drink. It was just this side of perfect. The alcohol served to clear my head as a more reasonable explanation popped into my head. I was the only person in a bar that obviously catered to very rich people. Most patrons in here would likely be lecherous old men letting their women shop. Her flirtation likely had more to do with getting a generous tip out of said men. Well, I wasn’t playing that game.
“Another drink would be great,” I said, popping the brandied cherry into my mouth and chewing. It was one of the best cherries I’d ever had. Then again, it was the only one I could remember eating, so there was that.
“Pity,” she said, pulling away from the bar and moving to make my drink. Watching her do it was just as amazing as it had been the first time since she was so precise about the whole thing. I’d never actually seen someone slowly muddle a sugar cube soaked in bitters like they were supposed to do before, but she did it.
Still, while her explanation for the bar made sense to some degree, it still seemed a bit off. True, the place wasn’t very big, barely enough room for six or so people at the bar, but how often could it possibly be used? However, I wasn’t about to argue with their business plan. Not when I was sitting here taking advantage of it.
I finished my drink and pushed it across the bar, and as I did so, Marilyn came walking toward me. “Trade?” she asked, grabbing my glass and swapping it for a full one.
“Sounds like a plan,” I said, taking a sip of the cocktail. It was almost better than the first one, and as the whiskey hit my tongue, a lazy grin spread across my face. “You sure know what you’re doing back there.”
“Well, you know,” she said, gesturing at the wall of expensive whiskeys behind her. “Some of these cost upwards of a hundred bucks a shot. We want to make sure our guests get exactly what they pay for.” She flashed her dentists’ wet dream of a smile at me. “No one likes to feel like they’re getting cheated.”
“Fair enough,” I said, smirking as a sudden thought occurred to me. I wasn’t going to pay the tab. Vassago was, and he was a douchebag demon. “What’s the most expensive thing you have back there?”
She responded, but I didn’t hear her response over the explosion that shook the room like an earthquake. I spun toward the entrance as my barstool went out from under me, landing flat on my back. As I scrambled to my feet, trying my best not to cry over spilled alcohol because it was only Knob Creek, another explosion rocked the store.
I grabbed onto the bar for stability as thousands of dollars’ worth of alcohol fell off the glass shelves and shattered across the slate floor. Well, that’d be something to cry about. The scent of whiskey hit my nose like a fist, and while I normally liked the smell, this was way too much for me.
Suppressing the urge to gag, I glanced around for any obvious sources of the explosion even though I was pretty sure it’d come from somewhere outside the bar. Satisfied nothing in here was going to burst into flames, I hazarded a glance at the bartender.
She was leaning forward over the bar, unconscious. Blood dripped from a cut on her head, and as I reached forward to see if she was okay, a shotgun-toting nun walked by the entrance. She seemed surprised to see me, so I guess the feeling was mutual. As she turned to bring the gun to bear, I snagged an empty glass off the bar and hurled it at her.
The heavy tumbler hit her square in the forehead. Her shotgun went off anyway, tearing a hole in the ceiling above me instead of through my torso. Not wanting to give her another shot at perforating me with buckshot, I dove forward, tackling her to the ground.
The back of the nun’s head smacked against the slate floor moments before my entire weight drove the breath from her lungs. I decked her once for good measure, smashing her nose into a bloody mess before wrenching the shotgun from her stunned grip. I turned the weapon on her, and as I did, she kicked me in the knee.
I wasn’t sure what her plan had been because her attack misdirected my blast. I’d been aiming at her chest, but the blow had wound up making my arms swing up while I’d depressed the trigger. It wound up making me shoot her in the face with the shotgun. Needless to say, as I toppled painfully to the ground beside her, she was too busy being dead to capitalize on it.
While I was glad she was dead, I was starting to worry our little gunfight might make reinforcements show up. It was time to get out of here before that happened.
Trying to ignore the pain radiating from my kneecap, I racked another shell before getting to my feet. I moved to the dead nun’s side and pulled the bandolier full of shotgun shells from her bloody corpse. I stared at the bandolier in annoyance mostly because it was covered in blood, and I was wearing a nice new suit. Then again, I was still wearing my old trench coat.
Another explosion rocked the building. I wasn’t sure what they were assaulting Le Château de Tissu Extraordinaire with, but as I knew from experience, a tank wouldn’t be out of the question. Hopefully, I could get out of here before they reduced the clothing store to rubble.
If I didn’t, I was going to have a hell of a time rescuing those kids. I wasn’t sure how the Sisters of the Black Flame had found us, but I was guessing the answer had to do with the van we’d stolen. I knew that had been a stupid play. We should have ditched it at the first opportunity, not brought it with us. Fucking Amateurs.
“You people suck,” I said throwing the bandolier over one shoulder. I looked like a cross between Rambo and Neo, but at least I wouldn’t run out of bullets.
I took a step toward the entrance and peered out. I didn’t see anyone, but that didn’t mean much since I could hear the sounds of automatic weapons in the distance. I tossed one last glance at the bartender and realized I couldn’t see her from where I was standing. Good, that meant the nuns wouldn’t see her either. No doubt the nuns were after me and my crew. Even if they found her, they hadn’t killed the hostess from the diner. Maybe they’d just leave her alone. I wasn’t sure if it was true or not, but at the moment, I knew me standing here would be more likely to get her killed.
The room outside the bar was just a hallway leading into different facets of the store. With any luck, I could make it outside without being spotted. Yeah, I know, luck and I weren’t the best of friends, but sometimes she’s less of a bitch about it.
As I stepped out into the hallway, another explosion rocked the building. I staggered into the far wall as a trio of nuns with AK47s came barging into the hallway. I fired the second I saw them, and it was likely the only thing that saved me.
My blast caught one in the chest and threw her backward in a spray of blood and buckshot. The other two, undeterred by their sister’s plight, opened fire on me with their AK47s. Bullets tore into the wall beside me, ripping erratic arcs in the drywall as I dove through the closest doorway. Even still, I wound up taking a couple bullets, but thankfully, my trench coat kept them from doing permanent damage. Even still, I knew I’d feel them come morning.
Three of the walls were covered in swaths of satin fabric and dresses that could only be worn at full on royal balls. Fortunately, the last wall had a dressing room. Jackpot!
I scrambled to my feet and had barely made it into the dressing room, when a burst of gunfire tore through the wall, reducing all the fancy dresses to twists of torn fabric. I didn’t think they’d seen me since it seemed like they’d fired through the wall, but that wouldn’t be the case for long. As soon as they came inside, it’d be really obvious where I was hiding. Well, I’d just have to make sure I gave them a warm welcome.
I dropped to my belly on the slate floor, scrunched myself backward into the dressing room, and closed the door. As I heard them move into the room, I pointed my shotgun at where it sounded like they were. Here goes nothing.
A quick pull of the trigger shattered what remained of my hearing along with the dressing room’s partially open door. Gunfire tore through the space above me, and I reoriented the shotgun and fired two more times in quick succession. This time, no gunfire returned. I hastily reloaded the weapon before nudging the door open. When I wasn’t immediately filled full of lead, I risked a look around.
The two still-twitching nuns were lying in pools of blood, which was good because they didn’t need their weapons anymore. I snagged one of their AK47s and threw the strap over my shoulder. Then I picked up the last AK47 and made my way back to the hallway with a shotgun in one hand and an assault rifle in the other. I had to give it to the nuns. They sure knew how to party.
I glanced around, wondering if I should call out for my allies, but that might give away my position. While the nuns more than likely had backup, the others might not think much of gunfire, and it wasn’t like they could talk since they’d had their tongues cut out. On the other hand, calling for anyone would be like pointing a giant “come kill me” beacon at my face. Pass.
The sound of gunshots broke out ahead, and as I sprinted toward the commotion instead of away from it because I was the world’s biggest dumbass, I heard the distinct sound of a double tap. I recognized the weapon. It was Jenna’s Baby Eagle. Sure enough, as I glanced into the lace room, I saw Jenna standing there dressed in a little black dress that made her look curvy enough to give even the most dazzling centerfold a run for her money.
A dead nun with what looked like a still-glowing broadsword, lay at her feet in a steadily expanding pool of blood. Jenna glanced up from the dead nun and looked me over.
“Nice of you to come save me, Mac,” she said, quirking a sculpted eyebrow in my direction.
“Guess no one ever told her not to bring a knife to a gunfight,” I said, tossing the AK47 to Jenna since I had two, and I figured she knew how to use the gun.
“The sisters were never known for being particularly smart.” She caught it in a smooth motion while kicking off the pair of black stilettos she’d been wearing. She slipped her feet into a sensible pair of black flats, which were likely way better for, you know, supernatural heists and dealing with homicidal nuns.
“That’s probably why they didn’t just set the building on fire and wait across the way with sniper rifles. It’s what I’d have done,” I said, running through a million more effective scenarios in my head.
Jenna shook her head. “No, instead they come in big and loud. All flash and bang.” She stepped in front of me and began making her way down the hallway, the AK47 gripped comfortably in her hands like she’d used the weapon a million times. Evidently, she didn’t need me to go first. Well, that was fine. I had no pressing desire to get myself shot. “It’s the kind of thing you’d do to distract your opponent while someone slipped behind them and slit their throats.”
She drew her thumb across her neck as she said the words. I took an unconscious step back. Only it wasn’t because of what she said or done. No, it was because of the thought that spiraled into my brain. Something was wrong with this scenario.
“Unless they are distracting us while Beleth does the ritual.” As soon as my words, left my mouth all the color drained from Jenna’s ebony face.
“That… is an excellent point,” she said, worry tingeing her voice as she glanced into the far room. She must have been satisfied because a heartbeat later she stepped through the threshold. “We need to hurry and pray you’re wrong. If not, this is going to get a lot worse.”
I sighed, noting how she’d neglected to finish her sentence with “before it gets better.” Something told me that wasn’t just an oversight on her part.
Chapter 6
While I was trying to get the demon who had given me my arm to help me escape, but like always she was too busy ignoring my cries we encountered more nuns. Before I could even blast them with my shotgun, Jenna had reduced them to piles of bloody meat with three quick bursts of her AK47. It was amazing because while I thought I was pretty damned awesome at shooting things in the face, she put me to shame in an awe-inspiring way. Yeah, she was that good.
As we crossed the room, heading back outside and hopefully toward the rest of our crew, a nun came flying bodily through the mirror to our left. It shattered in a spray of glass revealing a room on the other side of the broken mirror.
“Guess that’s seven years of bad luck,” I said as the nun collapsed to the ground next to us. Her body was a mass of cuts and bruises, and even though her throat had been torn out, and she was spraying blood from her carotid artery like a fountain, she still tried to bring her shotgun around to blast us.
Thankfully, the weapon slipped from her bloody fingers before she could pull the trigger. As it clattered lifelessly to the slate, Vitaly glanced at us from the other side of the hole in the mirror. He hadn’t shifted, but the big Russian looked angrier than a mama bear protecting her cubs.
“We need to leave,” Vitaly said, gesturing at the downed nun with one bloody hand, while pulling out his flask with the other. Sprays of blood marred his otherwise nice black shirt, but I was assuming it’d have looked ten times worse if he’d been wearing white. “I sent Wendy outside to start car. I came back to find you.”
He took a swig from the flask and pocketed it. Almost immediately the rage in his eyes faded, and I wondered for the first time if maybe his drinking was a way of mellowing him out so he didn’t rage kill us all. It was a sobering thought.
I nodded to him, and as I did, Vitaly yanked off his shirt, sending buttons flying in every direction. As he used it to wipe the blood off his face and hands, I stood there in awe of him. To say the Russian was ripped was the understatement of the year. He had so many muscles his muscles had muscles, and his muscles’ muscles were bigger than mine.
He grabbed another shirt off a rack and slung it on. He buttoned it with one hand while snatching a gold tie off the display next to it. Without a word, he pulled it around his neck and marched out of view.
“Let’s go,” Jenna said, leaping through the broken mirror like a ballet dancer. She landed lithely on the other side as I covered her with my AK47. Once she was through, she turned and covered me while I made my way through the razor-edged hole. I was way less athletic about it.
As I scrambled through the maw of broken, jagged glass, I somehow managed to make it to the other side without slicing myself to ribbons, which was good. I would have looked horrible sliced to ribbons. Jenna nodded to me as I emerged and made her way toward the broken front windows of the shop, hoping Wendy had our getaway van ready to go.
A pair of what looked like storm shutters had been punched inward and lay in a pile of rubble on the floor. Had they descended to protect the building before they’d been blown away by a subsequent explosion?
It was a little weird because I didn’t think they needed storm shutters in New York, but then again, I wasn’t from here and had no memory so what did I know? Still, what had brought them down? Was there some kind of silent alarm? I wasn’t sure, but if there was, it meant one thing. Police would be on the way, and there was no way that would end well for us since the parking lot was filled with over a dozen bodies.
All of them looked like they’d been sliced open with a fire axe, but I’ll be honest, I mostly thought that because the one closest to our stolen van had a fire axe buried in her chest. I guess that was the quickest way to a nun’s heart.
Wendy sat perched behind the wheel of said van, but she was so tiny, it seemed like she could barely see over the steering wheel. It made the sight of Vitaly getting into the passenger seat next to her almost comical by comparison.
“Hurry!” Vitaly called as police sirens flashed in the distance and the telltale sound of a helicopter filled my ears. That wasn’t good. While I’d taken out a couple of helicopters in my past, it never seemed to end well.
Jenna and I sprinted toward the open back doors. I’m ashamed to say it, but even though my lungs were burning, and I’d given it all I had, Jenna was already inside the van and fastening her seatbelt by the time I’d reached the van. I’d barely shut the doors when Wendy took off in a squeal of burning rubber that sent me tumbling into the doors I’d just closed.
We bounced out of the parking lot and slammed into a passing Mercedes with enough force to tear the back end off of the luxury car. Our van, on the other hand, seemed perfectly fine, but that was probably because it was used by nuns with access to Special Forces vehicles. It sort of made me sad they weren’t on our side. If they were, I’d have loved to take a peek into their armory. Then again, I was sort of fond of my tongue.
“I think we need to stop wasting time and complete the job as soon as possible,” I said as I clambered over to the partition separating the cab from the back of the van instead of taking a seat.
“No, we need to ditch this heap so the sisters can’t track us,” Wendy said from the front seat. Her eyes were locked on the road as she moved us down side streets as fast as she could. No police seemed to be in view, but it wouldn’t take long for the Mercedes owner to give our description to the cops. Once that happened, the helicopter would find us in no time.
“Be that as it may,” I said, reaching forward and grabbing onto her chair for stability as she spun us into a tight right turn. “I think these nuns are a distraction. They’re making us waste our time dealing with them. Usually when someone tries to distract you, it’s because they want to do something else while you’re focused on said distraction.”
“Is excellent point,” Vitaly said, rubbing his chin with one blood-smeared hand. “Wendy, take us to the Empire State building. It will be quickest way inside.”
“You’re out of your goddamned mind if you think I’m driving this thing into Manhattan,” Wendy said as she made a right turn through a red light even though doing so was illegal in New York.
“You know you’re not supposed to do that here,” Marvin said, pointing at the no turn on red sign. “Can’t you read the sign?”
“What are they going to do? Mail me a ticket?” Wendy asked, not taking her eyes off the road. “News flash. I’m driving a stolen van that belongs to a bloodthirsty death cult.”
“This is why you can’t get a license,” Marvin said indignantly and crossed his wooden arms over his chest. “Or have nice things.”
“Head to Jamaica station,” Jenna called from behind me. “It’ll be faster to take the train anyway, and we can ditch this van too. It’s a twofer.”
“Wait, why are we going to the Empire State building?” I growled in frustration as I smacked the seat with my hand. “We’re supposed to be rescuing those kids and so far all we’ve done is shop. Now you want to go sightseeing?”
“Mac, to get to Beleth’s hideout, we have to enter through a thin place. There’s one at the Empire State Building,” Jenna said, and when I turned to look at her, she gave me a sly smile. It was the kind of smile that let me know she relished the idea of telling me more uncomfortable truths so she could see the look on my face. I wasn’t sure I wanted to give her the honor.
“What’s a thin place?” I asked, deciding I wanted to know more than I wanted to deny her the pleasure of fucking with me.
“Thin place is where border around Earth is thin. Easy to break,” Vitaly said from the front seat. “We break into evil lair from there. Will be easy because border is thin. Understand?”
“So we’re going to jump through a portal at the Empire State Building and wind up in Beleth’s hideout?” I shook my head as I tried to process that. “That sounds crazy, and besides, what is to stop her from watching the entrance?”
“No one uses the Empire State Building entrance,” Jenna said, her smile returning as the Devil twinkled in her eyes. “No one will be watching, and even if someone is watching, it won’t be more than we can handle.” Her eyes moved to the shotgun in my hand and the AK47 slung over my shoulder. It was when I realized she’d kept the pilfered AK too.
“And where exactly is Beleth’s lair?” I asked, hoping I was wrong. “Since you said the border is thin, I’m guessing that means we won’t be on Earth?”
“Hell, Mac. We’re going to Hell. Well, a tiny subdivision of Hell. Like the suburbs,” Wendy said from the front seat. Judging by the lack of cheer in her voice, she didn’t seem terribly thrilled about it. “That’s what is on the other side of this particular thin place. That’s why they didn’t just come out and say where we were going.” Her cold, empty eyes glanced at me in the rearview mirror, and as she stared a hole in me, I realized she was telling the truth. We really were going to Hell. Fuck.
“Awesome,” I said, hoping my stolen weapons would be enough because it didn’t seem like it would be enough to storm Hell. “Just fucking awesome.”
Chapter 7
Thankfully, we weren’t plagued by gun-toting nuns on the train ride to Manhattan. Less fortunately, we’d had to ditch all our guns, by which I mean Jenna and I had to ditch our guns since we were the only ones carrying them. Not having a weapon made me feel naked and exposed, especially since there weren’t many problems I couldn’t solve by shooting them in the face.
When we emerged from Penn station, the air was surprisingly brisk. As we walked along Thirty-Fourth Street toward Fifth Avenue, I found myself glad I had a trench coat instead of a suit jacket. No suit would have been able to withstand this kind of chill. Still, it made me feel like a little bit of a wuss since girls were walking around in short skirts and t-shirts. Whatever, at least I was mostly warm.
“So where is the thin place?” I asked, glancing at my entourage and sighing. We looked like the racially diverse cast of a sitcom. “I know you said it was at the Empire State Building, but that’s a pretty big building.”
“Around the eighty-fourth floor,” Wendy said, glancing up at the building while shielding her eyes from the glare with one hand. She mumbled to herself in what sounded like Latin and nodded once. “Yeah, the eighty-fourth floor.”
“And how do we get to the thin place on the eighty-fourth floor?” I asked, hoping we weren’t going to have to scale the building from the outside or try something even crazier.
“We take the elevator, Mac,” Wendy said, glancing at me like I was a total idiot before stepping into the building. I let out a sigh. Of course we would be taking the elevator. Man, I really needed to stop hanging out with the supernatural. I’d totally expected to be whisked up via magic.
The others followed after the girl like she was some kind of thin place smelling bloodhound, which based on her earlier actions, seemed likely. I guess we all had our roles to play after all. I was, obviously, a Cursed, and Jenna was clearly a badass mercenary. Vitaly was our fearless leader who was also some kind of mutant vodka-gulping werebear.
Wendy was the big question mark. Other than bicker with her creepy “talking” doll, I hadn’t seen her do much of anything. Sure, she’d come out of the diner carrying a severed head and covered in blood, but I hadn’t seen her tear the head off the nun, who owned it, or anything. For all I knew, she was just eye candy.
However, being able to spot the thin place leading into Beleth’s lair seemed like as good a reason as any to have her along, and it certainly seemed like she could do that. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that her ability to find thin places was just a bonus and not because she’d walked out with a decapitated head.
After all, pretty much everyone in our party seemed more than capable of going all sorts of “bull in a china shop” on our enemies. No, she had to be here for another reason. There was definitely more to the girl than met the eye, and I wished I knew what it was. Despite being an ardent believer in expecting the unexpected, surprises had a way of, well, acting in an unexpected way.
I pushed the thought away. There were only two emotions on a job, fear and hope. If I succumbed to fear before we even started, I might as well put a gun to my head and pull the trigger now. Still, putting my hope in Vassago to assemble a team that would help me succeed in rescuing the kids stretched my ability to hope to the absolute limit. I didn’t doubt the demon wanted his payday, but I didn’t think he’d care about casualties. If I, or any of the children not specifically bought and paid for, became one of those casualties, well, I was pretty sure the demon wouldn’t lose sleep over it.
“You coming, princess?” Marvin asked, his wooden head poking out from Wendy’s black backpack like an angry cat. “Or you just going to stand outside and mope?”
“That’s his thing,” Jenna said, glancing at me from just beyond the threshold. “He gets all broody just before every mission. This is the part where he decides whether or not he can trust us. Newsflash, Mac. You can.”
I glared at her, and she gave me an evil wink. That was exactly what had been going on, and it pissed me off to think she knew me that well when I didn’t know a thing about myself or her. Well, when this was over, I was going to sit Jenna down for a long talk. Assuming, of course, we both made it through this mission alive. If we were really going to venture into Hell, even if it was just to the “suburbs,” there were infinite ways this could go south. The idea that our job would go off without a hitch was almost laughable.
“So where’s the elevator?” I asked as we walked toward a throng of people in line to buy tickets to the top of the tower.
“On the other end of that line, unfortunately,” Jenna said, gesturing at the snaking crowd while staring at her smart phone dismally. “It’s an hour wait too.”
“Is no matter,” Vitaly said, glancing at Jenna and heading over to the will call counter. “We aren’t paying.” He stepped into the much smaller will call line. A few minutes later, he emerged with several express VIP tickets to the top of the tower. As he handed them out to each of us, his eyes twinkled. “USA is good country. You can pay to skip line. Is closest thing to royalty.”
“Awesome,” Wendy said, the first hint of cheer entering her voice since I’d met her. “I always wanted to be first class.”
I glanced at the ticket in my hand as we made our way to the VIP entrance. I wasn’t sure how much these tickets cost, but even if it wasn’t a lot, I was really glad Vassago was footing the bills. It made me wonder how Vassago handled expenses. Was there a daily stipend or did you just turn in your receipts? I probably should have found out, but I didn’t have a single dollar to my name so I couldn’t have bought anything anyway. A stipend would have been nice though.
“Wait a second,” I said, waving the ticket in the air. “This ticket says the eighty-sixth floor. Don’t we need to go to the eighty-fourth floor?”
“Oh, so you can read. I was beginning to wonder,” Marvin said in a way that made me want to stuff him in the nearest trash can.
Jenna glanced at me, her sly grin returning. “We’re going to have to jump from the eighty-sixth floor. It’s the only way we’ll have enough distance to hit the thin spot.”
A shudder ran through me as I processed the idea of jumping off the Empire State Building. Despite my earlier “mind over matter” manifesto, there was no scenario I envisioned that didn’t end with me splattered across Fifth Avenue.
“You’ve got to be out of your goddamned mind,” I cried as we cleared the metal detector and approached a section where they took touristy pictures. I’ll just say it now. Ours looked ridiculous, and I totally wanted a copy, although I didn’t know why.
“There is no other way, Mac,” Jenna said, careful to keep her voice down as we were ushered inside an elevator with half a dozen other people. “Just use your magic to make sure you make it.” The rest of her words went unsaid, but I could fill in the blanks. “Unless you want to have a hard stop at the bottom.”
“Are you always this much of a pussy?” Marvin asked, peeking out at me once again. As he spoke, several other patrons gave us the look. You know, the “why am I on the elevator with a crazy person” look. I ignored them.
“I am not a pussy,” I told the doll before flicking him between the eyes. Take that maturity.
“Don’t touch him,” Wendy snapped, whirling around to glare at me with pixie-like rage. “I may smack him around, but you most certainly don’t get to do it.”
I raised my hands in capitulation. “Sorry.”
Thankfully, the doors opened before we could argue more, and we spilled out onto the Eightieth floor. Crowds of people swarmed around us as we were directed into another elevator. Before I could catch my breath, we hurtled upward, and were soon standing in the observatory of the Empire State Building.
It was surprisingly warm inside the building, but the moment we stepped outside, I started shivering despite my trench coat. I hadn’t thought about how cold it would be eighty-six stories in the air, but it made sense since it’d been cold on the ground, and it was always colder the higher up you went.
We moved around the platform in one giant mob until we were at the spot where you could clearly see the Freedom Tower and the Statue of Liberty in the distance. The view was spectacular, and even though I wasn’t here to sightsee, I sort of wished I had a camera to take some pictures.
As we approached the railing, Wendy pointed to nowhere in particular. “It’s right below us. I can feel it in the pit of my stomach.” She looked back at us, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say she was going to vomit all over us. If that happened, there was no way I was going to hold her hair out of her face.
“And even if I was crazy enough to jump off a building into nothing, how are we going to get around the gate?” I gestured at the huge wrought-iron fence surrounding the railing and quirked an eyebrow.
Before I’d even finished speaking, Vitaly had pushed his way to the front of our little group. He ran his huge hands along the cold, black metal and smirked.
“Okay,” Vitaly said, nodding at us. “I open way. You follow. Be quick. If it closes, you go splat.”
Part of me wished he’d left that last part out. I was already feeling dubious about leaping from one of the world’s tallest buildings, and now there was a possibility the door he opened would vanish before I got there. That was total bullshit. Still, I was Mac Brennan, and I never let a thing like falling to my death stop me.
Vitaly waited until we all acknowledged him before pulling a plastic key from his hip pocket that looked exactly like Sora’s keyblade from Kingdom Hearts.
It glimmered like freshly hammered silver in the sunlight, and as Vitaly touched it to the metal gate, the entire structure shimmered. Bronze sparks leapt from the tip of the key and raced along the bars, and as they did, the entire section of gate vanished into smoke that smelled like mint chip ice cream.
I was still in awe of how he’d done it with a magical toy key, when Vitaly climbed up on the cement wall and leapt through the hole like we weren’t eighty-six stories in the air. I rushed forward in time to see him thrust the key into the air a couple floors below.
Golden light streamed off the key as the air exploded in a flash of purple before tearing asunder with a sound like cracking thunder to reveal a pustule of black swirling clouds where nothing but empty sky had been before. The Russian’s body swirled in a way that reminded me of a cartoon character getting sucked into a hurricane before he vanished like he’d never been there at all. Well, that was new, and terrifying as hell.
“There’s no way I’m doing that,” I said, stepping back so I could flee. Kids or not, I was not leaping off this building so I could get sucked into Hell’s hurricane.
“We don’t have time for you to back out now,” Jenna said, grabbing my hand and pulling me onto the rail with her. Her hand was surprisingly warm, and as she squeezed my fingers, something about the gesture comforted me in a way I hadn’t expect. “It will close soon.” With that she released my hand and jumped. As she leapt into oblivion and left me standing by myself on the rail, people began screaming behind us and rushing forward toward us.
As Jenna vanished into the tear in reality, I gritted my teeth. It was so far down it was making me dizzy. I still wanted to run away, but I tried to push the fear back down inside me, and not because Wendy was giving me the “I will throw you into that hole” look.
“Here goes nothing,” I said before doing what any insane person would do. I shut my eyes and leapt off the top of the building. Even though I’d jumped out of an airplane before, this was quite a bit different since I didn’t have a goddamned parachute. As I careened through the air toward the swirling vortex with my eyes closed, I wasn’t sure what I expected to happen. I just hoped it wouldn’t hurt.
I was wrong. Entering the doorway to Hell was like slamming into a brick wall face first. I cried out in pain as my eyes flashed open. I was lying on the floor of a stone cavern glowing with purple effervescent fungus and water dripping from stalactites overhead. As I crawled to my feet, Wendy burst through the emptiness behind me, but unlike me, she landed daintily on her feet. I sucked in a breath that tasted like cloves and cheap beer and tried to make my heart stop hammering in my chest. I ignored the adrenaline rushing through my veins as my brain slowly oriented itself to my new reality.
