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Case 503: The Devil's Consort

Chris groaned in protest as the blankets shifted and cool air slipped beneath them. "Mmrf," he grumbled, still too asleep—too exhausted—to manage better. He got a soft, warm chuckle in reply, and then the blankets were rearranged so that he quickly warmed up again. Chris would have preferred to have a certain long, lean body still wrapped around him, but the blankets would suffice. "Grmf."

Another soft chuckle and his head was turned just enough for a soft kiss to be pressed to his mouth. Then a quietly murmured, "See you later, beautiful," and Chris heard footsteps walking away from him, muffled against the carpet. The bedroom door opened, then quietly clicked closed. He burrowed deeper into the soft bedding, pulling the blankets more securely around him and letting his sore, tired body relax again. Comfortable, sunk in the scents of sex and magic, Chris drifted off back to sleep.

The shrill ringing-buzzing of the alarm clock jerked him out of a pleasant dream a couple of hours later. Chris reached out and swiped at the alarm clock, annoyed when he knocked it off the nightstand, but satisfied that it stopped making noise. Dragging the blankets back up, he settled in for another ten minutes, reluctant to leave the comfortable bed.

Twenty minutes later, he finally forced himself to get up, grimacing as he threw back the blankets and was hit with a wash of cold air. He strode quickly across the soft, dark blue carpet and into the bathroom, climbing hastily into the shower as soon as the water was hot enough.

Half an hour later, he padded back into the bedroom, scrubbing at his hair with the towel until it was mostly dry. Opening his wardrobe, he pulled on a pair of red boxers, then his favorite pair of jeans, the denim dark and perfectly worn. He slipped on a plain black t-shirt, ran a comb through his hair, and sat down to lace-up sturdy black boots. Stuffing his essentials into his pockets, he snatched his black leather jacket from its hook by the bedroom door and pulled it on. Dressed for the night, he vanished downstairs.

He appeared just outside the main dining room of the Tantalus, the largest of the three interconnecting casinos that dominated the city, standing in its center like a neon castle.

"Chris!"

Turning, Chris spotted Doug across the room, seated at the end of the bar. Moving easily through the crowds that hastened to get out of his way, Chris slid onto a barstool caddy-corner to Doug and said, "So what's the case?"

Doug looked at him, amusement in his mismatched gold and green eyes. "Good evening to you, too."

Chris grunted and yawned, raking a hand through his dark blond hair and flagging down a bartender. Not one he recognized. "Coffee, black, please," he requested, and ignored the way the man's eyes bugged slightly as he took in the diamond ring on Chris's left ring finger. Turning back to Doug, Chris repeated, "So what's the case?"

Rolling his eyes, Doug said, "I'm surprised he didn't tell you himself."

"All he said was the guy's daughter is acting odd—our kind of odd—and the guy was a good friend for a normal, so he'd appreciate the favor."

Doug grinned. "Did you get the 'appreciation' in advance?"

"Why do you think I'm twenty minutes late?" Chris muttered.

Laughing, Doug said, "The client's name is George McGovern. He's a normal, owns several restaurants in the area, a few retail shops. Wealthy member of the city, regular guest to the casinos. Keeps a room on the twenty-fifth floor of the Tantalus."

Chris whistled. A room in the Tantalus wasn't cheap, and the higher the floor, the higher the cost. Floors three to thirty-five were all guestrooms. Thirty-six to thirty-nine were administration and special suites. Forty belonged exclusively to the owner, Sable Brennus. He owned all three of the casinos that dominated the city: the Tantalus, the Seraphim, and the Seventh Circle. Situated in the center of the city, they seemed to form a castle at the heart of a kingdom.

Which made perfect sense, seeing as Sable Brennus was not only the wealthiest, most powerful man in the city but was also the demon lord who had claimed the city and the surrounding land for miles as his territory.

"About two weeks ago," Doug continued, "McGovern's daughter started acting weird."

"Weird how?" Chris asked as he drank his coffee. When the bartender wandered by to refill it, he requested an order of pancakes.

"You do realize it's nine o'clock at night, right?" Doug asked.

