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BEYOND

An old ally turns enemy and puts Phoebe’s redemption in jeopardy.

Phoebe’s next job from Fate isn’t one that will count towards salvation. It’s to clean up the mess the Fae made following her directive.

It’s a tall order considering the slaughter has made it onto the public news.

With war between the Fae and demons exploding all over Manhattan, Phoebe navigates the fine line between bounty hunter and peacemaker. Unfortunately, she has never been good at discouraging violence.

Her old taskmaster from Hell gathers the demon forces together for the next battle, one that would make his ascent to Hell’s throne possible. And he wants Phoebe strapped to a table screaming for all eternity for her betrayal.

Phoebe must stop him before he opens a two-way portal from Hell to Earth, even if it means sacrificing her own soul.
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The news called it the biggest mafia hit since the days of Al Capone.

Phoebe could not have predicted the cascading effects that resulted from her encounter with the Fae leader. She had breathed a sigh of relief in simply knowing she had saved the day and stopped a potentially apocalyptic partnership. It wasn’t until dozens of demons were found dead in Club 66 that the true consequences for Fae to stop consorting with demonkind were revealed.

To say the Fae had taken her seriously was the understatement of the century. Without warning, they slaughtered all the demons on their premises. Unfortunately, in their haste to execute orders, they didn’t allow for time to clean up the mess, nor did they wait until the place had been free of humans.

Club 66 hadn’t been the only nightclub affected. All over the East Village, demon blood painted the walls. The Fae disappeared before the police descended, and the media pounced on the unusual massacre, sensationalizing it. Every media outlet in the city seemed to be broadcasting details of the public execution.

If that had been the worst of it, Phoebe could have held her breath and waited out the storm. But death and destruction refused to end there. Demons fleeing from the Fae onslaught, without their magical anchor to Hell, went rogue, killing whatever they could to sustain life topside.

“New York City has become the center for demonic and magical death on Earth. A fact that cannot be ignored,” Fate groused as she paced anxiously around Phoebe’s living room. Her bouncy blonde hair swung behind her like a shampoo commercial with every sharp turn she made.

“There was no way for us to know this would be the fallout,” Phoebe explained.

“That no longer matters.” Fate’s expression hardened, revealing frightening levels of rage behind the diminutive entity’s youthful face. “We have to clean this mess up. Humans cannot know the truth. They cannot find dead Fae or demons. I need you out there.” She slashed a finger towards the window.

Daylight still glowed through the paper-thin curtains. Any hope Phoebe had of relaxing before her shift started at the clinic disappeared. It was all well and good for Fate to demand she clean up the city, but what Fate was asking was a logistical nightmare. No one had a count of how many demons had escaped from Hell during the breaches. Phoebe was tough, but she was only one person.

“What exactly do you think I can do?” She let her frustration slip out and instantly regretted it.

Fate threw her arms up in the air with an exasperated sigh. “Eliminate as many demons as you can. Quietly.”

Her flustered, overexaggerated mannerisms were far from the normal controlled and domineering attitude Phoebe had come to expect from her ethereal boss. It was like they had switched places.

Even if Phoebe knew it to be impossible to round up and eliminate all the demons in New York City, it wouldn’t do much good to point that out.  “Fine.” She met Fate’s gaze head on. “What about my contract?”

Fate’s pacing came to an abrupt stop. She crossed her arms and glared straight into Phoebe’s eyes. “Seeing as how this is a direct result from your last job, I think it falls under the cleanup clause.”

“Wow. We’re going there, are we?” Phoebe ground her teeth. Just when she started thinking Fate might come through in the end with redemption, she yanked it out of reach, just like Lucy and her football in those comics Adam read each morning. “More freebies. Dangling that carrot pretty far out of reach again.”

“I wouldn’t exactly say they were freebies. Can you tell me beyond a shadow of a doubt that you performed your duty with full intent to atone for your sins?” Fate eyed her as if she knew the truth.

A knot suddenly formed in Phoebe’s throat. Busted. She’d tried to gulp it down with the rest of her guilt. Seeking Furcas out with the intention to make a deal in exchange for his knowledge of how to take down the Fae had been about as underhanded as she could have gotten.