“Well, looks like we made it,” Jenna said from a few feet away. “Where to?”
I glanced toward her and my heart sank. The cavern split off into no less than ten darkened tunnels lined with stalactites and stalagmites so they looked like the mouths of a horrible beast.
“We pick by eenie meenie miney moe. Is easy, yeah? You catch tiger by toe,” Vitaly said, moving past us and approaching the tunnels. The look Jenna gave him summed up my feelings exactly. It was a look of “Are you fucking serious?”
“I kid.” Vitaly smiled, revealing a mouthful of teeth that glowed ominously in the black light cast by the fungus clinging to the cave walls. “Wendy, which tunnel do we take?”
Wendy shut her eyes and reached out with one hand toward the tunnels. As she did, a fucking harpoon exploded from the depths of the cave furthest to the left, spearing Vitaly through the chest and hauling him backward into the darkness.
Chapter 8
Without thinking, I sprinted after the big Russian. As I stepped into the yawning maw of the cave, I was suddenly blinded by flashes of color springing from the disco ball overhead. A smear of blood on the floor led from where I stood to Vitaly like a macabre snail trail.
The big Russian was only a few feet away, but the distance between us was increasing by the second. Just below the disco ball stood a thing that sort of looked like a cross between Disco Stu from the Simpsons and Davy Jones from The Pirates of the Caribbean movies in that he was wearing a disco suit and had the head of a squid.
“Alright, Disco Squid, drop him,” I said, getting ready to pump him full of Hellfire.
The creature ignored me as it hauled backward on an invisible rope with his rhinestone-glove-covered hands. With every tug, Vitaly skidded across the dance floor beneath our feet because, of course, Hell would be filled with bad seventies' music.
Disco beats pulsated through the air, slamming into my senses in a way I couldn’t explain because it was unlike anything I’d ever felt before. It wasn’t just the bass crashing into my eardrums. No, I could taste the music like raspberry cream and chocolate, feel it like silk brushed over my skin. And you know what? Disco still sucked.
I stood there like an idiot while the big Russian tried to tear the harpoon from his chest, but every time he managed to grip the weapon, his hands slipped off the golden-edged blade like they were covered in butter.
“Put him down!” I cried, trying to raise my voice over the din. I took a step forward, and as I did, I slipped on the slick dance floor and crashed onto my back. Little tweety birds danced around my head as the Disco-dancing Cthulhu grinned.
“Or what?” it croaked in a voice that was like a blast of lightning across my brain. My teeth clenched as I gripped my temples in my hands, trying to resist the fading sound of his voice. Hot, sticky blood leaked from my nose and ears as I tried vainly to crawl to my feet. It wasn’t going well.
“Or I’ll shoot you,” Jenna said, appearing next to me and pointing her Baby Eagle at the creature. She let off a couple quick shots that smashed into Disco Squid’s face in an explosion of black ink that threw the creature onto its back. All at once, the music stopped with that “rrrip” sound of a record getting scratched.
“Whoops, guess I forgot to give you a chance to counter offer.” Jenna’s voice was loud in the suddenly empty space, reminding me of the times you just happened to be talking smack about someone right as the room got eerily quiet.
As she stalked toward the creature and calmly emptied her gun into its body, I wiped the blood from my nose with the back of my blackened hand and stared up at her in disbelief. The smell of whatever passed for blood in its body was like raw seafood, and with each bullet she put into it, the smell grew stronger.
“We need to hurry,” Jenna said, glancing at me and Vitaly while reloading her gun with such practiced ease she’d had to have done it a million times before. “Bullets won’t keep him down for long.”
“How’d you get a gun past security?” I asked as Vitaly finally succeeded in grabbing the buttery harpoon. He jerked it free in a spray of gore and buried the weapon in Disco Squid’s chest while cursing loudly in Russian. I wasn’t sure what he’d said exactly, but the way he said it sounded cool. Maybe when this was over, I could get him to teach me a few words.
“I have my ways,” Jenna said, moving past us and heading out of the corridor. “Come on, Wendy said it’s the one in the middle. Every second we waste here is a second Beleth might find us. Since she can stop time, I’d rather that not happen.”
I followed along while Vitaly bitched and moaned about the state of his suit. I sort of felt bad for the guy. This was the second expensive suit he’d ruined today. If this kept up, Vassago was going to be out a fortune in custom tailoring. Good, the bastard deserved it.
As we stepped back into the main cavern, the disco dance floor behind the cave vanished behind a shroud of darkness. Well, that was a neat trick. What was behind the other tunnels? Was one filled with hand-rolled cigars and whiskey?
“I’m guessing that if Beleth doesn’t know we’re here, she will soon,” I said as Jenna and Wendy disappeared down the middle cavern. “I mean, we’re not exactly being discreet.”
Instead of responding, Vitaly shrugged in a way that didn’t make me feel entirely comfortable and disappeared through the middle cavern, leaving me alone in the suburbs of Hell.
“Well, thanks for waiting,” I grumbled and followed behind them. As I stepped through the darkness, I found myself staring at what looked like an abandoned warehouse for a toyshop. I guess no cigars were in my future.
Vats of dried paint and solidified glue stood off to the left side of the room, while a conveyor belt covered by half-finished Barbie dolls stood idle and unused in the center. Cobwebs clung to nearly every surface, and the ground, where it wasn’t marred by my compatriots’ footprints, was covered in at least an inch of dust.
“Guess you weren’t kidding when you said this entrance was abandoned,” I said as I approached the others. They’d all stopped moving, which seemed odd because the door was only a few hundred feet away and surprisingly well lit.
“Oh, it’s not abandoned,” whispered a voice in my ear that made the hair on the back of my neck stand straight up and my belly fill with icy fear. “It’s just cheaper to build toys in China rather than in Hell, so I relocated my workforce accordingly.”
I whirled, and as I did, something struck me across the chest like a wrecking ball. My ribs screamed in agony as I flew through the air. I smacked into the ground so hard the breath whooshed from my lungs like a thousand razor blades. As I lay there, trying to figure out what was going on, a fucking winged tyrannosaurus with a top hat and cybernetic arms smiled toothily at me.
“Are you being serious right now?” I screamed at the top of my lungs as the twenty-foot tall tyrannosaur took an ominous step forward. The ground beneath its foot cracked, splintering outward and filling the room with purple light.
“I’m pretty serious about eating you,” the tyrannosaur replied, flexing his massive metallic arms like he was Hulk Hogan. “Because I think you look rather tasty.”
As I scrambled to my feet in an effort to get the fuck out of Dodge, I realized I had a slight problem. None of my companions were moving even slightly. I wasn’t sure why, but it meant one thing. I had to save them!
“Ignis!” I cried, flinging a massive handful of Hellfire at the creature as it lunged at me, dagger-filled jaws wide. My fireball smacked it dead in the center of its gaping maw, and for a moment, nothing happened. Then the blast exploded out the back of its neck, filling the air with the smell of fresh barbeque. The creature’s eyes widened in sudden shock as it collapsed to the ground in front of me with a thud.
I raised my hand, intent to finish it off with another fireball when it burst into a cloud of purple smoke. As I stood there watching the cloud in disbelief, a darkened form took shape within. I’m not sure why, but something told me it wasn’t going to be friendly.
“If you’ve just changed into a raptor, I’m going to be pissed,” I said, pointing my right palm at the cloud and calling upon my magic. “Because I’ll be honest, I’m not a huge fan of raptors.”
“Not a raptor, no,” said the voice from within as it stepped from the cloud.
A purple-skinned woman with a body straight out of a porn video stood before me. She was busty and thin and curvy and everything I ever wanted all at once. As she brought her hands together in a slow clap that caused her breasts to bounce, I realized her body was changing, bending itself to fit my each and every desire.
A wave of desire slammed into me, and I wobbled backward under the force of it. The urge to rush forward and gather her up in my arms was so overwhelming, I couldn’t even think past it. I started toward her, my hands reaching out toward her supple body.
Her full lips curled into a bemused smile as she shook out her long raven-black hair and curled her index finger toward herself. I had to hold her, had to have my way with her, only, only something about it was wrong. Why was it wrong? How could it be wrong?
Confusion settled over me, chasing back the desire threatening to drown me as I took a step toward her. I shook my head, trying to think past the need to throw her down and have my way with her. Something caught my eye. My gaze drifted toward it, settling on the mass of black leather beside my feet. It seemed familiar.
I reached out for it, and as I touched it, I realized I was holding my trench coat. Had I taken it off? I didn’t remember doing so. I ought to remember taking it off. My hands clenched around the fabric. Something was wrong. I just wasn’t sure what it was.
“What’s going on?” The question came out of my mouth in a strangled cry.
As I stared at the trench coat, the woman moved closer. Lust and heat wafted off of her in waves that made my knees shake and my insides twist with need. Something about her seemed wrong, but I had no idea what it was.
“Nothing is wrong,” she cooed, and her words were like a warm tongue on my ear lobe, like fingernails running over my naked flesh. “Come to me, Mac Brennan.” Her lavender eyes sparkled as she spread her arms wide, revealing her full breasts to my eyes.
My trench coat fell from my hand, and I staggered toward her. The sight of her standing there naked and ready filled up everything inside me to near bursting. Before I knew what I was doing, I’d stripped off my shirt and tie. As they hit the ground, my hand went to my pants. I unclasped them as quickly as I could while stumbling forward, and as they fell around my ankles, I tripped over them.
I landed hard enough for the sound of flesh on concrete to fill my ears, but I didn’t feel it. Not even a little. I ought to have felt it, but I just didn’t. That seemed off. I’d always felt things like that before. It wasn’t like I could shrug off horrible bodily injury like Ricky could.
My breath caught in my throat. I stopped mid-crawl, my clothing discarded behind me like a drunken snail trail. Ricky. As her name filled my brain, something in my stomach twisted and turned. Bile rose on my throat. Ricky wouldn’t like this. I knew she wouldn’t like my frantic need to take this woman. The only thing was, I couldn’t figure out why. It seemed like the most natural thing in the world.
The woman knelt in front of me and reached one slender hand out. As her black-nailed finger touched my cheek, a flare of silver fire exploded from my skin. It burned like a thousand suns, and I screamed in pain. The woman drew her finger back as flames danced across her perfect skin. She glanced at her still burning finger and inhaled, her nostrils flaring wide. The fire died.
“Interesting,” she said, eyeing me coolly. “I shall enjoy this more knowing you are in love.” She licked her lips, dragging her tongue across them one sensual millimeter at a time. “So much more.”
“No,” I cried, and as the word left my mouth, a sense of what was going on brushed across my brain. This thing was trying to seduce me. I didn’t know why, but it was, and that couldn’t stand. After all, I was Mac fucking Brennan, and I didn’t get mind-fucked by monsters, let alone actually bent over and fucked.
My tattoos flared to life as I gritted my teeth and fought with everything I had to throw off her wiles. As I started to resist, her power washed over me, smothering me, drowning me. It was like I was a burning matchstick in a howling tornado. I shut my eyes, and in an effort to resist, I imaged myself surrounded by walls a thousand miles high.
I poured every ounce of my willpower into thickening my mental walls, but as soon as I envisioned them, cracks fractured the ground beneath my feet. The smell of lilacs filled my nose, and I called on the demon who had given me my power.
“Help, please!” I cried, but even as I did, I couldn’t find her. I was sure she was out there somewhere, but try as I might, I couldn’t reach beyond my crumbling panic room. “Please…”
“I always get what I want,” the purple woman said as her hand burst through the wall in front of me and grabbed me by the throat.
“No,” I said, reaching up to grab her, and as I did, the power faded from my tattoos, so they looked like nothing more than gaudy decoration.
“The more you fight, the more you struggle, the more I want you.” Her voice washed over my skin like warm massage oil and promises of things to come. “And I always get what I want. Always.”
Chapter 9
As my mental walls crumbled to dust around me, I found myself lying flat on my back in the middle of the dusty warehouse in my smiley face boxers. The weird thing was, even though my clothing was strewn around me, my situation felt perfectly natural. The purple woman stood over me, naked and perfect as the day is long. Her hair fell over her back like a crashing wave as she knelt down so the sweet touch of her body was only centimeters from mine.
As a coy grin melted across her pouty lips, she trailed one hand down from between her breasts, along her taut stomach, and finally down between her legs. She licked her lips and stared down into my eyes.
A thousand erotic thoughts ripped roughshod through my brain, filling me with visions of myself taking her in every way conceivable. The images morphed, becoming wilder by the second. In my mind, there were two of her, then three, then a dozen perfect, supple bodies caressing every inch of me, beckoning me to do whatever I wanted to them. They moved sensually around me like my very own harem.
Harem. The word struck me like a cold shower. I hadn’t liked when women were in harems. Hell, as far as I knew, I’d never desired to be more than a one girl kind of guy. So why was I thinking of harems? That didn’t seem like me. After all, I’d rescued someone from such a place. Someone important.
“I want you inside me,” she said, her words heady with lust, and as they washed over every inch of my body, I started to reach out to her. “If you want me, take me.”
I swallowed, trying to ignore the image of her tongue licking its way across my bare chest. My hands were just millimeters from her perfect breasts. Something about the way she arched herself toward me, worried me. It was like she needed me to touch her first. As that thought circled the drain in my quickly atrophying mind, she dropped down so her mouth was just above my crotch. Her warm breath stirred me to life even though I hadn’t needed any help in that department.
“Okay,” I breathed. The word slipped out of me in a nearly breathless yearning, and as it did, the tattoos along my cursed arm began to glow. A touch of clarity cut through my list as I reached out and wrapped my hand in her long, luscious hair. Touching her was better than anything that had ever happened to me ever. It was like biting into the most expensive truffle ever and finding it was filled with even better chocolate.
“Mmm,” she purred as I tightened my grip in her raven locks. “Go on, punish me. I’m a very bad girl.”
“I plan on it,” I said, drawing her mouth close to mine and staring into her lavender eyes. “But there’s something I need you to do first.”
“What’s that?” Her tongue flicked sensually between her teeth as she spoke. “What do you want me to do?”
“Die,” I snarled, flinging her roughly off of my body with all the strength I could manage. I called upon all my magic, filling the room with glaring crimson light. “Ignis!”
A raging fireball the size of a goddamned beach ball smashed into her perfect, delicate body and threw her skidding across the floor. The concrete beneath her turned molten and glowing as she smacked into the far wall, cracking it from floor to ceiling. She tried to move, tried to crawl to her feet, and as she did, I realized there was a silver heart in the core of my flames, a pulsing of radiance so brilliant, I could barely look at it.
A shriek straight out of the heart of Hell filled my ears. A cry of sheer terror tore from my mouth, and as that horrible, desperate sound faded from my lips, a flare of pure silver filled the room.
When my vision finally cleared, the purple lady was no longer there. A distorted, serpentine shadow had been burned across the wall where she’d been in a way that reminded me of pictures of where the nuclear blast in Hiroshima had etched the imprint of its victims in stone.
I lay there, chest heaving as the lust fell off of me like water off a duck’s back. I wasn’t sure what she’d been doing, but the moment the silver light had engulfed her, I could think. As I tried to crawl to my feet, my compatriots started to move like they’d never stopped at all. Well, that was good. I’d need their help for when she came crawling out of wherever she was.
Sure, it was possible she was dead, but I was pretty sure that wasn’t the case. Not after I’d seen werewolves shrug off getting torn in half. She was way more than a werewolf. Way more.
“Hurry up, Mac,” Jenna said, glancing over her shoulder at me. As soon as she saw me, she stopped and her mouth fell open. “Mac, what happened?” Her words came out in a flurry of concern as the others turned and stared at me in my boxers.
“You guys stopped moving, and we were attacked by a tyrannosaurus. Don’t worry, I blew it up,” I said because I didn’t feel like detailing my experience with Lady Lust. “But after what happened to Vitaly’s suit, I didn’t want to get my new clothes destroyed during the fight so I took ‘em off. Is there a problem?”
“What are you talking about?” Jenna stopped and stared at me for a long time. So long, in fact, I worried she’d been refrozen. Her face hardened into a mask of stone as she spun on her heel and stalked over to the imprint on the wall. “If we were frozen, that means Beleth was here, but if she was here, we should all be dead.” The way she said the words almost made me hope she was right and it hadn’t been Beleth because everything from her body language to her tone made me think I’d hurt her somehow, only I didn’t know why.
Vitaly had the decency to look away from me as Jenna ran her fingers over the imprint on the wall. Wendy, on the other hand, was still looking at me and making it pretty obvious she liked what she saw. It was a little weird because I wasn’t used to being man candy by any means, and while I was somewhat flattered by her attention, I was mostly embarrassed.
“My eyes are up here,” I said, grabbing my slacks off the ground and pulling them on as quickly as I could.
“You’re not my type,” she said as she eye-fucked me. “But I almost wish you were. C’est la vie.”
“Wendy, is this what I think it is?” Jenna asked, and the anger in her voice as she glared at the teen set my nerves on edge. She gestured at the imprint as it began to dissipate before our eyes.
Wendy glanced over her shoulder and nodded ever so slightly. “It was. She’s gone now.”
“Awesome,” Jenna said, flinging the door open with so much force, the sound of it smacking against the wall echoed through the nearly empty warehouse.
“What’s she talking about?” I asked, buttoning up my shirt as I approached them. Even still, I could see Wendy still picturing me in my boxers. I wasn’t sure I appreciated it. I had a girlfriend after all, and when I told her about this little adventure, I was sure she would be barking mad.
“That imprint was left behind by Beleth. She’s basically a shape-shifting succubus.” Wendy smiled at me. “You must be one lucky guy if you fought her off.”
“Why is that?” I asked, cinching my tie in place.
“Only a person in love can withstand her advances,” Marvin said, peering up from over her shoulder and grinning at me. “Otherwise she’d have sucked your soul out through your dick. Still, it’d have been nice to see those tatas. I hear they’re exquisite.” He reached up and mimed squeezing the air with his wooden hands.
I was so dumbstruck by what the doll had said, I was unable to make any kind of reply, and not because of his lewd comments. No, it was because of what else he’d said. I was in love? Real love? Did that mean our feelings for each other were more than just a dumb werewolf imprint? My heart swelled as I considered it. That would be awesome, better than awesome, but then again, maybe I was wrong? For all I knew, the imprint could have mimicked the feeling of love close enough to stop the demoness’s advances.
“Is good that you have someone,” Vitaly said, slapping me hard on the shoulder. “Otherwise we all would be dead. Guess Vassago was right about you. I had thought him a liar when he said you were in love.”
I nodded dumbly, trying to figure out why my life had to be so goddamned complicated while ignoring his jab because I didn’t think he’d meant it in a mean way. Still, would it have been too much to, you know, not have amnesia and have feelings for a girl that were actually real and not bogged down by magical suspicions?
“Yeah, it’s great,” Jenna muttered, glaring at me as darkness filled her eyes. She blinked a couple times when she saw me looking at her before staring at her feet and mouthing something under her breath. When she looked up, her eyes were back to normal. “Let’s go.”
As I reached her side, I realized why she hadn’t gone in ahead, and it wasn’t because she was worried about Beleth attacking us or anything else. No it was much, much worse than that.
You know how they say the road to Hell is paved with good intentions? Well, it isn’t. No, the stairway down is paved with solid fucking gold and encrusted with enough gemstones to make even the gaudiest rapper’s grill jealous with envy.
Purple oil lamps filled the corridor, casting dancing shadows across the gilded staircase, and as I stared at it, a creeping sense of worry crawled into my belly and nested there. We were going to journey further into Hell, and there was no way that would end well. Especially, if Beleth turned out to be the “woman scorned” type.
“After you, lover-boy,” Jenna growled, flicking her hand toward the glittering stairway. “Try not to fall. I hear it’s a long way down.”
Chapter 10
We’d been walking down the golden staircase for over an hour, and it was seriously starting to piss me off. Not because it was a long journey through a dimly lit corridor headed ever downward, nor because it smelled like chocolate chip cookies and my mouth had been watering this entire time. Admittedly, those were both parts of it, but they were small parts.
It wasn’t even the physical effort of climbing down an unending staircase because even though my legs felt like jelly, I was getting used to hiking up and down ridiculous amounts of stairs. Not to brag, but I was proud of my stair climbing ability.
Sure, my body still hated me with every inch of its, well, body, but it was at least tolerating the whole stair thing. No, what was driving me absolutely insane was that every step on the hour-long journey had spoken.
“I’ll take out the garbage tomorrow,” the stair I’d just stepped on said. I glared at it with undisguised hatred before moving on to the next one.
“I’ll study in a minute,” it said, its monotone voice causing the urge to kill any and all things to rise to a near obscene level. I wasn’t sure if the others heard what I heard when I moved to a new step, but at least for me, the road to Hell was paved with laziness rather than good intentions, and it made me want to rip the whole thing out by its roots.
“No, I will not make out with you!” Marvin the doll cried, glaring at the step beneath them while Wendy stiffened. Her shoulders rippled with obvious tension while she steeled herself and moved on, ignoring the doll.
Part of me wondered if Marvin was reacting to the stair Wendy had stepped on, or if he was just being his douchebag self. He’d said things like that a couple times, and while I’d thought about asking, I was pretty sure the sound of my voice might make Jenna shoot me in the face. With every step she took, her entire body clenched like a fist and her eyes seemed ready to explode in fury. It made me all too glad Wendy’s tiny teenaged self was between me and her. Chivalrous, I know.
“There aren’t enough dirty clothes to run a full load. I’ll wait until there’s a few more,” the stair told me as I stepped onto it.
I sighed as we moved down the stairway. I was last in line and Vitaly led. Why? Because the Russian was virtually indestructible, and I appeared to be immune to Beleth’s charms. The idea was that if something came at us from the front, the Russian, at the very least, wouldn’t die. Unfortunately, that left me to guard the rear while Jenna and Wendy were sandwiched between us.
About the only thing I liked about that scenario was that Wendy was between Jenna and me because judging by the looks Jenna kept giving me, combined with how she was white-knuckling her pistol, I was pretty sure she wanted to shoot something. Call me selfish, but I didn’t want it to me.
While I didn’t remember a lick of what sort of history I had with her, I was starting to get the distinct impression it might have been a bit more than camaraderie. Admittedly, it made me feel bad on an intrinsically human level because I didn’t know what I’d do in her situation.
Imagine having a relationship with someone who got amnesia and totally forgot about you before falling in love with someone else? To make matters worse, I hadn’t even told her about my amnesia, so she was probably working under the assumption I was just an asshole. I mean, I was an asshole, but in this particular case, I sort of deserved a pass, no? I thought I did, but I was hesitant to play that card. Who knows what other problems that little revelation might bring? What if she came back and talked to Ricky? There was absolutely no scenario where that would wind up being a good thing.
“I’ll go to the gym tomorrow,” the next step said as I moved onto it. I was about to smack it upside its gilded head when Wendy stepped off the stairway, and I realized there was only one more step between me and freedom.
I lunged forward with barely contained glee, and as I did, what felt like a sledgehammer hit me right between the eyes. “Maybe another time. I have a headache.”
Pain exploded across my vision as I stumbled forward off the stairs gripping my head. I wasn’t sure if I was bleeding, but from what I could tell through the throbbing pain eviscerating my brain, it felt like it. As I crumbled to the ground in the rain-slicked grass and lay there curled in a ball, invisible sledgehammer-toting elves hacked at my brains. I wasn’t sure what sort of whammy the stairs had hit me with, but at least it wasn’t mutually exclusive. All my companions were strewn about me in the thick grass.
Vitaly recovered first, and as he made his way to each of us, and helped us to our feet, I realized we were in the middle of a graveyard, complete with creepy leafless trees and a full moon overhead.
“Well, I didn’t know there was a graveyard in Hell,” I mumbled, trying to make sense of where I was as I looked around the assortment of grotesque statues interspersed with the crumbling headstones. A skeletal bear with a mouth full of fangs stood only a few feet away, and as I moved forward through the waist-high grass, the blackened holes where its eyes should have been followed me.
“It’s not a real graveyard,” Wendy said, smoothing her red dress down in a vain attempt to get it to cover more of her legs as she moved through the grass toward the monstrous gate at the far end of the graveyard.
Purple fluid dripped off the spikes mounted to the gate at seemingly random angles. As the drops hit the ground, they hissed like freshly spilt acid, leaving the surrounding dirt blackened, bare, and scorched.
Standing in the center of the gate, next to a huge golden padlock covered in spider’s webs was an immense emerald statue of a toad covered in glistening warts. Hanging from each of its hands was a blackened scale that reminded me of pictures of the horseman of famine. The scale in the statue’s right hand was empty and was lifted into the air, while the one in its left hand lay on the ground, weighed down by a trio of broken, battered skulls. As I stared at it, an inhuman chill went through me. Those were real human skulls, so how had they gotten here?
“If it’s not a graveyard, what is it, and why are you walking toward that ugly ass toad?” Jenna asked, echoing my sentiments exactly. This place was scary as fuck. Every time I sucked in a breath, it felt like I was inhaling a mouthful of icy spiders, and even though there was no wind, the sound of it whistling through the headstones filled my ears.
Hopefully, Wendy would do whatever she was going to do soon. I wanted to leave so badly, I was actually considering leaving the kids to their demise. Seriously. The only problem with that plan, other than the tiny fact that I was Mac Brennan and not a giant pussy, was that the stairway behind us had vanished.
A wall of fog had descended in its place, engulfing the back end of the graveyard and pressing toward us with every step we took. Let’s just say the idea of heading back through that fog to find a winding staircase so I could run away lacked a certain appeal.
“That is scale of sacrifice,” Vitaly said, pointing at the two scales. “See how they are not balanced? They must be balanced for gate to open.” He shrugged. “Even I cannot open that gate without the appropriate sacrifice.”
“You ready, Marvin?” Wendy asked, concern etching her words as she sloughed off her backpack and pulled Marvin out of it. With more care than I’d ever seen her use with the doll, she positioned him so he sat on the ground with his back against her backpack.
“Yeah. It’s been wild,” Marvin said, a note of glee in his voice. “I’ll try not to bang you around too much.”
“I’d appreciate it. Last time you chipped all my nails,” she said, peering at the manicured orange nails on her left hand.
“No promises,” Marvin said as Wendy stood and walked toward the gate.
“So how does one balance the scales?” I asked as Wendy sat down in the empty scale. It didn’t move even a single inch.
“Sacrifice,” Wendy said, pulling a straight razor from god knows where and slashing it across her throat in one hyper-quick moment.
“What the fuck?” I cried as Jenna sucked in a sharp breath.
Blood spurted out of the girl’s ruined throat, covering her once nice dress in blood, and as the straight razor slipped from her grip and clattered to the ground beside the scale, I couldn’t help but wonder if that was why she’d chosen to wear crimson.
I’d brushed off her wearing the short, blood-red one piece because she was weird, but there was no arguing with the fact that the color hid the blood well. It seemed a bit too premeditated for my liking, but then again, maybe Vitaly’s whole “when you meet God you want to look nice” thing had rubbed off on her.
Even still, I was having a hard time watching her bleed out like a stuck pig on the scale, and to think, she’d willingly done it. That was just bat shit insane. What the hell had Vassago done to get her to do that?
“You brought her here to die?” Jenna asked, fear and anger stitching her voice as Wendy’s head fell limply against her chest, and she collapsed bodily onto the scale.
“Yes,” Marvin said, and as I turned to look at him, somewhat surprised the doll had talked when Wendy was clearly dying. Only the doll wasn’t standing there. An Asian guy about seventeen with spiked hair stood next to Wendy’s backpack. He was dressed in a letterman jacket for the same high school that had been emblazoned on Wendy’s cheerleading outfit. The same one the doll had been wearing. How was that possible?
“Who the fuck are you?” Jenna exclaimed, pointing her Baby Eagle at “Marvin.”