Chris only looked at him.

Rolling his eyes, Doug flipped through his little notebook of meticulously written notes. "The daughter's name is Philipa McGovern—"

"What a name," Chris muttered.

"She's twenty-three, went to school for fashion, manages a couple of the stores her father owns. About three months ago, she broke up with a man she'd been seeing for roughly nine months. She caught him cheating."

Chris thanked the bartender for the pancakes, took a bite, and then commented, "Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, I'm going to bet."

"You'd win that bet," Doug replied. "George says Phil pulled out all the stops making the guy miserable. She turned his life into a living nightmare. She has connections and her father has connections, and she did not hesitate to use every last damn one of them. One month after being caught with another woman, he left town just to get some peace."

Chris drank his coffee. "But?"

Doug grimaced. "But two weeks ago, Phil abruptly decided to go on vacation, and George says she's been spending it at a fancy beach resort—with the ex."

"I don't see how this is our kind of weird," Chris said.

"Wait for it," Doug said, looking at him. "Have I ever mentioned you suck at patience?"

"At least three times a day," Chris replied. "Moving on."

Rolling his eyes again, Doug said, "George didn't like it. He says no way in hell would his daughter go back to this guy. So he did some poking around on his own, and long story short, they've both undergone one-eighty personality changes—and his eyes are gold. They should be blue."

Chris stopped with his coffee halfway to his mouth and set it down again. "Demon. He's been possessed. But why drag the girl into it? I wonder if he's got her spelled."

Doug grinned. "So I guess we're taking the case?"

"Obviously," Chris replied and finished his coffee. "Where is this place?"

"Quite a bit away, which was the first thing to tip off George. It's on the opposite end of the country, a private stretch of beach in wolf territory, few hours south of Desrosiers territory, west of Sampson territory."

Chris frowned thoughtfully. "So the demon might be poaching. Let's go, then. Do you know the place, or do we have to take the long way?"

"I know it," Doug said, tucking his little notebook away in his wool pea coat. Then he grasped Chris's forearm and they vanished.

They reappeared in a parking just outside of a club alive with neon lights, music, laughter, shouting, and talking. The night air was cool, but still stifling compared to the perpetual chill and wet of home, which ever showed the effects of being ruled by a storm demon.

"So this is wolf territory?" Chris asked thoughtfully. "I'm not familiar with this pack or even this corner of the country."

Doug reached into his jacket and pulled out his notebook. "Yes. Pack Blue. They're in heavy disorder right now due to the recent murder of the late alpha. Even the wolves can't peg who did it, and the candidates are all accusing each other. Until it gets sorted out, Blue has no alpha.

"So no one is really controlling the pack," Chris said. "What a pain. I want no involvement with pack politics if I can possibly help it. Our business here begins and ends with Ms. McGovern."

"I can't believe it's so warm," Doug said, stripping off his coat and sweater and magically banishing them. He was left wearing only his jeans, a dark blue t-shirt, and his brown work boots.

Chris did the same with his own leather jacket. "I hate the heat." He'd lived his entire life in his city, a place that almost never saw full sunlight because Sable Brennus was a storm demon and the foul weather was ever drawn to him. Chris had read, heard, that such weather depressed people and had other negative effects, but such had never been the case with him. Sunshine was hard, exhausting; he was eternally grateful that paranormals largely preferred the night.

He contemplated his left hand, the platinum band set with diamonds on his ring finger. The damned thing was flashy, impossible to miss even when he banked his power. The easiest thing would be to take it off, but he would never do that.

Shoving his hands into his pockets, Chris said, "Let's go."

Doug led the way, smiling and nodding at the people they passed. With his mop of copper curls, the freckles scattered across fair skin, and the guileless smile he had perfected over the decades, no one was better at playing 'I am cute and harmless' than Doug when he took on his human guise.

They were stopped at the door by a rough looking, but complacent werewolf. That was strange. Wolves without an alpha tended to show a great deal of restlessness, tension. "We're looking for someone. We just want in for a few minutes to find him."

"No invitation, no party," the wolf replied. "This is a private event."

