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“Godsfall: The Book of One” contains violence, explicit sex, nudity, inappropriate use of church property, portrayals of beings divine and demonic bearing little or no resemblance to established religion or mythology, trespassing, bad language, sacrilege, blasphemy, attempted murder, arguable murder, divinely mandated attempted murder, justifiable murder, sexual promiscuity, kidnapping, attempted rape (which is never comedy), theft, assault and battery, panties, even more explicit sexuality, polyamory, abuse of authority, corruption of would-be popes, abuse of imps, uncomfortable discussions with exes, disturbances of the peace, disorderly conduct, mayhem, dismemberment, a completely different Trinity, more bad language, corruption of a minor, debauchery, gratuitous nudity, improper disposal of bodily fluids, blatant disregard for authority, and shagging. If any of this disturbs you, you should probably put the book down. 

Now.
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Prologue

New York City, today
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“NO. Damn it, Kalili, we don’t have to answer any of these stupid fucking requests!”

I tried not to sigh. When Faith was in one of her moods, there was no persuading her. Still, in over a millennium, I hadn’t given up trying, and I wasn’t going to stop now.

“Sweetheart,” I started in my most dulcet tones.

“No, Kal. I know what you’re trying to do, and why. And I’ll even agree that maybe, just maybe, there’s a point to Lilith’s Chief of Staff asking for a formal record of our first weeks together.” She waved a piece of parchment at me. Yes, honest-to-goodness parchment. Some things never changed.

“But now?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Why now? Don’t you find it a little suspicious?”

“No. Not really, not coming from her,” I answered. “If it were Lucifer? Father of Lies, and he earned the title. But he didn’t, she did. Besides, it’s been over a thousand years. If not now, when? And I don’t know about you, but I could use something new to do.”

I swept my arm around the penthouse. Evidence of our recent occupations littered every surface. Being immortal, we’d had plenty enough time to find what we liked, practice it, master it, and get bored.

We were recycling hobbies now.

It was that or take an active role in the administration of the cosmos, and neither of us were overly interested. Don’t get me started on the paperwork involved! 

All of which meant we had plenty of time on our hands.

I extended my arm. “Give it to me.” She handed it over without a protest.

I read it aloud. “Faith and Kalili.” I stopped. “Why is your name first?”

The laugh I was gifted with was typical of Faith: light, airy, full of good humor, and one of my favorite things about her.

“No idea, love. Keep reading.”

“Faith and Kalili. You are hereby requested to provide to this office a complete account of the events of, blah, blah, blah.” I looked up. “Did you read the PS?”

“Of course I did.”

I resumed reading. “PS, You wouldn’t believe the wild stories that go around about you two. I’d love to straighten them out with the facts. Can you clear it up for me? -A.” Now I shrugged. “Seems like a pretty good reason to me. If we’re going to be legends, we may as well be accurate legends.”

Faith pursed her lips and exhaled.

“Fine. But you’re doing it.”

“Why me?” I protested.

Faith walked to me and put her arms over my shoulders. My arms went about her middle, almost of their own volition.

“First, because you’re so much better at bureaucratic bullshit than I am.”

She leaned in and kissed my neck, pulling ever so gently with her teeth.

“Second, because you remember it better than I do. I was pretty dazed for most of that first couple of weeks. You know, wide-eyed and petrified?”

Faith stretched so her lips brushed my earlobe, and I shivered.

“Third, you still owe me.”

I pulled back a few inches. “For what?”

“You want a list, or do you trust me?”

Damn. She had me there.

“I trust you, my arima bikia.” As always, when I used the celestial phrase for soulmate, our taaqats connected and we were One. It was a fraction of a second, but it was eternity.

“I know.” Her voice was whisper soft.

“Okay, fine, I’ll get started on it, but I’m writing it my way. All the things we took for granted, I’m going to explain. The shit we learned on the way? That too. Whatever I write, it’s going to sound like I talk now, and it’s gonna be in English, not Latin. I can’t even remember all the flourishes and flowery shit I had to use when talking to nobles.” I tried to pull away, but Faith’s arms locked behind my neck.

“Not so fast, Kalili. I saw those wicked, wicked thoughts.”

She grinned, and I grinned back.

“And?” I asked.

“And I have some improvements on them.”

Fuck it. Paperwork could wait.

Faith came first.

Well, not always.

But that’s another part of the story.
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1 Kalili 1:1​[1]


Rome, 952 AD
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I was bored.

“Harder, Octavianus!” I said, and if my voice didn’t carry the expected passion, well, my teenage lover didn’t notice.

“That’s right, oh, yes!”

I suppressed a yawn, then let it out anyway.

