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My Immortal Soul: The Complete Series Blurb

    
        

The complete My Immortal Soul series. Follow Celeste in her fight against evil in this three-book boxset.

Celeste Ming's no ordinary hero. She's got one foot in the dark and one in the light.

She's a hard-boiled private eye in Soullake City, and she specializes in finding lost souls. The city sits on top of a gate to Heaven and Hell, and it's up to her to ensure neither the light nor the dark spills through.

She's got a problem, though. She made a deal with the Devil to access her immortal soul, and it now sits around her neck as a clockwork amulet. But in unlocking her soul, she unlocked her destiny, and both must now vie for control of the Harbinger.

….

My Immortal Soul follows a kick-butt crime fighter and her demon nemesis vying for the truth in a twisted city with a worse fate. If you love your urban fantasies with action, wit, and a splash of romance, grab My Immortal Soul: The Complete Series today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    My Immortal Soul Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    The hunt was on.

    I threw myself down the city street, arms pumping at my sides, legs just a flash of jeans and heels against the dappled pavement.

    My long black hair bounced around the stiff fabric of my jacket, shifting rhythmically from shoulder to shoulder as I continued to throw myself forward with all the unstoppable force of a marathon runner.

    I wasn’t out of breath. And I wouldn’t become out of breath. You could ask me to chase after a cheetah, and I’d run that damn thing down without breaking a sweat.

    I was in full attack mode, and until I grasped the necklace that always hung around my throat and switched the dial to the right, I would be practically unbeatable. With important emphasis on the word practically.

    I suddenly skidded to a stop, my five-inch black heels dragging hard across the pavement, the force and strength of my move scratching two lines through it as if someone had dragged blades over the asphalt.

    My hair buffeted around me as a slice of wind made it down the twisted laneway. It didn’t stop me from pressing my eyes open wide, a few knotted strands beating back and forth over my face like a flag caught in a gale.

    I tilted my head back, my neck muscles straining, becoming taut like ropes. They would be framed by the dim moonlight making it in from the night sky above. Every spring-like muscle would be touched with that silver glow – the only illumination feeding the city tonight.

    You see, there was a citywide blackout. They were common in these parts. The ordinary human population blamed it on the wind and an unreliable power grid.

    I knew better.

    Demons.

    Evil spirits that could possess weak human minds and use their hands to eke out the will of the Devil himself.

    That was why I, Celeste Ming, was here. It was the very reason I’d turned the dial on my soul necklace, despite the consequences it always brought.

    I sniffed, my nostrils spreading wide, pumping like bellows as they drew oxygen deep into my lungs.

    There, I could taste it. Laced along the wind, it was like dragging my tongue through a toxic mix of crude oil, paint thinner, and orange spice.

    I jerked my head back down.

    I could sense an enemy close by, and as I swept my head to the left and right, I picked something up in the building to my side.

    A flicker of black lace-like wings. Just at the edge of my awareness – always at the edge of my awareness. Even in full attack mode, I would only ever be able to see demons when I either injured them sufficiently or if they chose to allow me to view them.

    They only ever did the last one when they had a message from their General. And that bastard was never dumb enough to contact me these days – he knew better than to waste my time and attempt to pluck at my sense of loyalty.

    There was nothing left for him. Nothing but hatred, that was.

    I used a burst of that anger now to fuel me, to push me forward as if I was a car that had just injected NOS into its engine. Blue flame didn’t spit out behind me, and I didn’t roar or anything. But it was in the sheer power and speed of my form as my heels clicked like a whole forest grating in the wind.

    I threw myself around another turn in the laneway, the move so abrupt, I had to plant my heel into the wall and shove off. I got some airtime, the move so damn powerful, I flipped up, landed with a thwack, my hair bouncing around me, then pushed off again.

    Timing was everything when you were hunting demons. They didn’t quite exist in the same world that man did. The Church might tell you that Hell is below and Heaven is above, but that is an overly simplistic, childish view. If you kept digging, you wouldn’t reach the Devil himself and his legions of demons – you’d reach the core of the Earth. And if you kept reaching up through the sky, you’d punch out of the atmosphere – you wouldn’t find the gilded halls of Heaven.

    Instead the realms of light and dark existed beside the human dimension. Think of them like two hands pressing into reality from both sides – like pincers that ensured the realm of man could not spill out but instead had to travel in a straight line.

    That was the point, see? Of both Heaven and Hell. They existed to control human destinies.

    Me? Once upon a time, I’d had a grand destiny of my own. Now my sole purpose was to mop up both the dark and light. When they strayed too far into the realm of man, I was there to push them back.

    That neither made me good nor bad – it made me exactly in the middle.

    I threw myself forward so quickly, I was starting to wear down the heels of my shoes. No matter, I could replace them. I lived on a shoestring budget, only capable of accepting donations from people who knew my worth. But at the very least, if I was lucky, I could find some discarded footwear next to a dumpster.

    I had standards, but not about those kinds of things. Shoes with suspicious stains that smelled like week-old garbage were fine by me as long as they were cute. The good and dark leaching into man’s mind and controlling the actions of humanity?

    I couldn’t allow that.

    There. Right ahead of me. I picked it up again. As I jerked my head wildly to the side, I picked up a glimpse of demon wings in the left of my peripheral vision. It moved so quickly. It was really nothing more than a spark. A single flash of black. If you didn’t know what you were looking for, you would dismiss it as something pressing on your eyeballs momentarily, or nothing more than an afterimage from staring at a blinking light.

    Problem was, I knew exactly what I was looking for.

    I shoved forward again, swinging my head to the side, tracking the demon through the building.

    It was some kind of clothing store, and fortunately, being the dead of the night, it was closed.

    If it hadn’t been closed, the hapless humans of this city wouldn’t have been treated to the view of the demon rushing through their midst. Instead, they would have felt it. For every single person the demon would’ve rushed through, would have grown sick or inexplicably violent, or some mix of the two.

    I’m not saying that every single case of the sniffles or assault is caused by demons. Humans don’t get off that lightly. Neither the dark nor light can make it into people’s minds without their permission. They create a hole, fixate on some concept, and end up getting possessed.