Chris smiled and looked over the banister at the crowd below. Demons liked to be in the thick of things, but not actually a part of it. Born rulers and one of the enslaved races, they liked to be absolute lords of their territory, even before they had properly claimed it.

It took Chris only a moment to pick the demon out of the crowds of people crammed into the place. He was off to one side, on a couch that might as well have been a throne, in a raised seating area just off the dance floor. Next to him, all but lying on top of him, was a beautiful young woman that was probably Philipa.

Turning back to the wolf, Chris jabbed a finger in the direction of the demon. "You've got a demon down there. He's looking to poach. Shall we go fetch your three potential alphas and do this officially, or are you going to let us do it quietly?"

The wolf looked suddenly exhausted, worn out and just plain defeated. If the candidates were bickering, dragging them in to deal with a demon would probably only acerbate the situation, add another problem on top of a situation that was already messy. The demon would not go easily if confronted, and without an alpha, the wolves would not work well together to bring the demon down. The wolf waved them toward the stairs, then turned away to deal with another batch of people.

Chris took the stairs quickly, Doug on his heels, ignoring the looks and stares of the people they passed. They were out of place, given everyone else was wearing swimsuits and other such beachwear. It didn't help that most of them could probably feel some sort of power on him, even if they couldn't quite peg the nature of it.

The noise made it hard to hear, so Chris switched to thoughts. We need to determine why he's so hooked on the girl. I guess we'd better start with the nature of the demon itself.

Doug looked toward the demon, studying it thoughtfully, then around the room, before finally looking at the demon again. His mismatched eyes glowed in the dark light of the club. What I wouldn't give to see energies the way demons do. But look at him. Look at everyone around us. That's a seven sins demon, definitely, and I think I know which of the seven.

Chris nodded, inclined to agree as he looked the demon over more thoroughly. He'd possessed a very handsome man, someone good enough to be slapped on the cover of a magazine. He wasn't Chris's style, but he was attractive. His slacks and white button-down short-sleeved shirt were high-end, the quality obvious even in the dim lights of the club. Chris had zero interest in such ostentatious clothing, but he was very familiar with the ins and outs of it. The demon's gold eyes shimmered even at a distance. Chris had always preferred a smoky, silvery shine himself.

The woman was just as beautiful, if not more so. Chris knew less about women's clothing, but even he recognized her slinky little sundress as designer, as well as the high-heeled sandals she was wearing. It was the hair, though, that was most impressive. She had pulled it into several small braids, and then twisted them all together in an elaborate knot at the back of her head, securing it with jeweled hairpins.

Demons had immense power—power that could overwhelm them, prove too great, if they did not anchor themselves and bind the power to their territory, to the mortal plane. That immense power most often manifested itself via a particular element, aspect, or trait on the mortal plane. The most powerful demons typically had power that manifested as an aspect of the natural world; they were referred to as elemental demons.

Sable Brennus was an elemental: specifically a storm demon, one of the most powerful elementals. The demon across the room was more than likely a seven sins demon, which meant that he controlled some characteristic or personality trait, the most common of which fell under the classic Seven Deadly Sins: pride, lust, greed, envy, gluttony, sloth, and wrath.

To judge by the amount of bare flesh, the way everyone was all but fucking on the dance floor, and the unmistakable scent of sex…  I'm going to hazard he's got the most basic control over lust, Chris thought dryly.

Doug nodded. I'd put his age at right around a hundred, give or take a couple of decades, to be so cocky and flamboyant with his power.

He probably thinks the turmoil here makes for easy pickings, and he wouldn't be entirely wrong. But what's with the girl? That is what bothers me most. Why her?

I'll poke around, Doug replied, and without another word, slipped off into the crowd.

Chris moved to the bar, not in a hurry to draw the demon's notice. He ordered a beer and sipped it idly as he glanced covertly around the room, nothing more than a bored attendee.