“Relax,” Vitaly said, waving on big hand. “This is how it works.”
“Yeah,” Marvin said, scooping up Wendy’s backpack and making his way toward the gate. As he did, the scale on which Wendy’s body lay began to lower, slowly at first, but as more blood poured from her throat, it started going faster and faster.
The toad’s lips curled into an obscene grin as the scale hit the dirt, and I swear to God, it turned to regard Wendy with a smile. The pleasure on its face made me feel sick to my stomach. It was pleased with her death in a way I could never understand. It was like it relished her sacrifice. Sure, I killed, and sometimes I’d even enjoyed it, but I never made anyone kill themselves just for shits and giggles. It was wrong in a way I couldn’t explain.
“Your sacrifice is acceptable,” the toad grumbled in a voice like rolling thunder. It released the twin scales, and as they hit the scorched earth with a dull thud, the toad twisted, tearing its emerald legs from its pedestal and approached the spider-laden lock on the vicious gate.
Its glistening, pink tongue shot out, exploding from its mouth like a bullet. It hit the keyhole dead on. The statue twisted its head, and as it did, its slimy tongue turned in the lock. The golden lock opened with a click that hit me like a punch in the stomach and resounded through the air like the crack of a whip. The leafless trees shuddered around us, casting shadows across the gravestones that stretched like reaching, gaping monsters.
“You may pass through,” the toad said, retracting its tongue and allowing the lock to fall from the gate. It hit the dead earth with a thud and lay there like a corpse as the gate creaked open, inch by torturous inch. The sound was like nails on a chalkboard, and I was forced to look away. Even still, the sound grated on my brain.
“Well, it worked,” Marvin said solemnly fingering the straight razor his sister had used to slit her own throat. “Looks like we get a bonus.” Then he rolled up his sleeves and sliced open his dead sister’s stomach.
Chapter 11
“Oh, come on, don’t look at me like that,” Marvin said, running one bloody hand through his hair so it left streaks of glistening red clinging to his spikes. “It’s a thing we do.” He pointed the Wendy doll he’d torn from his sister’s stomach at us. “Come on, sis, tell ‘em.”
“It’s a thing we do,” Wendy said, looking at each of us with dull, wooden eyes. It was weird because even though I’d seen Marvin do the same thing, and been told he was inhabited by Wendy’s brother, I’d never really put it together. Now, looking at Wendy trapped within the body of a wooden ventriloquist doll, something in me felt cold and empty. I couldn’t imagine living like that under any circumstance, and yet they did, in their own weird way. It was almost enough to make me feel sorry for them. Almost.
“See,” Marvin replied, gesturing at us with the doll triumphantly before shoving her violently into the backpack and slinging it over his shoulders. “So who’s hungry? I could definitely go for some tacos and beer.”
I won’t say that my stomach lurched at the thought of food while looking at the bleeding corpse of Wendy upon the scale, but it was a near thing. Still, the idea of a drink or seven sounded pretty good. Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure that was going to be on the table until after we’d gotten out of Hell.
“I didn’t sign up for this shit,” Jenna said, glaring daggers at Vitaly who looked pale, even for him. “This was supposed to be a simple in and out job.”
“I am in agreement.” The big man rubbed his bald head with one hand. “Let us finish quickly.”
“Come on guys, don’t be like that. We’re a team, remember? T-E-A-M,” Marvin said, spelling out the word while marching toward the gate. “Now, let’s get this show on the road. Tacos are waiting, and I haven’t eaten since football season ended.”
“Well, next time don’t break your neck trying to jump your motorcycle over a ravine like a dumbass,” Wendy said with a shrug. “Do you think it was fun waking up in the trunk of your car and having to break into a morgue and dig you out of your own cold, dead body?”
“You loved it,” Marvin said, reaching back and zipping the backpack closed.
“That’s it. I’m going to shoot him,” Jenna snapped, pulling her gun and sighting it on him. “That’ll bring Wendy back, right?”
“I think I liked your sister better,” I said, moving between him and Jenna so she wouldn’t shoot him. I had no idea what’d happen if she did, but from the look on her face, it was totally going to happen. While I didn’t like Marvin very much, I had no desire to see him lying on the ground dead. At least, you know, while Wendy was inside the backpack.
“If you shoot me, my sister will take my place. That’s true,” Marvin said, spinning to face us just shy of the gate. “But that would also render her sacrifice moot. Her body would vanish from the scale and the gate would close.” He hopped backward past the gate. “And here I am on the other side of the gate.”
“Is this where you suggest I just wound him?” Jenna asked, flashing me a sly grin as Vitaly walked past the both of us and disappeared through the gate after the teen.
“Not really, no,” I said, slightly irked that I hadn’t thought of that. “I’m just glad there was a way through the gate that didn’t involve someone actually dying.” I shrugged as the toad statue watched me like he knew we were fucking with him but couldn’t do anything about it. Stupid toad.
“The Mac Brennan I know wouldn’t give a flying fuck about having to sacrifice someone to get through that gate. Hell, he’d have brought some poor slob along for the sole purpose of marching him onto that scale and putting a bullet in his head, and he’d have done it while whistling.” She glanced at me, and if I wasn’t trying to ignore the truth of what she said, the force of her look would have made me look for somewhere to hide. “You’ve changed, Mac. I’m not sure if I like it.”
“If that’s true,” I said, shoving down the idea that she was probably right about who I was because I definitely wasn’t that person anymore and deflected by raising my demonic arm. “I blame it on this.”
“Maybe,” she said as we passed through the gate. “But those things tend to turn you into more of a douche, not less of one.”
A smile I couldn’t help crossed my lips. Jenna clearly knew me from my old days, and unless I was way off, was implying I was somehow less of a douche now. Man, I must have been a real piece of work in my former life. It sort of made me glad I couldn’t remember.
As soon as we crossed the threshold, we found ourselves standing knee deep in bones. It sort of reminded me of that scene in Lion King where they visit the hyenas and there’s just nothing but carcasses everywhere. The only thing was, some of these skeletons were huge enough to make me hope I didn’t run into whatever had killed them. I glanced over my shoulder, but instead of seeing the gate, all I saw was that same dense fog that had followed us through the graveyard. I wasn’t sure how we were getting back, but I’d read more than enough Stephen King novels to not want to venture into it.
“Maybe? What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked as Marvin and Vitaly approached a large doorway jutting up from the landscape. A shiver went through me as I realized the doorway was crafted entirely from skulls. Their empty eye sockets stared out at us from across the skeletal wasteland, and as we moved, they seemed to watch us in the exact same way the statues had in the graveyard. Not cool. Not cool at all.
“It means maybe,” Jenna reaffirmed unhelpfully.
“Get ready,” Vitaly called, pulling out his glowing plastic key and touching it to the center of the door. The silver glow crawled across the door’s surface, and as it did, the bone piles surrounding us exploded, pelting us with fragments. A shinbone cracked me across the forehead as I grabbed hold of Jenna and pulled her down beneath me, intent on shielding her with my body.
“Tueri!” I cried ignoring the blood dripping into my right eye from the cut on my forehead.
As a shield of liquid flame danced over the both of us, a bone smashed into the back of my trench coat causing breath to explode from my lungs. To be honest, I hadn’t known I could shield two people with my magic, but evidently, I could. It was a good thing too because the idea of us both being skewered by flying femurs was definitely not on my day planner.
“Come on,” Marvin called as the bone storm raged around us.
“Are you out of your goddamned mind?” Jenna cried from beneath me, and from the way her gun poked into my ribs, I wasn’t sure if she meant me or Marvin. Marvin definitely got my vote.
The door Vitaly had struck crumbled to dust, revealing a sucking purple void beyond. Marvin glanced at it for a second, but before he could do anything, a giant purple hand mottled with thick blue veins burst from the void and grabbed him around the torso. It jerked him roughly through the void, and as his body hit the surface, it exploded in a flash of purple fire.
“That is our ride,” Vitaly cried before leaping through the void himself. It sort of reminded me of when a mosquito hits a bug zapper. I have to say, jumping into a bug zapper filled with what had to be a sixty-foot-tall monster wasn’t at the top of my bucket list, but staying here certainly wasn’t an option either.
“I think we need to follow them,” I said, getting to my feet as bones continued to bounce off my magical shield. Each one made my vision darken around the edges, and if this kept up, I wasn’t going to have much left in me.
“I don’t need your help, Mac,” Jenna said, glaring at me as I wrapped my arms around her. I wasn’t quite sure how close I needed to be to her to get my shield to cover her, but I wasn’t taking any chances.
“If you want to walk to that door by yourself, have at it,” I growled, pulling her along with me as a skull struck me in the back of the head hard enough to make me wobble forward. I couldn’t even imagine how it’d have felt without my magic protecting me. Actually, I probably wouldn’t have felt it at all because I’d just be dead. It was a sobering thought.
“Fine,” she snapped. “But don’t think this means I forgive you for getting a girlfriend behind my back.”
“Oka—” the rest of my words were cut off as the mound of bones directly between us and the doorway burst outward like a dynamite blast. The shockwave threw us from our feet, and we smashed into another pile of bones. My vision went hazy as the magical shield around me flickered and died.
“Are you ready?” asked a voice that boomed across the wasteland like a wrestling promoter about to announce the main event. “Because Sepulture is rrrrready to rrrrrumble!”
A skeletal dragon took a step forward out of the slowly dissipating cloud of bones, and as it did, the bone-storm stopped. It stretched its forty-foot tall form in a way that reminded me of a cat as skulls fell from the air and clattered to the ground around us like a macabre xylophone.
“Is that a fucking bone dragon?” Jenna asked, her eyes wide with shock. Her hands shook so hard as she pointed her gun at the creature, I wasn’t sure she’d even be able to hit it.
“I think you’re going to need a bigger gun,” I said, getting to my feet and grabbing a femur from something that had once been huge. It seemed like such an inadequate weapon, I nearly dropped it in disgust, but then again, Luke had used bones to defeat the rancor. I just needed to wait until it stepped under a heavy gate.
The dragon snorted a gout of blue flame and bent its monstrous head toward us. “You smell like you’ll make a fine edition to my garden.”
“Pass,” I said, holding up my fist and calling upon my magic. My tattoos lit up, casting crimson shadows across the ground between us as I got ready to fling Hellfire at the monster.
“Fail,” the dragon replied, opening its toothy maw and inhaling. My vision went spotty as something inside me snapped and broke. My magic came rushing out of me, slipping through my blackened fingers like sand and heading toward the creature’s waiting mouth.
The beast slurped up my power like it was eating spaghetti, and as it did, I stumbled and fell to my knees. I managed to catch myself with my hands before I crashed face first into the ground, but it was a near thing. My stomach lurched into my throat as nausea overtook me. Everything inside my belly came rushing out in a torrent that left me dry heaving on the dirt wracked by shivers.
The dragon took another step toward us, and as everything faded to inky blackness, I tried to raise my right arm to defend myself. There was just one problem with that. My tattoos and black skin were gone. My arm was completely normal.
Chapter 12
Something warm and gooey splashed across my face. As my eyes fluttered open, I found myself staring into the enormous Nurse Ratchet bosom of the nun looming over me. She grinned at me, revealing a mouth full of sharpened teeth and the ragged edges of her tongue before pursing her lips and allowing a gob of saliva to fall and splatter on my cheek.
“Mm ungh, nur,” she said, sucking on her thumb before reaching out and shoving it into my ear. She cackled ominously as I tried to throttle her, but it was no use, the leather straps holding me down on the cold metal table were too tight and too strong for my struggles to do any good.
“Mac, are you awake?” Jenna called from a few feet away, and as I tried to turn and look in the direction of her voice, I found I could barely move my head. Something was keeping my head pointed toward the ceiling so all I could make out were the gray stone slabs overhead.
“I guess you could call my current state awake, but I’m pretty sure I’m going to wake up any second and find myself in my bed,” I said, staring up at orange flames dancing across the ceiling and casting flickering shadows about the room and tried not to panic. I wasn’t sure where we were, but one thing was certain. Wherever it was, we were trapped here, and that did not bode well.
The nun moved away so I could just barely see her out of the corner of my eyes if I strained enough. She plopped down in a pink beach chair in the corner before propping her bare feet up on my knees and pulling out a book with a cover I couldn’t discern. Well, it was just as well, knowing what she read wouldn’t help me in the slightest.
I had no idea how I’d gotten here following the rise of the bone dragon, nor where I was. Part of me wondered if I was still in Hell. If I was, would that be a positive or negative situation? I shook the thought away, it didn’t matter. What mattered was getting out. Fortunately, I had magic for that.
“Resero,” I whispered, calling upon my power, and as the word left my mouth, dynamite exploded inside my brain. My vision swam as I struggled to suck in a breath that hit my lungs like battery acid.
“Mac, are you okay?” Jenna called, and I could barely hear her because it felt like someone had jammed a twelve-inch hunting knife into each of my temples. Warm, sticky fluid began to drip down my face. Was I bleeding or was the nun dropping loogies on me again?
“Shng nug, hthy,” the nun clucked, glancing at me from over the top of her book. Then she licked her finger and turned the page. Well, unless she had magic spitting powers that meant blood was dripping down my face. That always boded well.
“Something’s wrong. I can’t use my magic,” I whispered. The words tore out of me like shrapnel and broken glass.
Until this moment I hadn’t realized how much I had begun to rely on my magic. Hell, when I had started this mission, I had gone in guns blazing, and now I didn’t even have a gun. I’d confronted most of the things around me lacking one, and worse still, I didn’t have any other equipment, like a lock picking kit, or even a fucking bobby pin and a credit card. I just assumed I’d be able to unlock anything with my magic and blow threats away. Well, clearly that strategy was fucked. Once this was over, I was going to go back to keeping a kit filled with the basics on me at all times.
“Yeah, that’s what the dragon said after he dropped you like a bad habit, but I figured it wasn’t a big deal because you were Mac Brennan.” Jenna swallowed hard. “You always expect the unexpected.”
“Well, not this fucking unexpected,” I snarled, suddenly pissed off at her. “I don’t know where we are, and I’m tied to a table—”
“Nng!” the nun growled, leaping to her feet. She waved her book at me and made a “zipping her lip” motion.
“What was that? I can’t hear you with all the mumbling,” I snapped, pissed off at my own inability to move, but as soon as I said it, I wished I hadn’t because it’s always a bad idea to piss someone off when you’re tied up like a goddamned invalid.
All the color drained from her winkled face and her eyes got so narrow, I wasn’t sure she could actually see me. She slid a cotton candy pink bookmark into her book and set it down very carefully on the table before moving across the room and out of my frame of vision. There was a scraping sound as something got dragged across the floor. The nun appeared back in my sights holding a pair of jumper cables. She touched the two copper clamps together, and they cracked with electricity.
She raised an eyebrow as if to say, “go on, motherfucker. Say another word, I double dog dare you.”
I shut my goddamned mouth, and she nodded briskly before putting the cables down next to me and patting them lightly. She returned to her chair and began to read once again. Well, this was just perfect.
To be honest, I wasn’t sure how long we waited there in silence when the sound of footsteps filled my ears. The nun must have heard them too because she looked up, dropped her feet off my knee and onto the floor, and went back to reading. Still, from the way her shoulders stiffened, it reminded me of a cubicle worker when his boss decided to stroll “casually” by.
“Why if it isn’t Mac Brennan,” said a high-pitched male voice so close to my ear, I could feel his icy breath prickle my skin. “It’s a pleasure to meet your acquaintance.” The sound of him padding away was loud in the silence of the room too. “And you too, Jenna Carmichael.”
“Who are you?” Jenna asked, and the amount of steel in her voice was surprising. I turned to look out of habit and found myself barely able to glimpse a slender man about seven feet tall dressed from shoes to top hat in solid white. He leaned over Jenna as he spoke, one boney finger lightly rubbing the back of her strapped-down hand.
“I am Sepulture,” he said, standing back up. “Don’t you recognize me?”
“You were a bone dragon,” Jenna said, and he began to laugh.
“My dear, there’s no such thing as dragons. That was merely a monster I created with my mind.” He tapped the side of his head with his index finger before moving back a step or two so he could look at us both. He had a gaunt, pasty face, making me think of a clothing store mannequin wearing a bone-white Richard Nixon Halloween mask. “That’s neither here nor there, though. What is important is that I also have another name. Do you know what that is?”
“Douchebag?” I offered, and he lowered his white sunglasses and glared at me with the empty puckered black pits where his eyes should have been. The sight of the ragged holes in his face made my stomach clench in sudden, inexplicable hysteria, but I fought it down. Barely.
“They call me the love doctor,” he said, drawing out the word love like a radio talk show host. “See, Beleth can’t touch people who are in love, and she very much wants to touch the two of you.” He raised his hands as if to say “what are you going to do?”
“Jenna, you’re in love too?” I asked, wondering who she might be in love with. I swallowed hard. Was it me? I really hoped not, but if I had to go back and replay all of our interactions, I knew there had to be a chance, and it wasn’t exactly small.
“Yes, is that so hard to believe, Mac?” she snapped, glaring at me. “Is it really?”
It wasn’t really, but I didn’t say that. I couldn’t say that. I mean, here was this woman who was probably in love with me and I’d totally fucking forgotten her. Worse still? I had a girlfriend who I loved enough to be able to thwart Beleth’s charms. Even if I wanted to try and figure it out with Jenna, I couldn’t because of Ricky. It sucked, and at the moment, there was nothing I could do to comfort Jenna either because she didn’t even know I’d lost my memories.
“Anyway,” Sepulture said, sliding between us. He sat down on the table holding Jenna and drummed his fingers on her torso. As he did it, he stared at me with his empty eye sockets and licked his lips. “I’m here to fix Beleth’s problem. See, when I’m through with the two of you, well, being in love won’t be an issue.” He rubbed his hands together. “Ready to get started?”
“How can you break a bond of love?” I asked, and the tremor in my voice scared me as much as the thought that Beleth employed someone to crush her victims’ love. Still, I wasn’t quite sure how it was possible, and even if it was, would it even work? After all, I had that whole imprint thing going on. Whatever Ricky and I had, it was definitely fueled by supernatural mojo.
“Oh, it’s easier than you think,” Sepulture said, hopping to his feet. “First, I take this towel.” He whipped out his empty hand like a stage magician, and as he did, a towel appeared in it. “I place it over your face like so.” He covered my face with the towel. “Then I pour water over you to simulate drowning. That’s a very important word, simulate. Everything I do here is strictly aboveboard, and I would hate for people to think otherwise.” Then he started waterboarding me, cutting off my air supply.
I tried to breathe, tried to claw at the towel and pull it off my face as my lungs began to burn. I couldn’t, it was impossible as water seeped through the towel and into my nose and mouth, cutting off my ability to draw even a single breath. I strained, bucking against the table as a scream tried to tear from my throat, only it couldn’t because you need breath to scream.
“You might be wondering why I’m doing this to you, Mac, and I’m going to take a page out of every James Bond Villain’s playbook ever and tell you my diabolical plan.” He paused to refill his water bucket before pouring it slowly over my face. Panic leapt through me as I struggled to breathe through my drenched nose and mouth, but try as I might, I couldn’t. I tried to struggle, but all that succeeded in doing was bruising my arms and legs against the straps.
“See, this isn’t for you, Mac.” He stopped pouring, and I tried to suck in a breath. Despite not being actively drowned, it was still hard to do. “It’s for Miss Carmichael. She cares for you a great deal. I mean, you don’t remember because you have no memory, but it’s true, nonetheless.”
As the words left Sepulture’s mouth, the horrible realization that my big secret was out and the chickens were about to come home to roost flickered through my torture-addled brain. It was like the icing on a torture cake, and to be honest, I was good without the cake entirely.
“What?” Jenna said and confusion filled her voice. “What do you mean he can’t remember?”
“Oh, my poor dear. You didn’t know? Mac lost all his memories.” He made a “tsking” sound. “That’s why he doesn’t remember you even a lick. It’s too bad, so sad. Unfortunately, you remember him, don’t you, Jenna?” He dumped more water across my face, and a fresh wave of hysteria crashed over me. I jerked at the restraints so hard my muscles hurt with the effort. “Why would he forget you even existed? Well, it’s simple. Mac traded away all his memories for that arm. Willingly.” He snatched the towel roughly off my face and leaned his elbows on my chest. “Tell her, Mac. Tell her the truth.”
“Mac, what’s he talking about?” Jenna asked, and the quiver in her voice nearly broke me. Then again, that could have been because I was still reeling from the simulated drowning.
“Go on, Mac,” Sepulture said, leaning in close to me and grinning. “Tell her the truth.”
“I traded my soul for my arm. The memory thing was a side effect.” I swallowed hard. “I wasn’t supposed to forget everything.” I took a deep breath and even though I really hoped I was wrong about Sepulture’s game plan, added the next sentence just in case I was right. “I wasn’t supposed to forget you, Jenna.”
The scream that tore from her lips was like a wounded animal. It ripped me down the center like I was a cardboard cutout. It left me raw and rubbed lemon on my wounds, which was exactly when the towel dropped back over my face. Water followed, and as I struggled to breathe through the torrent, the only thing I could hear was the sound of Jenna’s sobs. To be honest, I wasn’t sure how I heard them over my own gagging and the endless stream of water, but I did, and it was like a knife twisted in my gut.
“How could you do that, Mac? You promised me always and forever.” I heard her strain at her bindings. “You promised!”
“He lied,” Sepulture said, and the smile in his voice made me shiver down to the tips of my toes. “Now, what do you want to do about it?”
“What?” she asked, the word a screech of agony as I struggled to breathe before my torturer could resume waterboarding me.
“What indeed?” Sepulture said, and I heard him walk away. I strained, trying to see through the towel pressed over my eyes, but I couldn’t see anything but darkness. “Perhaps you’d like a try a bucket? You know, just to test the waters as it were?”
“You want me to torture Mac?” Jenna said, and the confusion in her voice was underlined by steel. That steel told me one thing. She was seriously contemplating it. That was bad because now I understood Sepulture’s plan. It was hard to truly hate someone who you hadn’t loved, who you hadn’t felt betrayed by. I’d definitely betrayed Jenna, even if it wasn’t on purpose, and she was tough as fucking nails. I could see her flipping that switch on her humanity and deciding to make me pay for it, and the only thing I could do was hope she wouldn’t.
“I didn’t say that, but I could be persuaded to let you,” Sepulture replied, and the sound of straps unbuckling filled my ears. Was he really letting her go so she could torture me? “What do you say? Give it a whirl?”
“I’m not sure I should be doing that,” Jenna said, trepidation underlining each word as it left her mouth. “I mean, he’s a complete douchebag who should have told me, but torture him?” She swallowed hard. “I don’t think I could.”
A surge of relief shot through me as she said the words followed by a deeper sense of self-loathing I couldn’t explain. She still cared for me enough to not want to torture me, and yet, I didn’t remember her at all. It almost made me feel like I was taking advantage of her somehow, and I really didn’t want to be that guy.
“No wonder he forgot about you,” Sepulture said, disgust filling his voice as he spoke. “You’re weak.”
“I’m not weak,” Jenna said in a voice that could scorch the earth and chill the sun.
“Prove it,” Sepulture replied, jerking the towel off my eyes so I could see them both standing in front of me. Jenna’s hands clasped a gallon bucket of water as she looked at me, a strange mixture of emotions crossing her face. Just looking at her made my heart ache, and I barely knew her. Only, I was the cause of the pain in her eyes, and that struck me on a completely human level. I didn’t remember what we’d had, if anything, but in that instant, I wished I did.
“Oh, I’ll prove it,” she said, moving next to me and holding the bucket up with one hand. “I’ll prove it so good.” The tone in her voice let me know one thing. I was fucked, and the sense of betrayal that knowledge brought nearly broke me.
“Jenna,” I tried to say, but the word was lost against the cloth as she started to tip the bucket.
Jenna whirled, spinning on the balls of her feet. She slammed the nearly full five-gallon bucket into Sepulture’s glee-twisted visage at near lightning speed, spilling water down the front of his white suit.
The torturer stumbled backward, but Jenna wasn’t done. She grabbed the jumper cables off the table next to me and jammed their yawning copper mouths into his chest. Lightning exploded from their copper jaws as she clipped them onto his soaking-wet shirt. He jerked erratically under the force of the electricity flowing through his body.
The smell of burned hamburger filled my nose as the nun sprang to her feet. Before the Sister of the Black Flame could take more than three steps, Jenna had leapt over me and dropkicked the larger woman in the face. The nun’s head snapped backward with bone-shuddering force. As she crumpled into her lawn chair in a spray of blood, Jenna turned and began unbuckling me with trembling hands.
“Thanks,” I tried to say as the straps around my wrists came free. I jerked the towel off. “Thanks.”
“Shut the fuck up, Mac.” She glared at me with enough anger to boil an ocean. “If you start talking I’m going to regret my decision to help you. You promised—” she cut herself off with a wave of her hand and went back to work unfastening me. It was probably better that way.
Instead of saying anything, I let her work. She was almost done when Sepulture rose. Only that wasn’t quite the right word for it because one moment he’d been a twitching blackened corpse on the floor and the next he was upright. His smoldering hands grabbed Jenna by her blonde dreadlocks and with supernatural ease, flung her across the tiny room. She smacked into the wall with a thwack and slid to the floor, leaving a splash of blood on gray stone.
A surge of rage filled me, blinding me to everything. Jenna had just saved me, and even more, Sepulture was a huge bag of dicks. He had to pay. I grabbed hold of his arm as he stalked toward Jenna, and he stopped.
“What do you think you’re going to do?” White flame danced in the empty sockets of his charred skull as he turned to regard me. “You can’t get your legs free in the time it will take me to smash her skull into paste and you have no magic. You’re worse than useless.”
He made to shrug me off, and as he did, I begged my demon to come through while yelling with all my might. “Sorbeo!”
Dynamite shattered my brain. A volcano erupted in my chest. Molten lead filled my veins. For a second, I thought I was dead. Only I couldn’t be because that would hurt less. Sparks leapt from Sepulture and flowed into me as his charred body went up in white phosphorous flames so bright spots danced across my eyes. Hellfire leapt from my tattoos as my flesh darkened until it was blacker than the hair on Satan’s ass. The rush of power was unlike anything I’d ever felt before. Superman might not be real, but in that moment, I was sure I could move faster than a speeding bullet and leap tall buildings in a single bound.
“What are you doing?” Sepulture cried, his voice laced with panic as he struggled to pull himself free of me. A wave of magic slammed down on me like a sledgehammer to the skull. My head snapped backward as blood poured from my nose, ears and eyes. The fire leaping from my tattoos flickered, threatening to go out. That couldn’t happen!
“Eating you!” I cried, only it wasn’t entirely my voice. It had a dark, feline edge to it, and as I stared out at the writhing fiend in front of me, I realized the demon who had cursed me with this arm was staring out of my eyes. I felt her reach out through me, felt her hand on mine, and together we pulled Sepulture close.
“No! No it can’t be!” Sepulture cried, his body toppling forward in a still burning heap. “You were locked away? How—” My hand plunged into the inferno that was his chest. My fingers closed around something black and pulsing. With a twist, I tore it from the creature, causing Hellfire to spring from my demonic arm with a vengeance.
As I jerked the blackened lump up free of his burning corpse and held it in front of myself, Sepulture’s body slumped to the ground, broken.
“Excellent,” I heard the cat whisper in my ear as I stared at the veins crisscrossing the mass of mottled, steaming muscle. “Now finish him.”
I squeezed, and as I did, the thing in my hand popped like a water balloon, spraying viscous black blood from between my clenched fingers. One last surge of power rippled through me, and the cat demon gave me a well-sated smile.
“You’ve done well, pet,” she purred, and as those words hit me, I realized what I’d done. I wasn’t sure what Sepulture was exactly, but I’d killed him by tearing out his heart while my demonic master applauded. Only that wasn’t what bothered me as I stared at the unmoving corpse of Sepulture. What bothered me was that I’d liked it. A lot.