Not like he’s going to see.

Octavianus was behind me, thrusting for all he was worth, my skirt tossed onto my back.

I hope he finishes soon. 

My mind wandered. Demons weren’t supposed to be bored. At least, Below would have me believe that. I wasn’t entirely sure.

The problem? Immortality.

Demons are eternal unless someone kills us. Tough to do, yes, but possible. Too many people equate immortal with invulnerable, but that’s not accurate. 

The point is, unless something stops us, we keep going.

The same is true for angels, in case you were wondering.

It makes sense. We come from the same stock, created simultaneously, and set loose in the universe. Don’t believe the bullshit about demons being angels that fell. The original Immortals, greater demons like me? Lucifer created us to oppose the Head Office.

All part of the fucked up ineffable plan.

It wasn’t particularly relevant at that moment, except it made living through each day Earthside tedious in the extreme. 

Having an unfamiliar task would have helped, but demons are notorious for having two kinds of luck: bad, and none.

I was still on the fence which type this assignment was. My mission was to seduce one of a half-dozen prospective Popes.

Been there, done that. This century, even.

“Sway him from his religious beliefs into a life of sin, then use your powers to shorten his life before he can resume a path which will lead him to chastity.”

Blah, blah, blah.

What made this one worse was that Below hadn’t done their research.

As usual.

Octavianus, son of Alberic II of Spoletto, was anything but chaste when I entered his life.

So much for swaying him, but I was stuck with the task.

Frankly, I didn’t see the point. A corrupt pope or cardinal would be immeasurably more valuable to Below than one who failed to be selected and died.

Eh. What did I know?

He grunted at an especially hard thrust, and for a split second I hoped he was done. He resumed his pounding, dashing my hopes.

If I was human, I’d be sore in the morning.

I wriggled, hoping the additional stimulation would speed the process.

A minute later, he was still going strong. Time for me to play dirty.

“Don’t stop, Van,” I moaned. “Right there, don’t stop, don’t stop!”

Two thrusts later, Octavianus let out an impassioned groan and came.

Finally.

“Oh, lover, that was so good.”

I didn’t know if he heard me and didn’t care. He pulled out of me and slapped my ass.

“You’re a good fuck, Dora.” 

Right. My name for this assignment? I was Theodora, not Kalili, proving someone Below had a really crappy sense of humor. “Beloved of God” indeed! And what was wrong with Kalili? Perfectly neutral name, if unusual in Rome. 

“You are a magnificent lover, Octavianus.” I stood, allowing the fabric to fall over my legs. I’d clean up when I returned to my chambers.

At least you don’t take much of my time.

He waved a hand in dismissal, and I fled.

First stop, bath. After that? I didn’t have a clue. Which brought me full circle.

I was bored. 

Don’t get me wrong, boredom beat overwhelm all to hell, and I didn’t lack for work. Rome was a cesspit of debauchery, and the closer you got to seats of power, the worse the stench.

Which was good for me and my companions. There were dozens of demons, Succubi, and incubi in Rome this spring. Agapetus II was ill again, and the jockeying for his successor had resumed. Which meant corruption season was in full swing.

But it was deathly dull, especially for a demon who had been around since the beginning of so-called civilization.

“Oh, bless it all!” I cursed. 

“Problems, Kalili?” came a greasy voice behind me.

He thought he was oh-so-sneaky, but I had picked up on his aura and didn’t show my surprise when he spoke.

“No, Coronatus.” 

Coronatus pouted.

He was an imp. Specifically, he was my imp. Think of him as a demonic secretary and you wouldn’t be far off. As the senior demon on this assignment, he was tasked with keeping my appointments and handling schedules. 

Did you know Hell invented paperwork?

Original in triplicate was one of their proudest moments.

And imps were masters of minutiae.

Short version? He was a pain in my ass.

Like other Immortals, Cor could make himself invisible. Unlike demons and angels, he couldn’t make himself insubstantial, so while I could walk through walls if I wanted, he had to find doors. 

I’m not saying I ever took advantage of this.

“Finished so soon? Did he commit to marrying you?” 

That was my plan, such as it was. Get Van to marry me, since Below’s scanty reports suggested he was most likely to be the successor. He was already corrupt, but a married cardinal would be challenged to become pope. 

I’d only been working this angle for a few weeks, far too little time for any results, and Coronatus knew it. He was asking me just to be a prick.

Fine. I could be a prick, too, even without shapeshifting.

I passed through the door without him and smirked until he caught up.

“No, he fucked me and I left. He was already thinking about lunch and the serving boy. Not exactly the right time to ask. Besides, with him dripping down my leg, I didn’t think it was romantic enough.”

