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      Betrayal sat heavy on my mind like the coat of frost that glazed the middle of the street I walked.

      The majority of the street lights had been busted out by gangs and juvenile delinquents who lived in the shabby townhouses and apartments on either side.

      “Hey, Mamacita,” a man called from one of the porch stoops. “You’re out of your home territory.”

      At four in the morning, I’d assumed I’d have the streets to myself. In this part of the west side of Chicago—even though it was officially winter—that wasn’t the case.

      I barely glanced his way. In my short skirt, thigh-high boots, and leather jacket, he naturally assumed I was a working girl who wandered far from her city street corner.

      As it was, I was a fair distance from my regular stomping grounds, but I was chasing a lecaro demon. Case number one hundred and fifty-one on my Sweet Investigations list and my fifth one to chase down since nightfall. I was cold, hungry, and ready to call it a night, but I also wanted to check this one off my to-do list before sunrise.

      I ignored the ill-mannered man and kept walking.

      He was not easily deterred. “Dangerous for you to be out here alone.”

      “The night is full of terrors,” I muttered, quoting the Game of Thrones line for my own amusement. I didn’t care for the series, but Maddy, my young vampire protégé, was always sending me memes from it.

      “What’s that?” the man called. I was nearly even with the porch now. “Why don’t you come over here and—” He finished in Spanish, but I got the drift when he grabbed his crotch and thrust.

      I didn’t have time to teach him a proper lesson on manners, and he wasn’t bright enough to understand he was playing with fire.

      Or a demon, in this case. “Careful,” I said, continuing on my way, “or I’ll remove your dick and feed it to you.”

      I should’ve known he wouldn’t let that challenge pass. I heard his footsteps behind me, coming up quickly. A couple more sets joined his, some of his buddies who’d been hidden in the shadows and were itching for a fight.

      Pelvis guy cut off my progress by stepping in front of me. He shoved me back, his homeboys closing in around him to form a barricade. “What did you say to me, Mamacita?”

      Volante, my whip, squeezed around my arm where she was wrapped, letting me know she was ready for action, too. Her handle slid into the palm of my hand. “I’m not your Mamacita. Move or you’ll be dog meat.”

      A snide grin spread across his face, and he turned to his friends. “Did you hear that? This little thing thinks she can take me.”

      All the men chuckled. A variety of weapons appeared in their hands—chains, switchblades, and one even had a baseball bat.

      “‘This little thing,’” I mocked, “has better things to do than teach you manners. Get out of my way, or I will.”

      The smile fell from his face, and he took a step toward me. If I’d had more time, I would’ve played with him and his friends. Made them beg for their lives.

      As it was, my demon simply wanted blood, and I was keen to give it to her. I let her rise; the moment his eyes locked with mine and mine went full-on black, he hesitated. My turn to smile. “You should be more careful who you try to intimidate and threaten.”

      He hadn’t attacked me yet, and as a vengeance demon, I couldn’t take revenge for myself—only for others. Still, I was happy to defend myself. I touched my ring finger to my thumb, forming a protective bubble, then flicked magic at him with my free hand.

      He flew several feet up off the ground and, like a bowling ball, knocked all of his posse down. “Strike,” I called, maneuvering around the heap of flailing men. “Stay down, or my next hit will be fatal. “

      I was bluffing on that part—as a Bridge employee, I was obligated to save humans, not kill them, even if I found them entirely annoying, or they were threatening me with bodily harm. In general, I prefer helping them since I find them fascinating.

      We save what we love, and I happen to love a half-human, half-demon. My connection to Rad Beaumont had influenced my decision to save humans, rather than destroy them, for three hundred years.

      That didn’t mean I would overlook blatant bullying or cruelty. I moved away, hurrying toward my destination while willing them to stay put.

      A pipe dream. Pelvis guy yelled, “I’m not done with you, bitch.”

      The tang of metal and oil hit my nose—he’d drawn a gun. “Now, you’re really starting to piss me off,” I said, stopping to face him. He pointed a small black handgun in my direction. “I’m late for my meeting, and I don’t tolerate assholes.”