Fate’s glare pierced straight into the empty space where her soul should have been.

Phoebe sighed and dropped her gaze submissively. “Yeah I guess I should help clean up the mess.”

“Don’t think of it as a waste of time, or that it doesn’t count toward your redemption as a whole.” Fate’s voice softened, but it wasn’t enough to take the sting from her words. “This is part of the process. The city needs to be safe. Demons cannot be allowed to run free. You know this.”

“Yeah. I know. I’ll see if I can get some patrol time between shifts at the animal clinic.” She wiped her face, wondering how often she would be arriving at the clinic in need of Adam’s stitch-up services instead of being ready to do her job and take care of the animals. “I’m not sure Adam will like this, though.”

“Do you want me to speak with”—Fate’s voice faltered—“him?”

Phoebe looked up to find her covering her mouth as if she were about to cough. “I’ll do it. Are you okay?”

“Fine.” Fate took a steadying breath. “Just caught a whiff of something. Do you have a litter box?” She glanced around the neatly kept apartment.

“No.” Phoebe stared curiously. “Sorry.” She couldn’t imagine Smoke using a litter box. Though she had never really given much thought to how he relieved himself.

“Must be this apartment, then.” Fate fanned herself. “It stinks.”

So much for polite conversation. Phoebe found herself oddly more insulted by Fate’s remark about her apartment than anything else she’d said. Phoebe took great pride in her personal living space and had cleaned it two days earlier, on her day off. But as with all the other things Phoebe did, it was clear nothing was good enough for Fate.

“Let me just add that to my to-do list,” Phoebe said with a little more exasperation than she had meant.

“Don’t be smart.” Fate’s eyes watered. She took a breath and held it as she stood, still fanning herself as if that would get rid of the mysterious stench.

Fate wasn’t the type to be rude just to get under her skin; that was Smoke’s job. Her ethereal boss could be pretty obnoxious when she wanted to, and employed that skill with relish whenever she was unsatisfied by Phoebe’s performance, but the way she was acting at that moment was especially odd.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Phoebe asked.

“I don’t know. I was fine a second ago, but... what is that awful smell?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She sniffed loudly and shrugged, unable to detect anything off. “This place smells just fine to me. So, when you figure it out, let me know. I have to get to work, and apparently I’m trawling for demons on the way.”

“Do that. I’ll be keeping an eye on you.” She disappeared in a swirl of air and light, leaving Phoebe searching around her apartment for the phantom offending odor that had driven Fate away in such a huff. If she knew what it was, she’d have it on hand for the next time Little Miss Taskmaster showed up with rude comments or more work to pile on her.
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True to her word, Phoebe headed out on patrol before her shift at the animal clinic. She hadn’t had a reason to visit Club 66 since her encounter with the Fae leader, but with Fate’s demand that the demon situation be taken care of, she figured it was the best place to start.

The magical barrier tingled across her skin as she closed in on the building, but the electronic drum and bass music no longer echoed in her chest. The front door wore sashes of police tape as warnings to others that this was not a place they should enter, but Phoebe knew the Fae still called it home. The magic she felt was proof of that.

She hoped they would uphold the second half of the edict she’d given to the Fae leader, and that they would treat her with respect. The alternative was a frightening possibility because she was neither entirely human nor was she a demon, and this was their territory.

Phoebe headed around to the back of the building and knocked on the service door. She bit her lip and shifted her weight as she waited.

A small window slid open revealing a pair of green eyes. “Oh, it’s you,” a voice said before the door unlocked and opened. “Come te check on us, have ye?”

Uncanny how Fae glamour made them all doppelgangers. She had yet to meet a leprechaun with anything other than a lithe form that belied their strength. Handsome as they were dangerous, all had the same mop of red hair flowing seamlessly down their jawlines to a small, neatly kept beard. Every single one she had seen had piercing green eyes, beautiful as they were dangerous. They reminded her of Smoke. His, too, carried that same unnatural allure.