Demons and angels are touch-telepaths. When we’re in contact with a human, or another immortal of equal or lower status, we can read their mind. It made my job easier, as it did for the Succubi. But eww. The things I saw in human minds could curdle the stomach of even the most experienced demon.

“Do you have an estimated date, Kalili?” I’ll give him credit: he was persistent.

“No, I don’t, and you can tell Below to stop asking me.” I was feeling the pressure from Below. According to my orders? This was supposed to be a straightforward job. Again, they didn’t do their research. If they had, they would have known that the potential of a papacy was enough of a lure to keep most mortals from taking a permanent entanglement, no matter how tempting. I had an outstanding track record, but wasn’t infallible.

“I’ll pass it along.” Cor made a notation on the slate tablet. “Did you know there’s a new angel in town?”

“I’d heard,” I said. Angels came and went like cockroaches. I paid most of them as little attention. 

“And she’s assigned to watch you.”

I yawned. Entirely staged. There was always an angel watching me.

No, it wasn’t ego, or not entirely.

I was a very senior demon. Sure, there were older demons, and higher-ranking ones, but I’d been on Earth continuously for six millennia, and had been there and done that. It was a rare assignment that I didn’t have one angel or another looking over my shoulder and trying to screw with me. I would be more surprised if I didn’t have an angel I had to dodge.

So, new angel? So what? I smirked, seeing another wall ahead I could phase through to piss him off. Three more steps, two...

“And she’s got permission to kill you.”

My head snapped to the side and I walked into the wall.

“Fuck! Ow! What did you say?” I rubbed my injured shoulder.

“My source says she’s ordered to kill you.”

This was unusual.

Hugely so.

There was an unwritten détente between the two sides. Demons didn’t kill angels, and angels didn’t kill demons. Inconvenience? Absolutely. Interfere? Definitely. Injure? Sure, if we thought we could get away with it. But kill? 

No!

We were immortal, but not invulnerable. A human could kill our bodies if they got lucky. Poison didn’t work on us, neither did drowning nor smothering, or at least it never had before. Enough damage and we’d die, like a beheading, or multiple stab wounds. Shit like that. Unfortunately for them, that was little more than an irritating bunch of paperwork. We’d come back eventually and get our revenge.

Demons couldn’t kill other demons. Not permanently. 

I didn’t know if angels could kill angels. I’d never cared enough to ask.

Only a demon could kill an angel forever, and vice versa.

The last demon killed by an angel was Gard, just over two centuries earlier. In fairness to the angel, it was totally justified. Gard went rogue, chopping wings off angels whenever he could. Wings, we didn’t touch. Wings didn’t grow back or heal, and while it would be a major inconvenience for any Immortal? It was awfully close to violating the détente. 

The bosses Below worried that he’d escalate the Celestial War all on his own. His archdemon had tried to stop him, to no avail, and so Below quietly let it be known Gard was fair game, no longer protected.

He was the only one this millennium.

“Why? When?”

Cor shrugged. “Don’t know. Do you want me to find out?”

I smacked his shoulder. “Yes!” What a stupid fucking question.

He smirked at me. “What’s in it for me?”

I didn’t have time for this. If an angel was searching for me, I needed information now, not later.

“Besides your continued existence?”

“You can’t kill me.” Which wasn’t quite true. I could, but Below would issue him a new body and send him back to pester me. Then there was the paperwork, and probably a reprimand to go with it. To top it off, he’d be even more annoying when he returned. 

This, I knew from hard-earned experience.

“A weekend off.”

“A week.”

“Three days.”

“Four.”

“Deal.” I cursed myself inwardly. I shouldn’t have negotiated downward, but it was a habit. A week free of him? Bliss! “After I get the information.”

“Agreed.” He stopped, forcing me to stop with him. “Sign.”

“You don’t trust me?” I was already reaching for the contract. An imp trusting a demon? Not likely. He snatched it back as soon as I’d made my mark and turned to walk away.

“Hey!” 

“What?”

“Who is it? Do we know her?”

He shook his greasy black hair at me.

“No. At least I don’t know her.”

“Does she have a name?”

“Faith.” Cor walked off. I wasn’t getting any more from him today.

“Faith.”
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I laid low for the rest of the day, ditching Octavianus and his return engagement. I was supposed to find him for an afternoon session, probably a suck-and-fuck, but staying alive seemed far more important. There might be repercussions for distancing myself from my target, but if I was dead?

I’d take the paperwork.

With Cor off on errands and investigating, I was cut off from my usual source of information. Anathia, a Succubus who was playing the role of my servant, didn’t have the same connections as Cor.