      Just as he was about to squeeze the trigger, I flicked Volante in his direction. She knocked the gun from his hand, and it hit the ground. Before he could react, I whipped her again, her sleek leather wrapping around his ankles and jerking him off his feet. He crashed to the ground, his head slamming into the asphalt, and he yelped in pain. The others had gained their collective feet. Some came after me, some fled.

      “The night is dark and full of terrors, and I’m one of them,” I called. “Don’t ever bother another woman again, or I’ll use this whip to do much worse. Comprende, amigos?”

      For emphasis, I snapped the end of Volante at them, like a cowboy herding cattle. Most of them were smart enough to step back. Their leader, however, sat up and flipped me both middle fingers, issuing a string of curses.

      My next strike took them off. He screamed again, blood spraying from his wounds as the digits rolled on the frosted ground.

      “That’s exactly what I’m going to do to your dick,” I said, marching toward him.

      One of his minions grabbed him under the armpits and boosted him onto his feet. Everyone else had already scattered, and this guy was smart enough to drag him away. The dissected digits lay quivering on the road, and my demon smiled. I could use those digits to bait the lecaro.

      I’d seen and done a lot of gross things in my lifetime, but I couldn’t bring myself to pick up the two fingers and take them with me. I’d find another way to bring down the demon.

      I ran toward the address of the hideout the lecaro had been using. I hadn’t gotten around to replacing my car, an Audi TT that the archangel Michael had damaged months ago. Occasionally, my boss Damon loaned me a Bridge Institute car. The rest of the time, I begged rides from my friends. I’d been so busy since leaving Lucifer Morningstar’s service and returning to my private investigation business that I hadn’t had time to find a new one. It was one of the things on my to-do list for the weekend.

      I had a variety of supernatural magic swirling around in my blood. Tonight, the vampire speed came into play as I hurried through the streets and found the location I wanted.

      A certain tingling in my blood told me that Rad was already there. I caught the scent of him—ocean breeze and chaos—and followed its trail until I found him lurking in the back lot of the abandoned Victorian mansion home to nothing but mice and bats.

      “You’re late,” he said.

      Talk about a muscled snack that the lecaro would enjoy feasting on. Not even the black trenchcoat he wore could hide his massive bulk. He’d drawn the hood over his blond hair, and his blue eyes appeared black as the night.

      “I’ll make it up to you later,” I said, sliding into his embrace and nipping his lower lip with my teeth.

      He pulled me against him, pressing my breasts to his sizable chest. “You smell like blood. Were you fighting again without me?”

      “Just had to put a few idiots in their place.”

      He kissed me long and deep, until a fake cough from behind him broke us apart.

      Maddy marched to the rear of the house. “Save it for later, bitches. I’ve got a hot date with my latest Netflix crush. Let’s get this over with.”

      “Strip,” I ordered Rad.

      A brow arched. “What?”

      I reached under his trenchcoat to pinch his side. “The coat and the shirt. You’re the bait. The flesh eater will take one look at your massive chest and washboard abs, and that will be all the distraction I need to take him out.”

      He flinched. “You’re serious.”

      I gestured for him to start undressing. “As only a demon ready for blood can be.”

      “You just want to get me naked,” he teased.

      “Well, there’s that.” I winked. “Seriously, though, this should be a cakewalk. Flash your chest and I’ll do the hard part.”

      He rolled his eyes but slid the coat off his shoulders and tossed it onto a dead bush. Next came his shirt, and I gave him a look of approval. His nipples hardened in the cold air. I tweaked one and scraped a nail down his hard pec and the six-pack I would lick later. “I love it when you do my bidding.”

      He used the shirt to smack my leg. “We’ll see who does whose bidding after we arrest this piece of shit.”

      “Promises, promises,” I taunted, strolling for the front door. “And I’m not arresting him. I’m destroying him.”

      “Wait.” Rad grabbed me from behind, spinning me around. “Damon wants him alive.”

      “What for? This is one of Lilith’s pets that ran loose after we battled it out with her and Michael. JR confirmed it. Those demons get a one-way ticket back to Hell.”

      Rad shrugged. “The boss said to bring him alive.”

