
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Book of Two

        

        
        
          Godsfall, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Adam Gaffen

        

        
          Published by Arima Bikia, LLC, 2024.

        

    


[image: image]

Published by Arima Bikia, LLC

This Edition, Copyright © Arima Bikia, LLC

Cover Design © Arima Bikia, LLC

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the author.

All Rights Reserved.

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

For more about the author, future works, and events, please visit:

https://cassidychronicles.com

Don’t miss the deleted scene!

​

Warning

“GODSFALL: THE BOOK of Two” contains violence, explicit sex, shapeshifting, abuse of imps, temptation, nudity, inappropriate use of church property, a totally different Trinity, kidnapping, assault, sexual promiscuity, Succubi, Incubi, the corruption of a potential pope, disturbances of the peace, offers you can’t refuse, blasphemy, politics (eww), near-death experiences, forced transiting, foul language, abuse of vampires (which is always funny), unsanctified churches, naivete, gratuitous nudity, celestial disinterest, kidnapping, uppity Succubi, lesbians, bureaucracy, angels who aren’t terribly angelic, lousy real estate, black market home furnishings, talk of djinn and other magikal creatures, meddling priests, a very effable ineffable plan, bathing with someone other than your partner, unexpected nocturnal guardhouse activities, blood, angel-on-angel crimes, uncomfortable encounters with an ex, deities with their own agendas, mayhem, a blatant disregard for authority, a new way of looking at women’s orgasms, female empowerment, a sledgehammer approach to traditional Judeo-Christian beliefs, sibling rivalry, pouting, mistaken identity, immortal peril, and shagging.

If any of this offends you, you should turn back.

Now.

Seriously.

If anything in the warning bothers you?

Stop here.
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New York City, today

Faith tossed the tablet onto the table, where it teetered precariously on a stack of unread magazines. “Holy fuck, Kal. That’s what you sent in?”

I grimaced. “It’s the truth, isn’t it?”

She flopped back into her chair with an exaggerated whoomp!

“I guess it is,” she admitted. “But it makes me look completely clueless!”

I didn’t answer her, just sat. The silence extended, though I knew it was killing her. Finally, she surrendered.

“I guess I kinda was, wasn’t I?”

I relented and came to sit on her lap. Her arms wrapped around me as they always did, and mine encircled her. We enjoyed the contact for a moment before I spoke.

“Faith, my love, you were so naïve I could have told you brown cows gave chocolate milk and you would have believed me.”

She giggled. “They don’t?”

“None I’ve ever found, though I haven’t tested them all.”

Faith kissed my forehead. “What are we waiting for?”

I tightened my grip around her waist. “Because, love, we have more to write.”

Now she frowned, and I felt her disappointment through our bond, followed by her realization of what I’d said.

“Oh, no. No way, Kalili! You said you’d write this stupid report, not me. You’re not breaking your word, are you?”

I winced, but held my ground. “I know, I know, and I’m not breaking my word. Think, Faith. For the first few days we were together, we were together almost constantly. What happened next?”

“Well... It was a thousand years ago!”

“For me too, hun. But that’s not my point. We were separated, remember?”

I had forgotten what it was like for us. Suppressed it, really. I was reminded now. Her memories, at least her emotions, rushed into me, echoing with mine, and we reeled. Terror, worry, anger, despair, drowning us in our thoughts and bringing us to the edge of panic.

“Faith, it’s over!” I gasped, gripping her tighter and pushing back at the memories. “We’re safe, we’re together. Come on, baby, come back to me,” I pleaded. Faith struggled in my arms and nearly broke free before she heard me, either my voice or my mind, and calmed.

“That’s it,” I cooed. “Come back, Faith. I’ve got you.”

“Kalili, oh, gods Below, what...?”

“We remembered,” I said with a shudder. “I don’t know. You must have blocked it away. I know I did.” The memories screamed at me from the back of my mind.

“I thought I was over it,” she said into my shoulder. 

I agreed. 

“So why am I such a wreck?”

I was stuck. I wouldn’t—couldn’t—lie to Faith. Forget about the bond which let her see into my mind as easily as seeing through a plate glass window. Lying to Faith was simply unthinkable and had been for over a thousand years. I could see what had happened to her, now that the memories had unlocked. More, she could sense that I knew the facts. But telling her would have no benefit. She needed to dig into it herself.

“Let’s talk,” I said. “We have more records to complete. If we figure out what’s going on in that blonde head of yours, all the better.”

That brought a weak smile to her face. “Soulless ginger.”

“Damn right.” I started to rise, but she wouldn’t allow it. Her arms tightened around me.

“Later. Now, I need to hold you. Be held.” Faith pulled herself closer to me, as close as our bodies would permit, and we sat.

“Arima bikia,” I whispered, and we merged. This time, we held it, an eternity of blissful union.

The report could wait.
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Back in Rome, 952 AD

“Say that again, Coronatus,” I growled.

My imp—or maybe my former imp—squirmed in my grip.

I wasn’t happy. Neither was Faith. She had been lying naked in my arms when we heard the imp trying to sneak into my chambers. I learned quickly that leaving a cuddle with Faith was not high on my list of things I wanted to do. Forcing me to? Coronatus was about to learn why pissing off a demon was a bad idea, especially when that demon turned out to be a Thirteen.

“You’re both supposed to be dead!” His outraged squawk at our continued existence would have been funny under other circumstances. 

I’ll give him this much: he was telling the truth, even though it wasn’t to his benefit.

“How do you know this?” Faith added from my elbow. She played the part of the avenging angel well. Not surprising, given that she was, in fact, an angel, or had thought she was until, fuck. Was it only today that our world was turned inside-out?