I sent her off anyway.

What choice did I have?

I needed information. I needed it now, and she was better than nobody.

Specifically, I needed to know why I was on the Head Office’s “Better Off Dead” list. What had I done, if anything? Or was this a larger offensive aimed at Below?

Who was Faith? Did anyone know her?

And how the fuck was I going to keep myself intact?

I paced my room while I tried to think, muttering as I did so.

“It’s got to be attached to my assignment. That means Van is more important than I think, but why? He’s a teenager! What else could it be? Is there anything? Think, Kal, think! What?” I snapped, hearing a sound and assuming it to be Anathia.

“Who is Kal?”

Shit. Octavianus.

I spun and pasted a smile on my face.

“Van!” I said in the brightest tone I could manage.

“Who is Kal?” he repeated with a hint of menace. Teenage humans were always prone to jealousy, whether male or female. I’d inspired enough to recognize the symptoms.

“Kal?” Maybe I could play dumb. He certainly was.

“Kal. Is this another lover?” His hand dropped to the knife he always wore.

“Oh, no, there’s nobody else!” Much as it galled me, I told him the truth, and I hoped he could hear it. “I was just talking to myself. Bad habit.” It certainly was, as I was being reminded now. “It’s, ah, Arabic. Another way to say think.” 

Maybe it was lame, but it was the best I could come up with on short notice.

Fortunately, Octavianus’s education was as spotty as his face.

“Kal. Hmm. ‘Kal, you idiot!’ I like it.” He smiled, but then it faded. “Where were you earlier?”

Maybe I was worried about the angel, but I’d prepared for this question.

“I’m sorry. I had a headache and sent Coronatus to tell you. Did he not? I’ll have him beaten.”

“No, he didn’t. And I will have him killed for failing to pass along your message!” Typically dramatic teenage shit, all bluster and no substance. He was no more likely to set anyone to kill Cor than he was to stop seeing me.

I knew what he wanted to hear, so I said it.

“As you wish.” 

He seemed mollified, and I started thinking again. The only reason an angel would be assigned to kill me was if Van was important. If he was important, she’d be keeping track of him and his movements. If she were tracking him, she’d follow him...

Here!

Fuck.

I had to get him out of here, and fast. She could appear any moment!

An angel wouldn’t hesitate to attack a demon, even in front of a human, no matter the harm it might do to their fragile brain. They had rules against it, of course. They had rules against everything, or so I’d heard. Slaying a demon, though, trumped the rule book.

I didn’t care about the potential damage to Octavianus’s worldview, but I didn’t need him getting in my way if I had to fight for my life. He had to go, and the best way to do that was to give him what he wanted. At the very least, I had to get him to stop thinking. 

The surest way to shut off his brain?

Send the blood to his other head.

I closed the gap between us and ran my hands along his legs. He was properly dressed, a tunic that ran down to mid-thigh and hose, but he never fastened the hose correctly. It was a simple matter for my hands to creep over the top and find him half-erect in anticipation.

Or perhaps just the normal teenage hormones.

Either way, I could work with it.

“Oh, Van,” I purred. “You brought me a gift. How thoughtful!”

In the weeks I had been his lover, he had never once refused my mouth, and he didn’t now. When he’d finished, as I wiped my lips with the back of my hand, he cuffed my shoulder.

“That’s for missing this afternoon,” he said, trying for gruff and missing by a lifetime.

“It was?” I simpered. “My apologies. Though we could do this more often.” I added a purr to my voice. It’s a damn sight easier and faster than taking you to bed!

“Perhaps.” He lifted me to my feet. If he’d had a chance, he might have been a decent person. Flashes of the man he could have become showed occasionally.

It was almost a pity.

“Tonight. Here. Don’t be late.” He stared into my eyes.

I dropped my gaze to the floor. “I won’t.”

He left, almost slamming the door after him. I found a bottle and drank from the neck. Yuck. He needed more fruit in his diet and less garlic.

With Van handled for now, I could return to the more pressing issue of a murderous angel.

If this Faith was hunting me, then it was at the explicit direction of the Head Office. Angels simply didn’t take the initiative, always reacting to what we did. They could act to thwart a demon when we were sloppy enough to be noticed. But escalating to violence?

Only on orders.

And I was back to the beginning.

I was a pain in the ass, yes, but I knew my place. Despite my experience, I wasn’t high enough in the Lowerarchy to make a difference if they took me off the board.

It was infuriating!

I didn’t even have a description of this angel, so I couldn’t watch out for her. 

Anathia, where the fuck are you?

Right. Rational. Logic. Figure this shit out.