Chapter 13
“Jenna, wake up!” I said, trying to shake her awake. Her scalp was matted with blood, and she had a nasty-looking goose egg developing, but she looked otherwise unharmed, which was good because I was not a master of first aid. At least, I was pretty sure I wasn’t. It wasn’t like I’d tried to perform open heart surgery or anything. Maybe I was good at it?
Still, we had to get a move on. I had no idea where we were nor how we were going to get back to the kids. I gritted my teeth. While I had no doubt Vitaly and Marvin would try to finish the mission, I was also pretty sure that was all they would do.
If it was easy they might rescue every kid, but somehow, I could see the two of them ducking and running the second they had Angela Prescott in their hands. If the other kids stayed behind, well, that would be fine by them. It wasn’t fine by me, dammit. I needed to get there and make sure everyone got out alive.
“Mmm, five more minutes,” Jenna mewled, rolling away from me.
“Jenna, we have to get out of here before someone else comes to torture and kill us,” I said, shaking her again, but it was like trying to wake the dead. Actually, that might have been easier.
If this kept up, I was just going to throw her over my shoulder and carry her out, but I was really hoping to not do that. For one, I had no idea what was through the only door in the room, and for two, I was tired. Really tired. I also wasn’t sure how comfortable I was being this close to her after what had happened. Jenna was in love with me, and I didn’t want her getting the wrong idea. Then again, she knew I’d lost my memories, maybe she’d cut me some slack. Yeah, and if the Queen of England had balls she’d be a king.
“Mac, I’m tired. Come back to bed,” she batted at me with one hand, her fingers trailing down my chest in a way that felt strangely familiar.
“Jenna!” I shouted, grabbing her by the wrist and pulling her to her feet. “Snap out of it. We need to go!” I threw her arm over my shoulder and began dragging her toward the door on the far side of the room. It was harder than I thought it’d be since she was mostly dead weight. I’d hoped she’d have snapped out of it and started walking, but evidently, that wasn’t happening.
“What are you talking about?” she asked, eyes fluttering open. She blinked at me vacantly, and I wondered briefly if she had a concussion. I really hoped that wasn’t the case. That would drastically reduce our infinitesimally small chances of survival. “What happened?”
“Sepulture tried to kill you so I killed him.” I shot her a strained smile, and she winced away from me, stumbling in the process. I steadied her with one hand.
“Do you have to shout so loud?” she whispered as the confusion on her face melted into a steely eyed glare. “God, it feels like someone is doing a conga line in my skull.” She rubbed the back of her head with one hand.
“Sorry,” I said, letting out a breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding. She might be hurt, but I still didn’t think she had a concussion because she wasn’t vomiting, but for all I knew, that wasn’t a hard and fast rule. Still, I was going to take my wins where I got them, and for the moment, I wasn’t covered in vomit. “Thanks for saving me.”
“Don’t thank me yet,” she murmured, pulling free of me and stumbling over to Sepulture’s burned out husk of a corpse on her own. “The night is young, and I’m still mad at you.”
“Can we put a pin in that until we’re out of here?” I asked, reaching for the doorknob. It turned. So they hadn’t locked us in. Cocky bastards.
“Yes, but only until we’re finished, Mac. You owe me.” She sighed and rubbed her head one last time before sweeping her gaze around the room. “After that, your ass is going to pay up. Believe that.”
“Fair enough,” I replied, not sure what I could possibly tell her that she didn’t already know. I had no memories. I’d lost them making a deal with a demon. I didn’t remember her or our relationship. What more was there to tell? Still, I wasn’t going to push it. The way this was going, we’d be lucky to both get out of here alive. If that happened, I’d tell her whatever she wanted to hear. Even if it was a lie. I owed her that much for saving me, knowing I’d forgotten about our past together.
I pulled on the door, and it swung open easily on well-oiled hinges. The dark hallway beyond was dark and lit with the same glowing flames as our room. Thankfully, the hallway was also empty for as far as I could see in both directions. Odd. Why were there no guards?
“You see anyone?” Jenna asked, picking her gun up from the table beside the nun. She popped the magazine, checked it, frowned, and popped it back in. She lowered the weapon, careful to keep her finger off the trigger and shrugged.
“No,” I said before gesturing at her gun. “Problem?”
“You never have enough bullets,” she said, a frown creasing her lips as she approached me. “I’ll just have to make the ones I have left count.”
I smirked, agreeing with her statement implicitly. As Jenna stopped just behind me, gun at the ready, I crept through the doorway, hoping nothing blew me up.
As I crossed the threshold, the scenery changed, leaving me stranded in the middle of a forest, only the trees were made of polished mirror. Mist wafted off a lake to my left, and as I stared at it in disbelief, Jenna came through the mirrored tree directly behind me.
“Fuck,” she said, eyes glinting with panic as she turned in a slow circle and surveyed our surroundings. “Double fuck.”
“Do you know where we are?” I asked, trying to keep the fear out of my voice as I watched Jenna scan the tree line like a mouse looking for cats. I didn’t see any cats, but I also didn’t see any obvious paths or doors. Where the hell were we supposed to go?
Aside from the ominous lake, everything looked exactly the same in every direction, reflecting outward in an ever-expanding sea of mirrors. Even the sky was just a reflection of the ground, so when I looked up, the multitude of images made my stomach twist with vertigo. I let out a slow breath, counted to ten, and stared at the only fixed point I could see. The lake.
The choppy silver water churned ceaselessly, crashing against the rocky bank in a way that made me hope we wouldn’t have to cross it, especially since I didn’t see any boats.
“We’re in the forest of mirrors,” Jenna said, swallowing hard in a way that made me think she was trying to quell her fear. “Obviously.”
“Okay, what’s so bad about the forest of mirrors?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. Except for our voices, it was eerily silent in the way forests got when a major predator was around. It made me uncomfortable in a primal sort of way, but I tried to ignore it because, for all I knew, it was always this quiet.
I heard the roar of a motorcycle a moment before cruel, high-pitched laughter rolled over me like a desert storm and set my nerves ablaze. I gritted my teeth, whirling to see an ebony pinup girl sitting astride a cherry-red Harley Davidson motorcycle. She was clad in stilettos, fishnet stockings, a short black vinyl skirt, and a fire engine red crop top. She ran one perfectly manicured hand through her dark red hair, sending it fluttering behind her as if carried by an unseen wind.
“She’s what’s so bad,” Jenna whispered, her voice low, short, and clipped. Her gun started to come up, and as it did, the woman astride the motorcycle raised one red-nailed finger and waggled it.
“Uh, uh, uh,” she said, her full, hot-pink lips settling into a self-satisfied smirk as she settled four solid black eyes upon us. There was no white in those eyes, nor any pupil. They were just black orbs with flames burning in the very center. “If you raise that gun, I’ll have to up the ante, and you definitely do not want me to up the ante.” She punctuated her statement by revving the throttle. The bike’s engine roared like the howl of a great beast. “You’ll want me to stay low key. Promise you that.”
“Mac,” Jenna whispered, her hands shaking like a leaf as she held her Baby Eagle in a white-knuckled grip. “We need to make a run for it. Otherwise we’re dead.”
“Why?” I asked, more concerned by Jenna’s fear than by the woman in question. She seemed a bit strange, but not all that dangerous. “Who is she?”
“You ever hear of jousting?” the woman on the Harley asked, pulling a small black baton off the sling on her bike. She whipped it out to her left, and a freaking morningstar head the size and color of a basketball came whipping out of the baton. It hit the floor with a loud thud, skewering the mirrored floor beneath our feet with its ten inch iron spikes. The rusty chain connecting the massive head to the baton snapped taut as she revved her bike again. “Let’s play.”
She came charging forward in a screech of burning rubber. Jenna fired at her, putting a .40 caliber round smack in the center of the biker’s forehead, and it didn’t even slow her down. The bullet hit her dark flesh with a sound like a rock hitting a brick wall before ricocheting off into the distance.
Fortunately, Jenna’s next shot was quite a bit more effective. It hit the front tire of the bike, blowing apart the tire. The bike screeched, veering hard to the left and slammed into a mirrored tree that shattered into a thousand pieces of razor-sharp glass. The biker flew through the air in a flurry of shards that cascaded down around her like silver rain.
We didn’t wait around for her to recover. Jenna grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the lake. As we ran, our footsteps echoed off the mirrored ground. Even if we could somehow find a place to hide in a world full of mirrors, there’d be no way to keep from making noise. It was too quiet, and in silence like this, even breathing was too loud. Still, the idea that we could escape the chick with the Harley by running seemed dubious at best.
“Who the fuck was that?” I asked between huffs of breath as we ran toward Jenna knows where.
“That was the Princess of Mirrors. She’s the guardian of the gateways to Hell. It’s said that from here you can enter any demonic realm. Those aren’t just mirrors. They’re gateways,” Jenna told me in her “I’m not even slightly out of breath” voice. It made me hate her.
“So we just need to find Beleth’s mirror?” I asked, a stupid amount of hope filling my voice. It seemed like it ought to be easy to do, especially since I had my own demon. With any luck, maybe she’d point us on our way to the right mirror. Even though she wasn’t the most helpful cat I knew, she’d been similarly helpful before. Besides, it never hurt to ask. If she said no, we’d just have to find the mirror the old fashioned way, by kicking some ass and taking some names.
As Jenna nodded in affirmation, a morningstar smashed through the mirrored tree directly in front of us. Glass blew out toward us in a cyclone of ragged death.
Without thinking, I pulled Jenna in close to my body while spinning and dropping to the ground on top of her. My other arm came up in an effort to shield the back of my head and neck. Even through my bulletproof trench coat, I could feel the razor-sharp shards stab into me. Thankfully, none penetrated my coat, but judging by the gouges in the leather, it had been a near thing.
“Watch out,” Jenna said, planting her feet against my stomach and pushing while rolling back on her shoulders.
The world went topsy turvy as I flew through the air and landed hard on my back. As I lay there, trying to figure out what was going on, Jenna rolled up to her feet. The morningstar smashed into the spot where I’d been lying only an eye blink before. Its ten-inch spikes gouged furrows into the ground with a sound like nails on a chalkboard.
I didn’t even want to think about what would have happened if I’d been there when that hit. From the look of things, even if my trench coat had stopped the spikes from giving me a bunch of new holes, the force of the weapon could have probably broken some things I’d rather not break.
As the Princess of Mirrors jerked on her baton, sending the weapon whipping into the air once again, Jenna reacted like she knew the blow was coming. She was already twisting past the attack, dodging by the morningstar so close, the tips scraped against her dress while lashing out with a backhanded blow.
“Too slow,” the Princess said, snapping a short kick at Jenna’s oncoming form. The Princess’s faster than lightning stiletto caught Jenna hard on the hip, and she stumbled sideways. Her arms flailed for balance as the Princess pivoted and brought her heel around in a hook kick.
Jenna ducked, barely. It was a good thing too because even though I was a few feet away, I felt the rush of air from the kick like a shockwave. If that’d hit her, she’d have been dead. Instead, Jenna bounded upward, driving her shoulder into the underside of the Princess’s knee and knocking her off balance. Then as the four-eyed bitch stumbled backward, Jenna shot her in the eye with her Baby Eagle.
An explosion of black ichor and flame leapt from the wound, but instead of capitalizing on the attack, Jenna spun on her heel and limped toward me, favoring the hip where she’d been kicked.
The princess hit the ground on her back like a felled tree, clutching her ruined eye and howling in a language I didn’t understand. The sound of it was like a mass of fire ants biting at my eardrums. The ground beneath our feet began to shudder violently and the air crackled with electricity.
“Mac,” Jenna cried, covering her ears with her hands while blood ran between her fingers. “Call on whoever gave you that arm and find us the right mirror.”
“Please,” I said aloud because I was too frazzled to try to think it while mentally scanning my inner world for the cat demon. “Do you know which mirror leads to Beleth?”
“Yes…” the word came to me like a whisper on the wind. “But why should I tell you? I care not for this mission.” She stuck her tongue out at me before turning her back, raising her tail, and walking away through the weeds of my mind.
“If you don’t help me, I’m going to die, and you won’t get any of the pretty things I promised,” I cried as the Princess got slowly to her feet and glared at us. My clothes started to smolder as she looked me up and down. Well, evidently her looks could kill. That was bad. Very, very bad. “Sure you’ll get to punish me, but wouldn’t you rather have nice things?”
“You make an excellent point, Mac Brennan.” A sigh swept through my inner world, and as it did, my vision went completely scarlet. Every tree vanished from my sight save for one. It glowed with eerie purple light, and better still, it was barely a hundred yards away.
“There!” I screamed, taking off toward it at a dead run. I made it about seven feet before the Princess grabbed me by the back of the head like she was palming a basketball and slammed my skull into the ground hard enough to shatter the glass floor.
Chapter 14
The whole world went blurry as the Princess of Mirrors gripped my head in one hand and slammed my skull against the ground for the second time. Chunks of shattered glass bit into my scalp and neck as I did little more than flail feebly at her. My head throbbed, and darkness encroached upon my vision from all sides. If this kept up, she’d kill me with ease. It was especially lame because escape was only about a hundred feet away.
Not that it mattered. For all the good it would do me, it might as well have been a million miles away. The princess’s red nails dug into my scalp as she hoisted me effortlessly up with one hand so I dangled in front of her. Blood seeped down my face and into my eyes from where her nails had pierced my flesh.
“Do you know how long it’s been since someone hurt me?” she asked, touching one finger to the eye Jenna had ruined with a .40 caliber bullet. Black gunk oozed from the shattered socket, and as she drew her finger away, a thin tendril of slime came with it. “Answer me.” Her other three eyes bored into mine, and I felt her will push into me, pressing into my defenses like a tank.
“No.” I reached out, grabbing onto her wrist in a vain effort to try and pull her off. Yeah, it was about as effective as playing tug of war with a pit bull.
“You’re not understanding how this works,” she said, opening her mouth to reveal a long serpentine tongue the color of day old mucus. “I’m the pusher, and I’ve come to shove.” Her tongue slithered out of her mouth, sliding between her unnaturally white teeth. It rubbed against my left cheek, leaving a slimy trail in its wake.
“Mmm, you taste good,” she cooed, and the words slammed into my brittle mind like a wrecking ball. My hand clenched around her wrist like I’d been hit with a live wire. “You’ll make a dainty dish to set before the king.”
“As much as I appreciate the compliment, love,” I said through clenched teeth. “I’m afraid, I’m a taken man, and even if I wasn’t, who knows where you’ve been.”
“As if,” she snorted right before her tongue pushed through my lips and pressed against my gritted teeth. It was a losing battle. I knew that, but that didn’t mean I was going to let her stick her slimy tongue in my mouth.
A bullet whizzed by my ear and smacked into her right eye. She shrieked, releasing me as ichor splashed across the front of my face. It burned like fire, and as I fell, I tried to wipe it away. My hands started to burn from where I’d touched the substance, but the pain of it was drowned out by my shoulders smacking into the mirrored ground with enough force to make my head whip back. I wasn’t sure if the crunch I heard was the floor or my skull, but it didn’t matter because everything was fading fast.
“Mac, get the fuck up!” Jenna said, grabbing me by the scruff of my trench coat and dragging me backward with one hand while keeping her gun trained on the Princess with her other. We made it about two feet before the Princess began to rise.
“I’m going to pluck out your eyes,” the Princess snarled, pinching her thumb and index fingers together. “Then I’ll leave you to wander this forest blind and bleeding until you die. How does that sound?”
It sounded pretty fucking horrible to be perfectly honest, and while part of me was glad the threat wasn’t aimed at me, there was no way I was going to let her hurt Jenna. No, I was going to stop her if it was the last thing I did. Call me old-fashioned, but I just don’t like when immeasurably powerful demons pick on women.
The Princess of Mirrors lunged for Jenna, who dodged out of the way. As the Princess slashed through the empty air, I grabbed onto her stocking-clad leg with my left hand and pulled. Her leg went out from under her, and she crashed down to the ground beside me.
“Ignis!” I screamed, smashing my palm into where her kidneys would have been if she’d been human. Hellfire leapt from my hand and slammed into her at point blank range.
Her shriek of agony filled my ears, and the sound of it brought a grin to my inner demon’s lips. That was when I realized I could see her off in the distance, lounging in the branches of a crystalline tree. Her amber eyes glinted as Hellfire surged forth from me in an endless stream.
She yawned, stretching her jaws wide, and my magic punched straight through the Princess’s torso and blew fire out the other side of her body. As the Princess of Mirrors shrieked and flailed in agony, the ground beneath her melting into slag, my darkening vision tunneled so the only thing I could see was my demonic benefactor as she watched from the distance. I wasn’t sure if she was really there or not, but either way, I was almost glad she was watching over me. It meant she was going to help me win, and judging by where I was, I needed all the help I could get.
The rumbling crack of rolling thunder filled the whole of the forest of mirrors. Lightning arced through the sky, shattering crystalline trees and raining down shards of mirrored glass upon us.
“As much as I’d love to stay and finish her off, Mac, we have to get out of here before we’re cut to ribbons!” Jenna said, grabbing hold of my shoulder as my tattoos faded. The Princess wasn’t dead, and from the look in her remaining eyes, I knew I’d be dead once she got back up.
Fortunately, she’d been blown in half, and while I could see tendrils of flesh snaking back in an effort to put all her bits back together, I knew we’d easily make it to Beleth’s gateway before that happened. And people say I’m not lucky.
“I hear that,” I mumbled, letting her help me get to my feet. I threw my arm over her shoulder as we hobbled toward the gateway. My vision was starting to clear, but as I wiped my face, I realized it was covered in blood. Only it wasn’t from the cuts on my scalp. No, blood was oozing from my pores. Fuck.
“You will not escape!” the Princess cried, her voice a staccato crack.
She pulled her broken body toward us as we approached the gateway to Beleth’s lair, but before we could make it through, she howled in that strange demonic language. My eardrums popped, and the sky above us shattered into a tornado of death and broken glass.
I threw my arm up instinctively to ward off the oncoming death spiral as Jenna jerked me through the mirror. Hitting the surface was like leaping into a glacier, and for a second, I thought I might freeze to death.
If only I’d been so lucky. Instead, I got to feel my intestines pulled out of my nose before being shoved back down my nostrils. I wasn’t sure if it had actually happened or not, but if it had, it’d all taken place in the space of a nanosecond. Meaning, before I had even finished comprehending the pain and horror of it, I found myself lying next to Jenna on the black-and-white checkered tile floor.
As my hazy vision cleared, and I looked around, I realized Jenna and I were lying on a giant chessboard. Black and white chess pieces that reminded me of the Karazhan boss fight in World of Warcraft surrounded us. Each one was an armored monstrosity the size of an oak tree, and even though they moved like automated robots, their weapons glinted like they could slice through me with ease.
Thankfully, most of the humans and orcs were concentrated on the far corner of the board, and as I got to my feet, I realized why. Vitaly and Marvin were both in that direction, having cut a swath of death through the chess pieces. Still, it must have been a pretty difficult fight because Vitaly had transformed, and even though he was the same height as his opponents, his clothing was cut to ribbons.
“Want a hand?” I called as Jenna climbed to her feet next to me and stared out across the board with narrowed eyes.
“You made it just in time to go,” Vitaly called as he dodged the slash of an enterprising human knight and buried his massive werebear fist in its horse’s face. The horse piece clattered to the floor unconscious as the knight fell off his steed and rolled across the board. The big Russian glanced at us with a huge grin on his blood-spattered visage. “Is good. I was getting bored.”
My gaze swept past the dismembered corpses strewn across the board around him and locked on Marvin. He was a few feet away and had what looked like a porcelain pawn’s staff in one hand and a blackened obsidian sword in the other. He danced through the ranks of the black and white pawns with ease, slamming the marbled pole into their carapaces with a sound that reminded me of someone stepping on a cockroach. He finished them by jamming the blade into the resulting cracks and twisting violently.
Gore sprayed over his blood-spattered body as he kicked a white pawn off his sword and spun to block an oncoming attack with his stolen staff. Even Jenna didn’t move that fast, and it seemed like she knew things were coming before they’d even happened. If we’d had Marvin with us against the Princess of Mirrors, things might have turned out very differently. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that to be honest.
“How’d you know we were in the game room?” Marvin asked, not even slightly out of breath as he glanced at us over his shoulder while twirling past an oncoming attack. Without even looking where he was swinging, he took a pawn’s head off with a flick of his sword. “I figured the two of you were dead. I was sort of wondering if we’d find your still warm corpses strewn along the way back.”
“Not dead, just detained,” I said, rolling to the side as a rook dove out of the sky, its heavy stone talons missing my face by inches and tearing gouts into the tile. “Have you been waiting long?”
“Yes and no,” Vitaly replied, spinning on his heel and delivering a hammer blow that cracked the rook’s head into powder. I was a little in awe to be honest because I’d seen Ricky, my werewolf girlfriend, deck a gargoyle before. Even with the advantage of being super strong, she’d done little more than break her fist. Evidently, Vitaly did not have this problem. When he punched a statue, the statue broke.
“Come on,” Jenna said, scrambling to her feet and sprinting across the board in a display of speed that made me envious. Ahead of her, I could see what looked like a drawbridge suspended in mid-flight. It wasn’t lowered enough for us to easily pass through, but it was close. “I’ll get the door.”
“Good. This is starting to get boring,” Marvin said, flinging his sword across the board. It smacked into the back of the rook nearest to Jenna and punched through its stone body. The creature fell to the board, gripping the blade protruding from its chest as blood flowed through its claws.
Jenna didn’t seem to notice as she dove forward, twisting her body to avoid an axe-wielding queen. She landed lightly on the other side of the queen, squatted down, and leapt upward with all her might. Her fingers grazed the edge of the drawbridge, and as they did, the queen’s axe came back around in a flash of silver.
Somehow, Jenna lifted her feet as she fell, avoiding the edge of the weapon by millimeters before kicking outward. The muscles in her legs flexed as she pushed off the still-swinging axe and propelled herself upward. Before the axe had even completed its arc, she grabbed onto the drawbridge and hauled herself up in a quick gymnast’s movement that left me in awe.
“Wow,” Vitaly said, echoing my sentiments. “That is pretty good.” Then a bishop’s spear exploded through his chest, splattering me with his blood.
The Russian werebear looked down at the spear protruding from his chest, let out a sigh that whistled through his punctured lungs, and grabbed hold of the spear’s haft. He pulled, tearing it free of the black bishop’s grip. The Russian jerked it free of his own body while whirling around to face the bishop. Then he buried the spear in the chess piece’s skull. The bishop dropped like a rock, and by the time it hit the ground, Vitaly’s wound had already healed over, leaving no trace that he’d ever been hurt.
I’ll be honest, as I climbed to my feet, I was starting to feel a little inadequate. Every other person on this team seemed to be a bad ass of the highest caliber, and here I was, the stand in. It seemed a little crazy. Sure, I’d managed to take on some tough guys in my time, but I had no doubt in my mind that if it had been him instead of me, Vitaly would have torn Pierce Ambrose in half without batting an eye while I’d had to throw the guy out of a plane to take him down.
Marvin was some sort of un-killable demi-god, and Jenna, well, I didn’t know what she was, but she was damned good. And I was just Mac Brennan, a Cursed who didn’t even know how to use his own powers. I felt like the intern who suddenly got invited out to lunch with the VP of corporate finance and on the drive over, started getting quizzed about derivatives and exchange rates. I was so out of my league it was scary, and the worst thing, the absolute worst thing, was that I didn’t even have a goddamned gun. It just wasn’t fair.
A gunshot shattered my thoughts, and as I turned toward the sound of it, I realized the drawbridge was coming down. Jenna came flying off the top of it in a wild leap. Her arms wind-milled as she crashed down on top of the white queen, smashing the piece’s skull into the ground with a wet splat.
As Jenna stepped off the queen and put a bullet into the piece’s head, I rushed toward her, intent on helping her.
“Get back!” she called as a half-black, half-white king the size of a monster truck stepped across the drawbridge and onto the board, cracking the tile beneath its cloven hooves.
Its black and white, sunken eyes scanned the board, taking sight of each of us and finding us wanting. A cruel smile flashed across its face as it raised a glittering sword bigger than my entire body into the air and roared.
Chapter 15
As the king’s roar faded, the chess pieces surrounding us exploded, causing a gore filled shockwave to throw me from my feet. I landed hard on my shoulder and slid across the board in an avalanche of black goo.
I sucked in a breath that smelled like an ammonia-filled cat box and tasted even worse. I wiped the gunk from my eyes and tried to get up, but as I did, my feet went out from under me. I flopped hard on my chest, my chin sinking into the dark sludge. My compatriots were no better off. For all their awesomeness, every one of them lay on the board covered in gunk. It almost made me want to stick my tongue at them and make a snarky comment. I didn’t, but only because I didn’t want to risk tasting the slime again.
“I’m guessing you triggered the wrong failsafe,” Martin said, leaping to his feet like some kind of ninja-Bruce Lee hybrid. He landed lightly on the balls of his feet before sliding toward the massive twenty-five-foot-tall king chess piece like an ice skater. “Should have known better. Never send a woman to do a man’s job.”
“Saying things like that are exactly why you always wind up jerking yourself off,” Wendy squeaked from within his backpack. Instead of replying, Marvin smacked at the backpack with one hand, while keeping his eyes firmly locked on the king.
“You shall not pass!” the king rumbled in a voice that made me think he could repel a Balrog with ease.
“What if I want to pass?” Marvin asked as the king reared back. “What then?”
“Then you die!” Its huge sword swung high over its head as Marvin skated forward, seemingly oblivious to his plight.
The blade came down in a blur that sent a sonic boom rippling through the air. I covered my ears from the sound, turning away and shielding myself from the wind coming off the weapon. As the sword struck the board, splitting it with a sharp crack, it sent waves of black sludge splashing in every direction.
“Missed me,” Marvin mocked, standing beside the king’s sword. He stuck his tongue out at the chess piece before darting forward between the king’s massive legs.
Before the king could even lift its sword, Marvin lashed out with his straight razor, slicing through both the king’s Achilles tendons in a blur of silver. A roar of agony filled the air as the king collapsed like a broken telephone pole. Its sword went flying across the board as it crashed to the ground beside Marvin.
With an almost absent effort, the teenager leapt between the king’s shoulder blades, grabbed it by the flowing mane of black and white hair spilling out of its crown, and hauled its head backward. Marvin’s arms corded with the effort as the king struggled vainly to swat him.
“This is why I’m more of a checkers fan,” Marvin said, letting go of the king’s hair with one hand just long enough to slit the chess piece’s throat with his straight razor. Black blood spilled from the king’s ruined throat as Marvin calmly hopped off its back. “I guess that’s checkmate.”
He landed lightly on the ground, barely splashing any of the black blood and sauntered toward the drawbridge. The whole thing had taken less than three seconds, and something about it made me feel cold inside. Up until this point, I hadn’t really seen any of my compatriots do anything I couldn’t have done, but watching Marvin had been unreal. It was like watching a Lakers game and knowing how out of your league Kobe Bryant truly was. I mean, I was a pretty confident guy, but the farther we got, the more inadequate I’d felt. Still, I was Mac Brennan, and I didn’t feel sorry for myself. No, I was Mac Brennan, and I stepped the fuck up.
“That was pretty impressive,” Jenna said, awe filling her voice as she pulled herself to her feet and began carefully picking her way across the slick chessboard. Vitaly was on his feet too, but his attempts to cross the tile reminded me of a dog on linoleum. It made me feel a bit better about myself.
“So impressive you’ll give me a blowjob?” Marvin asked, raising an eyebrow.
“There’s so little chance of that happening, the only thing smaller is your dick,” Jenna retorted as she reached the drawbridge and slapped a gooey hand on the boy’s shoulder. “No offense.”