In any case, she was my angel. My arima bikia, and, like me, a Thirteen. The only other Thirteen to survive, and that made us doubly dangerous. We were bonded from our creation, and when brought together? We were more powerful than any of the three gods who ruled the cosmos. Yes, three, and it wasn’t that idiotic three-in-one Trinity the local church wanted its sheep to believe.

The problems of figuring out how to control it, or making it last more than an instant, or achieving it when we weren’t making love? We’d get to them, eventually. Until then, they were minor obstacles.

Like Coronatus.

“It was the plan.”

I pulled him toward me, close enough that I could smell the fear and garlic on his breath, before slamming him into the wall again.

“Whose plan?” My plan to was pump this weasel for all the information he had. After that? Well, I hadn’t decided. I still thought like a demon, despite Faith’s angelic influence, so painful death was high on my list of options.

“I don’t know!” His indignation was tinged with fear now. We’d had our issues in the past, and he was well aware I’d end his miserable existence if he didn’t give me the information I needed.

Slam.

“Bullshit, Cor. You’re a sneaky little prick, just like all the other imps. Tell us!”

“It was a contract!” he squeaked, desperation loosening his tongue.

“A contract? From whom?” Any contract that came from Below was a masterwork of weasel words and loopholes, but it would be detailed enough to give us not only the who, but maybe the why. Specifically, why did both Below and the Head Office want Faith and me dead?

Slam.

“From whom?” I repeated. My patience, never abundant, was exhausted.

“I can tell you.”

I dropped Cor, who crumpled to the ground in a heap, and whirled. It couldn’t be...!

Fuck. It was.

Lilith.

“Kalili.”

“Lilith.” My voice was flat, and her eyebrows lifted in amusement. I heard a thump from behind me.

Don’t worry about Coronatus. He’s napping, Faith sent to me, and I got a replay of her kick to his head that knocked him out. It was almost enough to bring a smile to my lips, but not quite. Not facing Lilith.

“My, my, Kalili. No honorifics for your Mistress?” Her silken voice wrapped around me, and I examined her. She was in her favorite form, presenting as a mature woman, with short, dark hair, curves and rounded hips, and legs which were sturdy, not delicate. Her being exuded sexuality, no matter what shape she took, and this was no exception. I could feel my body react, and willed myself to hold still.

“When you sent Onnirrech to kill me, you stopped being my Mistress.” It was an assumption, but I had to start somewhere. Hitting back at her would make her uncertain, I hoped. I also had the presence of mind to conceal my newfound status as a Thirteen from her.

Where was Thakumis’ blade? As if in response to my question, I felt a whisper in my mind, a song of blood, and knew. Next to the bed. Damn.

“Onnirrech was a mistake, and not one I approved of. As I argued against the contract, but was overruled.” She didn’t have to say by whom. Lilith was the second-ranking demon Below. Even the four Princes answered to her, when she could be bothered to take notice of them. Usually, she spent time engaged in her own pursuits, including overseeing the various temptation demons and Succubi on Earth. When she stepped in, though, she was obeyed. Lucifer could overrule her, though he did so only rarely.

I held my ground. Faith’s confidence in me helped bolster me.

“I still don’t work for you. Termination by archdemon is pretty final, you know?”

Lilith sighed and settled onto the bed. A small smile crept onto her face as the evidence of our recent activity wafted to her nose.

Lilith? I heard Faith’s voice in my mind. Really Lilith?

Really Lilith, and she’s smarter than both of us put together, so help when you can! I sent back.

“I agree. What did you use on him?” 

Her tone was conversational, but I knew better. She either knew what I did and wanted confirmation, or was fishing. Either way, I wasn’t about to fall for that obvious ploy and instead said, “So why are you here?”

“To warn you.”

Faith reacted before I did. “Aren’t you a little late?”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps not. And the contract, well. That’s a technicality. I had no choice, no say in the matter.” She waved her hand as if she could dismiss the matter of a death warrant so easily. She was Lilith. Maybe she could? 

It confirmed that the contract came from Lucifer, or at least on his behalf. Nobody else could disregard Lilith in anything Below. 

“There are other forces at play here, forces you haven’t the foggiest conception of.”

“Like searching for the last Thirteen?” As I spoke, I knew it was a mistake. A gleam flashed through Lilith’s dark violet eyes.

“Yes,” she agreed with a hungry purr. Dammit. “Precisely like that.”

I threw a look at Faith, and she shrugged. No point in giving away more than I already had.

“Fine. We’ll talk. Go out there and we’ll be right with you.” I half-turned from her, still pissed that I’d let the tidbit slip. At least I could take it out by disrespecting Lilith.

Lilith stood, even as she questioned me. “Shy, Kalili?”

“No,” I said, as dismissively as I could. “It’s cold, and I want to deal with Coronatus before he wakes.” Accepting my logic, she swept from the room as though she owned it.

The door closed, and Faith was cupping my face in her hands. “You did well.”

“Fuck, no, I didn’t, but you’re sweet to say so.” I leaned in to kiss her forehead. “We’ve got a little time, but not much. I’ll tie up Cor while you get dressed.”

A brief brush of her lips on mine and she was moving.

“What do you know about Lilith?” I asked her, searching for something to secure him with.

Her brow furrowed in concentration. “I wasn’t expecting a test on the rulers of the underworld. Um. Queen of Below. Mistress of Hell. Creator of the Succubi and Incubi. Powerful in her own right.”

“Not bad,” I said. My robes had sashes, I remembered, and hurried to get them. I felt Faith’s eyes track me across the room and back. “Not entirely accurate, but not bad.”