Angels couldn’t change their forms, so if she was female, she’d appear female. Or rather, they could, since they were the same stock as demons, and we could. But the Head Office had rules against it, and those pricky-shit, goody-two-shoes, do-gooders wouldn’t dare break a rule.

Pussies.

Problem. There were dozens of women who worked at the palace on the Via Lata, and I only knew a few of them by sight.

If she were smart—and having an Earthside assignment suggested she was—she’d be hiding her aura, so I couldn’t reliably spot her that way.

Damn and blast.

I dropped onto a couch with a thump.

This sucked.

I continued this unprofitable line of thought for some time until I realized the afternoon had slipped away. I barely had enough time to change for the evening meal. It wouldn’t do to be late, but I couldn’t arrive in my comfortable clothes. In the end, I shapeshifted a new outfit into existence, along with makeup and hairdo. It cost me taaqat, celestial energy, but it was my own damn fault.

I zombied my way through dinner, putting my body on automatic and going through the motions of polite conversation. Every sense was on alert, seeking the slightest trace of her aura, the holier-than-thou stench that the angels couldn’t help but generate.

Nothing.

I realized I might have been a bit too distracted when one of Octavianus’s cronies took my hand and tried to lead me from the room.

“Get off me!” 

I might have screamed it. Maybe. That would explain why everyone went silent.

“Theodora.” He used that tone. You know the one. 

The let’s not make a fuss tone always set my teeth on edge. Still does, which shows how little things change.

He tugged on my hand, expecting me to follow.

I slapped him.

“You said you would!” he said, rubbing his cheek. I didn’t have to be psychic to know what he meant. While normally I wouldn’t mind draining a few months from his life, I really didn’t have time today, and zero interest.

Still, every eye in the hall was on us now, and I did not need to be the center of attention.

I needed time to regroup, so I temporized. “I didn’t mean tonight.”

“That’s not what you said a moment ago.”

“Dionisio.” Was that his name? Probably. He reacted like it was. “I misunderstood. I’m sorry.” 

He didn’t react badly, so I took the chance to sidle close to him, taking his hands in mine. “But I’ll make it up to you tomorrow. I promise.”

The promise of a demon is worth the parchment it’s written on, but he believed me. I felt it and had a flashing image of what he intended to do with me. It was definitely sinful and would subtract at least two months from his life. 

“I will come for you at dinner.” He bowed over my hand before I released him.

“Until tomorrow.” I put as much desire into my voice as I could, enhanced by my reputation as Octavianus’s favorite, and he finally left.

I’d had enough as well and retreated to my rooms. Maybe Anathia had returned with information.

When I arrived, Anathia was still missing, and I snarled curses. Of course, I’d forgotten to give her a deadline. While she wouldn’t not bring me the information, eventually, she probably wouldn’t put any urgency on it. If she could drain some life from her sources? She’d probably see it as a win-win.

I was so busy considering my next moves I failed to notice the figure emerge from my bedchamber until she cleared her throat.

Fuck me.

It was the angel.

“Demon.”

She was glowing. I saw right through it, since it was one of the stupid parlor tricks the Head Office bestowed upon their feckless minions to create a sense of awe in the unaware. I could see it for what it was, and see through it.

Faith was in full regalia, as defined by the popular human perception of angels. Unimaginative lot. She could have appeared in anything, but no. Short white tunic, loosely belted with a golden rope, sandals, a gladius to do the deed, and wings. 

Yeah, wings. Which meant her tunic had some major alterations. I wasn’t sure why she bothered. If she was trying to impress me, there were other ways to do it. Intimidate me? Unlikely, since I had a pair just as wide.

I shooed away the idle thought. This was an angel sent to kill me.

Then I saw her, under the glitz and glamour.

She was tall, nearly as tall as me, maybe an inch less than my five feet six inches, blonde where I was red, lithe and lean, with skin the color of honeyed oak. Her eyes were copper-colored, instead of my green, and were blazing with righteous fury. It was her lips that caught me, lips pressed together in anger and determination, lips I wanted nothing more than to kiss.

Wait.

Kiss?

What the Hell was wrong with me?

“Kalili, Demon of the Pit.”

Her harsh tone jerked me out of the hormone-induced haze and I started thinking above the waist.

I knew what she was doing. It was their idiotic rules again. She couldn’t strike me down immediately. She had to pronounce the sentence against me and give me an opportunity to depart. Something was off, and when I thought about it, I realized what it was.

Her voice was hard, but it was brittle, unsure.

This angel wasn’t familiar with Earth, or demons, and only had her training and instructions to go on. She might be smart enough to win an Earthside assignment, but she was inexperienced. I was in with a chance. 