“Going with the whole ‘he’s Asian so he must have a small penis’ thing,” Marvin said as she wiped her hands off on his jacket, smearing gunk all over his shoulders. “Classy.”
“Well, you know me. If it’s not both racially and sexually offensive, I don’t go for it,” she replied with a shrug.
“I’m going to pass on the rather obvious reply I could make to your comment.” Marvin smirked, ignoring his goo-covered jacket, and turned to look through the drawbridge. “I’m guessing that because you returned with, tall, dead, and boring over there, the door didn’t transport you any crazy place.”
“Why, are you scared?” she asked, quirking an eyebrow at him.
They went back and forth like that for the next couple minutes, which was good because that was how long it took me to reach them. I’d tried skating like Marvin and keeping my steps careful like Jenna had done, but neither had seemed to work for me. By the time I reached them, I’d slipped so many times I had decided to just stay on my belly and slither toward them like a snake. That said, I still made it before the big Russian. I wasn’t sure why, but his plight filled me with a strange sense of satisfaction.
“Glad you could join us, Mac,” Jenna said, reaching out and grabbing my wrist before I could fall flat on my face.
“Don’t mention it,” I said, letting her help me onto the drawbridge. I don’t even know how to explain how good it felt standing on solid ground, but I was really close to dropping down and kissing the dark mahogany slats beneath my feet. Really, really close.
“But she already mentioned it,” Vitaly said, lumbering up behind me and shaking his huge head. Somewhere during his trek across the chessboard he’d reverted back to human form. Evidently, the whole three-ton bear thing hadn’t worked for crossing an oil slick. I wasn’t sure why because I doubted I’d have to take the big man on mano a mano, but I filed his lack of ability to deal with slippery floors away for later. Just in case.
“It’s a figure of speech,” Marvin said, shaking his head. “Russians.” He sighed.
“Anyway, Mac. The reason I’m happy to see you is right beyond that door. Why don’t you go have a look while I wait for you here?” Jenna said, making a face of total innocence before looking away and whistling.
“Um… okay? Why? Does it help us get to the kids?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. When she didn’t respond, I glanced at Vitaly who shrugged. Marvin did the same. Apparently, all our communication was going to be in shrugs. Well, this was going great.
“Don’t be a pussy,” Marvin said, grabbing his crotch. “Just pretend you have some balls and charge in there.”
“I’m not seeing you charging in there either,” I grumbled, making my way past them. I wasn’t sure what I was going to find when I crossed over the threshold of the drawbridge, but I really hoped it didn’t try to eat my face.
The threshold itself looked fairly normal, and as far as I could tell, the other side was just more of the same black-and-white tile that made up the chessboard. Still, I’d stepped through more than enough doors tonight to know appearances could be deceiving.
For all I knew, this particular door would lead me to the top of Mt. Everest. Part of me sort of hoped it did because I really wanted to climb the mountain. I mean, I never would because I didn’t want to risk dying in a blizzard while other hikers marched by ignoring my screams, but hey, I had dreams.
“I wasn’t the one volunteered. Besides, I did just take out a twenty-foot-tall giant with my shaving kit,” Marvin replied, pointing at the downed king with his straight razor. “What have you done exactly?”
“Aside from your mom? Shaved,” I said, poking my head through the doorway. “We both know you couldn’t grow a beard if your life depended on it, so why don’t you stop overcompensating with that thing.” As the words left my mouth, I found myself looking out at a room made of purple fire. The walls were fire. The ceiling was fire. And the floor? Don’t get me started on the floor. It was made of boiling purple lava.
Just beyond the doorway was a platform covered in black-and-white tile. I was pretty sure that’s where the king had stood, but now that the chess piece was dead, it was vacant. Well, that was good. At least I wouldn’t be stepping straight into lava. Still, I was glad I’d looked before I’d leapt.
I pulled my head back out of the fire world and sighed. “Unless you have some lava-resistant wading pants, I’m not sure what you expect me to do in there.” I pointed at the doorway. “It’s nothing but fire.”
“Correction,” Wendy said from within the backpack, but her voice was so muffled I couldn’t make out the rest of what she said.
Marvin grumbled and unslung the backpack. He unzipped it and pulled her out. “Would you repeat yourself, dear sister? I don’t think anyone heard you.”
“Well, if you wouldn’t zip me inside, people would hear me.” The tiny doll glared at him.
“And if frogs had wings, they wouldn’t bump their asses when they hopped,” Marvin replied solemnly.
“Anyway,” Wendy said, ignoring her brother. “There should be a lever inside there somewhere. All you have to do is find it, pull it, and the fire will vanish.” She nodded. “Easy as pie.”
“How do you expect me to find a lever in a room filled with fire?” I asked, staring at her incredulously. I wasn’t sure if she was kidding or not. She didn’t seem like she was kidding, but at the same time, it was a room full of lava. Did she actually expect me to venture inside and not die?
“It’s not fire. It’s Hellfire. Totally different,” Wendy replied, glancing up toward the ceiling of the chess room. For a moment, it looked like she might be about to detail the differences, but before she could, Marvin spun her around and glared at her.
“If this is where you’re going to detail the metaphysical differences between fire and Hellfire, just don’t. I don’t care. The chick with the gun doesn’t care. The big Russian bear guy doesn’t care, and I assure you, tall, blond, and stupid with the black arm most certainly doesn’t care. Just tell him how to get past the room so we can get this show on the road. I plan to be neck deep in Tijuana hookers by nightfall.” Marvin spun her back around and held her up to eye level with me. “Go on, sis. Tell him.” He shook her a little bit.
“You’re a pig,” Jenna said, turning away from Marvin and staring out across the chessboard.
“Hookers need to eat too,” Marvin said, a wry grin spreading across his face. “My penis.”
“Wendy, what do I need to do to find the lever since you think I can do this?” I asked, ignoring the urge to punch Marvin. Admittedly, part of the reason I didn’t was because I thought he might beat me up. I did not feel like getting beat up by an annoying Asian teen a foot shorter than me. No, I’d just have to wait until we were almost out of here and accidentally push him into an active volcano or something.
“You need to summon your own Hellfire to neutralize the stuff in the room. It’s residual Hellfire so it’ll be less pure than the stuff you can conjure.” Wendy smiled at me, which was really creepy because she was just a wooden doll.
“What?” I asked, trying to figure out what the hell she’d just said. It’d seemed like English, but I wasn’t exactly up on my metaphysics either.
“Sorry, I was getting complicated.” She stopped and waved her hand dismissively. “You’re a Cursed, right? Make a shield with your magic, walk to the other side, pull the lever.” She eyed me carefully. “You do know how to make a shield, right?”
“Yeah,” I said. Making a shield was one of the few spells I actually knew how to do, and now that she’d brought it up, it didn’t seem like that bad of a plan, assuming my shield could actually withstand Hellfire. I’d never tried it before, but it had held off Vassago’s green flames before, and he was a demon so ipso facto.
“Good. Just watch out for the guardian. He won’t want you to pull the lever,” Wendy said. I wasn’t sure how the doll managed to look concerned, but she did. “Just try to outrun him.”
“There’s a guardian?” I asked because charging through a room filled with lava wasn’t bad enough. No, of course there had to be a guardian.
“Do you see where we are?” Marvin asked like I’d just fallen off the turnip truck. “There has been a guardian in every single room. Why would that room be any different?”
“You make an excellent point,” I said, glancing at Vitaly for advice since he was our de facto leader. Honestly, I wasn’t sure what he could tell me, but at the moment any info would be nice. “You okay with this plan?”
“No, but only because your suit is ruined. You should have better suit to go die in.” He smiled at me.
Chapter 16
I was not planning on dying in a slime-covered dress shirt, that’s for damned sure. Okay, to be fair, I wasn’t planning on dying at all, but as I stood on the tiny checkered platform and stared out at the blazing room before me, I was having a hard time believing survival was a possibility.
For one thing, Murphy’s law and I don’t exactly get along. Every single time Murphy notices me, he punches me right in the balls. Kind of a dick move, right? But I guess that’s why he’s the big shot with the law, and I’m just the sucker who has to follow it.
This plan involved me using my barely understood magic to shield myself from boiling hot lava while searching for a lever I couldn’t see and avoiding a guardian of indeterminate strength, speed, and cunning. My chances at success were looking slim, and I just knew, Murphy was going to have a field day with this one.
Still, I was Mac Fucking Brennan, and I wasn’t going to die like this. Not here, and not with those kids still trapped in Beleth’s tender loving care. I was going to find the lever, goddammit!
“Okay,” I said as I knelt down on the platform and raised one hand to shield my eyes from the reflection of the neon purple lava. It was so hot, sweat didn’t drip down my face so much as it evaporated the moment it left my pores, leaving my skin a chapped, disgusting mess. Fortunately, if the last few days had taught me anything, it was that I didn’t even know how to function while clean. “Let’s do this.”
I shut my eyes and counted backward from ten, trying to draw upon my magic with each number. I wasn’t sure if it would work, but as I said each number, power steadily rose inside me, filling me up like a water balloon. By the time I reached one, I felt like I was going to explode like a kitten in a microwave. It was time. My eyes snapped open, and I said a single word.
“Tueri.”
Lava sprang from my tattoos and swarmed over my body, covering my clothes and skin in a sheet of bubbling crimson. As the heat of the room faded to a more tolerable level, a smile slipped across my lips. It was working! Now it was like being in a sauna minus all the naked sweaty Japanese men. It was a good thing too because I wasn’t a huge fan of old hairy balls.
“Do you know where the lever is?” I asked the demonic cat in my head, hoping she would deign to answer me. I got no response. Actually, that wasn’t true. I got a glare like I’d woken her from a nap. It was about the same in terms of helpfulness though.
“Fine, I didn’t want your help anyway,” I said in the same tone I imagined guys using on strippers who didn’t want to give them a lap dance. This time, I didn’t even merit a glare. Stupid cat.
“Well, I’ll just dive right in then,” I said, slowly lowering my foot into the lava so if something didn’t happen, I’d only lose my big toe. Still, it was pretty much the scariest thing I’d ever done. As my toes hovered above the liquid fire, my guts twisted in panic. If this didn’t work, I was going to be in a world of pain.
I didn’t have time to contemplate my horrible burning demise because instead of being solid in any way at all, my foot was sucked beneath the surface of the lava. I tumbled forward off the platform, my arms flying out in a vain attempt to grab onto the air for support. As my fingers closed around nothing, I crashed face first into the boiling magma and plunged beneath the surface.
Thankfully, I didn’t burn to a crisp. In fact, it was kind of cool, reminding me of a dip in a pool that’s been heated by a summer’s day, and even though I’d expected to feel my shield start to weaken upon contact with the lavender lava pit, the opposite happened. The demonic magic around me surged into my shield and strengthened it. Bonus.
Unfortunately, there was one tiny little quibble I’d neglected to account for. I couldn’t breathe. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected actually, but I’d not even given a single thought to the whole breathing beneath the magma thing. I kicked my legs and swept my arms upward, thrashing my way to the surface like a dog that had been thrown in the pool.
As soon as I broke through the surface, I sucked in a huge gulp of air that tasted vaguely of pine tree and bubblegum air fresheners, which was a little weird. Shouldn’t it have smelled like sulfur?
Chalking it up to not being a super helpful thing to investigate at my immediate moment, I ignored the smell and began to tread lava to the best of my ability. I took a moment to look around, trying to figure out where to go. I’d had no idea where the lever was when I’d jumped in, which was part of the reason why I’d done so. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected to find once I was actually in the lava, but it had seemed like a good place to start. Unfortunately, now that I was here, I still didn’t see it anywhere.
Still, I’d originally wanted to check over by the door on the opposite side of the room. Since that seemed like as good a place as any to start my search, and having no better ideas, I decided to stick with my existing plan. I threw myself into my doggie paddle and plunged forward through the lava.
Michael Phelps, I was not. By the time I reached the door on the opposite side of the Olympic-swimming-pool-sized room, my arms felt like they were made of taffy and my legs were little better. Worse, on my brief head dunks in the lava I had learned a troubling fact. I couldn’t see the ground. If the lever was on the volcanic floor of this pool, there was no way I’d ever find it, assuming I could even hold my breath long enough to reach it. To say it was murky down below would have been a huge understatement.
Hoping the lever wasn’t on the volcanic floor a thousand miles down, I hauled myself up onto the amethyst platform in front of the door and lay there gasping for breath. While I might be shielded from the lava actually burning me, it still dragged on my clothes and trench coat. I don’t know if you’ve ever tried to swim fully dressed while wearing a heavy ass leather duster, but it’s fucking hard.
“Well, this sucks,” I huffed, getting slowly to my feet while trying to will my heart to stop racing. It sort of worked.
“I don’t know what you’re complaining about,” said a scratchy voice from directly over my head. “You’re not the one who was rudely awoken from his century-long nap.”
A chill ran down my spine as a horrible thought filled my brain. Had I awoken the guardian? I really hoped not because even with my shield at full strength, I wasn’t sure what skills the guardian would possess. If he was anything like Sepulture, he could steal my magic and leave me as good as dead.
My gaze turned slowly upward, and I found myself staring at a two-foot tall bat covered in purple fungus wearing a red and white striped top hat. Its eyes flashed in the dancing flames lining the ceiling as it unfurled its mossy wings and dropped down in front of me. The creature landed lightly on the platform and stretched its huge purple wings. It yawned, smacked its lips a couple times, and raised one bushy gray eyebrow at me.
“Hello?” I asked the bat as it scuttled around me as if trying to figure out what I was doing here. That made two of us.
“Yes, you’ll do fine,” the bat cackled as it hopped in front of me and grinned. “I shall lay a curse upon you the likes of which will be foretold for ages.” It clapped its hands together. “Yes, your progeny will tell the tale of the Bat in the Hat’s curse for generations!”
“The Bat in the Hat? Seriously? Is that your name?” I asked, backing away from the winged rat. I only managed about two steps before my back touched the wall.
“You dare come into my home and not know who I am?” the bat cried, glaring at me with its beady eyes. “That cannot stand! Double your curse I shall! I mean, as long as that’s okay.”
Admittedly, I had half a mind to punt the tiny creature like a football, but since I didn’t know where the lever was, I was hoping I could get it to tell me before I kicked it in the face. Long shot, I know, but I had to try. Those kids were counting on me.
“To be honest, I’m all full up on curses.” I showed him my arm, and my tattoos flashed in the purple light so they looked like bolts of lightning stretched across my blackened flesh.
“So it would seem, but perhaps all is not lost,” the bat replied, leaping into the air and hovering in front of me while scratching his chin with his foot. “You’ve disturbed my nap, and must be punished, but you are already cursed. This is a conundrum.”
“I bet if you opened the lever and pushed me through the door, it’d end pretty horribly for me. There’s at least a ninety-percent chance whatever is through that door will want to break me open and suck out the juices,” I said, gesturing toward the door behind me. “And, bonus, you can go back to your nap without exerting yourself on some silly curse.”
“Why that’s a great idea! I will pull the lever and send you to your doom! Doom, I say!” the bat cackled, flapping around me like an excited dervish. “But you will still need to pay for your insult, and it will be a doozy!” It took off through the air, flying low over the lava and banking hard to the right. As it did, the magma beneath it began to swirl and churn like a whirlpool.
“What are you doing?” I cried as the platform beneath me rocked in the sudden swell of lava. I wasn’t sure what would happen if I fell in because I wasn’t sure I could keep myself afloat with that much chop, but I was going to do my best not to find out.
I reached back toward the door and pressed the fingers of my demonic hand against the cool crystal. As I did, light flared from my fingertips and my hand fastened itself to the glinting surface just before the platform beneath me shattered into a thousand scintillating shards of amethyst. I fell. My feet kicked, just barely above the lava as I hung there by my Spiderman-like grip to the wall. I’ll be honest, putting all my weight on my shoulder wasn’t exactly fun.
“Now I shall punish you!” the bat cackled as a statue of a bat that glittered like freshly spun gold burst from the lava. “Prepare for trouble!”
“As long as it’s not double,” I murmured under my breath. Either way, I was going to have to deal with this bat, and if doing so would get me one step closer to saving those kids, I was all for it, even if it did have repercussions for me. Besides, I’d already lost my eternal soul, what more could his curse do to me?
I wasn’t sure if he heard me or not, but as the bat landed on the statue of the bat, a dense cloud of purple smoke began to pour from the statue. Lightning crackled through the cloud as the tiny bat threw its head back and cackled.
“You thought you could trick me into opening the door for you, and because you were so naïve as to think you could fool me, I will open the door for you,” it said, flicking its wings toward a tiny lever set into the base of the statue. “But first I shall have my revenge.” He flapped his wings, and as he did, the cloud expanded to fill the entire room. “Bippity, boppity, boo!”
A bolt of lightning exploded from the cloud, striking me in the center of my chest, and even though it lacked a certain manliness I’d come to expect from myself, I was unable to do more than unleash my inner ten-year-old girl and let her scream her head off.
As the cloud engulfed me, arcs of electricity cascaded off of it, striking the tattoos on my arm and filling them with a deep, rust-red glow. The cat in my skull yowled in protest as the bat hopped down from the statue and casually flicked the lever.
The door I was clinging to vanished, and as I fell down into the lava and disappeared into its depths, the last thing I heard was the bat’s insane gloating. “I laugh at your misfortune. Mwahaha! I have doubled the strength of your curse and made it twice as bad! Even if you try to succeed now, you will now likely fail. Have a nice day!”
Chapter 17
“Mac, wake up!” Jenna said, shaking me. I opened my bleary eyes and found myself staring up at her concerned face. I was still in the lava room, only I wasn’t in the lava anymore. I was lying on a gunmetal gray grate about fifty feet below the door the crazy ass bat had opened. I couldn’t see him nor his the statue anymore, and while amethyst flames still flickered high overhead, there was no more fire on the walls.
“What’s going on?” I asked, and as the words left my mouth, I almost choked. My mouth was so dry it hurt to talk.
“You opened the door,” Marvin said with a shrug. “I’m not sure how, but good job. Let’s get a move on. Tacos and beer are waiting.”
“He is Cursed. His victory does not surprise me,” Vitaly said, pushing past Marvin and offering me his hand.
“Yeah, okay,” I said, taking his hand and letting the big man hoist me to my feet. He did it so easily, it was kind of unnerving. “Say, anyone have anything to drink?” I tried to work up some spit, but swallowing hurt so much, I just gave up.
“Yeah, sure,” Marvin said, grabbing his backpack and upending it on the floor. His sister tumbled out of the backpack, smashed her wooden skull on the grate, and bounced a couple times before coming to rest by my feet. A blood-smeared thirty-two ounce bottle of Lemon-Lime Gatorade hit the grate alongside his sister and rolled a bit before getting caught in the slats of the grating.
“What the fuck?” Wendy cried as Marvin snatched her up.
“Is there a problem, Sis?” he asked, and as he attempted to shove her back into the backpack, she smacked him across the face. The sound rang out with that thick, meat slapping a counter sound.
“Yeah, you dropped me on purpose,” she snapped, glaring at him.
“You have a head like a rock, it’s fine,” he said, holding her out at arm’s length. “But I promise not to do it again, okay?”
“I don’t believe you,” Wendy said, but even as the words left her mouth, she sort of deflated. “But I’m going to trust you because I basically have to trust you.”
“Fair enough,” Marvin replied, shoving her into the backpack before picking up the Gatorade and tossing it to me. I caught it in one hand, doffed the lid, and swallowed the lemon-lime goodness. I wasn’t usually a fan of warm Gatorade, but right now, it was pretty much the best thing I’d ever tasted.
“Don’t say I never did anything for you,” Marvin said, glaring at me in a way that made me think he was mad at me because his sister was angry at him for dropping her.
“Yeah, I won’t,” I said as he turned on his heel and made his way toward the ladder at the far end of the room. I wasn’t sure if he actually felt bad about what had happened, or was just annoyed his sister was angry. For some reason, I thought it might have been the first part.
“Don’t mind him. He’s just mad because he lost the bet,” Jenna said, leaning close to me and whispering into my ear. “He gave me ten to one odds you were going to die.” She flashed a grin at me. “If I’ve learned one thing, it’s to always bet on Mac Brennan surviving.”
“Awesome, you’re buying dinner then,” I said, glaring at the teen as he scrambled up the fifty-foot ladder like a goddamned monkey. I couldn’t believe he’d bet against me. Even if he’d thought I was going to die, it was kind of a dick move.
“It’s a date,” she said before following Vitaly up the ladder. I watched them go, hoping I hadn’t just inadvertently agreed to an actual date. If I had, there was no way that would go over well with Ricky. Still, it might be worth it if I could get some more details out of my past…
Either way, Jenna had probably just said that as a figure of speech. Besides, she seemed to alternate between kindness and hatred on a regular basis. Assuming we survived our jaunt through Hell, she was pretty likely to hate me by the end of it. I pushed it out of my mind, deciding to worry about it if and when it came up.
After they’d gone far enough up the ladder that I wasn’t worried they’d fall on top of me, I began to climb up after them. I grabbed the bars, and as I pulled myself up a few feet, a horrible realization filled my brain. The higher I went, the hotter the bars became. I was only halfway, but it was already so bad that every time I touched the next rung, I had the urge to pull my hands back, only if I did, I’d fall. I gritted my teeth, concentrating on anything and everything but my throbbing hands and kept going. By the time I reached the top and pulled myself on the tiny platform, my hands were throbbing so badly, I was sure they were going to blister.
The door ahead of us was open, but like most of the other doors I’d seen in Beleth’s lair, it didn’t reveal where it actually led. The threshold was filled with crackling storm clouds, and as arcs of lightning shot from the space, I felt myself cringe backward. I wasn’t sure what the Bat in the Hat had done to me when he’d made my curse twice as bad, but I was sure it couldn’t be good. Thankfully, my left arm still looked pretty normal. Part of me had worried I was going to wake up with two blackened arms, but it looked like I’d managed to dodge that bullet.
Either way, I was betting my demon knew exactly what had happened. Getting her to tell me on the other hand… That was the trick. Still, it was worth a try.
“Do you know what he did to me?” I asked the cat demon, broadcasting the thought through the annals of my mind.
“Yes,” she said, quirking an annoyed eyebrow at me. “Don’t worry. It’s not as bad as you think.”
“Awesome,” I muttered as she put her head back down and shut her eyes. “Care to tell me more?”
“No,” she said, and with that word, my mental image of her vanished, leaving me to stand there alone and wonder what had happened. Still, she did seem to have a vested interest in my future and if she wasn’t worried, maybe I shouldn’t be either? Okay, yeah, that was a stupid thought, but since I had nothing else, I went with it.
“Ready?” Jenna asked, her hand drumming anxiously on her leg as Marvin and Vitaly made their way through the door. “Cause I’ll be honest, I’ve had it up to here with these doors.”
“Same,” I said and stepped through the clouds because if I stayed out here with her, I was going to want to comfort her, and I didn’t want her to get the wrong idea.
I won’t lie, the clouds hurt, but then again, I was sort of getting used to the whole stepping into an electrical storm thing. If this kept up, I’d soon be worthy to hold Mjolnir myself. You know, assuming the only criterion was willingness to step into a thunderstorm while being as metal as possible. If it wasn’t, well, I might just have to break out my Thor Underoos, brush my teeth, and eat all my vitamins for a few days. Either way, I had a plan.
The landscape on the other side of the door was a frozen wasteland. Rolling hills of snow filled the horizon in every direction for as far as I could see. For a second, I worried we were going to have to cross it on foot, but then I spied an icy staircase stretching upward into the sky like a stairway to Heaven. Knowing my luck, there was no chance we wouldn’t be taking the stairs.
To be fair, I wasn’t sure that’s where we needed to go, but I was also going by intuition based upon the heated argument my compatriots were having with a snowman. That’s right. There was a snowman. In Hell.
The snowman, complete with a corncob pipe, a button nose, and two eyes made out of coal, stood next to the first step, one branch-like arm clutching a velvet rope while the other arm angrily waved a clipboard in front of Vitaly and Marvin.
“I’m sorry, but the rules are quite clear. Your name is not on the list and therefore you must make the requisite sacrifice to go up the stairs,” the snowman said in a voice that reminded me of Chris Pratt in Guardians of the Galaxy. “It’s right here in subsection C.”
“And what is the sacrifice?” Jenna asked, padding over to me. I hadn’t even heard her come through the door.
“That stupid snowman wants us to cut open our palms and give it our blood,” Marvin said indignantly. “As if.”
“So what’s the big deal?” I asked, quirking an eyebrow at them. “Just give him some blood and let’s get this show on the road.”
“If he has our blood, he can hex us. I’m not talking minor stuff here. He could literally make our skulls explode from the inside,” Marvin said, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’ll come back to life so it doesn’t really bother me, but still. It’s the principle, you know? I like to follow a whole ‘avoid certain death’ policy when I can.”
“Yeah, that’s understandable,” I said, walking up to him and putting one hand on his shoulder. “I mean there’s only kids down there, trapped and alone. A little bit of our blood is definitely not worth their lives.”
“Exactly,” Marvin said, smiling at me like I was his best friend in the world. “See, Mac gets it. The trade isn’t worth it.”
“Then don’t go up,” the snowman said, shrugging. “It’s no skin off my nose.”
“I will make sacrifice,” Vitaly said, holding out his palm to the scarecrow. “Take enough for all to pass.”
“It doesn’t work that way,” the snowman replied with a shake of his head. “I’m not sure if you’ve heard the saying ‘about as much chance as a snowball in Hell’ but let me tell you, that shit won’t fly.”
Well, that settled it. If we were going to get to those kids and save them, Marvin was going to have to donate some damned blood. If that came back to haunt him, well, I could live with that.
Vitaly ground his teeth together, and as he turned to look at Marvin, I snatched the straight razor from the teen’s hand, and as he instinctively reached for it, I slashed open his palm. Marvin’s bright red blood splattered across the steps in front of us, and before he could protest further, I’d cut open my own palm, adding my blood to the mix.
“Whoops,” I said as my blood hit the icy steps.
“Two more,” the snowman said, gesturing at the velvet rope. Its substance had faded so the entire rope was translucent and insubstantial.
“What the actual fuck, Mac?” Marvin said, clasping his bleeding hand to his chest while I tossed the knife to Vitaly. Without a word, the big Russian, cut open his palm and added his blood to the pile. “I thought we were bros.”
“You do realize we’ve been bleeding all over the place and we’ve left your sister’s corpse back there behind us? If they wanted our blood, they’d have it already,” I said, shaking my head at the pouting teen.
As Vitaly’s blood hit the snow in front of us with a hiss, the rope practically vanished.
“You too, Miss. It has to be all of you or it won’t work.” The snowman smiled broadly. “That’d be too bad.”
Jenna gritted her teeth as she took the razor from Vitaly. “I’m not a huge fan of self-mutilation,” she said, before slicing open her own palm and spilling her blood onto the steps. Frozen air whooshed by, chilling me to the bone as the snowman vanished along with his rope, leaving us staring at a staircase that stretched upward in a series of endless loops.
“Well, I hope you fuckers brought your climbing gear because it’s a long way up,” Marvin said, anger filling his voice as he snatched the razor back from Jenna and shoved it in his pocket. Then he marched past us like an angry toddler and began making his way up the stairs. As I watched him go, a sigh escaped my chest. Why did it have to be stairs?
Chapter 18
I won’t bore you with the details of how much it fucking sucked to walk up slippery ice stairs, but it did. Not even a little bit either. It was a whole boatload of suck and was completely unlike everything I’d come to expect based on Disney’s Frozen. The people who made that movie are fucking liars. No one dances up a staircase made of ice singing, that’s for damned sure.
The only upside to this particular staircase was the distinct lack of a homicidal ice queen and her abominable snowman. Yes, I was a little sad there was no Olaf, but I was taking the good with the bad.