      I grumbled obscenities under my breath. While I was once again doing more work for myself these days, Damon was still my boss at the Institute. He’d tasked me, Rad, Maddy, and Cole with capturing all the members of Lilith’s army still running around Chicago. We’d been methodically hunting them down and sending them back where they belonged, so what was different about this one?

      I voiced that to Rad. “What does Damon want with it?”

      “Believe it or not, he doesn’t share much with me, and I can’t read his mind like you can.” He glanced at one of the broken windows. “We’d better get this over with before we tip the guy off.”

      Damon was an archdemon and had planted one of his psuhke seeds inside me to create a telepathic link between us. Most of the time, I kept it blocked so he couldn’t invade my thoughts. It was rare that he ever allowed his shields to be low enough for me to read his mind, so although Rad kept insisting I could, it was more just a point of contention with him. He was jealous, and no amount of reassurance from me would change his mind.

      “You go first. You’re the eye candy and my perfect distraction. I’ll sneak up behind him.” I didn’t add, and lop off his head. I could always claim that in the heat of the moment, I had no choice.

      Damon wouldn’t believe it, but I figured it was better to beg for forgiveness than ask for permission.

      The place stunk of rotting meat. With no heat, the interior was as cold as the night outside. Even so, flies gathered in packs, covering mounds of decaying flesh that lay here and there. I stuck my nose in the crook of my elbow, breathing shallowly, as I stayed in the shadows and Rad took center stage.

      “Hello?” he called. “Anyone home? I’ve got some beefcake for you.”

      Maddy was covering the back to keep our demon quarry from escaping that way. As I eased down the hall, avoiding the clumps of flies, I came to the kitchen, and the rotting smell grew more intense. My makeshift filter no longer helped.

      Rad eased up quietly beside me and shrugged. “Either he’s out hunting or he’s bailed.”

      A body was sprawled on the kitchen table, the pale moonlight turning the blood black. The flesh was ripped and torn; muscles had been stripped from the bones. I couldn’t tell if it was male or female at this point, only that it had been human.

      “Talk about terrors in the night. That’s fresh,” I said. “Hasn’t been gone long.”

      A blur of white on my left caught my attention. I whirled, ready to start decapitating. Something in a sheer nightgown flung itself against my legs. “Help me,” the girl whispered. She was shaking hard, causing her voice to hitch. “Please…help…me.”
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      “Not expecting that,” I said to Rad as I untangled the girl’s arms from around me and looked her over. She appeared to be eight or nine years old, barefoot, with a dirty face and matted hair. “Do you live here?” I asked.

      I feared the mess on the table might be a parent or guardian. She shook her head, still clinging to my waist. “He brought me here.”

      I knelt to meet her eyes. “What’s your name?”

      She hesitated. “Susie.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Using my blood-connection to Maddy, I tugged the thread—come inside. The girl glanced at Rad. “Aren’t you cold?” she asked.

      He crouched so that he, too, was on her level. “Big, strong guys like me don’t get cold.”

      Susie glanced back at me. “We need to go.” Her eyes flicked upward. “Hurry.”

      I followed her gaze. “The monster is upstairs?”

      She tugged on my hand. “Come on.”

      Maddy slipped in through the back door. Her eyes widened when she saw the girl. “What in the demon-hunting hell is that?”

      “Susie,” I said, “I want you to go with my friend Maddy here. She’ll take care of you while I handle the monster. He’ll never hurt you again. Then we’ll find your parents, okay?”

      Rad stood and tossed Maddy his keys. “Take her to the Rover. There’s a blanket inside. Get her warmed up. We’ll join you in a minute.”

      Susie moved toward him, reaching out one of her small hands to touch his arm. “You shouldn’t stay,” she whispered.

      Her tongue darted out to lick her lips, and earthy demon magic hit me. “No!” I shouted and shot out a hand to grab her by the hair.

      Too late. The child morphed in the blink of an eye into the very demon we were hunting. Topping six feet and oozing green pus, the face became an elongated clash of razor-sharp teeth and bulging eyes. Its hands, swinging from ape-like arms, ended in three-fingered claws, and the mass of its upper body dwarfed the side-by-side fridge in the corner.

      Rad’s magic, along with mine, hit it full force. It screamed and bellowed, but didn’t miss when it swung for his gut.