    Still, find an invisible demon running through you, and your body will react. Maybe with the flu, maybe with a head cold, maybe, if you’re really susceptible, with a sudden and fatal heart attack.

    But fortunately it was night.

    I couldn’t dally, though. Take too long in mopping this guy up, and he would find out.

    And who was he? Thanatos, the colossal mega bastard who was the Devil’s main emissary in Soullake City. I might not hate him as much as I hated the General, but it was close.

    Thanatos Jones technically had a real job. He was an investment banker, a broker for not just money, but opportunity. You make the right deal with Thanatos, he’ll give you what you desire.

    You might not like what you have to pay ultimately, though.

    Thanatos was matched on the side of good by Father Butler. And as you could probably already guess, I hated that guy just as much as Thanatos.

    I had no preference for Heaven over Hell. I understood that both simply used humanity and controlled their destinies.

    But right now, it was time to mop up the demon.

    And I was close.

    But the jerk was faster than me. He knew I was chasing him, even though I was outside. As I kept a lock on him in my peripheral vision, practically making my head spin from the stress of staring out of the corner of my eyes, I appreciated he kept whipping his tail and wings toward me.

    He put on a burst of speed.

    I heard a crash from the front of the store, and seconds later, as I burst through the laneway and skidded to a halt, I saw shards of glass and metal covering the pavement.

    The shop’s alarm started to blare and got all of about two notes into its warning song before it was switched off.

    While demons could choose to be insubstantial, and could easily pass through any man-made material, it was up to them when they became solid.

    “Fine. You want to play? Then we play.” I had the time to spit out just as I watched the demon clutch up a long flat section of metal.

    The demon moved so quickly, I could barely track it.

    As it was, I kept my gaze locked to the left, only just picking up the swipe of its claws as it swung that metal toward me.

    I had several options, but this had been a shit night, and it was time to brute force my way forward.

    So I shoved toward the metal pole. I brought my arm up, and I collected that pole right on my elbow.

    Pain had a fraction of a second to pulse through me. The pain of broken bones, torn flesh, of a human arm ripped to shreds by metal moving at the speed of sound.

    But the pain didn’t last. It couldn’t. Not when I was in full action mode.

    The injury?

    That would be a technicality. As soon as it appeared, it disappeared.

    I would have to deal with it later.

    For now, I twisted my wrist to the side, clamping my fingers around the steel pole and yanking just before the demon could swing at me again.

    It screeched, the pitch of its voice so loud, it blew out two more windows of the shop beside us. Glass hailed inward, covering a display, knocking over several mannequins, and shredding their clothes.

    The security footage of this incident would make no sense. To human eyes, at least. They would see the door of the store blasting outward, and a minute later windows shattering, seemingly of their own accord.

    But there wouldn’t be any footage. Just as the demon had already turned off the security alarm, it would’ve been smart enough to turn off the security cameras, too. Thanatos was an exacting master, and he ensured every single demon that came to work for him knew the rules of his game.

    The demon screeched again, the sound blasting out, this time so loudly that it shattered windows on the opposite side of the street.

    There would be a hell of a cleanup bill. Fortunately, I wouldn’t be paying it.

    My services began and ended with keeping a wall between the light, the dark, and humanity.

    The demon attempted to wrench the metal pole from my grip, flying forward and fastening both of its clawed forelegs around the length of steel.

    It revealed its two massive wings – their span as long as a car. It flapped them back, using its power to try to pull its weapon free from me.

    “Screw this,” I spat. I kept one hand fastened on the steel pole. With the other, I clutched my soul amulet.

    It had modes. It was linked to my soul, though technically it was more accurate to say that it was my soul. I too had made a deal with the Devil, but that had been a long time ago. The deal had delivered me this amulet. By twisting its dial, I could access the raw power of my soul, using it to give me all the skills required to take out angels and demons.

    When I didn’t require that power, I would simply turn the dial to the right, and I would return to my human form.

    But not yet.

    Turning the dial all the way to the left, I felt power flood through me.

    It was unstoppable. The brightest damn thing in the universe. The most powerful force ever to exist. It was my soul, on fast forward, turned to full capacity, raging like a star.

    I watched realization pulse through the demon’s black pupils, the skin around his eyes stretching like plastic wrap.

    He had time to jerk his gelatinous lips open, revealing six rows of broken, folded in, tusk-like yellow teeth. “Mercy,” he tried. “Thanatos—”

    I didn’t wait around for him to finish his sentence, even though I knew exactly what he was going to say.

    I attacked. Wait around to listen to what he was about to blabber, and I’d lose all legal rights to attack him. And this guy deserved only one thing – to be sent back to his maker.

    With the full power of my soul blazing around me like an impenetrable white shield, I let a scream split from my lips. It shook down the street, as powerful as a bellow from a giant. I struck the demon, right in the center of its chest, giving the blow everything my suddenly super powerful form could manage.

    The demon didn’t have a chance to finish its sentence. I delivered a blow powerful enough to split it right down the middle. Instantly the scent of rotting flesh struck the air. It was like smelling a pit of corpses. It was fetid, overpowering, almost impossible to put up with. But to dispel demons and hold the line, I’d learned to hold my stomach too.

    Just before the fiend flickered away in a dance of black light, it locked its eyes on me. It tried to move its lips.

    A thrill of fear passed through me. But before it could finish its plea, it disappeared, its body incapable of sustaining its warped soul any longer. I stood there and watched as wisps of black smoke circled around the spot where the demon had been, almost like bees who could no longer remember where their hive had gone.

    I didn’t shift until every single last wisp of smoke had pressed through cracks in the pavement, returning from whence they’d come.

    Then I swung that steel beam over my shoulder and pressed it against the crook of my neck. I drummed my fingers on it, the rat-a-tat filling the air as I heard sirens far off in the distance. The police would take their sweet time. They always did in this city. Though the human population had no idea of the demons and angels vying for control of Soullake, they knew exactly how dangerous the streets were at night.