“I guess this is where I do my thang!” Marvin said, clambering across the landing and approaching the frosted metal door in front of us. It was set in between bricks of solid blue ice in such a way that made me think it might be easier to just try to melt the surrounding area. If we did, wouldn’t it just fall out onto the floor?
Then again, while it didn’t feel cold to me, the others were shivering like crazy. Maybe it’d be harder to melt than I thought? Even though I couldn’t feel it on my skin or in my lungs when I breathed, I knew it had to be cold because the couple times I’d spit over the edge of the staircase, my spittle had frozen the moment it left my mouth. I wasn’t sure how cold it needed to be for that to happen, but I was willing to bet the temperature had to be significantly below freezing. So why wasn’t I cold?
Was it because I was a Cursed or was it due to my magical trench coat? I was really hoping it was from one of those two things or some combination thereof and not because of whatever the Bat in the Hat had done to me. If it was because of the bat, though, I wasn’t sure how it was a bad thing.
I sighed and rubbed my face with my hands. As soon as I got out of here, I was going to sit down with a witchdoctor and get a meta-physical done. Unfortunately, given my limited resources I was pretty sure that meant I was probably going to have to strip down in front of Sera and cough. It was official, she was definitely the least fun female to be naked around ever.
“What’s your thing?” I asked, crossing the landing so I was standing next to Marvin. Gooseflesh stood out on his skin as he pressed his cut hand against the steel door handle. As he did, the metal door shuddered violently.
“I said ‘thang’ not ‘thing,’” he said as he calmly unzipped the backpack, pulled the Wendy doll out, and shoved it into my hands. “And my thang is dying.” He shrugged. “Mostly.”
“What?” I asked, watching him toss the straight razor into the pack and hurl it a few feet away.
“If you don’t stand back you might get blood on you.” He looked me up and down. “Then again, I’m not sure it matters at this point.”
“Is this another one of those sacrifice doors?” I asked, taking his advice and moving back a couple steps. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen, but even if he was lying I couldn’t see why standing back a few steps would hurt me. Then again…
“Not in the way you’re thinking,” he replied, twisting the door handle and pulling on it.
As the door creaked open, and snow fell from the sky, a hand of pure darkness reached out from the crack in the doorway and grabbed Marvin. Its jet-black fingers were so large, the only thing I could see of the teen through its grip was the top of his head and the bottom of his feet.
“The door is trapped,” Vitaly said from behind me. “Anyone can open it, but one who does, dies.”
His words made me realize why Marvin had opened the door, and also why he’d been getting testier by the moment. He was going to go back to being a doll, and if I was in the same situation, I’d have probably been pretty pissed off too. It made me wonder why they were doing this job at all. Was Vassago paying them or did he just have some scratch on them like he did me? Whatever it was, I hoped it was worth it.
“Sayonara—arg!” Marvin cried as the black hand squeezed, causing Marvin’s head to shoot off like a champagne cork. Gore fountained from his neck, spraying me even though I was a couple feet back. Guess I should have moved farther away… and brought a raincoat.
As Marvin’s head hit the ice next to me, the hand evaporated into mist, leaving Marvin’s crushed corpse to fall emptily to the ground. Blood poured out of it as the Wendy doll began to glow in my hands like a nuclear sapphire.
“Put me down,” she said, and her voice startled me so much I dropped her. As she hit the icy ground on her butt, I realized a full-grown Wendy sitting on the ice in front of me. I hadn’t even seen her transform from doll to teenager per se. One moment she’d been the doll and the next she was all grown up as it were.
“Well, thanks for dropping me, jackass,” Wendy said, brushing herself off and glaring at me. “Don’t bother to help me up, either.”
“Oh, erm, sorry,” I said, reaching out and taking her hand. I hauled her to her feet still unable to comprehend what had just happened. I’d been holding Wendy while she transformed, and I still hadn’t managed to see the nuts and bolts of it. Man, I needed to get on the ball and fast, otherwise there was no way I was going to succeed in rescuing those kids.
“Apology accepted,” Wendy said, walking past her brother’s corpse to the discarded backpack. With practiced ease, she jerked the razor from the pack and dropped down on her knees next to her brother’s corpse. One quick slash later and Marvin’s broken, bloody corpse was slit open from crotch to throat. Plumes of steam rose from the wound as Wendy pocketed the straight razor and pulled the gore-covered Marvin doll free.
“Thanks—” Wendy clapped her hand over the doll’s mouth, cutting him off.
“Don’t mention it,” she said before unceremoniously shoving him in the backpack. “I’m serious. One word out of you and I’ll zip the backpack shut. You’ve been a real jerk to me, and this time I haven’t been in doll form long enough to be grateful I’m free.”
Marvin looked like he was going to say something, but evidently decided on discretion because he sank back into the backpack until I could no longer see him. I wasn’t sure what their relationship was, but I was glad I wouldn’t have to deal with either of them much longer. As soon as this job was over, I could leave all this weirdness behind and go back to my own special blend of weirdness.
“So what happens if you can’t recover the body?” I asked as Wendy pulled the bloodstained letterman jacket off of her brother’s corpse and put it on. It seemed a bit macabre, but then again, she was shivering so violently, I almost gave her my trench coat. I didn’t because it didn’t seem to matter if she died, and besides, what would Jenna think? She was huddled against Vitaly for warmth, and I hadn’t given her my coat either.
I’d almost done it a couple times, but something told me I should keep wearing it at all costs. Just because these people were on my team didn’t mean they were on my team, if you know what I mean. The last thing I needed was to get caught in a double-cross without my bulletproof trench coat. No amount of good intentions would block bullets, and I doubted good deeds would make me feel better as I bled out on the ground.
“I’m not sure. It’s never happened, and we’ve never bothered to find out for obvious reasons,” Wendy said, staring at me so hard I almost flinched. “Now, if we could get out of the cold, that’d be great.”
“That sounds fucking awesome,” Jenna snapped, her words coming out in a spray of icy fog. She pushed past us and as she stepped up to the door that had just killed Marvin, glared at us over her shoulder. “There were three guys, and none of you offered your jacket to the girl in a skin tight black dress.”
I’ll admit it, her words made me feel like a bit inconsiderate, but then again, I hadn’t told her to go adventuring in a black cocktail dress. It was a little weird too because as I thought about it, the outfit didn’t make sense. Jenna seemed like a trained operative, and I doubted she’d normally go on a job in a dress unless it was required. She definitely seemed more like a jeans and sweater type of girl.
So why had she worn a short, tight-fitting dress? Was it just because we had gotten caught off-guard by the nuns at Le Château de Tissu Extraordinaire? It seemed possible but unlikely. Maybe when this was over, I’d ask her. Then again, maybe not. After all, it wouldn’t be wise for me to critique her fashion sense after what I’d done to her.
“You are American woman,” Vitaly said, apology heavy in his voice as he stepped past Wendy and I and followed Jenna through the doorway. “Is it not offense to offer you jacket?”
I didn’t hear her response because Wendy turned and looked at me. Her eyes burned as she grabbed my hands, pulling me down toward her as she spoke. “Mac, we’re close to Beleth. I can feel her presence.” She swallowed hard. “Whatever happens when we get there, remember the mission. We need to get the Prescott’s daughter out of here. If we don’t…” She looked at her shoes like they were the most interesting thing in the world. “Since you’re the only one who can resist Beleth’s charms, make sure you get the girl out of here. No matter what.”
“Are you asking me to leave you behind if something happens?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at her. I could hardly believe she would suggest something like that to me, of all people. Judging by what had been going on, I was the least likely one to leave anyone behind, even my teammates. Besides, it didn’t matter, the only reason I’d leave her behind was if it was the only way to get all the kids out, and even then, I wouldn’t want to.
“Yes,” she said, nodding very slightly. “If it’s a choice between us and her. That is exactly what I’m asking you to do.”
“I don’t think I can do that,” I said. It was one thing to kill people for the greater good but leave my team behind? That was a whole different matter. Then again, all of them were monsters. Maybe leaving them trapped in Hell was a good idea after all. Still, I’d seen enough television shows to know how that ended. They’d survive and come looking for me bent on revenge.
“You’d better,” Wendy said, reaching up like she was going to touch my face. She evidently thought better of it because she blushed and spun on her heel. “Come on.”
It was a little weird because I wasn’t sure what was happening with her. This had been the second time she’d blushed around me, and I still didn’t know why. I mean, okay, maybe she was attracted to me, but for some reason, I didn’t think that was it. Ugh, the women on this mission were going to drive me crazy.
“Mac and Wendy sitting in a tree,” Marvin sang as I followed her through the doorway and stepped into nearly total darkness. “K-I-S-S-I-N-G.”
“Shh,” Wendy said, zipping the backpack closed and muffling her brother’s voice, which was good because I’d had it up to here with his stupid.
A blush spread across Wendy’s cheeks as we moved toward the light at the end of the tunnel. I wasn’t sure what was casting the orange glow, but whatever it was had already drawn Vitaly and Jenna toward it like a moth to a flame.
As we approached, Vitaly took a huge swig from his flask, and without a word, offered it to Jenna. She took one longing glance at it before shaking her head. The big Russian shrugged and took another gulp before pocketing it.
When we got to them, I realized why. We were on a sheer cliff overlooking a room. At least a hundred Sisters of the Black Flame were spread out on the glittering orange floor below, prostrating themselves before an onyx altar. Purple and orange torches filled the space below with dancing light. Shadows crept along the ground in a way completely divorced from the torchlight.
Beleth stood in the center of the room, overlooking the desiccated corpse upon the altar. I wasn’t sure how I could tell it was her since she was wearing a robe that covered her from head to toe, but I could. The sight of her made my blood run cold with fear, although it wasn’t for my own personal safety. No, it was because she was covered in blood. The altar and floor around her was filled with a slowly congealing pool of the stuff.
Over a hundred corpses of various ages, sexes, and creeds were strung up above her on a rack that reminded me of the ones at dry-cleaning places. Blood leaked from their slit throats, painting the altar and all the ground around it in crimson. Just beyond the bodies, I could see a set of stairs that led up to a platform with what looked like a winch. Was that where they exchanged the victims? It seemed likely, and not just because the wall behind the winch was lined with over a dozen prison-grade cages. I couldn’t make out how many people were still inside those cells, but judging by the pile of corpses off to the side, I was guessing it wasn’t too many.
A chant in that same language I’d heard the Princess of Mirrors use, emanated from Beleth’s throat as she waved a dagger made of flecked obsidian across the charred, goat-headed corpse in front of her, and I was immediately thankful I was far enough away that I couldn’t make out the words. Even from here, the sound irritated my eardrums and made my temples throb.
“So what’s the plan?” Jenna asked, looking at Vitaly and gesturing below with her gun. “I don’t have nearly enough bullets for all of them, and while you can all handle yourself, I’m not sure any of us can stand up to an angry demon.”
“Whatever it is, it had better be quick,” Wendy said, her voice hushed as she stared wide-eyed at the scene below. “Because that corpse on the table is Baphomet, and judging by the demonic power swirling around him, Beleth’s nearly succeeded in calling him back from oblivion. If that happens, we’ll be fighting two demons.”
“What are you talking about?” I asked, glancing from the corpse to Wendy and back again.
“Legend says that Beleth’s brother, Baphomet was smote good and hard by the archangel Raphael. Since then, Beleth has been trying to bring her brother back.” She gestured at the corpse. “Looks like now’s the time.”
“Awesome,” Jenna muttered, rubbing her temples with one hand. “So we might have to deal with two demons, and even if we interrupt the ritual, Beleth is going to rip us apart because she’s been working on this for who knows how long.”
“Stopping ritual is not our concern,” Vitaly said, creeping along the edge of the cliff toward the cages. He pointed at the cages. “I can smell Angela Prescott. If we can retrieve her and vanish, all will be good. We can make escape.”
“What about the other kids?” I asked, trying to figure out how we could cross over a hundred feet of air, get to the platform, incapacitate the two nuns standing by the cages, open said cages, and get back with one hostage, let alone all of them.
“They are not part of the deal,” Vitaly said, taking a sip from his flask. “I am paid for Prescott only. Not even bonus money for others.”
“Besides,” Marvin piped up. “Once Beleth realizes you’ve snatched a kid, she’ll be on us like flies on shit. We’ll want as much of a head start as possible.”
“I’m not going to leave kids to die down here,” I growled, about ready to blow a gasket. Were they seriously implying we were only going to save Angela Prescott when faced with the very real possibility of the rest of those kids being strung up like slaughtered cattle. Well, fuck that.
“Mac,” Jenna said, swallowing hard. “I don’t like it either, but they’re right. We came here for one kid, not ten. We can’t get that many out. If it was one or two more, I’d be with you on this but ten? That’s impossible.” She shook her head, looking away from the cages. “We need to leave them or no one gets out.”
“Is okay. You fill spot in your humanity with money,” Vitaly said, clapping one big hand on my shoulder. “And if that doesn’t work, use vodka.” He offered me the flask. “Here is some good stuff.”
“That’s not going to work for me,” I said, shaking my head. “I guess I’m just not wired for douchebag.”
“Mac,” Vitaly said, stepped closer to me so I could feel the heat radiating off his huge body. “There is no way to do it and survive. To get all kids out we need big distraction and luck. Look around. We cannot do either.” He offered me the flask again. “I am sorry.”
“Me too,” I said, grabbing Vitaly’s arm while twisting my hips. As I stepped through the motion, flinging him over my shoulder, my tattoos came to life, augmenting my strength. As the big Russian flew through the air and slammed down right on top of the altar with a sickening crash, the only thing I could think was, “Well, there’s your big distraction, jackass.”
Chapter 19
Beleth’s rage-filled scream was loud enough to shatter my hearing. A sharp ring filled my ears as the female demon turned her amethyst eyes upon us. Her lips twisted into a frigid mask and fire danced in the dark caverns of her pupils.
“Fools,” she said, and the word skidded across the surface of my brain like a hockey puck wrapped in razor wire. “Take him.” She gestured at Vitaly, who lay there dazed on top of the emaciated, skeletal corpse of Baphomet.
Purple sparks leapt from her fingertips and fluttered around the big man like a host of lavender fireflies, and as they slowly landed on the big man, Baphomet’s ravaged hand burst through Vitaly’s chest clutching the Russian’s still-beating heart. Vitaly’s body bowed upward as blood fountained from the hole in his chest.
Unfortunately, my view of the macabre spectacle was suddenly cut off because Beleth appeared in front of me. Before I could even react to her suddenly being there, she reached out and grabbed me by the throat. My clothing began to smoke as her hand burst into silver flames. The smell of burning flesh filled my nose as she hauled me up into the air.
Jenna’s Baby Eagle boomed, and Beleth’s head rocked to the left in a spray of purple goo. The demon’s grip on my throat started to slip, and as she turned her head toward Jenna, the gun barked twice more in quick succession. A scream unlike anything I’d ever heard before sundered what remained of my hearing.
I fell, crashing to the stone on my back as Beleth wobbled backward clutching her two ruined eyes. Blood flowed through her purple fingers as Jenna calmly raised one foot and kicked the demon backward off the cliff. Beleth fell, slamming into the ground below hard enough to crack the rock and send fissures shooting out in every direction. The demon tried to get up, but her arms buckled beneath her and she flopped forward. I wasn’t sure how long it’d take for her to recover, but something told me we didn’t have long.
“I hope your plan B is fucking awesome,” Jenna snarled as I scrambled to my feet while trying to shake the cobwebs from my brain. My throat ached from where Beleth had grabbed me, but even worse, my flesh felt burned. It wasn’t too bad right now, but from the way the irritation was growing, I knew it was going to get bad before it got better.
“I’m going to get to that platform while you cover me,” I said, swallowing my pain. I raised my demonic arm and pointed at the nearest cage while trying to visualize my demonic web-shooter. The spell had always been hard for me to use, but I was never quite sure why. Still, I needed it to work at least twice. Once to get me there, and once to get me back.
“Okay,” Jenna said, dropping to one knee and popping off two quick shots. Her bullets caught the nuns standing on the platform with the cages square in their foreheads. The AK47s in their hands toppled to the stone at their feet as they slumped to the ground in unison, their brains sprayed across the glimmering iron bars behind them.
“Kill them!” growled Vitaly, his voice echoing throughout the chamber, bouncing off the walls and hitting me in the face like a fist.
I spared a quick glance below and wished I hadn’t. Baphomet’s corpse sat upright, one hand all the way up inside the big Russian as the demon worked Vitaly’s mouth like a goddamned puppet. Worse, several of the nuns were running toward a huge olive drab metal locker in the corner. Its doors were hanging open and two more nuns stood beside it passing out assault rifles like they were going out of style. This was going to get bad fast.
“Ignis!” I said, launching a fireball at the nuns. It struck the locker with a sound like a thousand tons of dynamite. Bullets shot off in every direction and the nuns dove for cover. Those with guns pointed them at us and began to fire. Still, at least there weren’t as many guns now. Small victories, right?
“I’ve got this,” Wendy said, glancing at me. “Just remember what I said, Mac. Get Prescott out.” As bullets chewed up the rock around us, Wendy stepped off the cliff, while Marvin raised one hand to his head and made a cuckoo gesture. I was almost inclined to agree.
Wendy crashed feet first onto Beleth as the demon started to rise. The force of it drove the demoness face first into the tile. Wendy grunted in pain, her face twisting in agony as she collapsed forward. She hit the ground in a roll that looked like it hurt a lot and came up on her feet, the shaving razor gripped in one hand.
“Hurry it up, Mac,” Jenna said, pulling a magazine from her boot and slamming it into her pistol in one fluid movement. “I’m on my backup magazine. Once I’m out of ammo, I won’t be able to take out the ones trying to fill us full of lead.”
“Okay,” I said, turning my gaze back toward the cages as Jenna fired again.
As the Baby Eagle barked next to me, I visualized the red tendril, only it didn’t appear like it normally did in my mind. It was distinctive, unlike the malformed tentacles I’d formed before. A sudden realization struck me. I knew why it had been so hard to conjure. I didn’t know the magic word.
“Necto!” I cried, and as I said the word, a tendril of pure scarlet shot out from my hand like a bullet. It smacked into the far wall with a thwip before snapping taut. “Good luck.”
“You too,” Jenna replied as I recalled the tendril. I shot forward off the edge of the cliff, flying through the air as fast as gravity and my magic could carry me, which was to say, too fast. I barely had time to get my legs in front of me to absorb the impact before I crashed into the far wall. The blow reverberated throughout my entire body, jarring my hips painfully as I released the magical tendril and landed hard on the ground between the nuns’ twin corpses.
“Who are you?” said a high-pitched male voice from within the cage closest to my left.
“I’m Mac Brennan, but you might as well call me Superman because I’m here to rescue you,” I said, picking up both of the fallen AK47s and pointing them down the stairs on my right. I let off a quick burst of fire that punched through the chest of the closest nun. She went down in a spray of crimson as the two nuns coming up the stairs behind her let loose with their own guns.
I took a shot in the shoulder and was saved only by my trench coat. Still, it was enough to stagger me. My next volley of fire went wide. As my bullets chewed into the stone walkway beside them, more shots came flying at me, pinging off the cages behind me. A scream cut through the gunfire as someone within one of the cages went down. Fuck. Double Fuck.
“Tueri!” I cried, stepping out in front of the cages and blocking the staircase with my flaming body. “Say hello to my little friend!” I let loose with the AK47s on the nuns below, jerking the assault rifles back and forth and spraying the nuns with bullets. Surprisingly, none of them ducked for cover or went running even as their fellow sisters went down in a hail of gunfire. They just continued to shoot at me. Talk about commitment to their cause.
Bullets bounced off my shield as the gun in my right hand clicked empty. I dropped it and whirled on my heel. As bullets smashed into my back, I grabbed the bars of the closest cage with my right hand and called upon my magic.
“Resero!” A crimson wave of energy burst from my hand, hitting the cage in front of me and spreading like thick fog across the ten cages still containing prisoners.
A wave of exhaustion and nausea hit me as the doors swung open, and I knew that the spell, combined with my shield, had tapped a lot more energy than I could afford. I swallowed the nausea back down my throat, spun, and took two steps forward before burying my heel in the face of the first nun to make it up the stairs. She fell backward into the sister behind her, causing a domino like cascade of bodies tumbling down the stone steps.
As they struggled to recover their balance, I held out my hand and called up way more magic than I should have. “Ignis!”
The fireball exploded from my hand like a grenade, filling the entire staircase with fire. The smell of charred meat and burned hair filled my nose as Hellfire obliterated every last person in the stairwell. Good, that’s what I’d wanted. Kentucky Fried Nun. I swung my head back toward the now open cages, and as I did, a wave of dizziness swept over me.
“Come on!” I cried, gesturing for them to follow me down the stairs. I wasn’t sure where the exit was, but I was hoping I could find it before we all died. Either way, staying up here was going to get us shot full of holes sooner rather than later, especially since I’d long since stopped hearing Jenna’s gun bark. That meant one thing. She was out of bullets.
“What if we get shot?” asked a tiny blonde girl wearing jeans and a Rainbow Dash T-shirt as she crept out of the cage on her hands and knees.
“Then you die, so don’t do that,” I said, moving down the stairs. “But you can come with me or stay here and take your chances. Personally, I’d choose me.”
They followed, slowly at first, but they quickened their pace when bullets started flying again. Thankfully, the nuns didn’t seem to be concentrating fire on them which was probably because they still needed them alive. I doubled my speed down the stairs, trying to stay far enough ahead of the kids to keep them from getting shot or hit by ricochets.
The nuns’ bullets bounced off me like I really was Superman, but I knew it wouldn’t last. With every shot I took, I could feel my power wane. Fuck. This wasn’t going to work.
As I reached the last stair and stepped out into the room, I was greeted by the sight of a blood bath. Nuns lay strewn about the corridor, their throats slit open while Wendy danced toward me like a ballerina of death, her razor flicking out at breakneck speed. Whenever it did, a spray of blood followed and a nun went down.
“Which one is Angela Prescott?” Wendy huffed, glancing past me at the gaggle of children following behind me. She paused and wiped the blood off her face in an effort to see better, and as she did, a nun whirled on her and shoved the barrel of her AK47 into Wendy’s stomach.
Before I could blink, Wendy spun, came up behind a nun, and slit her throat. She whirled, using the nun’s bleeding corpse as a human shield while wrapping her hand around the nun’s gun. Wendy unloaded the weapon, spraying the nuns behind her with bullets.
“I’m Angela Prescott,” squeaked the tiny blonde who had questioned me earlier. She stood there wide-eyed, mouth agape as she watched Wendy drop over ten people in the span of a heartbeat. I’ll admit it was pretty awe-inspiring, but as I looked at Angela, I was just glad she hadn’t been the one who had gotten shot.
That would have ended our mission really quickly. Still, I felt bad about the kid who had gotten shot since it was my fault. Part of me wanted to go back for whoever had been injured, but I couldn’t, not if I wanted to get the rest of them out of here alive. The fact that I could shut it off so easily, hurt me. No, even if I could leave the victim, I had to go back. If I didn’t, it would truly mean something was broken inside me.
“Good,” Wendy said, dropping the nun’s bullet-riddled corpse and sprinting over to the girl. “I’m taking Angela. The rest of you follow. Let’s go!” Without another word, she swept Angela Prescott up in her arms and took off running toward the doorway at the far end of the room. She was way faster than I’d thought she was, especially considering she was holding a teenager in her arms and spinning through nuns like an expert running back.
“Hurry!” Jenna called. She stood just inside the doorway across the room, taking down nun after nun with practiced, professional shots from her pilfered AK47.
“You heard her!” I said, spraying the rest of the bullets in my assault rifle in a vain attempt to keep the suicidal nuns from shooting at us. It worked better than I expected, mostly because the nuns had mostly stopped shooting at me and were charging after Wendy en masse. “Get moving!”
I gestured for the kids to run after Wendy as she cleaved through the attacking nuns like a hot knife through butter. A stream of nine children sprinted past me, and only one looked hurt. A girl about twelve or thirteen was bleeding from a glancing gunshot wound in her shoulder. Was she the one who had gotten shot? I sure hoped so because if not, that meant someone was still back up there, but if there was no one up there, I didn’t have to go back. Thank God!
Still, even though I felt bad that I’d gotten her shot, I was glad it wasn’t more serious or she’d have bled out. As it stood now, the sleeve of her cardigan was drenched with blood, but we’d have time to staunch it correctly after we got out of here.
My gun clicked empty, and as I made to run after the kids, something grabbed me by the back of the head and slammed me into the wall hard enough for the stone to crack. My shield flickered, and my vision went all sorts of blurry as I was hauled backward and flung like a ragdoll across the floor. I hit the altar, overturning it and landing on top of the desiccated, lifeless corpse of Baphomet.
As I crawled to my feet, trying to focus on the thing coming toward me like a rampaging bear, I realized it was Vitaly, only he didn’t look like he should. For one, his eyes were completely orange, along with his beard and eyebrows. For two, the ragged hole in his chest pulsed with garish orange light. It spilled out of him like he had a literal heart of nuclear-powered gold
“I’m not sure who you are or who you are working for,” the big Russian said in a voice completely unlike his normal one. His words rolled over me like a bulldozer and my mind screamed in protest at the sound of them. “But I assure you, there is more than enough life in this body for me to beat you within an inch of your life, Cursed.” His first shot out, cracking me in the face and breaking my nose through my shield. My head snapped backward as I crumbled to the ground. “How does that sound?”
Then he stepped on my chest and pressed down with all his weight.
Chapter 20
As my rib cage started to snap, crackle, and pop under the weight of Vitaly pressing down on my chest with his foot, a hail of gunfire hit him in the back. He stumbled backward off me in a spray of crimson. His chest looked like a ragged wet wound as he shook his head and stared down at his ruined chest in disbelief.
“Interesting,” he said, touching the bullet wounds with one finger. “What manner of sorcery is this?”
Another burst of gunfire hit him in the face, snapping his head back and shredding the flesh on his skull. Unfortunately, that’s about where the damage stopped because with a wave of his hand, the bullets tore from his body, fell emptily to the ground, and rolled away across the stone floor.
“Mac, come on!” Jenna said, and as I turned my gaze toward her, I saw the last of the kids leaving through the door.
“That won’t be happening,” Beleth said, walking toward me. “Mac is staying here.”
She flicked one hand casually at Jenna, and a blast of purple fire caught her in the chest. She flew backward through the doorway. As she hit the ground beyond it in a smoking heap, a solid stone door came crashing down, sealing them off from the room. Now it was just me, Beleth and Vitaly, and unfortunately, Vitaly was being mind-controlled by Baphomet. Fuck.
“What is a Mac?” Vitaly asked as the gunfire stopped, and the remaining Sisters of the Black Flame fell prostrate around us.
“That is this Cursed’s name, dear brother,” Beleth said, sidling up to Baphomet and wrapping herself around him in a way that suggested they might have a brother and sister relationship straight out of Game of Thrones.
“Oh,” Vitaly said, shaking his head. “How did he hit me with all the bits of metal?”
“He didn’t,” Beleth said. The demoness opened her mouth like she was about to say something, but must have thought better of it because she waved it off with one black-nailed hand. “I have much to explain to you, brother, but we will have time for that, and more, later.” She leaned in close to him and her tongue flicked out and teased his ear lobe as she spoke. “But first we must get you a proper body.”
“Yes.” Vitaly turned toward her and his orange eyes flashed in the torchlight. “This body belongs to a were. It is not a fitting host.”
“It’s a good thing we have a perfectly good host right here.” She gestured at me as I lay on the ground before them. The moment her eyes focused on me, a chill ran down my spine. Panic unlike any I’d ever experienced ripped through me. Was she suggesting what I think she was suggesting? I really hoped not because as much as I liked Vitaly, I was really glad it wasn’t me being infested by the demonic parasite.
Vitaly looked down at me and his lips curled into a sneer. “This one is already marked, dear sister.”
“So throw out the one who has marked him?” Beleth smiled, kneeling down next to me and running one fingernail along my arm. “Take him for yourself.”