      The three claws sank deep and came away with pieces of skin and intestines. Blood and viscera flew, splattering the walls.

      Maddy sucked in a shocked breath, and I sent Volante around the thing’s throat. Without a command from me, my whip contracted and squeezed hard enough to force the demon to its knees.

      Rad staggered, hitting the counter, his guts leaking from his side. The horror of it made my demon roar to life, flashing to the surface. His eyes met mine and caught. Something in them shifted, and then, with the next breath, Rad became…

      A full-on demon.

      In all the time I’d known him, I’d never seen his demon surface.

      But this wasn’t his chaos demon—it was a bigger, badder lecaro.

      The Rad version towered over us, the chest I’d admired earlier becoming three times its normal size. His face contorted into a mirror image of the lecaro, and the injury disappeared, instantly healing itself. He cut loose a roar that shook the room and sent Maddy and me stumbling backward.

      Great. Now I had two of them.

      Before I could use Volante to snap the first one’s neck, Rad swung a giant mitt at it. Claws sliced through flesh and bone, taking its head clean off. The gory piece of meat hit the floor with a sickening thud and rolled to my feet.

      Rad, looming over me, huffed loud breaths in and out, staring at the mess as the body lost its balance and fell sideways. Raising a massive foot, he stomped down on the head, crushing it. More blood and goo were added to the horror.

      Backed up against the door frame, I exchanged a look with Maddy. She cowered near the window and gave me a what the hell do we do now look.

      Good question. I had no idea.

      Volante returned to my arm, but I kept her handle in my hand. I didn’t want to use it against Rad, but I wasn’t sure how else to handle him if he came after us. “Rad?”

      Dull, dark eyes met mine. They were tiny in such a large head, but they were his. He gave another huff and then, just as quickly as he’d morphed into the lecaro, he changed back.

      He dropped like a bag of rocks to the floor, an arm sliding through the gore left behind by the crushed head. He didn’t seem to care or even notice. He groaned, his bones popping as he returned to normal size. His eyes rolled back in his head.

      I rushed to his side, thankful to see the gash in his stomach was still healed. My demon retreated. Not entirely, but enough. I ran my hands over him from the top of his head down to his jeans. I needed to make sure he was once more my boyfriend, and not the monster I’d just encountered.

      “Kali,” he groaned, clutching his stomach.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I assured him.

      “What just happened?” Maddy asked. “How did it happen?”

      I had no idea on either account. “Help me get him to the car.”

      Our superior strength was the only thing that allowed us to carry his dead weight. Maddy pelted me with questions, but I had no answers, and finally asked her to stop so I could think. My young protégé didn’t appreciate it, but seemed to understand that I was at a loss.

      We had to pull over several times on the way because Rad kept throwing up—violently. While I could use my magic to clean up the worst of it, I couldn’t do much about the smell. I rolled down all the windows, embracing the frigid night air as I sped to the Institute.

      Once we arrived, I got him on his feet, and he revived enough to walk inside on his own. I wanted to take him straight to the infirmary to see Kirill, but Rad refused.

      Neve, my human friend and the Institute’s office manager, arrived as we were arguing in the outer lobby. “Damon’s waiting.” Her gaze swept over Rad. “You don’t look so good.”

      He dragged himself to the elevator. “I’ve been better.”

      Maddy and I rode up to Damon’s office with him. “Dude,” she said, “I thought you were half chaos demon.”

      He leaned against the back panel, eyes closed. His voice was raw. “I am.”

      “Funny, because you looked like that cannibal demon when you wigged out. Only…bigger and uglier.”

      He ran a hand over his face. “I don’t know what happened.”

      I wanted to reach out and comfort him, but I didn’t know what to say. “We’ll figure it out.”

      A nagging don’t-tell-Damon feeling tugged at me. Something was off—big time—and I didn’t know what. I didn’t like the idea of revealing too much to our boss until I had an explanation.

      Unfortunately, I had a witness—Maddy—no lecaro to pony up, and an ill enforcer who wasn’t bouncing back as quickly as his injury had. This mission had gone all kinds of sideways.

      As we headed for Damon’s, I murmured to the others, “Let me handle this.”