“What did I get wrong?”

“To start, she’s not Queen of Below. She doesn’t actually have a title, not like a Prince. She’s simply Lilith, and that’s enough. Yes, she created Succubi, or the concept of them, but not Incubi. That’s Azrinnon’s job, and he’s a duke. Reports to her. Fucks her on the regular, or so I’ve heard.” I wrapped, tugged, and knotted as I talked, uncaring of Coronatus’ comfort. “She’s not a demon, technically. Rumor is she’s human.”

“Human?” Faith couldn’t conceal her surprise.

I nodded, testing one of Cor’s bonds and finding it good. “Human. The Maker’s second attempt at humans, after doing the whole slow bake thing. The way Lucifer tells it, the Maker wasn’t happy with how humans were trending, developing free will and other problematic behavior.” I ran out of sashes and started tearing strips of cloth from the robes. 

“Bur free will is part of the plan!” Faith interrupted.

“The ineffable plan?” 

She nodded.

“The Maker’s never been bothered with consistency. Back to Lilith, though. The problem was, the Maker made her too perfect, and she rejected the dolts that populated the Earth. She joined forces with Lucifer and has spent the last several millennia learning every magik system there is. Created a few, too. She was one of the first demons I met in my training, way back when. I asked Avareth why she took a special interest in me, but Avy deflected. Now I know why.”

I stood and took in my handiwork. Not the prettiest, but it would do. Then I laughed.

“What? Tell me, Kal, I need to hear something funny!”

“I used all my robes tying him up.” I pointed to the ragged collection holding Cor in place.

Faith giggled. “And I’m wearing your clothes since mine are disgusting.” She nudged the stained pile with a dainty toe.

I laughed at her squeamishness. “I guess Lilith will have confirmation of our relationship. As if she couldn’t tell,” I added. “There’s nothing that woman doesn’t know about sex.”

After finding the Blade safe in its sheath, I threw on a long tunic, tucked the sheath into the waist, and called it good. Faith took my hand, intertwining her fingers with mine.

“I’d rather be touching you when facing her,” she said. I didn’t argue. Together, we returned to the outer chamber. Lilith took in our hands and the half-smile on her face widened.

“I never expected you to get over Avareth, let alone with an angel. She must be someone special.” I felt the dark current beneath her friendly words and tensed. All of this was too new for me to have processed it, and I resented the hell out of her insinuation that Avareth hadn’t meant anything to me. Then Faith’s calming presence asserted itself, and I reined in my almost too-hasty words.

“I think so.” That was safe enough. Better still, I’d learned, and didn’t mention anything about Faith being the other Thirteen. Lilith might know, but I wasn’t going to confirm it if I could help it.

“I don’t suppose you’d like to tell me how you lured the angel sent to kill you into your bed, would you?” There was genuine curiosity in the question, and I almost gave in. 

Almost.

“Not today.”

Lilith nodded, as if what I said was exactly what she expected. “Someday, then.”

Shit. She picked up on the implied promise of deferred information. Now I’d have to tell her, sooner or later. Still, not a complete loss. Time to move on.

“You said you wanted to warn us. Of what?”

“The plot against you, of course. When it fails, and I know it will, I want you to remember that I had nothing to do with it. Nothing I could help, that is. And they certainly didn’t get any support from me.” She leaned back, totally commanding the room, utterly confident in her position. 

Oddly, I relaxed. Faith picked up on my emotional shift.

Kal?

She’s nervous. There’s something she wants, something other than information.

Nervous? And what could Lilith want from you?

Hush, baby, let me concentrate.

“That’s all?” I had to pretend I didn’t know I had the upper hand here.

“And perhaps one or two other concessions. We’ll discuss it.” She waved a hand in dismissal of these trivialities, but I knew they were the purpose behind her visit.

I forced my body to ease and gestured at the remains of our meal. “I’m afraid there isn’t much left, but we have some wine.” Forcing a smile, I tried to play hostess. Like playing patty-cake with a scorpion.

“Wine would be nice.”

I separated from Faith, making a show of releasing her hand. Lilith knew we were touch-telepaths. All angels and demons were. She probably didn’t know that our pairing allowed us true telepathy. It gave us an advantage, I hoped. At a minimum, it was something she didn’t know and couldn’t account for.

“Faith,” Lilith drawled. “Come here. I want to look at you.”

My hand tensed. The Blade whispered to me. 

Kill her. I can do it. She’s nothing more than a human, for all her powers. She won’t expect me, and you’ll be free to do as you will.

I ignored the voice. Lilith might be our best source of information, so I forced the temptation away.

Faith crossed the floor, and Lilith examined her with a critical eye. 

“Hmm. Nothing particularly special.” Faith bristled, and Lilith chuckled. “Oh, my dear, you’re beautiful, but so are most angels. I know. I’ve screwed many of them.”

“And how many is that?” Faith hissed.

“You’d be surprised.” Lilith sipped her wine and pulled a face. “Is this the best you have?”

“I’m officially banished,” I explained. “At least until I can get it reversed. Lilith, talk to us. What is this plot? Who’s in on it? Why?”

Setting the goblet down, she said, “I don’t know all the details. You’ve figured out that Lucifer is involved. He needs to cover his deific behind before anyone discovers he hid a Thirteen away. Onnirrech. He knows about the angel and her mission, so he should have been interested in protecting you. That could get awkward.” As she fell silent, I kept my face frozen. I couldn’t give away that Onnirrech was dead. “Malgor, but he’s more of a dupe. Your imp. What’s his name?”

“Coronatus.”