Roughly half the club was wolf, which was and was not surprising. Gatherings like this were not normally a wolf thing, but with the pack in turmoil, instinct would draw the weaker members toward the dominant nature of a demon, the stability that seemed to offer. Wolves, unlike most abnormals, blended very easily into the normal world. Also unique to wolves was a complete lack of magic, minus their shifting. They were also amongst those abnormals with a more normal lifespan; most abnormals, including humans with abnormal abilities, lived for hundreds, even thousands, of years. It was a side effect of magic, of having abnormal blood.

Wolves had none of that. They were as normal in some respects as they were abnormal. Of the three territorial races—those abnormals that required large tracts of land and were responsible for all other inhabitants on that land—wolves were the only ones with short life spans and the most given to internal strife. The other two, vampires and demons, were solitary in nature. They typically had a small, tight circle of family and friends.

Demons could not have children, an effect of having to possess a human in order to have a body on the mortal plane. Vampires had always struggled with reproduction. Most couples were lucky to have one child, and two was considered a miracle. Wolves, by contrast, made up for their perceived weakness with numbers, with pack strength. But a good pack required a good alpha, and the drama and difficulties revolving around that issue were only completely understood by wolves.

Chris knew the basics, the things that everyone knew: the alpha position was determined by strength. It could be an inherited position, but that rarely happened. Strength was not merely physical, either, but an instinctive, inherent dominance that other wolves naturally sought out and followed. Combined with other qualities, it made for an ideal alpha. After the alpha came three potential alphas, selected for that same inherent strength. These were called the first, second, and third candidates, and upon the death of the alpha, it was most often the first candidate who took up the role—but pack was pack, and pack meant trouble could, had, and always would rise up.

A pack with no alpha and three bickering candidates was prime material for a demon looking for a territory of his own to claim. The first step for a demon to remain on the mortal plane was to possess a body, take on a 'mortal' form. The second step was to obtain a territory. But demons were usually free to wander until they were roughly two hundred, two hundred and fifty years old. No demon would settle down early; freedom was too precious a gift. Once bound to a territory, a demon could never leave it. Of all the races, demons were the most powerful, but they paid for that power by also being one of the enslaved races.

The way the demon was behaving he was young—too young to bother summoning. No demon was harmless, but even a mediocre sorcerer should have been able to control it. Yet here it was free of its summoner and trying to steal a territory from wolves in disorder. Where were the fucking candidates, that they didn't notice a poaching demon? It was probably for the best that they weren't there, if all they were doing was fighting, but then again if they had earned the place of candidate they should be capable of setting aside internal strife to deal with a threat to the territory.

They probably have their hands full controlling the increased 'fuck me' vibes in the air. I doubt they can find him or even pinpoint the problem exactly. Wolves are deplorable when it comes to magic, to the point they should be embarrassed.

Chris scowled. Stay out of my case.

But I gave it to you.

Exactly. Gave it to me. Mine now.

Soft, warm laughter washed through his mind, rich with affection. Yes, beloved.

The presence faded from him mind and Chris smiled faintly before turning all his attention back to his case. Reaching out, he snagged Doug's mind and said, Revise our hypothesis. Say he's not young and stupid—he's older and smarter. With so many wolves caught in his web…

The candidates probably can't figure shit out for being so busy keeping the wolves under control. It's always the most obvious answer, Doug replied.

Chris snorted. Seen one demon, seen them all.

Doug's laughter tripped through Chris's mind. Where are you, boss?

The bar.

A few seconds later, Doug appeared at his side. So the regulars say our demon and his lady are tight. Never apart, totally in love, everyone wonders if he's going to propose to her soon.

That's a crazy ass rumor to be floating around a beach resort.

Doug shrugged. Do you think she's his consort?

"No," Chris said flatly, slipping back into verbal speech. "Not a chance in hell."

"You would know." Doug glanced across the room again. "I do admit, they don't look like what I'm used to seeing."

Chris sneered. "He looks horny and smug. She looks enthralled. If they were really demon and consort, they'd both be scared shitless. Not to mention they'd be addressing it in private, not all but fucking on that couch in front of everyone." He looked at the couple again. "They're in lust, but not in love. She's not his consort."

"So what should we do?"