“You have sinned against the Way. Your existence is forfeited. But We are merciful, and if you flee this world, never to return, We will postpone your judgment until the End Times.”

I knew what she was saying, and I should have been running while she nattered. 

I couldn’t. Her voice was captivating, melodious despite the dire threats it carried.

What was I thinking?

I didn’t know. But I wasn’t moving, not as long as she was speaking, even though she was talking about my death.

She stopped, reaching the end of her memorized speech, and I realized she was terrified! My brain snapped back on, and I shook off the lethargy of the past minute.

“Hey, hold on.” I smiled as winningly as I knew how. “Can we talk about this? Isn’t there supposed to be a trial?”

“We have judged you.” She took a step toward me, sword at the ready, the tip quivering. Anticipation or nerves? I was betting on nerves.

I thought about her words. They didn’t sound right. Yes, demons were guilty, simply by serving Below. A judgement, though, implied a trial, and a trial required specific crimes. Otherwise, the game would be entirely different. 

“By whom?” I demanded, and she stopped.

“What?” She sounded puzzled.

“Who judged me?”

She responded with a question. “Demon, who are you to doubt me?”

“We doubt everything.” Stall, stall! I shuffled away from her, thinking furiously. “Who are you to be executing a sentence?”

“I am Faith, of—”

I cut her off, putting as much scorn into my voice as I could. 

“Hold on. I don’t care what angelic choir group you belong to, Faith. Who told you to kill me?”

“I, what?” She shook her head to clear it of the confusion I had planted. “We have judged you.”

“You said that. Who? Where’s my notice? You can’t try me without telling me I’m on trial. It’s part of your rules.” 

It was. Hell may have invented bureaucracy and paperwork, but the Head Office adopted it pretty damn fast, and they were even more rule-bound than we were. At least demons always knew to look for loopholes, and negotiate, and try any of a thousand tricks. 

Angels followed the letter of the command.

Maybe I could use that against her. It seemed to work so far.

“Listen, Faith.” I kept edging toward my desk. I kept a dagger hidden under the parchments, and if I couldn’t talk her out of this fool’s errand, well... Going down fighting was a better option.

“I’m not going to argue the case, because I don’t know anything about it! I’m supposed to, right? It’s in your rules, isn’t it? I have to have my day in court, my chance to answer? Why don’t you go find out what happened, and maybe we can get this all cleared up?”

I saw the doubt and knew I’d won a reprieve, even if she didn’t know it yet.

“Seriously, Faith. I know we’re not friends. We just met, but I know your side follows the rules.”

“Because you don’t!” she bellowed.

“We get creative,” I admitted. “Killing me is a pretty drastic step, don’t you think?”

“I—yes, it is.” The tip of the gladius, still quivering, drooped.

“Good. Then go get your little piece of parchment, or your Archangel, or someone who can clear all this up. Eh?”

“Oh, bless it all!” She threw the gladius to the ground and dropped to the floor.

I can’t explain what happened next, certainly not using the understood roles of angels and demons. If I were truly the wretched and evil creature she claimed I was, I would have pounced on the sword. I might have even lopped off her head. 

Instead, to both our surprises, I kicked it away from us and caught her almost before she hit.

I found my arms full of weeping angel.

What the fuck?

My rational brain was telling me to pull away, let her stay on the floor, and run.

A tiny part of me took over and made me stay.

She needs you, it whispered. You belong here, her body warm against you.

What the hell.

At least I didn’t burst into flame. I didn’t think I would, but then again, I’d never held an angel. 

I don’t know how long it was before she spoke.

“M-M-Michael will be so angry with me!” She was sobbing into my tunic, and I really hoped Octavianus would be delayed. A glowing woman with wings in the arms of his lover? That might be a little too challenging to explain.

Then I recognized whose name she’d said. An Archangel ordered my death? Oh, Kalili, you really pissed in someone’s punch this time.

“Did Michael give the order?” I didn’t know too much about how their hierarchy worked, but everyone knew Michael was in charge of what they laughably called justice. 

Maybe it was sneaky, taking advantage of her when she was vulnerable. 

Sue me. 

I’m a demon.

“It came from his office, his seal,” she said with a nod. “I have to report back to him when—when—” 

She realized where she was then and leaped to her feet.

“What are you doing?!”

“Keeping your ass from hitting the floor,” I snapped, the spell broken again. I rose, quickly but not hurriedly, and pointed at the door. “Get out.”

“I will! And when I return, Kalili the Demon, I will strike you down!”

She pivoted and stomped away, vanishing as she passed through the wall.

Dramatic exit. I’d give her that.