“Him. Weaselly little carrion-eater.” That forced a laugh from me. We were in agreement on that much. “Beelzebub, almost certainly. As for upstairs, I’m not as certain. Gabriel is Beelzebub’s usual contact, so I would expect he’s in it up to his wingtips. Most of the local angels will be involved, too.”

“Most of them?” Faith gasped.

I was surprised too. I wasn’t friendly with any of them, but David and Miranda, at least, would give me the time of day. Occasionally. I didn’t think they’d turn on one of their own.

“Not actively involved, perhaps,” Lilith admitted. “Not trying to capture or kill either of you. But instructed to stay away from you? Nobody wants to be spattered when the shit splashes.”

She had a point. Demons scattered when problems happened because of the paperwork involved. I didn’t know why angels ran, but they did.

Then the names hit me.

“Beelzebub and Gabriel?” I whistled. Those were some heavy hitters. The Messenger of the Maker, and Lucifer’s most-trusted Prince? 

“You and Faith are in it up to your ears,” Lilith agreed. 

I leaned forward, trying for intense and demanding. “What else do you know? Are you going to help us?”

“I am helping you, Kalili.”

I scowled. “That’s not what I mean, and you know it, Lilith.”

I didn’t appreciate the runaround. Lilith didn’t have to come here and warn us of anything. I knew she had another purpose, and I didn’t have patience for it.

“True. Yes, I will help you, but I can’t be exposed. Not until the time is right.”

Fuck. The dance was beginning, and much as I wanted to believe we held the winning hand, Lilith had been negotiating for longer than I’d been awake. 

“Right for what? If we’re entering a deal, I have to know all the terms. If it’s a shitty deal, and most of them are, the victim has to be given a chance to back out.” I knew this from Below’s scanty lessons on contracts. Frankly, I’d slept through most of them, which is one reason I always relied on an imp. But I knew this detail, and I hoped it applied to contracts between demons. 

“Fine. I’ll keep you informed when I discover anything. I might not deliver it personally; I can’t spend too much time on Earth or he’ll get suspicious.” 

I snorted. Lucifer suspected everyone, all the time, and I said so.

“True, but unlike everyone else Below, I don’t owe him my existence.” 

“What?” Faith spoke for the first time in a while. “But you’re human!”

Lilith rose in a majestic display of fury, advancing on my angel. “How do you know that?”

Faith didn’t flinch. “Your aura. It’s the wrong color for a demon.”

Lilith jerked to a halt, surprised by the calm response. “It is?”

I looked with my second sight, and Faith was right.

“Forget something, Lil?” I risked the nickname, feeling slightly superior. Since I was a demon among humans, masking my aura was second nature. Lilith was human, so she didn’t need to hide while on Earth. Her aura was green, overlaid with a dark layer of smut from the imbalance her magik created. That didn’t matter, as magik-users inevitably accumulated smut.

“Perhaps.” She turned her attention to Faith. “What did you mean about me being human? How does that relate to Lucifer?”

“You’re not immortal—”

“How do you know?” There was a dangerous undertone to Lilith’s question, but Faith didn’t pay attention to it.

“Your aura. You’re human.”

Lilith nodded. “Go on.”

“Humans aren’t immortal.”

“Why not?” 

Faith paused before answering, stumped, and Lilith continued.

“Current humans aren’t immortal. I am. It was one of the Maker’s mistakes. That, plus giving me a mind of my own that didn’t listen to what my putative master told me to do.” She snorted. “Like I was going to obey that poxy, petty tyrant!”

“You’re immortal?” Faith finally managed.

“Is she usually this obtuse?” Lilith turned to ask me the question, and I dodged. I knew exactly how intelligent Faith was, but I had served Lilith all my existence. Answering her questions was a habit.

So was avoiding the entire truth.

“Lil, according to everything we’ve ever learned, humans are mortal. And you tell us you’re human and immortal? It’s challenging.”

Lilith tilted her head, acknowledging the point. “I suppose. I don’t broadcast the information; being known as the Queen of Hell has its advantages. My immortality has nothing to do with Lucifer and everything to do with the Maker. And, since it was granted to me by the Maker, Lucifer can’t take it away.”

The curtain fell away from my mind.

“You’re free to act!”

“To a degree,” Lilith agreed. Her smile told me she was pleased I’d figured it out.

My mind was spinning with possibilities. I needed to stall while I thought this through. “Then we’re back to the terms. You’ll get us information. What else? Will you protect us?”

“No. Not that I don’t want to,” she said ahead of my half-formed protest. “You’re a Thirteen, Kalili. If he can figure out a way out of this deal, Lucifer won’t touch you until he’s sure your secret is out. If he can activate you, you give him an upper hand in the War.”

I didn’t mention that we were bonded and activated Thirteens. I learn, eventually.

“But your angel? She’s fair game. Assuming the Head Office doesn’t pull her back.”

Faith and I shared a look and a quick exchange of thoughts.

“You think any threat will be aimed at Faith?”

Lilith nodded, confident in her conclusion. “I do. Oh, the Head Office wants you dead, Kalili. There’s no question about that. The order Faith had was absolutely genuine. But Below can’t be seen to protect you, either. If we do, we risk kicking the War to a more active state, and we’re not ready for that. You’re on your own.”

“And Faith?” I asked, but I knew the answer.

“It wouldn’t surprise me if there are agents out looking for her now, from both sides.”

Fuck. There was only one possibility. “We have to get out of Rome.”

“We just got here!” Faith’s protest was vehement. “Besides, where will we go that’s an improvement? We can stay hidden here for a while, can’t we?”