Phoebe had learned the truth about their glamour when she spoke the Fae leader’s name and he was forced to reveal his real form, but it was still unsettling to never truly know who was who when dealing with them.

She swallowed her unease and offered a friendly smile. “In a way, I guess, yes.”

“We ain’t dealing double on ye.” He met her gaze dead-on, his expression far from friendly. “The hellspawn are all dead. We’ve kept up our end of the bargain.”

She almost laughed but stopped herself from making a potentially insulting mistake. Instead, Phoebe forced her poker face to stay in place. She had told the Fae leader to cut all ties with the demons, not slaughter them. But, as Smoke had told her plenty of times since the news came out, her lack of clarity had given them the latitude to accomplish that task in their own way.

The leprechaun hadn’t made a move to attack her, so they were honoring the second part of her directive to treat her with respect. Phoebe could count her blessings for that. But the leprechaun didn’t appear all that happy to see her.

“That’s kind of why I’m here.” She relaxed her arms at her sides, letting her palms show so he would see she was not looking for a fight. Anything to maintain neutrality. For all she knew, there could be more of his people waiting out of sight. “I appreciate your efforts to show that ties have been cut, but there is a problem with the humans, specifically the police. They’re a little too close to the situation.”

“Don’t ye be coming down ‘ere and eatin’ the head off me.” He swatted the air as if to shoo her away. “Humans ain’t the full shilling, not by a long shot. Wouldn’t know a dog if it bit ‘em. Feck ‘em, I say. Fae business ain’t none of theirs anyway.”

“That’s kind of how humans are.” Phoebe shrugged. She couldn’t argue his point. Not that she completely understood all the words the leprechaun was saying. She, however, got the gist. No one cared much for how the humans factored into the dealings of the other realms. Still, Fate had made this her business, so she had to make it theirs. “They like sticking their noses in everything. Even if they shouldn’t. The problem is when they catch wind of lots of killings happening in their city, they feel the need to stop it.”

“That’s grand!” He laughed spitefully. “Let ‘em go foostering about makin’ bags of it, then. More of them will die than us. That I can assure ye.”

“What I mean is, the deaths have to stop. Leave the demons to me.” She nearly caught herself saying please in an effort to maintain civility but remembered Smoke’s warning about using language that could be construed as a request or deal-making. Being direct was the only way to talk to the Fae.

“Look ‘ere, lass.” He crossed his arms, glaring hard into her eyes as if trying to see straight through to her mind. “We gave ye our word we’d cut ties with the hellspawn. We’ve honored that. But yer full of shite if ye think ye can go ordering us about.” He shook his head, muttering, “Cute hoor, telling us when and where we can defend our territory.”

“That’s right. I did give an order to your people, but I don’t consider it fulfilled, given the circumstances. Leave the demons be.” Phoebe struggled to control her annoyance. “I'm working to ensure they do the same to you.”

“But they ain’t,” he replied sharply. “Scooped up me brother just last night.”

“They took him?” Her jaw dropped. That was the last thing she wanted to hear.

“Aye. Made a holy show of it. Hauled him off in iron chains.”

Concern bubbled up to the surface. She’d seen the effect iron had on the Fae. She looked around and behind her as if expecting to see someone else there. “Where are the others?”

“Hunting, I’d gather.”

Great. That meant more deaths were coming, but she really couldn’t blame them. Not if the demons were encroaching on Fae territory and openly attacking their people. “Do you know where?”

“If I knew that, I’d not be here effin’ and blindin’ while me mates were off looking for a row without me. I’d be crackin’ on te millie up with ‘em, but someone had to bunk off, in case the chancer found his way home.”

Phoebe felt partially responsible for the missing Fae. She’d only intended to stop them from working together, but if things continued the way they were, tensions could boil over into an all-out magical war. “What’s his name? I’ll search.”

“Ask me arse!” he snapped at her. “You havin’ a go at me? Think I’m some kind of eejit?”

Phoebe realized a moment too late that she should have worded her request better. “That’s not what I meant...”