I shook my head in disbelief. Had I just talked my way out of a death sentence? At least for now?

Without warning, she reappeared, cheeks aflame.

“My sword,” she said in explanation, finding it and scooping it from under my chair. Then she did her trick and vanished again.

I couldn’t help it. I laughed.

When Octavianus returned a half-hour later, I didn’t even mind.
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Anathia finally returned in the middle of the night, long after Van had finished and left. I could see the glow of stolen energy about her and mentally paid off the bet I made with myself. 

“Thia.” She jumped, then ducked her head. “What did you learn?”

“Nothing, mistress.” 

“Eleven? No, twelve hours, and you found nothing?”

“No, mistress.”

“You had time to do your Succubus duties.” I tried to put a bite into my voice, but I couldn’t manage much. Thia had been human not too long ago, recruited into being a Succubus by Cor barely a decade past, and still took joy from the job.

I remembered joy in my job, in my life, in my relationships. Now, I had satisfaction, but no joy. And no relationships.

“Yes, mistress.”

“Oh, sit down, and drop the mistress.” I needed a friend more than I needed a servant at the moment. I could really use a demonic warrior with an attitude, but they’re always in short supply. Besides, they operate on barter, always want me to sleep with them, and none of them knew a damn about women.

She sat.

“Thia, I want you to stick around. You should be good for a few weeks, after your charging tonight, so I want you by my side.”

“Yes, mistress.”

I was sick of the subservience.

“I said stop it, Thia. Guilt isn’t a good look on a Succubus.” Time to drop the news. “Faith was in my chambers tonight.”

“What?” Gone was the meekness. The Greek fisherman’s wife she was before her transformation emerged. “She was here? And you lived?”

“I lived. She doesn’t know shit, and I think if we’re together, she’ll be unwilling to take us both on.” The beginning of a plan was forming, and— 

“No.”

Crash and burn. “What?”

“No. Mistress.” The latter was an afterthought, and a reminder of where I stood with her.

I had limited power over the other denizens of Below. Anything I wanted had to comply with our rules. Guidelines. Whatever. Asking Cor and Thia to find information? That, I could expect. Asking Thia to face an angel with me? She didn’t have to, and she knew it.

I sighed. Time to negotiate.

“What do you want, Thia?”

To my disbelief and dismay, she shook her head.

“There’s nothing you can give me that will make me stand against an angel.”

I peered into her eyes in the lamplight. “You’re freaking serious.”

“I am.”

This couldn’t be happening. “Crap. Thia, she’s nothing! She had the drop on me, and I still talked my way out.”

“Then why do you need me around?”

I’d hoped she wouldn’t notice that flaw in my argument. Which would get the better response: cowardice or bluster?

Nobody Below lacked for ambition, so...

“Between us, we could take her down. Can you imagine what Below would say if we did? There aren’t many Succubi who have ever faced an angel and survived.”

None, as a point of fact, but I didn’t need to tell her that.

Thia considered my words, and I could hear the calculations in her mind. The clink and clank of demonic ambition was something I was familiar with.

“You think we could?” There was a note of greedy hope, and I latched onto it.

“I think we’d have a better chance together than separately.” After my initial encounter, I thought I could probably take Faith if I had to. Sure, she handled the sword well enough, but any idiot could learn to pose with a blade. I doubted she knew how to wield it, and if she were truly a novice on Earth? I thought that most likely. 

The more I thought, the more her naivete showed. Facing me alone? Stupid rookie mistake. A more experienced angel might try to isolate me by picking off the lesser Immortals I associated with. They wouldn’t stand a chance. While I didn’t feel any obligation to them, it would mean more paperwork and explanations if I started losing Immortals.

If the imp—no loss!—and Succubi around me started dying from angel strikes, the other demons would back off. Nobody wants to be splashed by shit. If I had a death warrant out from the Head Office? It was gonna get deep and smelly around here.

Thia tried to wrest a concession from me, dragging me out of my thoughts. “It sounds iffy, Kalili. I really think I’d be better off leaving, unless...”

I concealed a grin. Not only did I know my expected line, I’d played this game before, and I knew I’d won. “Unless?”

“Unless I had reason to stay.”

“Beyond glory and the thanks of Below?” Might as well try the intangibles first.

She laughed bitterly. “I can’t spend glory, and from what you’ve told me about Below? I won’t count on their thanks. No, I need something more tangible.”

“What do you want, Thia?” I had wealth, plenty of it, scattered around the world in all the places I’d plied my trade. Ready supplies of human valuta were often the difference between success and failure. The problem was, though I had piles of the stuff, I didn’t have access to all of it from Rome. If I needed to bolt, I’d need it to disappear among the humans until the Head Office gave up, so my sharing with Thia would be limited. Still, I could probably afford... 