“Your angel—”

I whirled on my former mistress, fury radiating from me. “She is not my angel, Lilith. Her name is Faith, and she’s her own Lucifer-blessed person! That she’s chosen to be with me is the best thing that’s happened in six thousand years.”

I picked up on Faith’s mental hug while awaiting Lilith’s return volley. To my surprise, she didn’t have one, only a rueful smile that didn’t touch her eyes.

“Fair. Faith has a point. As long as you can conceal your auras, you may as well stay in Rome, at least for now. Maybe later, if you survive, you’ll be able to go elsewhere.”

The casual way she talked of our survival chilled me and a thought crystallized.

“Can you protect Faith? Hide her Below?” Now I had both Lilith and Faith staring at me. “I mean it. Surely, in your demesnes, Lilith, you can conceal her presence. And I trust you.” I added the last as icing, not entirely believing it.

Faith was speechless, but Lilith was faster to recover.

“What’s in it for me?”

“What do you want?” I countered. Asking her was nearly the equivalent of handing her my purse and asking her to help herself, but I had an idea of her price. It was crazy, but what Lilith had said about having freedom, self-agency, untethered from both Lucifer and the Maker? Her frustration at being bypassed and overruled regarding our fate? When she spoke, her words weren’t a surprise.

“Your support when I make my bid to rule Hell. With a Thirteen backing me, I can finally take that arrogant jackass down from his throne and do something right.”

Faith broke in with a bellow. “You think you’re leaving me with her?”

Then she spun and pointed at Lilith. “And you’re going to take over Hell?”

Lilith, who hadn’t experienced Faith in full Heavenly Host mode, backed away, immortality or no. “I’ll be back.”

She vanished.

Which left me facing a furious angel.

Not the place I wanted to be.

Time for some quick talking.
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I hurried to speak. “Faith, you can see what I’m thinking. It’s not forever, just until I can deal with the shitstorm up here.” I shut up then and concentrated on my plan, such as it was, so Faith could see my intent. “Faith, I don’t want you away from me, but it’s the only way I have to protect you.”

“I’m not as innocent as you think I am. Not any longer.” There was a sweet hint of memory to her words, which helped blunt the hurt and anger in her voice.

“No, you’re not, but I still have more experience on Earth than you.”

“As a demon.”

I thought that supported my case. “Exactly. I know all the dirty tricks. It’s what I am,” I pointed out.

“No, you’re a Thirteen. So am I.” Her tone softened. “You might know humans better than I, but neither of us knows shit about being a Thirteen. It’s all new, Kal. Avareth said we have powers that rival the gods. Well, when better to learn how to use them? And won’t we be weaker if we’re apart?”

I realized she had a point. What we’d learned from Avareth didn’t give us a complete picture of what we might be capable of. It barely sketched an outline.

“The rules have changed.” My words were half-whispered. 

“They have, but one thing we know for sure is that we’re capable of things as a pair we couldn’t dream of separately. Yes, we have to learn what those things are, but while we learn? Where you are, I am.” Faith’s voice dropped to match mine in volume, but remained intense. “We’re better together. Stronger. Remember? You complete me, Kalili, and I never want to be away from you!”

I swept her into my arms and held her. She made sense. More, my emotions agreed with her. I didn’t want her away from me, but a tiny voice kept whispering, asking if Lilith could shelter her? There was no question. I’d give up my existence to protect her. Even as I thought it, I felt Faith’s logic sweeping it away, and our emotions removed the last lingering doubts.

“Not an option,” whispered Faith into my ear. “We’ll find a way.”

We held each other for several moments before separating. 

“And I want to know about her plan to take over Below,” Faith said, still holding my hand. “She’s ambitious. I’ll give her that.”

“Never forget it,” I answered. “Lucifer is the Father of Lies, but everything he knows about the fine art of lying, he learned from her.”

A groan from the trussed imp brought me back to our more immediate issues. 

“Oh, fuck. Faith, we forgot about Cor. What are we going to do with him?”

Kill him, came the Blade’s seductive call.

“Send him Below?”

I shook my head. “We’ve talked too much. He’ll sell his information to the highest bidder. He’s an imp, and it’s what he does: make deals.”

Faith’s eyes took on a wicked gleam I’d not seen before. If I hadn’t known better, I would have called it demonic. 

“Deals? Yes. Let’s make a deal with your imp.” She covered the few feet to him in a heartbeat and hoisted him with a single hand. “What do you think, imp? You want to make a deal?”

He gurgled something around the gag. Faith, impatient, ripped it away, ignoring his cry of pain. “Try again.”

“Go fuck yourself, angel.” He spat at her. I nearly leaped across the room to rip out his tongue, but Faith held up her free hand. Her voice was a purr when she answered him.

“That’s Kalili’s job these days, imp. And you know something? She’s fantastic at it. Oh, yes, she fucks me better than anyone else could.” She licked her lips and grinned. “And I’d rather be in bed with her right now, but I can’t be, because some treasonous little imp has decided he’s going to screw up our lives. I wonder who that might be? And I wonder what trouble I’d get into if I simply ended your miserable existence?” She adjusted her hand and squeezed. “Think it might get me out of trouble with Heaven if I kill an imp?”

“Go ahead, you stupid angel. I’ll just regenerate Below.”

“Not necessarily, imp.” Now her voice was a menacing growl. “Kal, the Blade?”

I picked up Thakumis’ Blade and gingerly carried it to her. Coronatus, though he didn’t have a clue what it was, froze when I put it in her hand.

Give me his blood.

“Smart. This Blade will end you, imp. No regeneration, no paperwork, no chance to say anything to anyone. Think I’m bluffing?” She waved the evil-looking weapon before his nose. “We’ve used it. Onnirrech, I think he was called? Archdemon, about eight or nine feet tall, bad-tempered? Familiar with him?”