      Maddy gave me a dubious glance, but said nothing. Although I didn’t want the title of Vampire Queen of the Chicago House, I had it. I was her sovereign, and she was duty-bound to follow my instructions without question.

      Rad said nothing. I wasn’t sure if that was because he understood my concerns or if he was afraid he might vomit again if he opened his mouth.

      Damon was writing something as we entered, and he didn’t look up. I motioned Rad to the sofa, and Maddy stood near the bookcase. Taking the lead, I strode to Damon’s desk. I reeled in my impatience while he took his time with the paperwork and set down his pen. “Report?”

      “The lecaro demon has been taken care of,” I said.

      He barely glanced up at me. “Is it in the dungeon?”

      “No, it was sent back to Hell.”

      He picked up the pen and stabbed it into the holder. “I requested it be returned to the Institute.”

      “We ran into an issue.” I didn’t offer more. “I had no choice but to destroy it.”

      Maddy coughed and then tried to hide it by clearing her throat. “It tricked us. We thought it was a girl, and then…” I gave her a shut-up look, and she turned away, suddenly interested in a painting Damon had on the wall.

      “Explain,” he barked at me.

      “There’s not much to say.” I stood stock still as if I had nothing to hide. Rad slouched on the sofa, head back on the cushion. “It blindsided us, then it attacked. I had no choice but to decapitate it.”

      He eased back in his chair, his gaze scanning me, Maddy, and Rad in turn. A slow, silent reckoning that made my skin crawl. “How did it trick you?”

      I forced myself not to fidget. “It appeared to us as a young girl, like Maddy said. She begged us for help. Then, she morphed into the lecaro and attacked Rad.”

      My boss’s intense, dark eyes slid to my boyfriend, zeroing in on him. “Are you in need of medical assistance?”

      Rad tried to sit forward, swayed, and gripped the arm of the couch to steady himself. “No.”

      What a liar.

      Damon knew it. “Why do you look as if you’ve been poisoned?”

      “About that,” I said.

      “It’s nothing,” Rad growled.

      And then he shot off the sofa and barely made it to the trash can, where he promptly vomited what was left in his stomach.

      Maddy groaned and covered her mouth as if she might lose it, too. I covered my nose and turned away.

      Damon didn’t so much as blink. “I take it the demon touched you.”

      Rad braced his hands on the edge of Damon’s desk, continuing to stay bent over the trash. He didn’t seem capable of answering at the moment, so I did. “The thing gouged out a piece of his stomach. It’s healed now, but he’s got lingering side effects.”

      Damon waved a hand, and the contents of the can evaporated. Thankfully, so did the smell. “Present yourself to Kirill and have him administer the proper medicine to counter the poison.”

      I grabbed Rad’s arm to guide him to the door. I was more than ready to escape. He needed to be checked out—and the sooner the antidote went in, the better.

      Damon stopped me. “Kali, stay. Maddy, assist Rad to the infirmary.”

      She screwed up her face and hitched a thumb toward the exit. “I’m needed at Carpathia. Dru has work for me.”

      Chicken. She was giving Rad a run for his money in the liar department.

      Damon picked up his pen and a stack of papers. “The Chicago House will carry on quite well without your ten-minute delay. I’ll let Master Alexandru know you’ll be late.”

      Busted. Her eyes went wide, and as she looked at me for help, I handed Rad to her. “I’ll handle it. Go.”

      She rolled her eyes and took him by the elbow. Disgruntled, he tried to pull away, but she kept a firm grip on him as she half-dragged him out.

      The moment they reached the hall, Damon used his magic to slam the door shut. I looked longingly at my exit, then turned to face him. “What’s up?”

      “I’m waiting for you to tell me the rest of the story.”

      I kept my face neutral. “There is no ‘rest of the story.’ We cornered the demon; it turned on us.”

      He looked up from his task, his intense irritation pinning me to the spot. “You expect me to believe that a lowly lecaro demon ambushed you?”

      It was highly improbable, but what could I say? “Shit happens sometimes.”

      “Is there something else you want to tell me?”

      “About tonight? Right before I arrived, I had a run-in with some lowlifes on the west side, but I handled the situation. Other than that, I’ve been working my ass off to close these cases and get Lilith’s army contained.”