“I want Octavianus.”

For the second time in ten minutes, Thia surprised me.

“Excuse me?” I couldn’t have heard her right.

“I want Octavianus. If I can finish corrupting him, I’ll get a much more tangible reward than thanks and glory.” 

She was right. Demons revitalized, got a boost like a high, by the smut we put on a mortal soul, but we didn’t need it to survive. Succubi needed to steal life energy from mortals. If they took too much too fast, they would kill a human. If they were careful, and the soul they were stealing from was already corrupt, they could pull power for years, even decades.

“But he’s mine!” Admittedly, it was a stupid protest. Blame my bartering reflexes. Yes, he was my assignment, but there wasn’t anything in my directives that forbade me sub-letting him. Besides, I was bored, right?

Thia didn’t know that, though, and launched into her rationale.

I kept the look of shock and anger on my face as I considered her suggestion, letting her words wash over me without paying any particular attention. Swapping partners? Not an issue. I was sure I could get Van to take Thia in my place. She was black-haired and buxom, which would give him variety after my red hair and slim figure. And I knew she’d take him any way he wanted, where I constantly surprised him with what I wouldn’t allow. I might be a demon, and a seductress, but I had standards.

There were advantages, too. I’d have more time to counter Faith and her attempts to execute me. I dug deeper into that thought. Depending on the specifics of the charge, I might wriggle out of it entirely. After all, if the Head Office tied it to corrupting Octavianus, and I was no longer screwing him, maybe I was in the clear. 

When I noticed she’d stopped, I rejoined the conversation.

“I can’t promise you anything, Thia. He has to choose to be with you. Free will and ineffable plan. The usual bullshit.”

“I’ll bet I can snare him.” She was filled with the confidence only a recently fucked Succubus possessed. “When?”

“Tomorrow morning. He’ll be here for his morning screw. I’ll start, you join in, then I’ll back off and encourage him to stay with you.” It wouldn’t be the first time I’d tag-teamed with another demonic worker, and I knew the ropes. 

Thia nodded. “And then he’s mine?”

“As long as you can keep him. I won’t entice him back to me.” Eww. No. It was an easy promise to make. He had all the virtues and vices of a teenager: lots of energy, high drive, and a near-complete lack of skill. At least he didn’t have a hair-trigger any longer, so maybe Thia could get herself off once in a while before he finished.

“You have a deal.” She looked at me expectantly, waiting. I didn’t know why. From now on, Van was her problem, not mine. I’d already moved on to considering Faith more fully. What was it about her? Why did I catch her?

“What?” 

“Contract?”

“Right.” Coronatus did all my contracts, about the sole benefit of an imp. But I still knew the basics. I turned and grabbed a piece of parchment, scribbled out the terms, and made my mark. “Sign.”

She took it, and a quizzical expression crossed her face. “What does it say?”

It was written in Latin, the language I knew best. Oh, I’d learned dozens of languages, from ancient Akkadian to Aramaic to Hebrew to Sanskrit, but I wrote best in Latin. I’d spent most of the past six centuries roaming various parts of the Roman and Byzantine Empires, doing Below’s bidding. For one assignment, I’d spent nearly a year corrupting a monastery in the third century. As a side benefit, the monks had taught me to write properly. 

I’d taught them plenty in return.

But Thia was Greek. No problem, I knew Greek well enough, though I hoped it hadn’t changed much in the... I thought it was eight centuries since my last visit, but I wasn’t sure. Still, there were other languages on the peninsula, so it didn’t hurt to ask.

“What language can you read, Thia?”

She looked at the floor and murmured, “I can’t read.”

“Bless me,” I cursed. “How the heavens did you sign your soul contract?”

“Cor read it to me.”

I goggled. I knew she was an innocent when she was recruited, but...

“And you trusted him? Forget it, irrelevant. You’ll have to trust me, too. Just make your mark.”

She did. “Now what?”

“Now, since you’re brimming with energy, you can stand guard while I get some sleep. I’ll be up in a couple of hours and you can catch a nap.” I took the signed contract and went to bed, satisfied with my progress, and wondering about Faith.

Why couldn’t I get her out of my mind?
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Someone poked my shoulder. I surfaced, blinking. Sunlight was streaming through the weave in the curtains, and Thia stood over me, ready to poke again.

“I didn’t ask you to wake me.” I wasn’t exactly kind and may have growled at her. It had been an eventful night and not in the way I preferred. That damn angel, running around my mind, making trouble, did not make for a restful sleep.
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