“Who owns him?” Vitaly said, obviously not convinced. “I do not recognize the markings on his arm.”
“Neither do I,” Beleth said, smirking. “Aren’t you curious about who is in there?”
“Wait,” I said, somewhat surprised my voice worked. “Are you going to try to take on the demon who gave me this?” I waved my arm.
“Yes,” Beleth hissed. “It’s why I have sacrificed so much to get you here.” A cruel smile crossed her face. “Did you honestly think you could get this far into my inner sanctum if I did not wish it so? I had to hold my guardians back, had to instruct them not to kill you even though it was so, so easy. I had to let you think you beat me.” She raised her scorched hand, and as she did, the flesh healed back to normal. “Even with love at your side, I could have taken you any time I wanted.”
“But why?” I stammered, thinking back to all the narrow escapes, all the near misses. Hell, we’d been down here with a bunch of gun-toting nuns, and I hadn’t gotten shot once until after I’d had my shield up, and even then they’d charged Wendy instead of lighting her up with gunfire. Had they been playing us the whole time?
“Because we needed a Cursed to house the spirit of my dear brother.” She smirked. “So I made a deal with Vassago. Send in a Cursed with your team, and I will allow them to leave with Prescott’s daughter.” A self-satisfied smirk settled across her lips. “What? Don’t believe me? Ask him for yourself.”
The truth in her words stung me because I could totally see that happening. I wasn’t sure if it was actually true, but the idea that Vassago had betrayed me to Beleth didn’t seem unlikely. He’d probably been laughing behind his expensive whiskey, knowing what was in store for me. That fucker. The next time we met, I was going to give him a piece of my mind, Mac Brennan style.
“I do not like this plan,” Vitaly shook his head. “He is an unknown quantity. It is too big of a risk. You should have brought a Cursed who was ready to volunteer.”
“Beggars can’t be choosers. We needed a strong host. Vassago found us one.” Beleth snorted. “Besides, you’re Baphomet. You’re a veritable king of Hell. Whoever is in there isn’t even on your level.”
“Tell that to Baal,” I said, trying to sound tougher than I felt. “Because he is dead.”
“He is?” Vitaly asked, quirking an orange eyebrow into the air. “How can that be?”
“I killed him,” I said, drawing my thumb across my throat. “And I’ll kill the both of you if you try to go through with this plan. It’ll be so easy, I won’t even break a sweat.”
Beleth slapped me so hard my teeth rattled in my mouth and my shield flickered and died. The world wobbled drunkenly in front of my eyes as she grabbed me by the chin and hoisted me into the air in front of her like I weighed no more than a child’s plaything. Silver flame danced along her flesh, but it didn’t seem to bother her much as she fixed her purple eyes on me.
“You are just a man, and my brother is a god amongst demons.” She spun me so fast I got whiplash and held me out in front of Vitaly. “Take him, Baphomet.”
Vitaly opened his mouth to say something, and as he did, a strangled look crossed his face. He lurched sideways, and as Beleth reached out to catch him, the big man decked her. The demoness’s head snapped backward as Vitaly’s other hand grabbed her by the hair. He swung himself around and flung her like a ragdoll across the room. She smashed into the far wall and bounced off of it.
“Mac, you need to run.” Vitaly gasped. His voice was strained nearly to the breaking point as he took a drunken step toward the slowly rising Beleth. “I cannot hold demon back for long. I will buy time. Run!”
I thought about arguing with him, thought about apologizing for putting him in this position, but I didn’t. Instead, I turned on my heel and sprinted for the doorway. I wasn’t sure what I would do when I got there, but there was always the old standby. Blast it with Hellfire.
“Stop him!” Beleth cried, and nuns began to rise all around me. I door-kicked the one in front of me, but as I stepped over her flattened form, two tackled me from behind, knocking my legs out from under me. I fell, crashing to the stone floor. My head smacked against the ground with a sickening crack, and my vision went dark and spotty.
I tried to call on my magic anyway, and as I raised my right hand to blast some nuns, Beleth grabbed me by the wrist. The light blazing along my arm went out as she lifted me up until we were eye to eye. “There is no way out of this,” she cooed, walking me toward Vitaly as silver fire turned her flesh into a charcoal briquette.
The big man’s chest was smashed into an unusable wreck. Blood soaked through his bone-punctured suit as he raised his gaze to us. His eyes were blazing like miniature suns. “We must hurry, sister. I don’t have a lot of strength left. This were fights me at every turn.”
“Don’t worry,” Beleth said, dropping me in front of him like a cat presenting her human with a dead bird. “I’ll help you.” She reached out and offered him her hand.
“Okay,” he wheezed, taking her hand.
“So much for helping me,” I muttered, glaring at the Russian. “Couldn’t even last thirty seconds, could you?”
“It’s not his fault,” Beleth said, leaning close to me. “No one can resist my brother for long. No one.”
She pulled Vitaly to his feet, and the big man exhaled sharply. As he did, his ribs snapped back into place.
“Much better,” he said, grabbing my right wrist. “Now, let’s see who gave you this.”
His eyes met mine, and my entire world went up in flames that charred every inch of my being and filled my veins with hydrochloric acid.
Chapter 21
I found myself standing in the mental field where I usually found the cat demon. I didn’t immediately see her, but then again, I hadn’t expected to see her since she pretty much only showed up when she wanted something. Sometimes though, when the stars aligned, she came when I begged. Hopefully, this was one of those times.
The chest deep grass rustled in the light breeze as I scanned my surroundings looking for her anyway, but other than the overcast sky, I found nothing of interest. Even that was only notable because it was normally sunny in my head. To be fair, I wasn’t sure how I’d gotten shoved into my mental world, but I was reasonably sure it wasn’t good.
Why? Because, somehow, someway, Beleth and her brother, Baphomet, stood in front of me looking pleased as punch. I wasn’t sure how the two of them had gotten into my mental world, but I knew it couldn’t be good. If they could come here, I wasn’t quite sure how to defeat them, but I had to try. You always have to try.
Beleth, for the most part, looked the same. You know, like a cross between a Victoria Secret Model and the girl next door wearing a pair of jeans and a black “Trust me, Jedi I Am” T-shirt. Her long dark hair fluttered behind her in the soft breeze as she turned in a slow circle, lips pursed in a tight line.
Baphomet, on the other hand, looked nothing like Vitaly. For one, he was only a hair over six feet tall and had long, raven-black hair like his sister. Only instead of blowing in the breeze, his hair fell to his ankles in a heavy braid. His skin had an orangey tan to it that sort of reminded me of Hulk Hogan after a bad day at the tanning salon.
“When’s the last time you got dressed?” I asked, allowing the disdain to flow into my voice as I pointedly looked him up and down. “You look like Prince Eric from Disney’s the Little Mermaid. That is not a compliment.” Hey, if I was about to die, I might as well talk some trash first. If not, what was the point, right?
“This is the dress of royalty, and you’d better get used to it because you’ll be seeing a lot of it,” he said, tugging uncomfortable at his white shirt. “Call your demon, mortal. I have not seen a mental plane like this before and am anxious to find out who lives here.” His bright orange eyes glinted like stars as he settled them on me.
“Usually it’s castles,” Beleth replied, rubbing her chin. “Sometimes it’s even a luxury suite.”
“Or a graveyard,” Baphomet added, taking a step toward me and causing his braid to sway behind him like a pendulum.
“Graveyards haven’t been in style for at least a century,” Beleth said, shaking her head. “When this is over, I’ll have to show you around town. We’ll catch dinner and a movie.” She paused. “A movie is like a play, but it’s not live.”
“I’m looking forward to you showing me some other things,” he said, and the look he gave her made my cheeks flush and my stomach curdle.
Beleth blushed, and as she did, he reached out and touched the back of her hand with one finger. “It’s too bad we don’t have more time,” she said, a husky lilt filling her voice as she spoke. “If we did, I might let him watch.” She gestured at me. “Then again, I guess after this is over, he’ll get to participate.”
“You make an excellent point, sister. Still, it is unfortunate my current body will not last that long. Already, I can feel him start to burn up.” Baphomet’s nostrils flared as he stared at me. “I can smell the love on this one. It will delay our coupling until I can break him of the silly notion.” He sighed.
“Yeah, well, you know what they say about counting chickens,” I said, raising my blackened fist in front of me, and as I did, I imagined myself holding a .500 Smith and Wesson Magnum. I almost did a double take when the weapon appeared in my hand, but since that might make it vanish back into the ether, I just pointed it at the pair of demons. “You forgot, you’re in my world.”
I opened fire on Beleth, squeezing the Magnum’s trigger as fast as I could, unleashing the three-hundred-fifty grain jacketed, hollow-point bullet with over three thousand foot-pounds of energy at nearly two thousand feet per second at the demon.
Beleth’s lip curled into a sneer as she tore her eyes from her brother and flicked of her wrist at me. A wave of solid purple flame sprang to life between us, turning the tall grass to ash and melting my bullet into super-heated steam.
“You may think you have power here because it’s your mind,” she said, grinning at me. “But we’re way above your pay grade.” She snapped her fingers and the gun in my hand evaporated, turning into purple mist and leaving me standing there empty-handed. Fuck.
“What an interesting weapon,” Baphomet said as the magnum appeared in his hand. He looked down the barrel, and as he did, he pulled the trigger and shot himself in the face. His head snapped backward from the impact, but it seemed to do little else. Slowly his head came back up, and as it did, he reached up and plucked the bullet from his forehead. It hadn’t even punctured his skin. “Not much stopping power, though.” He rolled the smashed bullet between his thumb and forefinger. “Care to see how durable you are?” Baphomet tossed the bullet up into the air and caught it in his palm. “Because we can do this the easy way or the hard way.”
“Did he really just shoot himself in the face?” the cat demon said, and her voice resounded across the valley. The sky above blazed with crimson fire and blood began to rain from the sky in buckets, turning the ground beneath my feet into a bloody mess.
“That voice,” Baphomet said, his face twisted in confusion. “I’ve heard it before, but surely…”
“No,” Beleth said, swallowing hard. Her eyes were wide with fear as she spun in a quick circle, all traces of smug satisfaction gone. “It can’t be.”
The fear in her voice made me suddenly hopeful. If she was scared, maybe I wouldn’t die. Sure, it worried me that a demon like Beleth would fear my demonic cat, but I was really, really down with not dying.
“Who is it? I can’t quite remember,” Baphomet asked, and as he said the words a bolt of scarlet lightning erupted from the bleeding sky and struck Beleth. Now, I can’t say I’d ever seen someone dashed from the earth before, but that’s what it seemed like. The ground where she’d stood was scorched black. In the space of a microsecond, Beleth’s skin melted off and her bones disintegrated into dust.
“Whoa,” I said, shock filling me as my demon rose from the scorched earth where Beleth had stood. She sucked in a breath, and as she did, the cloud formerly known as Beleth vanished within her open mouth. She swallowed, and thunder roared in the skies above.
“Hello, Baphomet,” she said, and as she spoke, all the color drained from Baphomet’s face. “Remember me?”
“Y-you,” he whispered, and his voice shook as he spoke. His knees began to shake, and as he tried to back up, he stumbled and fell on his ass. He scrambled backward, trying to move as my demon regarded him with the swirling voids of her eyes like he was less than a gnat.
“Me,” she said and her lips curled into a wry smile. “Miss me?” She waved one hand and the ground beneath Baphomet turned to liquid fire. It surged up around him, swallowing him up to his neck in a heartbeat. He screamed and the sound almost made me feel sorry for him. Almost.
“How could you have freed her?” Baphomet cried, fixing his gaze upon me. “You have doomed us all!”
“What?” I asked, and as I spoke, the fire engulfed Baphomet completely, rendering him into ash in the space of a heartbeat.
“When you wake back up, I need you to burn their physical bodies,” my demon said, turning to me and flashing me a predatory smile. “If you don’t, they might recover. Admittedly, the chance is small, but I don’t like taking chances, not when we’re so close to victory.” She reached up and picked at a black speck in her teeth. “Either way, it’s a good show of force. People need to learn not to fuck with you. Taking out three demons in two days is a good start.”
“You just took out two powerhouse demons with less effort than it’d take me to squash a bug. Who the hell are you?” I said, suddenly feeling like a kid who had hidden in a dark alley in the middle of the night to hide and found it inhabited by a knife-wielding meth-head. Sure, the meth-head had protected me this time, but what happened when she flipped out and stabbed me? Call me crazy, but I did not want her to stab me.
“I cannot say. To utter my name is too big of a risk.” Her lips curled into a feline grin as she began to fade from my sight. “Bringing them here was fun, but don’t do it again. Had they escaped or uttered my name, all could be lost.”
“I am so screwed,” I said, barely able to comprehend how quickly the tables had turned.
“No. You will be a god among gods.” Her eyes glimmered as the entire mental scene fell away, leaving me standing there in a room full of dead nuns. “After all, that was part of our deal.”
I wasn’t sure how to take that, but as my reality settled around me, and I stared at all of the dead bodies, a chill twisted in my guts. I had no memory of why I’d made the deal with this particular demon. I’d thought it’d been to rescue my family, but she’d heavily implied that might not be the case, or at least, that it might not have been all of the bargain. Now she was throwing around promises of godhood? That seemed pretty insane, but it also seemed like something I could potentially have wanted in my past life, especially if I’d been after the power to dash my enemies from the earth.
Then again, all the nuns were dead, and it seemed like their skulls had exploded. I wasn’t sure how that’d happened, and even though I was glad for it, I was worried my demon might have been responsible for that too.
I’d have hated to fight my way through the nuns, but this seemed like overkill. I mean, okay, they were demonic nuns, so I wasn’t above killing them for funsies, but it’d be time consuming and I was really in need of getting out of here before I completely lost my shit. I had no idea who it was I had awoken, but she was clearly Capital-B Bad.
“I do not know what you did, Mac,” Vitaly said, rubbing his head as he sat with his back to the altar. “But I thank you for it. Even if you did throw me to my death.” He got slowly to his feet. “Next time, try talking first.”
“You’re alive?” I asked, shock filling my voice. I had totally expected him to be burned to a crisp or worse, but evidently, that wasn’t the case.
“I am Russian. We are too resilient to die.” He let out a slow breath and took a tentative step toward the closest wall. “Besides, it takes more than demon possession to defeat me.” He hit his chest. “I am Vitaly, the Widow Maker.”
“Yeah, great,” I said, trying to ignore the non-insignificant fact that my demon had not only expelled Baphomet and Beleth, but had somehow freed Vitaly from Baphomet’s grasp and killed several dozen nuns too. Then again, the nuns were human. They were probably pretty easy to kill by demon standards.
It was crazy and not in a good way. No, it was crazy in a very, very bad way. If my demon was that bad ass and that scary, there was a reason she didn’t want to reveal who she was, and something told me, I was really going to regret making a deal with her.
I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself. I didn’t seem like a dumb guy, and while it was possible I had gone off half-cocked in my previous life, it didn’t seem like something I’d have done. No, there had to be a good reason to pick this particular demon as opposed to one less horrible.
Sadly, I was starting to think it was because she was fucking nutso strong. If that was the case, I was an idiot. I mean, fuck, hadn’t I ever seen a goddamned movie in my past life? Nothing good ever happened to the guy who aligned himself with the big, bad Hell demon. Still, what was that saying? In for a penny, in for a pound? If I was going to sell my soul to a demon, it might as well have been the strongest one.
“I heard what your demon said,” Vitaly said, pulling a torch out of its sconce. “We must burn them.” He made his way over to Baphomet’s corpse and dropped the torch on the demon’s chest. The demon’s flesh went up like it was made of gasoline. “Is good. I like burning things.”
“Yeah,” I said, shaking myself into action. I grabbed a torch out of a sconce and approached Beleth’s unconscious form. She lay flat on her back, eyes rolled up in the back of her skull. Crimson sigils identical to the ones on my arm covered every square inch of her flesh. It was clear that, at least for the moment, no one was home, but I couldn’t risk her getting back up and coming to finish the deal. Besides, what was one more dead demon? I torched her. It sort of smelled like bacon.
Chapter 22
“Burning demon smells like roast pig,” Vitaly said, a grin spreading across his face as he bent down, picked up a fallen AK47, and offered it to me stock first. “Who knew?”
“Not me,” I said, taking the gun and slinging it over my shoulder. Then I picked up two more because you can never have too many assault rifles. “I didn’t even know you could burn demons to death.”
“Same,” the Russian agreed, staring at the flames ravaging the twin corpses of Baphomet and Beleth. “Whatever lives in there,” he gestured at my arm, “is one goddamned freaky monster.”
I smirked. “That’s the most American thing I’ve heard you say all day.”
A look of horror crossed Vitaly’s face as he clapped one hand to his chest. “Do not let Motherland hear you say such a lie.” He shook his head. “I am very Russian. When we get out of here, I will show you my collection of babushkas.”
“It’s okay,” I said, a smile I couldn’t help breaking across my face. “I believe you.”
“Is that so?” he asked, looking me over. “Because last time we had disagreement, you threw me off a cliff, and a demon tried to kill me.” He narrowed his eyes at me, all traces of humor gone. “It was not appreciated.”
“I set that demon on fire. You’re welcome very much,” I said with a snort before walking smugly past him because if we got into an argument now, we were going to be in trouble. After we were out of here, if Vitaly wanted to take it outside, I’d be okay with that. “This is why I never reveal my master plans to anyone. People always think they’re insane.”
“You will buy me nice bottle of vodka after this,” Vitaly said, a grumble lacing his words as he followed behind me. “Russian vodka. Not disgusting French piss they call vodka.”
“Sounds like a plan,” I replied, hoping I was going to get off that easily. If all he wanted was a bottle of Stoli for tossing him into a pit full of certain death as a distraction, well, it seemed like I should count my blessings. Hell, I might spring for two bottles. “How do you propose we get through that?” I gestured at the million pound stone slab of a door blocking our escape.
“I cannot lift it,” Vitaly said, looking over the rune-etched slab with a dubious expression on his face. “You should use magic. Blow it up. That’s what Americans do, no?”
“Oh, I see how it is,” I said, slinging the AK in my right hand over my free shoulder before pointing my palm at the door. “Make the American do all the heavy lifting. It’s like WWII all over again”
“You are incorrect. Russia did heavy lifting to defeat Hitler. Is common misconception Americans did more,” Vitaly replied as I shut my eyes and called upon my magic. “Is okay. I forgive you. Your education system is shoddy.” Humor crept into his voice. “Always talking about feelings. Math. Science. Hard work. They do not care about feelings.”
“Trying to concentrate,” I growled, trying to ignore his jabs. I honestly had no way of knowing how much power I had left after the whole storm the front gates method of child saving I’d used, but since my arm hadn’t turned white, and I didn’t feel particularly exhausted, I was hoping it was enough to blow open this door. Part of me wondered if this might be the result of the Bat in the Hat’s curse. If he’d doubled my “curse” had he in actuality doubled my power?
“Do not stand there thinking like little girl concentrate,” Vitaly said, glancing over his shoulder. “Just do.”
“Fine,” I growled. “You want to see power? I’ll show you power.”
My tattoos sprang to life, casting garish shadows across the room as red, orange, and purple plasma danced between my fingertips like bolts off a tesla ball. It was a little weird because my magic was always red. Were the extra colors because my demon had eaten Beleth and Baphomet? As the thought flitted through my brain, a satisfied purr rippled across the edge of my consciousness. Well, that was just great. Now my demonic inner cat was eating other demons. That was totally going to end well.
“Resero,” I said, touching the stone door. The runes etched into its obsidian surface sparked to life, filling with pulses of bright purple energy. Power jumped from my finger tips and cascaded across its surface, illuminating the design of a man and woman with their arms intertwined around each other. As I stared at the relief etched into the door, it exploded into a flurry of white sparks that flitted through the air like erratic fireflies.
The sound of boulders cracking into powder filled my ears as the door began to inch its way up into the wall above like something straight off the USS Enterprise. The fictional one, not the aircraft carrier.
Sweat poured down my face as I concentrated on keeping the massive door from crashing back down. With every inch it shuddered upward, the force of gravity on my neck and shoulders increased, weighing me down like I was literally lifting it with my own back. My stomach rumbled and churned with sudden insatiable hunger, and as it did, the urge for cherry cheesecake, a bone-in ribeye, and baked potato slathered in butter, bacon, and cheddar cheese filled my mind and made my mouth water.
“I cannot believe you did that,” Vitaly said, mouth agape as the door slammed into the ceiling. Latches clicked and ground into place as I dropped my shaking hand and sucked a breath into my aching lungs that tasted like freedom.
“You know me. If there’s a door, I just need to open it.” I wiped my sweaty face with my demonic hand and tried my best to smile at him even though I was sure he could hear my heart going a million miles per hour in my chest. “You don’t even want to see me around dragons. Then you’d have to replace the word open with kill.”
“You now have new name. From here on, I will call you Hiccup.” Vitaly snorted and passed through the doorway with way less apprehension than I would have. I mean sure, I’d just locked the door into place but still. Still! I’d done it and I didn’t expect it to stay up there. The big Russian had balls the size of Nebraska. Then again, he’d shrugged off me throwing him to certain doom and had a healing factor that would make Deadpool envious.
I took a deep breath, counted to three in my head, and leapt across the threshold as quickly as possible. Needless to say, the door didn’t come crashing down, which was good. Still, my jaunt into the hallway was a little weird because the hallway, unlike every other one we’d entered, hadn’t changed.
“How come we’re not on the moon or something?” I asked, glancing around at the tunnel of black rock surrounding me. Other than looking like it had been carved out of volcanic stone by a giant worm, it didn’t seem that odd, especially considering it was connected rather obviously to the huge chamber behind us.
Something about it felt off, but not in the normal way. It was more like I’d come to expect the unexpected when passing through doors. Given the circumstances, moving through one that didn’t bury me beneath a thousand pounds of snow was odd.
“I do not know,” Vitaly said, a look of panic etching across his features for a split second before vanishing beneath a mask of perfect calm. “This door should have taken us to the clown room.” He looked at me. “I have bad feeling about this.”
“Don’t ever say that—” my quip was cut off by the stalactite overhead crashing down between us and shattering into rubble. The floor beneath us shook violently as I stumbled backward in shock. I lost my balance and crashed into the wall, striking my funny bone hard enough to make me yowl in pain.
“Run!” Vitaly cried, launching himself forward as cracks began to spider along the surrounding tunnel. Behind me, the sound of rocks falling from the ceiling and crashing to the floor filled my ears.
I took off after the big man, leaping across the cracks splintering the ground in front of me. As I landed, my toe caught an outcropping of rock as it jutted upward from a seismic shift. I tripped, crashing into Vitaly as he came to a sudden, inexplicable stop. My momentum barely moved him, which was good because as I recovered and looked past him, I realized we were standing on the precipice of a steadily opening chasm. Sulfuric smoke billowed up from the rent earth, and as it touched the ceiling a few feet above us, the hiss and pop of melting rock filled my ears.
“Duck and roll,” Vitaly said, grabbing me by the scruff of my trench coat like I was a bad kitty, and before I could even ask him what the fuck he was doing, he swung me around like he was an Olympic discus thrower and sent me flying across the cavern.
I landed hard on the other side of the canyon on my stomach, and the breath whooshed from my lungs. As I rolled into a fetal position, bits of my hair and clothing burned away and left the flesh beneath raw and angry. Thankfully, most of my body had been shielded by my trench coat. Otherwise, I’d have been burned in some very uncomfortable places.
As I tried to suck in a breath that didn’t taste like boiling acid, Vitaly vaulted across the widening chasm in a way that made me very glad he’d never competed against the USA in the long jump. He landed lightly next to me and shook his head. Patches of skin along his body had bubbled and burned away, but as he surveyed our new surroundings, they healed before my eyes. Stupid magical healing.
“Get up,” he said and not bothering to wait for me, took off down the cavern, Italian leather shoes pounding the ground with reckless abandon as he dodged and weaved past falling boulders. Not wanting to be left behind, I scrambled to my feet and sprinted after him, careful to trace his footsteps to avoid getting skewered.
We ran like that for so long, my lungs burned with the effort, and my heart threatened to explode in my chest. After sprinting what felt like three marathons, and avoiding near-death several hundred times, we found ourselves standing in front of a dead end. It was over.
“What do we do?” I huffed, grabbing the big man’s arm for support as I sucked in a lungful of burning oxygen.
“Pray?” he offered, turning to look back at the rubble-strewn tunnel. There was no way we’d get back through, and even if we did, where would we go?
“Are you being serious?” I said, glaring at him. “Do I look like I’m good at praying?”
“Yes, just not to right people,” he said, turning back to stare at the wall. Then, before I could say anything in response, he pulled his stupid key from his pocket and pressed it against the sheer black rock in front of us.
The room shook violently as the space in front of us exploded in a flash of silver light that sprayed us with bits of rock and debris. When I opened my eyes, I found myself staring at a mirror just like the ones I’d seen in the forest of mirrors. I resisted the urge to punch it in a flurry of rage. Seriously? Another fucking mirror? That was absolutely the last fucking thing I needed right now.
“I have a bad feeling about this,” I said, glancing back at the way we’d come and wondering if there was another way out. It still didn’t seem likely, but if it was a choice between heading into the forest of mirrors and going back the way we’d come, well, I was a little more willing to chance it. “Journeying through mirrors never ends well.”
“Don’t be little girl named Alice then,” Vitaly said, touching the shimmering surface with his key. Concentric circles radiated outward from the key a second before the face of the Princess of Mirrors appeared before us. She pressed her face against the other side of the glass and made a face at us.
“Come on in, boys.” Her lips curled into a bemused smile. “The water’s fine.” Her voice hit me like a slap in the face, and I staggered backward. “I promise I won’t bite.”
“We can’t go in there,” I squeaked, fear twisting my guts as I turned to look at the cavern slowly collapsing around us. “And we can’t stay here.”
“I vote we beat up ugly lady,” Vitaly said, and without another word, he leapt through the mirror.
“I know, I’m going to regret this,” I said and followed him through the looking glass.
Chapter 23
As I emerged on the other side of the mirror, my body felt like it’d been torn to shreds, reassembled in the wrong order, and then blown up, you know, for funsies. I staggered forward, trying to remember how to breathe, but before I could even suck a single breath into my aching lungs, a fist hit me under the chin with the force of a Mack truck.
My head snapped back and stars shot past my eyes. My feet lifted from the ground, and I flew backward into a crystalline tree. I guess the adage about me being hard-headed was true because my skull shattered the tree into a billion scintillating shards that cascaded over me. As my vision narrowed into a dark, hazy tunnel, I tried vainly to roll myself into a ball, while the rain of broken glass sliced my exposed flesh to ribbons. Judging by the blood running down my face and hands, I was about sixty-three percent successful.
“What have we here?” the Princess of Mirrors said, her black stilettos clicking on the mirrored floor as she sauntered toward me. She rubbed her chin with one hand while dragging Vitaly’s unmoving form with the other hand like he was a sack of dirty laundry. I wasn’t sure if the big Russian was conscious, but since his tongue was lolling out of his mouth, I wasn’t going to bet on it.
“A soon to be dead bitch.” I held down the trigger of the AK47 in my hand, allowing the assault rifle to cut an erratic upward arc across her body. It didn’t even slow her down.
“Now, Mac. You wouldn’t want to hurt me, with sticks, stones, or words” she said as the bullets protruding from her flesh fell away from her like the ice off a launching rocket. “If you do, I might forget my manners, especially since your friend here started it.”
She tossed Vitaly onto the mirrored floor beside me and squatted down in front of me. Before I could blink, her ebony hands snaked out and grabbed the super-heated barrel of the gun. Her fingers tightened, denting the metal before she twisted her hands like she was wringing out a dish towel. The scream of tortured steel filled my ears as the once pristine weapon was rendered completely useless.