Cor nodded, eyes fixed on the curved blade.

“He won’t be archdemoning anymore. Kal took care of him with a single slice. What do you think this will do to you?” The tip flashed to within a finger of Cor’s nose before backing off. “I think you won’t even leave a grease spot. Want to find out?”

Coronatus, his eyes never leaving the knife, slowly shook his head.

“Then let’s make a deal. You tell us everything you know, burn all your bridges, and help us, and I don’t send you to the everafter. What do you think?”

I heard him gulp from where I stood.

“Deal,” he whispered.

For the second time that night, he was dropped to the floor.

“Good choice.” Faith handed me the Blade. I re-sheathed it and carefully put it far away from Coronatus, not trusting the imp.

“Coronatus.” Faith growled again, and I admired her mastery of it. In the past few days, she’d learned how to use that lovely voice as a weapon. Cor focused on her again, recognizing the threat. “Lest you think yourself safe when I’m not holding the Blade? I don’t need any special blade to kill you forever. Keep that in mind before you figure out how to betray us. One of us will end you. I promise you.”

He nodded, and I decided it was time to bring the discussion back around to the deal, instead of the fun of threatening him.

“Coronatus, you owe me information.”

He couldn’t have been more surprised if I’d told him he was to be named Emperor of Rome. “What?”

“Contract, Cor. You got your days off. Took them early, in fact, when we specifically said you’d get them after delivering the information.” Coronatus paled but didn’t speak. He couldn’t argue the point, so it was his best of a bunch of shitty moves. “Now I want the information you’re obliged to deliver. Or was that a lie?” I smirked. Contract law wasn’t my specialty, but I’d been around long enough to hum the tune. “If so, you’re in breach. I’ll bet there’s someone Below who’d like to discuss a breached contract with you.”

He paled. Contracts were his specialty, and he knew the penalties for broken contracts as well as any imp. It was what they did: put triggering conditions into the contract that the sucker couldn’t help but break. Then they’d collect the soul as a forfeit and not have to pay out. 

Below always won.

Now I used that to nail his impish ass to the wall.

“I’ve told you all I know!”

I shook my head. “Not nearly good enough. You told us we’re supposed to be dead? We knew that when Onnirrech tried to kill us. You told us it was a contract? We figured that out, and Lilith confirmed it. And that’s it. From where I stand, you still owe me. My deal with you involved the why. Do you have that, Cor?”

His head shook so violently I was afraid he’d spray grease from his long hair across the walls.

“Then our deal is incomplete. So. You belong to me until you learn why and report it to us.”

“They’ll kill me!” he wailed.

“So will we,” I countered, wondering who they were before pushing it aside. “Think of it this way, Coronatus. You might dig the information out of your usual slimy sources and get away with it. You can’t possibly survive not finding out, because we will make it our life’s mission to find you and end you in the most extended, agonizing manner possible.”

He whipped his head between the two of us and saw the determination.

“Fine. But I’ll need time.”

I didn’t need to consult Faith.

“Sundown. No later.” He opened his mouth to protest, but I continued, overriding him. “If you’re not here, I send the contract Below for collection.” I saw the ghost of a smirk on his face and changed course. “No, I’ll send it to Lilith. She won’t hesitate to invoke the penalty clauses.”

The smirk vanished. Faith silently stepped past him and opened the door.

“Get out.”

He got.

“Do you think we can trust him?” Faith asked, closing the door and latching it.

“Trust an imp? Not a chance. But he’ll make an attempt. I think he’s afraid of you.”

She dimpled. “I learned from you.”

“You say the sweetest things.”
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The first fingers of dawn were coloring the eastern skies, so we didn’t head back to bed, tempting though it was. Instead, we cleaned and dressed before venturing out of the chamber, hand in hand. I enjoyed the feeling of her fingers with mine, despite the potential danger.

Are you sure about this? Faith asked through our link.

No. Keep us cloaked.

Faith was better at invisibility than I, so she was tasked with keeping us hidden from human eyes on our way to Octavianus’ chambers.

Why there?

I needed to talk to Thia. If we were going to use the palace as our base, we needed Van’s permission. Since she was currently his favorite paramour, she’d be the best to convince him. I also knew we needed as many allies as we could scrape together. Thirteens or not, there were only the two of us, and our networks probably shriveled up like spiderwebs in flame.

I didn’t have a network to lose, Faith commented, reading the thoughts.

I smiled. Being linked to Faith took some adjustments, but I was learning. 

You didn’t have the chances I did. But we’ll see who’s still talking to me.

We successfully navigated the palace and arrived outside Van’s chambers again. Most of the staff were just starting their day, so we probably didn’t need to stay invisible or silent. That didn’t mean I was willing to give up our cover. Humans were unpredictable.

“Faith, can you keep us invisible while I phase us through the wall?” I whispered. No point in being too obvious.

“Yes.” Her reply was instant, and I felt her confidence. “I couldn’t do both.”

I had my doubts about that, but now wasn’t the time to push. “Fine. Here we go.”

I didn’t hesitate. I strode forward, tugging Faith along, into the wall and through. Phasing through a solid object was always fascinating. My eyes kept working, as did Faith’s, so we saw the inside of the stone and plaster this wall was made from. When we pushed through, we saw what I half-expected to see: Thia on her knees, Van’s hands gripping her hair.

Looks like she’s busy. I felt Faith’s giggle. We should wait.

Faith nodded, and then thought, What’s that like?