Weighing his options, reluctantly conceding what should be done, Chris said, "Watch for now, follow them if they leave. I can handle that. You go find the candidates."

"I thought you wanted to keep out of pack politics."

"I'm more concerned another demon might actually have a crack at putting down roots. We don't need this pack uprooted—or worse, overtaken by a demon. Wolves and demons should not shack up that closely. Do you want to see the results of a pack led by a lust demon?"

Doug shuddered. "I'll go look for the candidates." He vanished, leaving Chris alone at the bar again. Chris glanced across the room at the demon and his clearly enthralled companion. He half-wondered if the demon did think Philipa was his consort.

Except a demon always knew. There was never a doubt in a demon's mind as to his consort once he laid eyes on them. It did not matter what arguments or logic might be applied to the situation by others, a demon always knew.

They were here to save Philipa, whatever else they wound up doing. Chris hoped the damned demon had not used a love spell on her. If he had, there was no hope unless she truly fell in love with someone. Being a lust demon, though, Chris hoped that he was cocky enough to rely solely on his own powers.

Why her, though? Demons, upon possessing someone, usually cut all ties with the possessed person's life and started a new one somewhere else entirely. Much easier to 'kill' the victim and become someone new—not to mention that sensible demons usually tried to possess someone who would not be missed and who would not resist being possessed. Typically, that meant persons with minds that had snapped, people who had lost all will to live. The only exception was an occasional tendency of demons to possess the person who had first summoned and bound them. Sable had taken the body of a priest whose mind had snapped after enduring terrible brutalities. No smart demon ever commandeered the body of a person who would be missed, or who had not wanted to be possessed.

Chris frowned, turning ideas over and over in his head. He reached out and snagged Doug's mind. What are the only reasons a demon would act irrationally?

Doug promptly replied, Desperation to remain on the mortal plane. An accident in the initial summoning. A mistake in the possessing. Harm befallen a consort.

I'm going to whittle down that list, Chris replied. How goes with the candidates?

Amused exasperation rippled through Chris's mind. I've barely gotten started, boss.

Yeah, yeah, Chris said and left him to it, leaving the bar and heading across the room to go confront the demon—except he wasn't even halfway across the room when the demon and Philipa stood and exited out a nearby door.

Chris heaved a sigh and followed. Demon and girl just left out the back. I'm going after them.

Lemme know if you need backup, Doug replied. I'm attempting to track down First Candidate Jack, or at least that seems to be his name. No one has seen him for days.

That sounds ominous, Chris commented. Damn it. Keep me informed. Leaving Doug to his work, Chris slipped outside. The door led to a massive balcony with steps down to the beach proper. It was a beautiful night, even if he'd rather be enjoying it from his own room and not a beach on the far side of the country.

Yes, came the husky thought in his mind. Enjoying the view below while I pound—

Knock it off or all you'll be enjoying is a whole lot of nothing.

I cannot help if your thoughts are more interesting than my meeting.

That's what you get for being a prosperous businessman.

I thought being the one in charge meant I could leave the tedious matters to other people.

Stop whining. I should be back in a few hours, and then you can do whatever you want to me.

Lust and love and hot satisfaction, along with a cascade of tantalizing images, poured over Chris's mind, making him hiss. I will hold you to that, beautiful.

Stop distracting me, Chris ordered. Go away.

Laughter washed through his mind, and then was gone, leaving Chris mercifully alone. Taking several deep breaths of the cool night air, he focused on his job and not those distracting images. Reaching the stairs, he quickly descended to the beach. It appeared deserted when he reached it, and Chris frowned, annoyed he'd let himself get distracted and quite possibly lost his quarry.

Snatches of laughter caught his ear, followed by a shout. Chris looked down the beach to a cluster of boulders at the very edge of the sand. He headed that way, tensed for trouble, not liking the vibes he was getting as he drew closer. Magic was thick on the air, making his skin prickle. Something was definitely wrong. Chris turned invisible and slipped around the boulders.

He took in the situation before him, then reached out and snagged Doug's mind. I think I know why you can't find the first candidate. I think the second candidate is about to go the same way as the first. He sent Doug directions on how to get to him. Wait at the top of the boulders and be ready for a fight.