“Now, maybe we can talk like civilized people.” She smirked at me. “After all, I come bearing gifts. I promise you’ll like your gift.” Her coy grin reminded me of the exact look I’d seen splayed across the face of my own demon. I’m not sure why, but it both relaxed me and terrified me.
“Gift?” I asked, hoping it wasn’t a live rattlesnake. Then again, if she wanted to kill me, I’d already be dead. Clearly that wasn’t the case, at least, not yet anyway. “You’re not Greek are you?”
“I am not Greek.” Her jagged teeth flashed as she spoke, and the image of her tearing into raw flesh filled my mind.
I pushed away the bloody image and tried to concentrate on what she’d said, especially since she had me up a creek at the moment. I wasn’t sure what her gift would entail, but the possibility of me enjoying it seemed slim at best.
As it stood, I’d yet to meet a demon that was entirely on the up and up from the get go, and the last time I’d met the Princess hadn’t exactly been sunshine and gumdrops. Still, it wasn’t like I had a lot of options at the moment.
Yeah, I could try to blast her into oblivion with magic, but I was pretty sure she could twist my head off my shoulders before I could even get one word out. I wanted to avoid that outcome if possible. Once I created some distance between us though, it was going to be on like Donkey Kong.
“Okay,” I said, letting out a long, slow breath. “I’m willing to hear you out.”
“Excellent.” The Princess of Mirrors pointed to the mirrored tree directly to my left. “That mirror will lead you straight back to Vassago’s bar. You won’t pass go or collect your two-hundred dollars, but you will be one step closer to being home, assuming he keeps his deal, of course.” Her mouth twisted into a psychotic grin that reminded me of Heath Ledger’s Joker. “There’s only one problem. You can’t leave with your mission incomplete. To do so would invite his wrath. While you may be able to withstand it eventually, I do not have high hopes for you as it stands now.”
“What are you talking about?” I asked, confusion filling my voice. “My companions escaped a while ago.” A sudden realization filled me. Maybe they were on their way out but had been disrupted by Beleth’s death like we were. If that was the case, she had an excellent point. Leaving emptyhanded would be tantamount to suicide. It would be like leaping off a pirate ship filled with bloodthirsty curs and landing in shark-infested waters. It would also mean Jenna, Wendy, and everyone else could be trapped in a maze of certain death.
The Princess waved off my response. “I have a solution for your problem.” She pointed to my immediate right, and the crystalline tree swirled to life. An image of Jenna, Wendy, and the children making their way along a crumbling cliff face filled my eyes. “That mirror leads to your companions and your prize. All you’d need to do is reach through it and pull them here. Then they would be safe, and you could leave no muss, no fuss, and no coconuts.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I said, wondering about her definition of easy. Reaching through the mirror and pulling out nearly a dozen people didn’t seem easy. Well, okay, conceptually it seemed easy enough, but it still seemed like it might be a trick. “Aren’t you planning on killing me and playing jump rope with my entrails?”
“No,” she said, licking her lips as she spoke. “As appealing as it sounds, I don’t want to do that even a little bit. I’d get blood everywhere, and it isn’t like we have a cleaning service here.” She made a disgusted face.
“Okay,” I said, not sure how to take that. I sat up, and when she made no effort to stop me, I got to my feet because if she wasn’t going to kill me, I might as well stop sitting here like an idiot. Then if she changed her mind, at least I wouldn’t die flat on my back. She remained squatting before me as I stood, watching me like a hungry tiger. Even standing, I was only at eye level with her. “What are you planning to do?”
I watched her carefully. She didn’t look like she was going to attack me, but I still wasn’t sure what her game was. By all accounts, she should have already torn my spleen out. I mean, I was glad she hadn’t done that since I was sort of attached to my spleen, but yeah… this was getting weird.
“I am not done with my setup,” she said, standing up. She was over a full head taller than me, and as she stretched, her breasts pushed her fire-engine red crop top to its absolute limit.
“Fine,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest and glancing past her at the mirror. I might be able to make it before she caught me, but what then? “What’s your play?”
“Your friends are still within Beleth’s little section of Hell, only without the demoness to keep it together, the doors within her domain are leading nowhere. The whole place is disintegrating.” Mirrors flickered to life all around me, and as they did, I saw the rooms we’d passed through earlier turning into molten piles of slag as they sank beneath a sea of lava. “I don’t think they’ll make it out in time.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I asked, barely resisting the urge to shake her into action. If the world around them was going to end, we needed to get them out of there now. We definitely didn’t have time for this.
Admittedly, I was pretty close to trying to go in after them. The only problem was, I didn’t know what I’d do once I got there. I’d just be trapped along with them. If there was a way to save them, I needed to make her tell me what it was. Unfortunately, I was also pretty sure that when it came to the Princess of Mirrors, honey would catch me more flies than vinegar, especially since I doubted I could rip the wings off this particular fly and make it eat whatever I gave it.
“I want to make you a deal.” She touched my blackened arm with one finger and her lingering touch sent a tiny static shock zipping across my flesh. “Whoever gave you this just destroyed two of the most powerful demons in all of Hell. I’m not sure how or why, and I don’t care.” She shook her head. “I’m only a very small minnow in an ocean full of whales and sharks. I try my best to avoid the whales and sharks when they tussle because people like me tend to get dead fast when they do.” She paused and stared up at the reflective sky. “When whoever gave you that arm comes for the rest of them, and if it is who I think it is, she will come, I want you to remember something, Mac Brennan.”
“What’s that?” I asked as a bad feeling settled over me like a funeral shroud. The Princess of Mirrors could have split my skull like a casaba melon with little effort. She’d obviously been formidable enough to knock Vitaly’s block off before I’d even gotten through the mirror, and as she spoke, I realized she was scared. Not of me per se, but of the demon within me. The demon who had eaten Beleth and Baphomet.
Sure, my demon was temperamental as hell and only helped me when she wanted to do it, but she had still killed the siblings with no more effort than it’d have taken me to crumple a napkin. Whoever she was, she was bad news, and the Princess knew it. Interesting. Terrifying, but interesting nonetheless. Maybe it was something I could turn to my advantage.
“I want you to remember I helped you,” The Princess of Mirrors said, and her words struck a chord in me. This demon wanted me to remember she helped me? She was willing to save my companions for that? It seemed crazy given what I knew about demons, and because of that it was terrifying. It meant the cat in my head was that fucking bad.
“Okay,” I said, nodding. “I will remember.”
“Good.” She reached through the mirror on my right as fire rained from the sky within and lava rose around Jenna and the others while they huddled beneath an outcropping of rock, looking desperately for a path that wouldn’t lead to destruction.
Silver mist exploded across the mirror’s face as the Princess jerked her hand back, shattering the mirror into giant chunks of shimmering glass. The smell of sulfur and brimstone filled my nose as the shards of glass melted together into a heap of molten slag.
“Holy fuck,” I said as Jenna, Wendy, and the gaggle of children rose from the melted mirror like T-1000 robots. In the time it took me to count to four, they stood before me with bewildered expressions on their faces. Still, the sight of them all standing there unharmed was enough to make me jump for joy. Until this moment, I hadn’t actually realized how scared I was that after everything Jenna and the others could die in an inferno.
“Remember this moment, Mac Brennan,” the Princess said, gesturing toward them. Her voice whipped through the crystalline trees and chilled me to the bone. “Please.”
Before I could respond, the Princess of Mirrors vanished into a cloud of silver smoke, leaving our pathway to Vassago’s mirror open and unchallenged. All we had to do was walk through it, and we’d be out of here. It seemed impossible and too good to be true, but then again, I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth.
“I don’t know what you did, Mac,” Jenna said, staring at the spot where the Princess of Mirrors had been standing, “But let’s get out of here before she changes her mind. Which one leads back to Vassago?”
“That one,” Wendy said, pointing at the green-tinted mirror a few feet to my left. The sad thing was, as I looked at the mirror knowing she was right, I was strangely happy to go meet the demon. Yeah, I know. I was happy to return to the demon and tell him we’d succeeded. I’d fallen a long way, but I also had succeeded and it was time to see my family. After everything I’d been through, I deserved it.
Chapter 23
Vassago was sitting at his bar with a cloth napkin tucked into the collar of his shirt when we walked through the mirror and appeared in the center of his bar. It looked pretty much like it always had, but at the same time, it didn’t seem crowded even though it’d always seemed cozy before and now over a dozen people were standing alongside me next to a tournament caliber pool table.
“You made it,” he said a hint of admiration in his voice, and if he seemed surprised to see us, he didn’t show it. “All of you.” He had a bone-handled steak knife in one hand, a fork in the other, and was leaning over a huge porterhouse, mashed potatoes, and cheesy broccoli. He ignored it, grabbing his beer as he turned on his stool and held it up to us. “Good job.”
“Was there ever a doubt?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow at him. While I wouldn’t be surprised if the demon had sent us into certain death, I’d have also been surprised if he hadn’t thought we’d succeed. After all, he’d put together our mod squad.
Admittedly, part of me wanted to punch him in his smug face for sending us into near certain death, especially since he’d tried to deliver me as a prize to Beleth. On second thought, I didn’t know if that was actually true. Something told me asking Vassago about it might make him take offense, and that would likely end very badly for me. Then again, for all I knew, Vassago had figured out who my demon was. He seemed like the type of guy who not only could do that, but the type of guy who had done it and was now keeping it under his sleeve for use later.
Knowing that, I was going to keep my damned mouth shut, finish this thing up, and head home. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do when I got there, but kissing my girlfriend and taking a shower were high on the list. Also eating. I was starved.
Before that though, I needed to have a talk with Jenna about my past as awkward as it might be. Aside from my family, she was the only one who knew me before, and call me crazy, but I was fairly certain my sister and nephew didn’t know about the more sordid details of my past. At least, I hoped not.
“Yes, actually,” he said, taking a long pull of his beer. “I gave you fifty-fifty odds.” He put his beer on the bar and clapped his hands as he got to his feet. “That’s why I bought some options to hedge against it.” He waved a hand dismissively. “Never mind.”
Vassago snapped his fingers. There was a blinding flash of light, and as it faded, a doorway shimmered in the open space between him and us. A half a second later, a well-dressed man and woman in their mid-forties walked through it, stopped, and looked around bewildered.
“Why if it isn’t the Prescotts,” Vassago said right before a shrill cry filled the air.
“Mom! Dad!” Angela Prescott cried, tears spilling from her eyes as she sprinted past our little cadre. She leapt onto her parents and wrapped her arms around them as they sank to their knees, also crying.
“Angela!” they cried, smothering her in hugs and kisses.
I turned away from the spectacle, and as I did, I realized the others had too. Vassago watched them for a moment longer, and I could have sworn longing flickered across his dirty emerald eyes.
“Wendy, would you be a doll and return the rest of these children home?” Vassago asked when he finally broke his gaze from the reunion and settled it on the girl. “I’d appreciate it.”
“That wasn’t the deal,” she said, swallowing hard. From the look on her face, it looked like she was steeling herself for a slap. It was a little strange because I’d never gotten the impression Vassago was the type of guy who would slap a girl for mouthing off, much less confirming the details of her deal with him, but then again, how well did I know him. After all, he was a demon. Who knew what went on in his head?
“I know, but I have to pay for those options since I won’t need them now,” Vassago said, holding his out to her. “If you do it now, I’ll make good this instant. Deal?”
Wendy stared at his hand for a long time before taking it. “Deal.”
As they shook hands, Marvin screamed at the top of his wooden lungs. The backpack on Wendy’s shoulders exploded into emerald flames, and Marvin tumbled out of it, landed on his head, and bounced a couple times. He lay there, staring at the ceiling in a daze as an empty Gatorade bottle hit him in the head, which was when I realized he wasn’t a doll anymore. He was a real boy.
“Don’t make me regret paying you early,” Vassago said, eyeing the boy carefully.
“Thank you!” Wendy gasped, dropping down next to her brother and checking his pulse. It hardly seemed necessary because even though Marvin’s eyes were closed, his chest was rising and falling. “Thank you!”
“Do not thank me.” Vassago walked past her. “Just extend me the courtesy of taking these children out of here.” He bent down and looked at the little black girl who had gotten hit by the stray bullet during our escape. “I don’t like them much. They smell.”
He waved his hand at the girl, dismissing her as he stood to look at us. A thin tendril of emerald fire snaked out from his index finger and landed lightly on the puckered flesh of the gunshot wound. The girl shrieked, pulling back, but as she did, the torn flesh vanished before our eyes, leaving behind perfectly pristine skin.
“Thank you,” the girl whispered, rubbing her eyes in disbelief.
“What did I just say?” Vassago asked, glaring at her hard enough to make me flinch and the look wasn’t even aimed at me. “I mean, seriously, it was less than thirty seconds ago.”
“Okay,” I said, moving between him and the girl, shielding her from his ire as best as I could. “Can I go home now?”
“Not yet,” Vassago said, shaking his head as he walked by me like I wasn’t even there and stood in front of Vitaly. “You made good on our deal, Widow Maker.”
“Y-Yes,” Vitaly said, staring down at the demon. It was funny because I could see Vitaly struggling to keep his knees from shaking as he towered over the smaller man. “I trust you have fulfilled your end of bargain?”
“Indeed,” Vassago said, pulling a small green bottle out of thin air. He held it out to the big man. “This is valuable. You should do a better job of keeping it close at hand.”
“I cannot believe…” Vitaly said, trailing off as tears filling his eyes. He took the bottle from Vassago and held it up to the light. I couldn’t make out what was inside because it just looked like a silver fog. “You must let me buy you a drink some time.”
“Done,” Vassago said, turning away from the big, sobbing Russian and glancing at Wendy. “Why are these children still here?”
“Sorry, sir,” Wendy said, pulling herself to her feet, and as she rose, Marvin’s eyes fluttered open.
“Did it work, Sis?” he asked, barely coherent as his words slurred together. “Because if it didn’t, I don’t think those hookers are going to give my deposit back.”
“Yes,” she said, nodding at him. “Now you rest, I’ll be back in two shakes.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Marvin said, and his eyelids slid shut like they weighed a thousand pounds.
“Let’s get on with it. I swear if my steak gets cold, there will be hell to pay.” Vassago’s eyes flashed with emerald fire as Wendy swallowed hard.
“Okay,” Wendy replied, her voice steady as she ushered the children over to her. “Where do I take them?”
“Home,” Vassago said, and as he uttered the word a shimmering door appeared in front of her. He made a “now go away” gesture.
Wendy opened her mouth like she was going to ask a question that was probably something like how do I get a bunch of kids home through one door, but evidently she thought better of it because a second later, her mouth slammed shut like a steel trap.
“Let’s go,” she said, nodding to the children as she reached out and took the closest one’s hand. “Everyone hold hands.”
The boy she’d grabbed, a redhead with copper-colored eyes, clasped her hand like it was the last lifeline in a storm. The others followed suit, and a moment later, she marched them all through the glittering doorway like a reverse pied piper.
“That just leaves one of you,” Vassago said, glancing at me before settling his gaze on Jenna. “Are you satisfied, Keeper?”
Jenna broke his gaze and stared at me, sadness etched into every line of her dark face. Very carefully, she shut her eyes and sucked in a deep breath. When she opened them, I could just see the barest edges of darkness fading back beneath the surface.
“Yes,” she said, and the word came out in a choked whisper. “I am satisfied.”
“Good. I’d hate for you and yours to feel unsatisfied by our little partnership.” Vassago grinned mischievously as he turned toward me. “Mac, would you be so kind as to escort Miss Carmichael from my humble abode? I know she can take care of herself, but I feel it would be horrible of me to send her off without an escort.” He blushed slightly. “Forgive this old demon one last act of chivalry, and I will see our bargain done.”
“Sure thing,” I said, glancing at Jenna. “As long as she’s going where I’m going.”
“Oh, I’m sure that won’t be a problem,” he said in a way that reminded me of a brothel owner assuring his patrons that all the girls in his establishment were still virgins. “Is it?”
“No,” Jenna said, not meeting his eyes. Instead, she stared at the floor and chewed on her bottom lip. “Thank you.”
“Nice dress by the way,” he said, looking her up and down and licking his lips. “You’re certainly the total package my dear, but something’s missing.” He snapped his fingers, and I couldn’t tell you how, but Jenna was instantly clean, but not only that, her dress was as good as new. She looked up at the demon, her already pretty face accentuated by perfectly done makeup.
Now, I may have had a girlfriend, but that didn’t mean I didn’t find Jenna’s new look attractive. In fact, the way she looked in her little black dress had to have been a WMD of some type because it definitely could have launched an armada the likes of which would have put Helen of Troy to shame.
“Thanks,” she said, swallowing so hard I heard it.
“Not a problem. I always enjoy looking at a pretty lady,” he said with a wink. “Are you ready to go, Mac?”
“Yeah,” I said, still looking at Jenna in awe. I don’t think I’d ever seen someone look as nice as she did in that moment. I tore my gaze off of her and looked at the demon. “My girlfriend will have missed me.”
“Perhaps,” Vassago said, wrinkling his nose at me. “But you should shower before you meet her. The children aren’t the only ones who stink.”
“You know, you could do the whole clean and press thing to me too,” I muttered as he turned his back to me and made his way back to the bar.
“I would, but I don’t want to do that,” he said, sitting down and going to work on his steak with his knife. He held a piece of bloody meat in the air with his fork. “Please see yourselves out.”
The door on the far side of the bar opened, and as I stared at it, I could see the street just outside the hospital where my family had been. Admittedly, my first instinct was to race toward it at breakneck speed, but I held myself in check. Barely.
Instead, I turned back to Jenna and offered her my elbow. “Care to blow this pop stand, Jenna?”
“Yes,” she whispered. Her voice was so quiet I almost didn’t hear her. I nodded, and we made our way to the doorway, leaving behind Marvin, Vassago, Vitaly, and the reunited family. Part of me wanted to make sure they got out alright, but honestly, I was pretty sure Vassago was going to live up to his end of the deal. He seemed like the type. Besides, I was anxious to see my family.
Still, as we crossed the threshold, and I found myself standing in the clean, cool night air outside the hospital, a silly thought struck me.
“Say, what did Vassago offer you, Jenna?” I asked, making my way toward the lobby. “And why did he call you Keeper?”
“Nothing much,” she said, tagging along behind me. “And no reason.”
“Oh?” I asked, turning to look at her as the hospital’s automatic doors opened. I wasn’t sure what I would find inside. For all I knew, I’d been gone long enough for my family to have gone home, but I was still going to check. “It seems like a lot of work for nothing much and no reason.”
“You’re right, Mac.” Jenna blushed hard and reached out a hand, tracing it along my demonic arm. “He offered to help me find you.”
“Huh?” I asked, but before the word was even out of my lips, she lunged forward, planting her mouth on mine and pulling me into her.
I tried to pull away, but as I did, the world around me shattered, and I tumbled head over heels into a memory, I’d long since forgotten.
Chapter 24
Jenna and I stood on a butter-colored cliff overlooking a desert in the middle of BFE and nowhere in particular dressed in skin-tight camouflage. The sun was high overhead, and it beat down relentlessly on our backs. We’d been watching our target for the last three days. He was also no one in particular, and his only claim to fame was simple. Our employer wanted him dead. We hadn’t asked why.
He didn’t seem particularly hard to kill, but then again most people in our line of work never did. That was why I had decided to go with Jenna’s approach. A high caliber bullet from these cliffs would put him down, and by the time his men figured out that their assholes weren’t holes in the ground, we’d be, to quote Hans Gruber, “sitting on a beach earning twenty percent.”
“I don’t like this, Mac,” Jenna said, shaking her head as she looked up from her binoculars. “It’s too quiet down there. Normally, there’s lots of people and stuff, but it looks like a skeleton crew.”
“What don’t you like specifically?” I asked as a thread of worry wormed its way into my gut. I’d long since learned to pay attention to Jenna’s gut feelings. Unlike mine, hers were always correct. It was uncanny. We could be anywhere, and she’d know what was about to happen. On a job like this, it worried me doubly so, especially since it seemed so easy.
“I’m not sure exactly—” The bullet caught her through the right side of her back, punching through her lung and pitching her forward in a spray of crimson. I hit the dirt as more shots rang out, slamming into the sand around me.
I fired back in the direction of the shots, emptying my M16 in a few strategic bursts while I crawled toward Jenna and pulled her behind a rocky outcropping. It didn’t offer much cover, but then again, from the way she was bleeding, she didn’t have much time, anyway.
“Jenna, it’s going to be okay!” I cried, trying to staunch the blood with my hands as it poured out of her with every wet-wheezing breath. Her suit constricted around the wound in an effort to staunch the blood flow, but I wasn’t sure it would be enough to keep Jenna alive without immediate medical attention.
“No, it’s not,” she coughed, spattering me with blood as she spoke. “If you run right now, you can get away.”
“I won’t leave you,” I said, pulling her close to me, and as I felt her hot blood soak into my chest, something inside of me shattered. I was going to kill them all for this. I would burn this camp to the ground. I would hunt down the families of every man, woman, and child in there, and not only that, I would hunt down their families’ families. They would run, looking over their shoulders for me, and then, just when they took one moment to relax, I’d leave them lying bleeding and broken in the desert.
“You have to leave now. If you don’t, they’ll get you too. Mac, you have to get out of here. Regroup and get Armand. You must finish the job.” She swallowed hard. “If you don’t, you know what will happen. They weren’t lying when they said they’d kill everyone you loved.”
“Yeah, well,” I said as my voice went cold and empty. All the color had drained from my vision as I watched Jenna convulse in my arms, shaking so violently everything inside me broke. “You’re the one I love.”
A faint smile crossed her lips. “Love… you too…” A bullet pinged off the rock next to me, so close to my ear that shards of stone peppered my skin, and as I turned back to Jenna, her eyes drifted closed.
“Go…” she whispered as something exploded to my right. The shockwave threw me backward off the cliff. I tumbled downward and slammed into another outcropping of rock far below. My bones shrieked in pain as I lay there staring up at the cloudless sky. It seemed to turn red as I saw men high above. If they spotted me I’d be as good as dead.
I rolled, pulling myself close to the cliff even though the only thing I could feel was pain. Blood filled my mouth as a spray of bullets sliced across the ground in front of me, inches from my toes. As the sound of the blast faded, I heard voices in Arabic high above, followed by a single gunshot.
Jenna. Had they shot her? No. They couldn’t have.
I sucked in a deep breath and tried to ignore my throbbing head, tried to ignore the gut-wrenching agony ripping me up from inside me. I had failed her. She had trusted me, and I’d failed to keep her safe. Tears gathered at my eyes as I stared up into the cloud-ridden sky and heard motorcycles roar to life.
The whole scenario screamed of a setup, only I wasn’t sure who had set us up. I would find out if it was the last thing I did. No one had known we were coming except our employer. We’d barely arrived in the country a few days ago, and there was no way anyone would have known we were here. I shook my head. I was going to get to the bottom of this if I had to kill every last demon in Hell.
“Asmodai,” I whispered, and the name of our employer carried on the wind, drifting into space, and as it did, the memory broke apart, leaving me back in the hospital with Jenna wrapped around me.
“I’m guessing you remembered that,” she said, looking me in the eyes. Tears gathered around her eyes, and as they did, she put her forehead against my chest. “I’ve been looking for you a long time, Mac. It’s funny. You date someone for five years, and because you’re you and I’m me, I realized I never knew the first thing about you or where you came from. Trying to find you after you burned our contact was like trying to find a ghost, and just when I was close to finding you, well, that’s when you chose to vanish off the goddamned planet.” She touched my demonic arm. “Now I know why.”
“I saw you get shot,” I said, staring at her in disbelief, and before I could stop myself, I touched the spot where she’d been shot. Beneath the thin fabric of her dress, I could feel a hard knot of scar tissue.
“I was shot,” she said, looking at me, “but after I put a bullet in Armand’s skull up on the cliff, the rest of those bastards dragged me back to their camp, stitched me up well-enough to keep me from bleeding out, and had their way with me. They gave me blood transfusions, Mac. Blood transfusions.” She shook her head, suddenly angry. “I did the only thing I could. I reached out to our employer and begged for him to save me.”
“You called Asmodai?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. I couldn’t quite remember who that was, but as I said the name, a chill ran down my spine. “I came back to storm the camp a day later and found every living creature inside burned to a goddamned crisp. Not just the men, women, and children, but the dogs and camels too.”
“They deserved it,” she snarled. “Asmodai shattered the ground beneath the camp and rose from it like an avenging angel. His touch filled me with the power to avenge what they had done. I slaughtered every living thing in that camp before he pulled me to his side and whisked me away to Hell.” She took my hand and pressed it against her stomach. Her flesh felt like it had been branded. I couldn’t make out what the shapes and symbols were from touch, but it seemed exceedingly intricate. “And you know what, Mac? It was worth it.”
“Jenna, I’m sorry,” I said, the words stinging my throat. “Why couldn’t you wait? I came back…”
“I’m sorry too, Mac,” she said, and as the words left her lips, she pressed her Baby Eagle to my stomach and fired two quick shots. My world exploded in a whirlwind of agony as I collapsed backward onto the hospital floor. Blood streamed out of my gut as agony turned everything into lightning-filled bursts of agony. People started screaming all around us as others rushed in every which way but toward me.
“Jenna, what are you doing?” I cried, but the words left my mouth in a hoarse, barely audible whisper.
“My job,” she said, wiping away tears with the back of her hand. “As a representative of the council of seven, I hereby claim this land in the name of Asmodai.” Lightning the same color as her bleached-blonde hair crashed outside, striking the street in front of the hospital in seven precise bursts. “If you can, dispute his claim.”
Jenna raised her pistol and pointed it at my forehead. “Goodbye, Mac Brennan. I love you, but love can’t save you. Love can’t save anyone, and when it comes down to it, the only thing we have left to fill the holes in our heart is the cold solace of vengeance.”
As her finger pressed through the first action on the double-action trigger of her Baby Eagle, a blurry shape slammed into Jenna with enough force to send the woman crashing through the tempered-glass hospital doors. Ricky stood in front of me, a look of abject hatred plastered across her face. Her hands clenched and unclenched as she took a menacing step toward Jenna.
“How dare you come into my town, shoot my boyfriend, and try to claim it for a goddamned demon!” she roared, before glancing at me with suddenly concerned amber eyes. As she saw the wound, something inside her seemed to melt. She dropped to her knees, ignoring Jenna and scooping me into her arms. “Someone help him! Quick!” She cradled me like a baby as she stood even though I wasn’t sure you were supposed to do that to people who had taken two rounds to the stomach. Then again, I was in so much pain, I couldn’t really have done anything about it, even if I’d wanted to.
“You can run, but you can’t hide, Mac Brennan!” Jenna called as Ricky burst through two double doors with the word “Surgery” stenciled across the top in big block letters. “The council has spoken, and now that they know where you are, they will come for you!” Her voice cracked as thunder crashed outside. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t mind her, she’s a dead woman,” Ricky said, her voice a soft, pained coo in my ear as she dropped me onto a gurney and wheeled me into a room filled with doctors and nurses ducked down behind a pair of steel desks. “I will protect you from anyone!”
She turned her gaze toward the doctors, and as she did, the smell of wolf filled my nostrils. Two doctors jumped up, eyes flashing amber as they sprinted toward me at inhuman speed.
“Fix him!” she said, but she needn’t have bothered because the amber-eyed doctors were already on it.
“I need surgery prepped!” one called, snatching the gurney from Ricky. He sliced open my shirt as the other came up to Ricky, worry painted across his face.
“We’ll do all we can, but if you really want to make sure he survives, he’ll need vampire blood,” he said. “Otherwise…”
“I’ll get it, just keep him alive until I get back,” Ricky said, turning and pushing through the doors as a nurse shoved an oxygen mask over my head. “And alert the pack. We’ve got a whole lot of people who are going to try to kill him. Make sure it doesn’t happen.”
I tried to respond, tried to say anything, but as I raised my arm to try to pull off the mask so I could speak, everything faded to black.
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