      He didn’t give any quarter. “You should be able to handle twice that caseload without breaking a sweat.”

      Who was busted now? Yep, this vengeance demon, who had angel essence and vampire blood in her system. “Are you dissatisfied with my work?”

      “I’m dissatisfied with your withholding of information.”

      I was walking a fine line, but continued to play dumb. “Am I supposed to turn in my daily itinerary to you? Do you need to know how many espressos I’ve had? How many times I cursed at downtown traffic?” I shrugged, acting confused. “What exactly do you think I’m withholding?”

      Nothing about him changed except for the minuscule flare of his nostrils. He was smelling me.

      Ever since the rooftop incident where I’d taken a trip into the void—a place outside of this space/time reality—and met an entity called an Omni, I smelled different. It wasn’t detectable by everyone and barely so even by those who could pick up on it. I’d insisted to anyone who asked that it was from Michael giving me a piece of his essence to assist my fight against Lilith that day.

      To avoid being obliterated, I’d fought it—and ripped off a piece that now lived inside me. That fragment carried a strange power and intelligence called The Unknowing. Its attributes were unlike anything that existed on Earth, hence the moniker.

      According to Michael, there were four Omnis. The entity that humans, angels, and demons called God was one of them. Each of the others was an equally incomprehensible type of power. Timeless, immortal, and extremely dangerous.

      One of my father’s texts, written long before I was born, claimed the Omnis were the origins of all existing supernaturals. According to the text, God stole fragments from each of the others to stop their destructive nature and turned those pieces into artifacts.

      Being a creator, He hid the artifacts on Earth and then covered the Earth with His creations—humans. The injured Omnis needed to be whole to wipe out dimensions, and they were consuming souls to fuel their hunt for those artifacts.

      Those of us in the know believed one was hiding in plain sight. According to Michael and Lucifer, it was the archdemon currently interrogating me.

      Possessing a piece of that timeless and immortal power might allow me to locate the artifacts—if Damon didn’t get to them first.

      We needed to destroy them to prevent the Omnis from obliterating everything and erasing the existence of all souls, planets, stars, and dimensions, yet I couldn’t wrap my mind around what exactly The Unknowing wanted.

      Damon and I had shared moments of friendship, and I’d thought I could depend on him. Not for everything. Not like Cole or Rad, but for a lot of things, nevertheless. He knew my past. He’d stopped my demon from ruining me. He’d given me a reason to live after Queen Maria had destroyed everything and everyone I loved.

      But now, I knew why.

      He’d been grooming me.

      That was the term Michael had used. I’d never suspected a thing. How could I? I’d had no knowledge of such beings. I’d never experienced the void. Had never heard of The Unknowing.

      “Kali?” Damon’s voice snapped me out of my ridiculous and ill-timed reverie.

      Time for me to outdo Rad and Maddy in the lying department. “I’m still trying to manage the angel essence. It’s…weird.” Real descriptive, Kali. “It makes me feel off one day and riding a high like nothing I’ve felt the next. I’m not hiding anything—I’m just dealing with my issues, okay? You don’t need me bending your ear about it. Besides, it’s not like you can help. No one can help me.”

      He opened his mouth as if to argue, but the door flew open. Michael strode in, throwing his arms wide and grinning. “There she is. I thought I felt you in the building. Miss me, sweet demon?”

      Topping seven feet, with flowing golden hair and a body that filled out the clothes tailored for him like—well—like they were made for him, he sucked up all the air in the room. His angel presence made my skin crawl, yet the essence he’d put inside me was at war with it. That part of me wanted to fall at his feet like his biggest fan.

      His timing was perfect. He’d probably been eavesdropping. I had to play it cool. “What do you want, porca miseria?”

      Calling him a miserable pig didn’t faze him. The two of us had gotten good at our roles. His was to irritate me. Mine was to hate him. It wasn’t a stretch of my acting skills.

      He winked. “I’ve been training with Cole, and I need a break. I’d like to go to Sweet Investigations and talk to Sophia about Lilith.”

      Sophia was my online computer assistant, and it was a solid excuse to get us both out of the building. The only problem was that I didn’t want to leave Rad. “You just want to hit on Di again.”