On my way.

A couple of minutes later Chris heard the sound of Doug's arrival a few feet behind him, on the side of the boulders, and then the scrap of claws as Doug scaled the boulders, the leathery flap of wings as they settled against Doug's back.

He turned his full attention back to the matter at hand. In the center of the clearing, four spell-controlled wolves surrounded a flat-topped boulder where a fourth was magically secured. Unlike the others, the fifth wolf was not enchanted. He growled and said, "You're not going to get away with this, demon. You try to possess me and you'll only wind up in a dead body."

"I hope not," the demon replied. "That's what happened to the first candidate, and it's nothing but a pain. I thought you candidates were supposed to be made of sterner stuff."

The second candidate said nothing, only growled again.

A botched possession, Doug said.

Yeah, Chris agreed. He's trying to find a more suitable host and obviously trying to take control of the pack at the same time. Sort of smart, but mostly stupid.

I still don't get the girl's involvement.

She's probably an anchor. If the possession was botched, then it's likely the demon can barely keep control of the body he's inhabiting. The victim's mind is probably fighting him every step of the way, but if he had it bad for the girl, then her presence probably calms the trapped mind and keeps him distracted. Chris paused and thought a moment. Actually, there's another possibility. It's entirely likely the guy agreed to be possessed in return for Philipa. If the demon promised he'd get the girl back, then the guy might have gone for it. When the demon's idea of 'get the girl back' proved to be bewitching her, maybe the guy started to fight back.

Guess we'll never know, Doug replied.

Chris pursed his lips. We'll see. There's still a chance I can get rid of the demon without killing him, although he might prefer to be dead when all is said and done. I'm going in, cover me.

Got it.

As the demon started to speak and his power increased with the pending changing of bodies, Chris dropped from invisibility and said, "I wouldn't do that if I were you."

The demon whipped around, the wolves growling at the sudden appearance of a stranger that none of their impressive, heightened senses had detected. "Who the hell are you?" the demon demanded.

Chris only smiled. "I was hired to save the girl."

The demon laughed. "The girl is mine. You may certainly try to take her, but it will only be a waste of your time."

"Thanks for the tip, but I'm going to try anyway," Chris replied, still smiling.

Laughing, the demon motioned to the wolves. "Get him."

The wolves moved forward—but stopped abruptly as something landed hard in the sand behind them. Almost as one, they whipped around, shifting, growling, snarling—

But they were no match for a full-grown imp with plenty of experience in dealing with angry wolves. Seven feet tall, horns more than half-grown, Doug looked like nothing so much as a giant gargoyle come to life when in his true imp form. His wings were folded against his back for the moment, and his mismatched eyes glowed in the dark, sharp points of gold and green light. He laughed as the wolves lunged at him.

Chris left him to it, focusing his attention on the demon and Philipa, who had been all but thrown to the side as the demon concentrated on Chris. The demon looked annoyed as the wolves cried and yelped in pain, then he abruptly launched himself at Chris, snarling—

—only to go straight through him and land with a splash in the couple of inches of water climbing up the beach. Standing up, covered in sand and soaked in water, he lunged again—going through Chris like he had before and barely avoiding slamming into a boulder.

"What the fuck," the demon snarled. "Living creatures can't do that!"

Chris smirked and said nothing. The demon sneered at him and called up all his magic, throwing everything he had.

It fizzled out completely as it reached Chris.

Silence fell as the demon started at him in disbelief. "What the fuck are you?"

Chris drew his hands from his pockets. His diamond ring shone in the moonlight and took on a glow as Chris said, "I am Consort to Cadfael, and he sent me to save the daughter of a friend. You hurt the woman and threatened a pack that has done you no harm. Go back to hell, demon." Chris's eyes flashed, like lightning behind storm clouds, power coursing through him. He threw it at the invading demon, who tried to counter, but he was no match for the consort of a centuries-old demon.

The demon screamed in rage, in agony, and then suddenly dropped to the sand, unconscious. Chris stopped and the magic in the air dissipated.