“Learned one name and made hames with it. Kicked us in the bollocks if ye ask me.” He scoffed. “You’ll not be trying that little trick again.”

She took a moment to calm herself before replying, hoping the genuine good nature in her tone might smooth out the Fae’s anger toward her. “I just wanted to know who I should search for.”

“You’ve arsed things up enough. Away with ye now! I’ve shown you the respect I promised. My debt has been paid whether you agree or not.”

Phoebe held up her hands and backed up a step. “I’m not here to make enemies. I’m trying to uphold my own debts by cleaning up this city.”

“Do yer faffin outside, then. And be warned, our business with you has concluded. You’re not welcome amongst the Fae. The next time ye darken our door will be your last.”

“Your warning is understood.” Phoebe backed away, keeping the Fae in her line of sight in case he wanted to make good on his threat.

He slammed the door in front of her.

Good riddance. She hoped to never have a reason to darken that doorway again.

But she had learned one thing. If demons were kidnapping Fae, that meant Furcas was involved. And she knew exactly what his motivations were. There was only one problem. She didn’t have a clue where she could find him.

Fate had tasked her with hunting demons. Seemed only fitting that she put Furcas at the top of her list.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3

[image: ]




Phoebe made it into work with time to spare before her shift started. She crossed to the locker room as the technicians from the day shift filtered out, nodding their hellos as they gave her a wide berth. The knives sheathed at her thighs, more often than not, deterred small talk. She didn’t even know their names, just their locker numbers, which was fine with her on most days. After the frosty reception with the Fae, though, getting the same unwelcome response from her human coworkers played havoc with Phoebe’s ego.

She smiled at them politely, but that did little to engender goodwill. The two women left the room in a rush, whispering to each other. Meanwhile, Phoebe’s cheeks burned from holding her false smile.

“Another perfectly executed human interaction,” Smoke commented lazily from above her.

“I tried.” She shrugged and turned her attention to the grey and white tabby perched on the lockers.

Smoke stared down at her with curiosity in his eyes. “I smell Fae on you.”

She couldn’t tell if he’d meant it as an accusation or simply a passing comment. Either way, he wasn’t wrong. “Would have been helpful if you had told me you could smell Fae earlier.”

“Let me rephrase that.” He blinked those acid green eyes at her twice, lifted his nose, and sniffed. “You smell like that club.”

“I stopped by on my way here,” Phoebe replied, banking on Smoke’s usual tendency toward casual indifference unless something affected his nap schedule. With any luck, he wouldn’t press for too much information. She didn’t feel like recounting Fate’s newest directive along with the information she received from the angry Fae.

“It’s nowhere near the path you’d take to get to work.”

Of course the one time she wanted him to drop the subject, he’d need to know every mundane detail. Phoebe groaned softly. “Keeping tabs on me?”

His head tilted and his eyes narrowed. “You’re acting odd. Not keeping secrets, are you?”

Her thoughts immediately shifted to Furcas. She hadn’t told Smoke about the connection between the Fae and that particular demon. Had he figured it out? Smoke stared through her as he waited for an answer, and the longer she remained silent, the more suspect she became.

“I... uh...” She threw her hands up. “Okay, fine. Fate stopped by today and mentioned the whole”—she finger quoted—“mafia murders were drawing too much attention. So, I stopped by to see if I could use my newfound influence on the Fae to get them to calm down.”

“And they said no, I’m guessing.” Smoke yawned and laid his head down as if growing bored with the conversation.

“Pretty much.” She slipped off her shirt and put on her Animal Haven-branded scrubs. The one item of her wardrobe she could always count on to be clean and free of demon blood.

“Did you honestly think you could pull the same trick twice with the Fae?” he added with mocking laughter.

She exchanged her boots with the black work sneakers stowed in her locker and sent a scathing glare up at Smoke as she tied her laces. “Actually, I was hoping to appeal to their sense of decency and honor.”

“I’m not even going to justify that with a response.”

Something had his snarky attitude turned up to eleven, and it plucked her nerves as well. “Look. Not everything needs to end in bloodshed.” 