      Aphrodite was my best friend and the Goddess of Love. Yep, that Aphrodite.

      He made prayer hands in front of his chest. “You found me out. She is hot. Do you think she likes me?”

      “If you so much as⁠—”

      “Out!” Damon barked.

      Our act had worked. I didn’t need to be told twice.

      “Kali,” he said before I made it to the door. “We’ll continue this discussion later.”

      I gave a mock salute, shoved the giant angel into the hall, and closed the door behind us.
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      “Where are you going?” Michael asked as I headed for the stairs to the infirmary.

      “To check on Rad.”

      He shot me a disgruntled look. “We need to talk.”

      That was code for we need to leave the Institute. We couldn’t discuss Omni business this close to Damon without fear of his eavesdropping. Even the great archangel wasn’t sure if his wards could keep an Omni out.

      “And we will as soon as I make sure my boyfriend is okay.”

      I took the stairs two at a time with him on my heels. When I got to the next landing, I whirled. “Why don’t you wait for me in the parking garage? I’m not sure how long I’ll be, but I’ll find you when I’m ready.”

      “You mean like you did last week when you took off with Cole to get ice cream, rather than discussing the latest chapter I translated in your father’s book?”

      Oops. “It’s not like I want to spend time with you.” That was the truth, but I added a wink to let him know I was still in character, just in case anyone was listening. “And there’s nothing in my father’s book that’ll help me round up the loose demons in Chicago. Until I have that under control, whatever you’re uncovering will have to wait.”

      He winked back, accompanied by a gesture that wasn’t quite as friendly. “What’s wrong with your boyfriend?”

      “Wish I knew.” Another truth. What we couldn’t say out loud was still expressed in creative ways. I gave him a classic rude Italian hand gesture. “He was injured and turned into the same type of demon as his attacker. He’s back to normal now, but it left him exceptionally ill.”

      He motioned for me to go through the door. I wasn’t getting rid of him, dammit. I flung it open and marched down the hall. His footsteps were silent, but I felt his angelic mojo pressing against my back, heavy and suffocating. The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can attend to more important matters.

      Another byproduct of his angel essence—it was as if I could read his mind. I didn’t get word-for-word monologues, but his thoughts were apparent. Scary, that.

      No one was in the infirmary except for Rad and Kirill. The scent of antiseptic and bleach hit my nose as we entered. Rad was in a hospital bed with multiple machines hooked up to him. There was a steady chorus of beeps and whirring. His eyes were closed, and his breathing shallow. On the rolling table next to him was a kidney-shaped vomit pan, a carafe, and a paper cup.

      Kirill studied one of his monitors, frowning. I tried not to take that as a bad sign—the Pestilence demon was always frowning unless there was food around. “How is he?”

      He glanced up, slightly startled, and shook his head, making his fleshy jowls jiggle. Rising from his rolling stool, he came around the table to cast his gaze on his patient. “Outside of elevated blood pressure, he seems normal. Hard to tell with chaos demons, though. Their ‘normal’ is abnormal for the rest of us.”

      ‘The rest of us’ being angels and non-chaos demons. The three of us stood in a line, watching Rad.

      “That’s useless,” I said, pointing to the vomit pan. “If he upchucks, you’re going to need a⁠—”

      Rad’s eyes bugged out, and he heaved over the side of the bed. The disgusting results splashed all over the floor and the IV pole’s wheeled base.

      Point made.

      With a sigh, Kirill donned gloves and grabbed tweezers and a plastic bag. Michael and I watched as he gathered samples from the vomit and then made the rest vanish with a few words.

      Rad lay back in the bed, rubbing his stomach and groaning. I offered him water, and he drank it; then he asked for seconds. He gulped that, too, and drifted back to sleep.

      After depositing his bag on a table with assorted lab tools, Kirill ditched the gloves and worried at his chin between his thumb and finger. He motioned me to follow him to his office. Inside, he fumbled through a stack of files and brought out a notepad. “Rad described the incident for me, but I’d like to hear your take on it.”

      Michael crossed his arms and leaned on the door frame. “Me, too.”

      I relayed the story again. “Have you ever heard of anything like that happening before?”