Um. I didn’t expect the question, but had an answer for her. I opened my memories of servicing Van to her.

Oh my.

He’s too impatient for it to be good for the person he’s with, I commented. If I was with the right man, I enjoyed it almost as much as he did.

I could feel her thinking as Thia moaned in apparent appreciation. There was a current to her thoughts, a current which I already recognized. I knew its flavor, and it meant Faith was trying to be daring. I was learning. 

What?

I was thinking...

I got that. What?

You can shapeshift.

I didn’t get the change of direction.

Yeah?

Can you, I mean, if you take on, oh, hell. Faith spluttered to a stop and opened her thoughts. In it, I could see her imagining me in Van’s role and she in Thia’s. I suppressed my surprise and gave her an answer.

Yes. Shifting bodies wasn’t fun. The severity of the change determined how much taaqat it cost as well as how difficult it was to manage. It wasn’t like rematerializing my wings, which simply required spending taaqat. My wings were part of my being, though, and so didn’t require my body’s alteration. What Faith was imagining was different. Shifting changed my structure to something it wasn’t supposed to be, and depending on how dramatic the change, it could be painful. Mostly, though, I didn’t like to do it because I was happy with the body I was in.

Shapeshifting to change my clothes? Easy. Since clothes weren’t part of my body, this was more akin to bringing my wings back, spending taaqat and little more.

Shifting my features? Not difficult, once I had a clear image of the features I wished to present. 

Shifting bodies? If the body I changed to was about my size, not terrible. Bigger or smaller or a different species? That was challenging and sometimes hurt. I’d changed into a dolphin once—special circumstances, don’t ask—and ached for a week.

But adding a bit of maleness? I could do that. I’d done that, actually. 

You want to be fucked?

Faith’s flare of passion was all the answer I needed.

Lilith take it, Faith, we’ve slept together twice and you’re already looking to try new things?

We haven’t slept once, she countered. And everything’s new to me. Her impression of Thia’s activities flashed into my mind.

I was amused at first, then a wash of irrational jealousy came over me. We’d been together for a few days and she wanted to change me?

No, no, no no no! I don’t want to change you, but I want to experience everything! Maker take it, Kalili, you’ve done it all, and I know it, and I’m greedy, I am, and I want it too, and I want it all from you!

My jealousy ebbed as quickly as it had arisen. Her passion, and her utter honesty, shone through her thoughts. I was thrown back to my first days, when Avareth took me under her wing. Now I knew she had ulterior motives, but then? I saw her in much the same way Faith looked at me now.

Arima bikia, I thought, and for a timeless instant there was an echo of our merge. It teased us with a hint of our eternal microsecond we were a Goddess before dropping us back to this existence, reeling from the intensity.

What? But we’re not—

I cut off Faith’s thought, equally stunned. We’ll talk about it later. 

I pulled myself back to our conversation. Could I do what Faith wanted? Of course, but could I do it in a way that satisfied us both? That was the question. I’d thought of a possibility, and I shielded it from Faith’s attention. If I could do this, I wanted it to be a surprise. Technically, I had two natural forms, either of which I could slip into or out of: my human form, and a demonic one. The two forms were similar enough that I could bring aspects of one into the other, such as my wings. My demonic self had a tail, which I thought was an unnecessary affectation, and so I kept it almost perpetually in a state of immateriality. But, since it was there, I could pull it into reality. That would be easier to manipulate than a new appendage would. I’d have to think about it. After.

He’s almost done. Then he’ll either collapse on the bed, or go clean up. Either way, we’ll bring Thia up to speed.

Sure enough, Van’s grunting grew louder, and we felt his human taaqat, pale and insubstantial compared to ours, flow into Thia. She was thorough. Thia pulled every drop from him, both physically and his energy, before releasing him. He staggered, drained and barely conscious, then collapsed to the floor. I dropped Faith’s hand and let the invisibility fall away as well.

“Damn, Thia, keep that up and he’ll be dead before he’s Pope.”

Thia swallowed and wiped her lips with the back of her hand before speaking. “I was wondering when you’d appear. You like to watch, angel?”

Faith blushed and I felt a rush of heat at the implied disrespect.

“Don’t be rude to Faith, Thia,” I warned. 

“Why not?” Thia snarled. “She was pretty fucking rude to me.”

Right. Gladius to the gut. I’d forgotten. Odd how that slipped from my mind, given the past few days. Still, I had a problem. How was I gonna patch this over?

“Oh, you haven’t officially met. Thia, this is Faith. Faith, Anathia, the Succubus you tried to kill.”

Faith’s flush darkened, and she winced. Then she stepped forward and surprised me.

“I’m sorry, Anathia. I thought I was doing the right thing, but I was wrong. Turns out, I don’t really know what the right thing is anymore. I’m glad I failed, if that helps?”

Faith’s honest sincerity broke through Thia’s hostility.

“I never expected to hear an apology from an angel,” she said with a touch of awe.

“I never expected to fall in love with a demon,” Faith countered. “Truce?”

Thia nodded.

“Truce.”

“And no, I don’t like to watch,” Faith added. “But we need to talk to you.” That was my cue, and I stepped past Faith, giving her hand a quick caress as I passed.

“About what?” Thia was suddenly wary. She covered it by stepping around Van and searching for wine.

“Get him to eat more fruit,” I suggested, knowing what her immediate issue was. “And we need you to talk to him when he recovers about me returning to the palace.”

Thia frowned. “I don’t know if he can, Kalili. I’m sure I can convince him, but he’s going to lose a lot of face if he rescinds his banishment completely.”

Now it was my turn to frown. A diminished Van wouldn’t do Below’s plans any good.