“This from Hell’s former elite torturer.” Smoke chuckled softly.

“Hey. I tried the nice approach.” Ornery little shit! At least he wasn’t pressing her for more information. She stuffed her bag inside her locker and then unsheathed her blades. “And when that doesn’t work...” She smiled at her daggers, twirling one so Smoke could see before she carefully laid them both on top of her bag in case she needed to grab them quickly. As much as she professed pacifism at that moment, she did love every opportunity she had to use her knives.

“Admit it, you like a good fight,” Smoke said.

Dammit. He knew her too well, and sometimes she swore he could read her mind. Thank goodness he couldn’t. She’d be in so much trouble. “I do like the action. I enjoy the way my heart races, and the thrill of victory. But I could do without the messy bits.” She snickered and closed her locker.

“You’ll get plenty of that if Fate wants you on the job,” Smoke replied.

“Speaking of Fate, did you mess in my apartment somewhere?” She speared Smoke with an inquisitive glare.

“Excuse me?” He reared back as if she’d swatted him. “I don’t mess inside. Ever.” Indignity resounded in his every word.

“It’s just Fate said she smelled something bad. Whatever it was seemed to make her turn a little green. So...” Phoebe fought to suppress a smile from revealing her amusement at his indignation. “I had to ask.”

“The only thing your apartment smells like is a little too much of that lemon detergent you’re so fond of. But that isn’t exactly unpleasant.” He licked his paw and ran it over his head, starting another of his cleaning regimens. “Are you sure you threw out all your old bloodied outfits?”

She nodded. “I’m sure. You would have told me if I still had something like that around. I swear you’re worse than I am in the cleanliness department.” She had cleared out all her ruined clothes and dropped those in the building incinerator along with the garbage for the week. However, Smoke was right about the messy side of her job. Whenever Fate gave her a task, there was at least some bit of bloodshed to follow.

She needed to change her focus from Fate’s directive to her paying job. Animal Haven was the one place where she felt she truly belonged, despite the way the day staff treated her. The last six months topside hadn’t done anything to make her truly feel as if she fit in with humans. But in helping animals, she had found her true calling. Her furry friends accepted her without reservation, and in a small way helped heal the empty space where her soul should be. And if Fate ever did return her soul, she knew she would still feel at home with the animals.

“How's it looking in the clinic today?” she asked, trying to redirect the conversation.

“What? Am I your secretary now?” Smoke snarked as he lifted his back leg to clean his lower half.

Well, maybe not all animals accepted her unconditionally. Smoke might look like a cat, but he was something else entirely.

“Pardon me for interrupting your bath time, oh great one. I didn’t realize that my request was such a huge imposition.” It was a good thing he picked such a lofty perch, especially in times like these where she really had to stop herself from knocking the furball down. He deserved it, cantankerous little beast that he was.

“You should be sorry.” Smoke closed his eyes and defiantly turned his head away as if erasing her from his sight removed her presence altogether.

Phoebe grumbled softly and left Smoke behind as she headed for the kennels where animals that would be genuinely happy to see her awaited.

She found Adam already working when she arrived. His dark hair obscured his eyes as he read from a clipboard in his hand, checking the food logs for the pups in boarding. He was one of the nicer-looking men she’d met since coming topside, and he had a heart bigger than anyone she’d known in her entire existence. She couldn’t be more thankful for their chance encounter and the joy this job had given her.

“Hey, boss. How’s today looking?” she asked.

Adam turned, greeting her with a genuine smile as he set his clipboard on the counter. “It’s going to be an easy night, I think.”

“Amen to that,” she cheered. “And don’t you look happy. How’s Samantha?” The answer was obvious from the sparkle in his eyes.

“We’re good. She’s good. It’s all...”

“Good?” Someone must have gotten laid. Phoebe chuckled under her breath, but a little part of her envied him and his relationship with his girlfriend. “I couldn’t tell.”

“That obvious?” His cheeks flushed. He turned away coyly and refocused on his clipboard as if it were the most important thing in the room.