      Kirill was the closest thing we had to a full-fledged doctor. “I’ve seen and heard a lot in my time.” He scribbled notes on the pad. “But no, nothing like this. A half-human, half-chaos demon doesn’t suddenly morph into a lecaro.”

      “Not even if the lecaro poisoned him?”

      Kirill shook his head. “There’s no poison.” His gaze drifted to his lab and the bag waiting for tests. “At least none that I’ve discovered so far.”

      “Is it possible he’s not a chaos demon?” Michael asked.

      “No,” Kirill and I responded in unison.

      “It’s rare enough that Rad’s part human,” Kirill continued. “In general, the human body isn’t strong enough to contain chaos-level magic. The fact that he’s held it together this long is a testament to his control. In the time you’ve known him, Kali, has he ever shifted into his chaos demon?”

      I shrugged. “We’ve been apart for most of our relationship, but I’ve never seen it.”

      Michael snorted. “Three hundred years, right? Not much of a relationship, is it?”

      I flipped him the bird.

      “All the times he saw you about to die, he never morphed?” Kirill asked. “Seeing you in extreme danger never triggered it?”

      I shook my head. “Never.”

      “I…never…have,” Rad croaked from the bed.

      We filed back out and hovered around him. “Never?” Kirill repeated. “Odd, but probably the reason you’re still alive. A full morph could be too much for your human half to handle.”

      He could barely keep his eyes open as he stared at me. “Why would an attack by the lecaro trigger it?”

      I looked at Kirill, who shook his head. “We don’t know,” I told him. “How are you feeling?”

      One hand rubbed his gut, the other his head. “Like I’ve had the flu for a week straight.”

      “Your vitals are normal, outside of some elevated blood pressure. This should wear off soon.” Again, I glanced at the doctor. He gave a hesitant shrug. I proceeded to sound confident. “We need you back in the field, so no slacking, okay?”

      He didn’t give any indication that he knew I was joking. I patted his leg through the sheet and motioned Kirill to follow me to his office. Once there, I closed the door behind us, Michael taking a seat on the desk. “He is going to get better, right?”

      “No clue,” Kirill said. “I’ll examine the sample and see what it can tell us.” He pointed toward his microscope. “The thing is, the lecaro might have simply been a trigger for whatever this is. Even for the supernatural, the laws of nature in this dimension demand that there is order to keep the chaos in check. I suspect that whatever order has kept Rad’s demon from taking over has been disrupted. It’s...failing.” The look he gave me suggested I brace myself. “The only thing we can do is figure out what that is—what is the order that can keep his demon at bay.”

      I didn’t like where this was going. “How do we do that?”

      “I’ll know more after I do a full tox screen and dig into the research on chaos demons,” he replied. “That’s all we can do for now.”

      The way he said it didn’t give me much hope. “What happens if we don’t figure it out?”

      Kirill offered a chastising grunt. “What do you think happens if the chaos takes over? We won’t be able to get him back.”

      “What does that mean?” Michael asked. “If the chaos takes over.”

      I marched to the window between the rooms. Rad was out again, his chest rising and falling in shallow gasps. “He’ll be full-on demon. It’ll destroy the human side of him. All of it.”

      “It will kill him,” Kirill confirmed. “And the chaos side will have to be sent to Hell. It’s the only place capable of containing such an entity.”

      Michael slid up beside me, whistling softly under his breath. “Looks like you’d better work fast.”

      My heart felt like a red-hot poker had been shoved into it. I had no comeback. Not even a rude gesture for him. I set my shoulders and flung open the door. “Keep me posted,” I told Kirill.

      Michael jogged after me. “We still need to talk.”

      We did, but I had more important things on my mind now. “I’m heading to my office. If you want to talk, you can ride with me, but once there, I expect you to work.”

      He made a face as we raced down the fire stairs. “Work?”

      “I have a lot of cases right now. This will put me further behind.” I hit the underground parking garage and headed for the Land Rover. “If you want to talk, that’s the deal.”

      “Fine.” He gave a dramatic eye roll. “What about Maddy?”

      “What about her?”

      She popped out from behind one of the support beams. “Right here. And Cole’s on his way.”
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