Doug picked his way over and around the unconscious wolves and helped the Second Candidate from the rock where he had been magically bound. Kneeling by the unconscious man, Chris let his magic ripple out, sensing, searching, but the demon was definitely gone. Chris sighed and shook his head—then slapped the guy, hard. He did it a second and third time, until at last the guy woke up. At first, his eyes were fuzzy, disoriented—but they snapped to alertness and he sat up with a jerk.

"Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit, oh shit, and oh my god—"

Rolling his eyes, Chris stood and turned to go deal with Philipa—and just barely got out of the way in time as she came barreling toward them.

"Now, Phily—" The guy's attempts to placate turned into a scream of pain as Philipa's foot connected hard with his crotch. Chris winced but did not feel sorry for the guy.

"You bastard," Philipa exclaimed, fury filling her face.

"Phily," the man gasped out. "I didn't—"

"Know? Mean to?" Philipa cut in scathingly. "I don't believe you."

"But I was—I was possessed or something, baby." He hobbled to his feet, one hand cupped protectively over his dick.

Philipa only gave him a scathing look. "I don't give a fuck. Knowing you, scumbag, you made a deal with the devil. It wasn't enough that you used me, deceived me, cheated on me—you had to get into this shit—you fucking bastard." She swung suddenly, punching him square in the jaw. When he reflexively raised his hands to protect his face, she kneed him in the balls again.

Chris laughed.

Philipa glared at the man hatefully. "Did you think, hope, that I wouldn't remember any of it? Everything you did to me? Everything you made me do?" Tears started falling then, and she kicked him over and over again, wherever she could reach. "I should have you brought up on fucking charges. Just wait until daddy gets hold of what's left of you. If I could put you in jail, you goddamn—"

She finally broke down then, dropping to the sand, sobbing into her hands. Chris knelt and draped an arm over her shoulders, hugging her lightly and taking hold of one hand with his own, squeezing it gently. "You're all right now, Philipa. I promise, he won't be pulling this sort of shit again."

Philipa looked up. "Who—who are you?"

"My name is Chris White," Chris replied. "Your father is good friends with Sable Brennus, who asked me to look into this matter. This is my partner, Doug." He motioned to Doug, who had resumed his human shape.

Philipa half-cried, half-laughed. "You're what, ghost hunters or something?"

"Something," Chris said and pulled her to her feet. "Are you all right, for the most part?"

Smiling weakly, she replied, "For the most part. Can I kick him in the balls again?"

Chris laughed and motioned. "By all means."

Striding over to her ex, Philipa kicked him hard one last time, seeming to be satisfied when he started to whimper and cry. "Asshole." She turned back to Chris. "What the hell is going on?"

Amused and impressed by the spunk she was showing, Chris said, "Doug, take her to the hospital. You can explain everything there. I'll catch up with you after I've spoken with Blue."

"You got it," Doug said and held out a hand.

Philipa took it after a moment's pause. She smiled hesitantly. "You have pretty eyes."

Doug smiled. "Thanks. You'd better close yours for now."

Slowly, Philipa obeyed, and then they vanished, Doug's magic taking them away.

Chris turned his attention to the Second Candidate, who rose slowly from checking on the last of his unconscious wolves. He looked at Chris and said, "What a fucking mess. All this strife nearly got my pack taken over by a stupid fucking demon. Is it true what he said, about Jack being dead?"

"Assuming Jack was First Candidate, I'm afraid so. My condolences."

The Second Candidate nodded, face filled with grief, but he only said, "Thanks. My name is Rick." He looked thoughtfully at Chris. "You smell of demon."

Chris held up his left hand, the diamond flashing. "I'm Consort Brennus."

"Ah," Rick said. "The consort they say is half-ghost, right?"

"The very same," Chris aid. "We did not mean to run roughshod over your territory—"

"Forget it," Rick said. "I wouldn't still have a territory, or a Pack, without you. We owe you and your demon a great debt, Consort. You may call it in at any time, for any reason. Blue will honor it."

Chris shook hands. "Thank you. Good luck restoring order."
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