    I considered the mess of glass and broken metal, shoving a clump of plaster with the toe of my heel as I tutted. “Messy bastard, weren’t you?” I muttered under my breath as I discarded the steel pole, jettisoning it off my shoulder and not caring as it struck the remaining flimsy section of the door, pulling it right off its hinges and making it thump hard against the store floor. Several mannequins shook and fell over, scattering their hats and summer wear over the already trashed shop.

    I shoved my hands into the pockets of my jacket and strode away. Another night in Soullake; another fight.

    The city sat over a double gate to Heaven and Hell. It was hotly contested territory in the never-ending battle between both realms. It was the city – if you were to believe my warped destiny that I’d left behind when I’d started up my business – that I was foretold to destroy.

    But it was the city, instead, that I would protect.

  
    Chapter 2

    I sat on the couch in my house, tears trailing down my cheeks, soft sobs parting my lips as I dabbed at the wound on my elbow again.

    It wouldn’t last. It would heal up in minutes, though I would have to put up with the residual pain for the rest of the day. For now, I watched blood fill the hot flannel I’d gotten from the bathroom sink. It was covered in a unique tincture of purslane and mandrake root. The purslane was to heal both my physical and spiritual bodies, and the mandrake was to anchor my spirit back into my body. As I sat there on the couch, an old patchwork blanket I’d picked up off the side of the street draped around my shoulders, I closed my eyes and breathed in the scent of vervain on the wind. It was all through my house and planted all around the perimeter of my property. You want spiritual protection, you can’t go past vervain. It will protect you from spells, unwanted visitors, and everything that goes bump in the night.

    The tears didn’t stem, even as I breathed in the scent lacing the air. It didn’t matter how deeply I drew it into my lungs, these tears had to be cried. It was the same after every single fight. There was a cost for fueling every fight with the light of my soul. And it was a cost I would have to pay in tears and blood as soon as the fight was over.

    I rocked back and forth on my couch, drawing my knees up and pressing them close to my chest, the old, ragged patchwork blanket trembling around me as the tears came thicker and faster.

    When I was in full attack mode, using the power of my soul, emotions barely affected me. As soon as I stopped, there was little that could calm me down, save for time.

    As another pang of pain spread through my elbow and up into my shoulder, I forced my crooked, weary body to shift forward, every joint creaking like an old house being assailed by the wind.

    There was a copper bucket in front of me. It was one of the few things in my house I’d had to buy, not scrounge. I’d had to go to an actual blacksmith to get it smelted, and that had taken me far out of town.

    The cost had been worth it. As I pushed my flannel back into the hot water and wrung it out with one hand, it cleansed the cloth at the deepest level. Copper has unique properties that allow it to take on the emotional resonance of an object. And right now, it was resonating with the powerful elixir I’d poured into it. Two tablespoons of ground-up mandrake root, a handful of purslane, and half a cup of sand from a north-facing beach.

    As soon as I wrung out the flannel and placed it over my elbow once more, I began to feel relief. I tried to sink into it, but the tears wouldn’t stop. Not yet. You see, someone had to cry over a tragedy. That’s a lesson I’ve learned over the years, though it’s taken a long time to learn it.

    Back when I worked for him, that bastard, the General, he taught me ways to stem the tears of the soul. He taught me to fight without consequences.

    But it had a cost. The soul is made to shine, but it is also made to cry. You prevent it from doing the last, and you will descend. And I would never push back into Hell again.

    It took about an hour for the pain to ebb sufficiently for me to turn on the TV.

    It was a piece of junk – but again, it was the best I could afford. I sank back into the couch, dabbing my flannel less frequently over my injured elbow as I allowed the news to distract me.

    “A shock result in yesterday’s mayoral election. Jennifer Rogers has defeated the incumbent, Mayor Milo North, in one of the most convincing victories in years. Though Jennifer has never held office at any level of government, her campaign won the hearts and minds of voters.”

    I snorted as footage of Jennifer came up on screen. “You shouldn’t make deals with the Devil, Jennifer,” I said as I clucked my tongue, my gaze sweeping over the crowd behind Jennifer.

    Sure enough, I saw the man I knew would be there. He was standing on the steps outside of City Hall, and despite the fact the footage was cut off at his head, I didn’t need to see Thanatos’ brilliant blue eyes and sandy blond, shoulder-length hair to recognize him. The gold and blood-red ruby signet rings adorning both of his pinky fingers were more than enough.

    I leaned forward, suddenly interested, incapable of tearing my gaze off him.

    Though I wasn’t in action mode at the moment, that didn’t stop my teeth from clenching. I was decidedly meeker when my soul dial was turned to the right, but there were exceptions when it came to Thanatos.

    I didn’t listen to a damn word of Jennifer’s acceptance speech and rather locked my full attention on Thanatos. I could only see his right hand, as he was at the corner of the footage, but I fixated on it like a targeting system searching for an enemy.

    He slowly drew his hand out of his pocket, and as the sun glinted off his ruby ring, my stomach twisted.

    I’d been close to that ruby ring. I’d had that very same hand brush down the side of my face and lock passionately onto my shoulder.

    But that had been a long damn time ago. Back when I’d believed the temptations of Hell. Back when I’d worked for him, the General.

    I clenched my right hand into a fist, squeezing the flannel so tightly, the precious potion I’d made splashed uselessly against the already stained carpet.

    My mornings were always for healing. I had to allow the time to deal with the night’s previous wounds before heading back out into the city to continue my tireless job of holding back the realms of light and dark.

    If I was smart, I’d simply clutch up the remote and turn the damn TV off.

    I wasn’t smart right now. Hatred filled me.

    Thanatos was the epitome of everything I hated about Hell. He wasn’t just some foolish demon. He was far too self-aware for that. The kind of self-aware where someone knows exactly what they want and how to get it. And that summed up Thanatos completely. It was why the Devil had chosen him to fight over this most crucial city in the war between Heaven and Hell. Thanatos understood how to get things done.

    I just stopped myself from throwing the flannel at the screen.

    I hadn’t had the time to look into the election. A mistake. The last mayor had been in the pockets of Heaven. Now it seemed the city was swinging toward the dark.

    “Bastard,” I spat viciously as I finally forced myself to sit back, my shoulders brushing against the broken springs of my couch. They twanged uselessly behind me as I rounded a fist and punched it hard against the cushioned fabric. I did it again and again, ignoring the pain that radiated down my shoulder and into my elbow.