So what? Faith’s thought intruded into my mind. I could see how she’d think that, since we’d both been fired, but there were other aspects at play here. I answered aloud to include Thia.

“You’re right, Thia. It’s not good if we diminish Van. We do that, then Below’s going to worry their plan is going awry, and they’ll follow up with an investigative team. A duke of Hell, at least, with a coterie of demons as escorts.”

Thia nodded vigorously. “Right! I haven’t been around long, but I know I don’t want to be anywhere near one of their little fact-finding expeditions. Their interrogations usually end up with the witness dead, and I like my new assignment!” Thia’s objection came out more forcefully than she planned, perhaps, but I understood. Having a single source to corrupt and drain was far better than Succubi usually managed.

“I don’t want you dead or missing, either,” I agreed. “Okay, then. Solutions?”

I knew what I wanted: Thia on my team, digging as much as she dared into the whispers and rumors that had to be floating through Rome’s demonic community. But she had to suggest it, not me, or she’d never accept.

Faith spoke first. “We need to know what’s going on in Rome.”

Perfectly played, Faith! 

“Yes, but how? You heard—” I stopped myself before I said Lilith’s name. No point in spooking Thia. “That is, we can’t exactly go to the other demons.”

Making a show of reluctance which wasn’t entirely feigned, Faith suggested, “I don’t know the angels, but I could probably find them and ask.”

“Are you sure you can remain hidden?” I said, for Thia’s benefit.

“Most likely.” Faith added just the right note of hesitation to her voice.

“Oh, no,” I said. “No way. Faith, what if they...?” I let the incomplete question hang. Surely Thia would grab onto the unspoken threat. Right?

She did.

“I know an angel,” she said, quietly but with confidence. 

“You do?” My surprise was genuine. Angels didn’t usually associate with Succubi, and I wondered about the connection.

“Uh-huh. Zophiel. She’s nice.”

I was floored. Nice? An angel?

“You’re sure she’s an angel?”

Thia looked offended. “I can tell an angel when one speaks to me, Kalili.” She softened her tone, as if realizing she’d been too harsh. “Zo and I met months ago. I was tempting a priest, and she appeared to me after another unsuccessful attempt. She told me I wasn’t what he preferred, and I should try somewhere else. She was nice about it, Kalili, and we sort of came to an arrangement.”

My ears perked up. As we’d learned to our dismay, an arrangement with the Head Office wasn’t impossible, or unheard-of, but it was uncommon. If Thia had such a deal, then it meant the angel had a certain flexibility of thought which might be useful.

“Go on.”

“Well.” Suddenly she was reluctant to speak, so I encouraged her.

“Go on. It’s not like we’re going to run off and tell on you.”

Thia brightened. “That’s true! Hey, explain why you two are, well, together.”

“We will,” Faith said. “But first tell us about Zophiel?”

“Right. She didn’t want me tempting the truly good.”

“There aren’t many of them,” I muttered.

“No, and I think that’s one reason she was trying to protect them. Zo also didn’t understand how my Succubus curse works, that I got more taaqat from purer, cleaner souls, or that I need it to survive.”

Faith frowned. “Not to be cruel, Thia, but she should have stopped you and not cared whether you lived or died.”

Thia shot an angry glance at Faith, but nodded. “She should have, and she said so, too.”

“I don’t understand,” Faith said. I was lost, too.

“We made a deal. I stick to souls which were already tarnished and allow her to save me—”

I choked on the water I was drinking. “Save you?” I gasped.

“Save me. Or try to. Since I was human, I can still be saved. Theoretically. Zo laid it all out.”

I shot a “told you so” look at Faith, and she had the decency to blush at the memory of one of our few arguments. Not that I needed to be right; it was just nice to be vindicated.

“Go on. In return?”

“In return, she’d look the other way when I tempted, and get the other angels to stay away. That’s one reason I was unprepared for Faith when she...” Now I got how Faith—inexperienced, naïve, clueless Faith—could have done what she did. 

“When I shoved a gladius through your guts.” Faith was as remorseful now as she hadn’t been then.

Desperate to keep the conversation on this productive track, I said, “When do you see Zophiel again?”

Anathia didn’t object, evidently willing to move on. “Tomorrow. She doesn’t know about Van, but he’s already tainted, so I’m not sure she’ll object.”

“If it helps, you can tell her I added much of the tarnish, not that he was clean before I arrived.” Inwardly, I was thrilled. Tomorrow was better than not at all. And an angel, to boot!

Thia cast a look at the somnolent Octavianus. “I think you owe me a story.”

“And breakfast. I talk better over food,” Faith said, and Thia brightened. I was impressed with the speed Faith was picking up on subtleties of interactions.

“Me too! I’ll order some from the kitchens.”

Thia disappeared to make the arrangements. As soon as she was gone, I said to Faith, “Do you know Zophiel?”

“No. I don’t know any of them, remember? And they all stayed away from me when I came to Earth, too.”

That sucked, but I had another thought. “You never ran into her? Above, not here.”

“No?” She sounded unsure. “If I did, I don’t recall it.”

“Fuck.” We fell into a pensive silence. The more I thought of it, the less important it seemed. If Zophiel knew Faith and had good memories of her, great, but otherwise? It might be best if they hadn’t met. My musings were interrupted by Faith.

“I’ll try,” she said, hoping to lift my spirits.

“Thank you, love.” 

She dimpled.

“I like when you say that.”

“Thank you?”

“Love.”

I leaned in to collect a kiss. Our taaqats merged when our lips touched, and a part of my mind pushed and pulled them from one to the other, enhancing the sensations on a level no human would ever understand.
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