She hadn’t meant to embarrass him. He, of all people, deserved to be happy, and seeing that brought her more joy than she could express.

“You’re glowing. In a good way.” The moment the words tripped off her tongue, Phoebe realized how awkward they sounded. “I mean, you’ve had a spring in your step since... you know.” She stopped herself before she dragged the Fae back into the conversation and put a damper on all the good energy floating around the room.

“And let me tell you, I’m so glad to be done with all that business.” His tone had a sharpness that spoke to the pain their last mission had caused him and his girlfriend.

Definitely not the time to bring up Fate’s new mission, though Phoebe doubted Adam could have avoided seeing the news about the massacre at Club 66. If he could pretend, so could she. “Yep. Done. Totally done.”

He met her gaze, and the smile that had been so natural when she’d stepped into the room began to falter. “Fate stopped by, didn’t she?”

Well, that went downhill quick. Her shoulders slumped. She scrambled for something, anything she could say to turn the mood of the conversation around and came up empty. “Yeah. You know how she is. Always popping by.”

“Because of the club?” His lips quivered, revealing the truth—he had seen the news. How could he not have?

She hadn’t meant to worry him or sour his mood. “Nothing for you to concern yourself with.” Even her assurance came out weak. Who was she kidding? Until she earned her redemption, she was never going to be free of demons and dangerous missions. And the way Fate kept using her for freebies, she might never have a hellspawn-free existence.

“You always start with that, and it’s never true.”

She couldn’t blame him for the suspicion in his tone. He’d only had a day of reunited bliss before the massacres began. A single day before the damn media and their twenty-four-hour news coverage stripped them of that warm sense of security. And the blame fell squarely on her shoulders. He deserved better than that. She had to make sure he and his girlfriend were completely out of harm’s way this time.

“No new redemption jobs.” Phoebe tried to hide the grumble of annoyance in her voice. “Not yet at least. Fate just wants me to keep an eye on the fallout and try to contain it the best I can. I’ll be doing a little extra patrolling between shifts here. Nothing too big. Nothing you need to worry about.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it.” Skepticism soured his tone.

Phoebe forced a smile on her face, hoping that might help emphasize her message. “I’ll tell you when it becomes something more. For now, I’m just keeping a closer eye on the neighborhood. So don’t write me up if I’m a little late getting to work. That’s all. Okay?”

Adam heaved a heavy sigh and headed for the door. “Number four needs more water.”

She had to expect as much. Her first assignment from Fate nearly cost him his soul. Her second job, six months later, nearly ended in disaster after Samantha had been kidnapped. He’d been put in the line of fire both times, all because he wanted to help her earn redemption. She needed to do something to ease his mind about the danger. Remind him that their safety was her number one priority. But how? Every free second of her day was accounted for. Fate had her on extra patrols. The clinic was a full-time job. She had to sleep sometime.

Was this what it was like to be human? Juggling a too-full schedule day in and day out? No wonder everyone walked around the city like a zombie. No one ever seemed to notice what was going on while they marched to and from their homes and jobs. That was probably the only bit of peace they got. In a way, it was comforting to know she wasn’t alone in being stretched so thin, but in another soul-crushing way, it confirmed that even if she did get her soul back, she wasn’t earning herself any kind of reprieve.

How had her thoughts gotten so dark? Phoebe heard the whimpers of her furry friends calling out to her from the locked cages. Maybe they sensed her mood? Maybe they wanted to cheer her up? She looked into the kennel and saw empty water dishes. Maybe they were just thirsty.

Time to get to work!
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As promised, the night had been easy. No emergencies. No stitches. No surprises at all. And the extra time she had gotten to spend with the pups in for boarding helped her mood tremendously.

Phoebe left the clinic, exhausted and ready for a date with her bed. She lumbered along the path toward her apartment, watching the shops flip their signs from closed to open. Daylight was dawning on the city, and she hoped to get home before sunlight stole what little chance she had at getting rest. Blackout curtains were on her shopping list. Just as soon as her budget allowed for it. The hardest part of working nights was fighting the pull of the sun when she desperately needed some shut-eye.
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