    It didn’t matter. I did it once more until I finally let my fist rest uselessly in my lap.

    I grabbed up the remote, my thumb hovering over the off button. I managed to squeeze my eyes closed for several seconds, but that didn’t stop them from winking open. I fixed my full attention on that glimpse of Thanatos until the news cut back to the anchor.

    I stabbed my thumb against the off button, settling into the silence as I blinked my eyes feverishly, trying to empty my brain of the image of that evil shit.

    It took a few more minutes, then I went back to healing myself.

    Time was everything when it came to remedying the ills of the soul.

    As I brought up a hand and clutched at my soul amulet, I felt time itself beating softly against my palm.

  
    Chapter 3

    I walked down the road, hands in my pockets, shoulders hunched.

    It was noon, and the sun was out in all its fury. I had dark shades on and a thick brimmed hat, but even then, I found myself trying to shrug underneath the shadow of the brim.

    I still hated the sun. Especially when it was this bright. Blame it on my history with the dark or the fact I had a corking headache from my fight last night.

    I was heading to work. Yes, work. I had a legitimate front. Hell, I even had an employee. I owned a private eye service. There were plenty of other private detective services in town. But unlike the rest of them, I didn’t specialize in cheating husbands and wives. I found lost souls. No – I didn’t offer a mystical service to the residents of Soullake – they had no idea Heaven and Hell existed, remember?

    I specialized in tracking people down. Be they kidnap victims; be they those who had been taken by a mania. It didn’t matter. At Lost Souls Detective Agency, if you were lost, I would find you.

    “Boo!”

    I jumped. I didn’t need to. Nothing in the human realm surprised me. But my employee, Cheryl Walters, liked to play games. So I didn’t begrudge her, and I jumped as she swept in from my side, placing a tender hand on my shoulder.

    I’d tracked her halfway down the street, smelled her as she’d paused behind me.

    “You always fall for that,” she chided as a warm smile spread her lips.

    Cheryl was in her early twenties, and with her ski-jump nose, red and brown dappled freckles, and curly black hair, she was as cute as a button. She was as jovial as they came and lit up the damn street every single time she smiled.

    She was also extremely good at getting coffee.

    “You need this. Here,” she said as she shoved a cardboard carrier with three cups of coffee and two doughnuts in front of me.

    I chuckled. “You deserve a raise.”

    “That’s pretty funny considering this is a volunteer job.”

    “Well at least let me pay for the coffee,” I said as I patted my jacket, looking for my wallet.

    Cheryl gave me a knowing look. “There’s a reason I work for you for free. My job at the coffee shop pays my rent,” she said as she shrugged toward the coffee, “and I get enough free treats that bringing your sorry ass coffee every single day doesn’t cost me a dime. Consider it charity work.” She chuckled as she smiled. “Just another extension of the good deeds of Lost Souls Detective Agency.”

    I opened my mouth to tell her she was a truly decent person. I didn’t get the chance.

    I watched a car pull up to the side of the street. A few things were wrong with the car. It was jet black, it was a limousine, and despite the fact it had nowhere to park on this cramped street, it still managed it. It swept in right beside me, the two SUVs that had taken up the spot beside me shifting impossibly to the side as if they were merely curtains that had been unfurled with a tug.

    Nobody on the street screamed. Cheryl didn’t clamp a hand over her mouth and gasp in horror. To the ordinary humans, they would never have seen the two SUVs that had really been parked. Call it momentary forgetfulness. Or call it magic – you choose.

    But while Cheryl hadn’t seen the other two cars, she sure as shit picked up the limousine. Her cheeks paled. “Oh my God, isn’t that Thanatos Jones?”

    Yes, it fucking was.

    Though I could assume he was here to grab a noon coffee from the excellent establishment to my side, I wasn’t an idiot.

    The passenger door beside me swung open. The hinges didn’t creak or protest. They didn’t make a damn sound, and that just reminded me of the soundless flap of a demon’s wings.

    Thanatos was seated on the other side of the car. Though I was a short ass, even I couldn’t see his face. All I could see was his hands clasped in his lap, his two signet rings somehow glinting, despite the fact very little sun could make it in through his heavily tinted windows.

    “Get in,” he growled.

    “Go fuck—”

    “Before you finish your sentence, don’t bother. We both know I have far more attractive options than to pleasure myself.”

    I made a face. “You crude bastard.”

    “Yes. I’m the crude one. Let yourself believe that, Celeste,” he said, saying my name in the exact same way he always did – with a delicate shift of his tongue, almost as if he was attempting to lick the syllables right out of the air, “believe what you need to. But get in the car,” he growled.

    All the while as we stood there and argued, Cheryl didn’t move from my side.

    She looked interested at the fact Thanatos had rocked up beside us, but from the blank look in her eyes, it was clear she couldn’t hear a word. When I finally got the prick to drive off, she likely wouldn’t remember a thing, not unless Thanatos wanted her to, and he was such a secretive shit that that never happened. There were some practitioners of the Devil that liked to make their work known. They thrived in chaos. Thanatos was not one of them. He fought in the shadows while playing in the light for everyone to see.

    “I’m going to tell you once more to get into my car.”

    “And I’m going to tell you that you have no way to control me anymore,” I spat as I clutched hold of his door, my fingers conforming to the metal. All it would have taken was a quick twist of my soul dial, and I would’ve wrenched the damn door from its hinges.

    “That may be true,” he let out a low chuckle, “but the Dictates of the realm of man still do control you. And it is those Dictates that we must discuss. You broke the law last night, Celeste.”

    I stiffened. Before my cheeks could pale, however, I shook my head hard, my dead straight black hair bouncing around and framing the move. “I intercepted a demon and sent it back to Hell. That’s not breaking anything.”

    “It pled to see me.” Thanatos finally made himself seen, ducking his head down until I caught sight of his practically luminescent pupils.

    … I knew it was a trick of the light, or at least of the dark. But there had always been something… leading about Thanatos’ eyes. If I was some idiotic lovestruck human, I might stupidly point out that you could easily get lost in Thanatos’ eyes. But it wasn’t about getting lost – it was about getting trapped. And I’d been there, done that, and would never do it again.

    I tightened my fingers around the door. “That demon didn’t plead for his life.”

    “No, because you killed him before he could finish,” Thanatos said, his lips moving sharp and hard around the move, almost as if his mouth was a door. But I knew better. Thanatos’ mouth was no door – it was a furnace. Allow those hot lips to lock on you, and you will wonder just how much you will burn until he’s done with you.

    His hands were still locked in his lap, his body held at what, to a human at least, would be an uncomfortable angle. For Thanatos, it didn’t matter. Because his wings could hold him aloft in any position.

    Though no one else on the street would be able to see them, I could catch just a glimpse of them. Lock my eyes to the left, and I could pick up their burning, blazing power hanging out of the side of the car.

    “It seems you are forgetting every rule today, Celeste,” he said, his tongue doing it again, carving my name out of the air with two soft flicks. “It is rude and improper to stare at a demon’s wings. We might have once had that kind of relationship,” he pointed out, his gaze sliding down my form—

    “But now we’re enemies,” I spat. “I don’t need to be reminded of that, you asshole.”

    His lips ticked into a thin smile. “But you do need to be reminded of the Dictates. You illegally killed that demon last night.”

    “I didn’t illegally kill anything. I justifiably,” my voice punched out on that word, “sent a demon back to Hell. You might try to claim that he attempted to plead to see you, but I didn’t hear anything.”

    I smiled. It was all teeth, all threat.

    Thanatos didn’t replicate the move. He simply tapped his hands rhythmically in his lap, his two signet rings grating against each other. As soon as they touched, they sounded like massive door knockers being beaten against each other. Because that’s what they were – they were Thanatos’ means to open portals back into Hell.

    Deprive the bastard of them, and it would be the equivalent of clipping his wings. I had every intention of doing it one day, but there was no way I was powerful enough yet. Plus, remove Thanatos from this equation, and Father Butler would simply rear his ugly head and take over the city. For now, no matter how much I hated it, I had to maintain the status quo.

    “I know I’ve said this before, but she certainly is a cute one,” Thanatos said as he suddenly changed the topic, flicking his demon eyes toward Cheryl.

    I stiffened, pressing closer to the door, using my back to block his view of her. “Just as I have said before, if you lay one finger on her, I will rip your damn wings from your back.”

    Thanatos moved, shifting forward with a jerk. He grabbed hold of my wrist and pulled.

    I wasn’t expecting it, and I thumped down face-first onto the plush leather of the back seat, my cheek pressing hard against his thigh.

    I shoved a hand under my torso, clasped my soul dial, and twisted it to the left.

    I didn’t need to speak any incantation. I didn’t have to wait, either. Immediately I was filled with the full power and fury of my soul.

    Thanatos chuckled. “Watch your legs,” he said snidely as he used a pulse of magic to close the car door. It shoved my short legs forward, crumpling me fully into the back seat.

    I jerked up, hair swaying around my face, and I let out an animalistic growl.

    This just made Thanatos’ eyes widen as a truly enigmatic smile spread his lips. “I love it when you lose control.” His voice was like a drill, one that knew how to push past everything and reach far, far down.

    I instantly reacted to his tone, my lips jerking back in a snarl. I was now pressed up against the far door, and fortunately this limousine was large enough that that put a good half a meter between us.

    After pulling me suddenly into the limousine, Thanatos had shifted back into his seat, his hands back in his lap. He started to play with the ring on his left hand, securing it between his fingers and sliding it up and down, up and down.

    This was no attempt at a lude reference. This was a threat. If Thanatos took off that ring, a port would open up down to Hell, taking me and the car with it.

    There was nothing I could do to stop my wide, fear-filled gaze from locking on it.

    This predictably made Thanatos’ lips curl into a devilish smile, which was appropriate for the demon. “He’d love to see you, you know,” he said, his voice purring down low on the word love. “You two would have so much to catch up on.”

    “You open up an unjustified gate to Hell, and the Dictates will make you pay,” I growled defensively.

    Thanatos chuckled. It was a deep, shaking move, the demon actually causing the car to shudder back and forth. “Who said it would be unjustified?” He stopped abruptly as he brought his face closer several centimeters, his eyes fixing on me again. “Now let’s return to the main reason I brought you here, Celeste.”

    I didn’t dare let my gaze lock on his lips as he said my name. I stared back defiantly, my body still pulsing with the power of my soul, its full force albeit held back for now.

    For now. If or when Thanatos tried something, I’d be there. And though technically I would be no match for the senior demon on paper, the soul can do funny things when it’s desperate. When you really want something – when you want it with all your soul, in fact – you can find power you never knew you had. And I really, really wanted to kill Thanatos one of these days.

    Shifting his face a few centimeters closer to mine, and a few centimeters again until his body was hunched over, he allowed his suddenly white lips to part. “Do it again, and I won’t hesitate to open a gate down into Hell and deliver you back to the General.”

    My breath was caught in my chest, my shirt practically popping its buttons. “I didn’t break the Dictates.”

    “Not technically.” His tongue whipped around his mouth on the word technically, shifting just as fast and violently as I knew his tail could. “But remember this. I always have someone watching you, Celeste. And if you make a mistake, I will take advantage of that.”

    “Always have someone watching me, ha? Except for in my house or in my office or in churches or in sanctified graveyards or—”

    “You do not need to make an exhaustive list of the places we demons cannot go. All you need to do is understand,” his teeth clenched hard, the enamel clamping like vices, “that I will not sit by and watch you do as you please.”

    “You done? Because unless you open this door, I’m going to kick it down. And good luck hiding the fact your limousine has a hole in it from the people outside. Because you’ve got to remember,” it was my turn to shift forward, my gaze becoming hooded with shadow, “that there are limits even to your magic.”

    He shifted forward, placing a hand on the leather seat between us, the fabric creaking softly, the sound matching that of his wings as they shifted behind him. “Do not start a war with me, Celeste. Despite our history,” his tongue tasted the air on the word history, “I won’t be kind.”

    The day I let myself fall for this idiot was the stupidest day of my life. No, scratch that, the stupidest day of my life was the day I’d fatefully made a deal with the Devil.

    “This isn’t a war. And I haven’t broken the Dictates. Evidenced by the fact you’re too much of a coward to take that ring off,” I goaded him as I let my gaze flick toward it.

    “Do not try me,” he growled.

    It was my turn to snort derisively. “I have tried you, remember? And I didn’t like it. Now,” I shifted around and placed a hand on the passenger handle, “let me out before I do permanent and unnecessary damage to this excessively expensive vehicle.”

    The lock unclicked. Not the physical lock – this one sure as hell wasn’t made out of metal. The magical lock Thanatos had put in place the second he pulled me in here, however, turned off with a fizzle.

    “You play a stupid game,” he growled just before I could open the door.

    “Who said I’m playing? I gave up playing when I left you and Hell far behind.”

    This brought a soft chuckle to his lips. It was neither mirthful nor mirthless. It was simply a routine, automatic move. But the look he followed it up with was neither. His eyes blazed as he darted them toward me, and that was no overemphasis. I could see the eternal flame flickering deep in his pupils as he opened his eyes even wider as if he wanted to swallow me with them. “With your past,” his lips jerked hard around that word, “and importantly,” his eyes somehow widened even further, his voice dropping to a whisper as he said, “your future, you cannot afford to ignore the law. You haven’t forgotten your destiny, have you, Celeste?”

    Though I knew I shouldn’t react, and all he was doing was pulling my strings, I couldn’t stop my stomach from tightening.

    Thanatos’ expression changed, his gaze filling with sadness – one I was sure was faked. “Destinies can only be held back with the full light of one’s soul, Celeste. But you lack the capacity to even try. Your sad destiny is too strong, and your control of your soul too weak. If you keep breaching the rules, you will destroy this city. And when you destroy this city,” he leaned all the way forward, pressing himself as close to me as he could without the skin of our cheeks touching, “I will be forced to kill you, lest you help the Divine. And when that happens, Celeste, no one will shed a tear.”

    I tried to swallow my emotion, but it was there, obvious as a lump in my throat, one I couldn’t swallow past, no matter how hard I tried. “I thought you just told me that my destiny saddened you?”

    It wasn’t a legitimate question. I didn’t want Thanatos to feel anything for me other than hatred. But demons do so hate it when you point out their inconsistencies.

    Thanatos? He just smiled and sat back down in his seat, the leather creaking until it stilled. “We both know I’m a complicated man.”

    With that, the passenger door opened.

    I wasn’t expecting it, and as I was leaning against it, there was little I could do to stop myself from tumbling out and striking the pavement.

    I was in full attack mode, so I hardly broke a bone, let alone a nail.

    I bounced back up just in time to watch the door creak shut. It paused, offering me just a glimpse of his curled, satisfied smile. “Good luck with your case today, Celeste – I’ve heard it will be a hard one.”

    I bristled. “What the hell does that mean?” I went to jerk forward, latch a hand on his door, and stop it from closing, but the car turned on silently and swung into traffic before I could try.

    Though there had been two taxicabs right alongside the limousine, that didn’t matter, and the traffic simply shifted around, allowing Thanatos’ limousine to pass through it with ease.

    As I stood there, breathing hard, my hands clenched into fists, I watched the two SUVs shift back into their original positions.

    Space wobbled. It would be the last warning I would get. The spell Thanatos had cast on this street to stop people from recognizing what was happening to the traffic and from hearing a word of our secret conversation was about to crack.

    In that time, I needed to turn off my soul spell. Just at the last moment, I did it. I brought up a hand, twisted my dial to the right, and breathed.

    Though it wasn’t as if Cheryl and the other pedestrians on the street had been paused before, no one had been saying anything or doing anything. They’d simply been standing there, staring out like mannequins.

    As Cheryl returned to the land of the living, she frowned briefly, shook her head, and glanced at me.

    I staggered a little – the consequence of turning off my soul amulet, despite the fact I hadn’t used any strength during my altercation with Thanatos.

    “Whoa there,” Cheryl said as she immediately darted forward and wrapped a hand around the crook of my elbow. “Did you have another rough night?”

    Yes. And by the sounds of Thanatos’ threat, it would be rougher still tonight.

    Cheryl blinked, then stared down at my feet. The three coffees and two doughnuts she’d selflessly bought for me were a mess over the pavement. “Oh no, you dropped your breakfast. I think I have time to head back to the store and grab some more.” She shifted to jog back to her coffee shop, but I immediately grabbed her wrist to stop her.

    Thanatos’ limousine had looped around the street and was doing a drive-by.

    I could just make out the dark outline of his face through his excessively tinted windows. It was directed at Cheryl.

    “It’s all good. I don’t need any coffee this morning. Let’s head to work. And, Cheryl?”

    “Yeah?” she said after a significant pause, her voice shaking with confusion.

    The confusion came from me as I looped a hand over my soul dial and twisted it ever so slightly to the left. “I’ve told you this before, but you need to listen this time,” on the word listen, magic pulsed through my voice, giving it a mesmerizing quality, “never have anything to do with Thanatos Jones. If you see him, head to the closest church. If he knocks on your door at home, don’t open the door. And if you see him on the street,” I had to clench my teeth for this bit, but eventually I pushed the words out, “you pray to God. You got that?”

    “I… I have that,” she said, every word automatic as her wide, sightless eyes stared over my shoulder.

    “Good,” I muttered as I turned my dial back to the right.

    This time I gritted my teeth and stopped myself from stumbling. I patted Cheryl fondly on the arm, releasing her wrist as I nodded forward. “We should head to the office. I have a feeling,” I swung my gaze back in the direction where Thanatos had driven, “that an important case is going to be waiting for us.”

  
    Chapter 4

    I wasn’t wrong. The moment I walked into my old office, was the moment my gaze ticked toward my equally old answering machine. Yeah, I still had an answering machine – and it used tapes, actual mechanical tapes. There was a reason behind that other than frugality. It wasn’t just that I’d picked up this answering machine from the local thrift store with a whole box of unused tapes that would last me for years. It was that I could scribe spells on the magnetic tape once I’d used a round, cleansing them of the energies they’d been forced to listen to.

    It was much easier to cleanse physical, tangible objects than it was messages held in the cloud.

    The old machine had a single red diode light, and it was blinking feverishly as I walked up to my desk and dumped my keys on it.

    I planted my hands either side of the machine, pretending I was a little weak as Cheryl walked behind me and patted me tenderly on the shoulder. “Sure you don’t want to nap?”

    “Just catching my breath. Like I said—”

    “You can’t shake the feeling that this is going to be a busy day. If it were anyone else, I’d say that was bullshit, but you seem to have the best intuition in town.”

    I smiled at that as Cheryl quickly walked over to the tiny kitchenette on the opposite side of the room and dutifully set about making me coffee.

    It wasn’t intuition. Humans had intuition because they didn’t understand the forces involved in their lives.

    What I had was experience.

    And that experience warned me that there were distinct negative energies wafting off the answering machine.

    It was enough that I quickly yanked open the drawer underneath it, rummaged around, and plucked up a spray bottle filled with atomized vervain and lavender.

    As Cheryl kept her back to me, I sprayed two spritzes of the concoction onto my palms, concentrating on my forefinger, really letting the tincture sink in until I gathered the courage to hit play.

    Instantly I heard emotional breathing. Distraught, deep, broken. “My… my name is Hillary White. I… I’ve tried everybody else in town. I got your name from an ad in the paper. It said… it said you specialized in finding lost souls.”

    As I listened to the woman’s broken speech, I closed my eyes, steadying my body as I gripped the bench with both hands.

    I pushed my mind into every single sound making it off the magnetic tape.

    That was the other advantage of using tapes over digital storage. If you spelled them the right way, you could attune them to pick up certain classes of sounds.

    From the almost indiscernible flap of an angel’s wings, to the ever spine-tingling scratch of demon claws.

    … I heard neither now. Just the continued desperate breaths of Hillary as she tried not to cry over the receiver. “Your… your ad in the paper claimed that you’ve never failed a case. That you can find anything and anyone. I need you… I need you to find my missing child.”

    On the word missing, my heart sank.

    I still had human feelings. The amulet hanging around my neck – the amulet that would not be able to be removed until the day I died – did not prevent me from crying. Not anymore. The day I’d left the Devil was the day I’d welcomed true emotion back into my life, and I called on it now, a single tear leaking down my cheek.

    “I… the police are still holding out hope, but it’s been a month,” the woman admitted, her tone crushed.

    I breathed deeply, my breath shaking as I took on this woman’s emotion. I couldn’t help but do it. Not in this mode, anyway. If I grasped up my soul dial and turned it to the left, I’d be able to rely on my anger to wash away the depths of this woman’s misery. But I no longer hid from my feelings. I let them in as deep as they wanted to go as I continued to listen to the woman’s garbled words.

    I heard the tinkle of a spoon tapping against the rim of a cup from behind me.

    “Another spoon of sugar, if you wouldn’t mind,” I said, controlling my tone.

    “Right you are, boss.” Cheryl turned around, thankfully walking away before she could hear any more of the message.

    Though Cheryl was as cheery as the summer’s sun and appeared to bounce back from anything, she didn’t need to listen to this.

    I bent down again, practically doubling over the answering machine, my back creaking from the stress of the move.

    “They think her condition made her wander off. They think she’s just hiding somewhere. I know that’s not the case. She just… she wasn’t in her right mind the day she left.”

    “Older kid, then,” I muttered to myself as I unhooked one of my stiff hands from the corner of the bench, grabbed up a legal pad from the in-tray beside the answering machine, and started to scribble my notes. Possible mental health issue, too.

    “I don’t know what you need from me. I don’t know how much this will cost. I don’t care. Just find her. Please. My… my address is 22 Grange Avenue. I’m here all day. You can call me—”

    I tuned out, not even bothering to write down her number. There was no way I was going to call her. There was so much potent emotion coming from this woman’s message, I’d have to burn cinnamon candles around my answering machine for a week.

    I might pride myself on the fact that I now let my emotions in, but I’m not a fool – they can be just as dangerous as they can be constructive. Emotions, after all, are how the light and dark do their work. From devotional fanaticism to fear and hatred – they are the doors by which people allow themselves to be possessed and controlled.

    Though I doubted this woman was possessed, there was so much chaos flooding around her that unsuspecting people could easily be affected by it.

    I scribbled her address down on the paper, then grabbed it and the five sheets beneath, tore them off the pad, and shoved them into my pocket.

    I ran a practiced hand down the pad, trying to sense any imperceptible indents from my writing. When I picked some up, I grabbed up another five sheets until I could no longer detect the remnants of the pressure I’d used to write.

    I shoved all of them into my pocket. I would have to burn them in my fireplace at home later.

    “How many times have I told you not to waste paper?” Cheryl muttered from behind me, sighing deeply as she shifted around the two desks in the office, my coffee held in one hand.

    “You know I always like to keep a few sheets of paper with me when I go out on a case.”

    “Here’s a coffee.”

    I took it from her and gulped it down.

    “Whoa, it’s piping hot.”

    “So it is,” I said thoughtlessly as I reached for an old glass of water on the bench and downed it too. My mouth wasn’t burning. Even in my ordinary state, I had some of the advantages of my immortal soul.

    When I turned around and it became apparent that I hadn’t burned the lining of my throat, Cheryl simply ticked her head in irritation. “You’re something else, Celeste.” Her rebuke didn’t last. Her gaze quickly ticked toward the answering machine, a frown marking her plump lips. “I caught a few words of what that woman said. Are we going to head over there? She sounds like she’s desperate.”

    “She is desperate,” I acknowledged softly. “But I can manage this one on my own. Hold the fort. And, Cheryl?” I brought up a hand and subtly switched my dial to the left.

    Cheryl’s suddenly vacant gaze locked on me. “Yes?” Her word was slow and slurred.

    “If Thanatos comes to this office, you will never open the door. He can’t come in without my permission, and I will never give it. While I’m gone, you’re going to get the urge to light some candles. Five, to be precise.”

    “… I think I want some candlelight in this room,” she muttered as if to herself.

    “Yes, yes you do. Now have a good afternoon. This might take me all day.” With that, I shoved toward my desk, grabbed up my keys, and walked out.

    By the time I realized my mug was still in my hand, I’d already locked Cheryl in. I didn’t usually lock her in – I wasn’t that controlling. I just hated the way Thanatos had stared at her this morning. Though I doubted he would actually do something, I couldn’t get his damn smile out of my head, nor his words.

    They echoed in my skull as I leaned down and placed my empty cup by the door.

    Good luck with your case today, Celeste. I repeated his words in my head.

    I shoved my hands into my pockets and stared forward. I wouldn’t rely on luck. If it came to it, I would rely on the light of my soul. No matter what it would take, I would solve this case.

  
    Chapter 5

    I didn’t like to drive. It wasn’t that I didn’t know how to drive or that I wasn’t good at it – it was that I always felt that, ultimately, the car was in control and it was only ever taking me along for the ride.

    And I’m sure you could appreciate by now that I hated being taken along for a ride.

    Did my mind tick back to Thanatos and his hot lips at that thought? You betcha it did, but I didn’t give it the time to sink in.

    While I hated to be behind the wheel, I didn’t mind taking the subway that much, nor did I begrudge a bus every now and then.

    Mostly, however, I liked to walk. I liked life to be slow and manageable during the day. It could be fast and out of this world at night, but during the day, when my dial was twisted all the way to the right, I needed to take things carefully. But this case didn’t want to be taken carefully. Despite the fact I was very good at pushing people’s emotions from my mind, as I strode down Grange Avenue, I could feel it from here.

    Hillary White’s desperation, fear, angst – every dark emotion you could imagine.

    It almost made me stop at the mouth of the street, my teeth grating together as I firmly pushed my tongue onto the roof of my mouth. I incanted a certain charm over and over again in my mind, sure to enunciate every single syllable, despite the fact I wasn’t saying it out loud.

    It was a mishmash charm – that wasn’t its name, just an acknowledgment of the fact that it came from a range of cultures and times. Some of the words were ancient Egyptian, some of them modern slang. You see, the ancient world doesn’t have the mystical, magical, powerful market cornered. Force can be created in any era. You just have to know what you’re doing.

    And the creators of this particular enchantment had known their stuff, because as I crammed the tip of my tongue right up against my palate as if I wanted to push through to my brain, the chill down my back ebbed. It no longer felt as if tiny prickling claws were climbing my back, as if I’d been stuck in a pit of centipedes and honey.

    But there would be a time when I would have to remove my tongue and enter this hellish nightmare for real.

    That time presented itself as I stopped outside of 22 Grange Avenue.

    I’m never one for believing that places are cursed. Wait up – I believe in curses. Hello, I used to work for Hell, remember? I used to cast curses every day. But it’s very rarely places themselves that hold on to curses – it’s the people who live there. It takes a trauma of almost monumental size to imprint an actual location with negative energies. Trees and plants very rarely take on death and suffering. They’re too rooted in the circle of life and death. As for the dirt, that’s even less likely to become embedded with energies than the plant world. Dirt, after all, is that from which we come and that to which we return. Don’t get me wrong, it’s got some pretty powerful energies and uses, but it rarely takes on other people’s baggage.

    Human objects are different. Cars and fences, front porches and roofs. Windows and drapes – you name it. If it’s something humans have created, have control over, and especially if it’s something they return to for sanctuary, then it can become embedded with energies. Be they dark or be they good, it was always the same for me – they ultimately didn’t belong, and I was here to disperse them.

    I held onto that thought as I reached out, plucking a hand from my pocket, dropping the crystal-clear quartz I’d been clutching since I’d neared the street, letting it fall back against the little mesh bag I always carried around with me.

    I always carried two things in my pockets – that quartz stone in one and a vial of rosemary in the other. Both had their purposes, and I would never leave the house without them.

    I unlocked the fence latch, noting how much it protested, despite the fact it looked new.

    It was in staring at it that I saw the scratch marks. They didn’t belong to some tool that had been used to lay the lock. Nope.

    Pivoting on my shoe, ensuring no one was watching me from the house, I ran the tip of my pinky finger down the scratch marks. “Nails. Human nails,” I muttered.

    They belonged to the hand of a tortured mind. I didn’t mention that bit out loud. This house was already dark enough as it was without me adding to its baggage by vocalizing its troubles.

    My conclusion wasn’t wrong, though.

    I could feel the twisted energies of this place concentrated on this fence latch, almost as if someone had focused all of their energies on it.

    “Escape,” I muttered to myself. “Somebody here wanted to escape.” I didn’t let my words carry. They were just faint whispers, held onto by my breath, there for me and me alone.

    It wasn’t that I was worried that Hillary White would poke her head out the door and listen to me. It was that I could remember Thanatos’ clipped warning while I’d been in his car. He always had someone watching me. He’d already shown interest in this case, so I wasn’t about to give anything away.

    I reached the porch steps, and before I took them, I let my gaze slice along the bottom of the porch.

    It, like the gate, was new. Or rather, bits of it were new. It was made out of weatherboards, and while those at the top were old, keeping in time with the age of the house, the ones right at the bottom were fresh, covered in paint that couldn’t be more than a month old.

    I frowned, one of those truly marking frowns that feels as if it’s going to gouge a hole in your lips, keep going, and carve you in half.

    I couldn’t forget the woman’s words on the phone. Her kid hadn’t been missing for a few days – no, it had been weeks.

    Coincidence?

    I hoped so. I really hated it when families turned on each other.

    Pushing that thought away, I finally made it to the front door. Pressing my tongue against the roof of my mouth once more, I let out one last prayer, then knocked.

    The sound was hollow. It didn’t have any reason to be hollow. It reminded me of empty coffins, of freshly dug graves, of darkened tunnels.

    Was I allowing my imagination to get the better of me? Did I really need to remind you where I’d come from? I’d been to Hell, I’d lived there – this wasn’t me imagining the worst, this was me allowing the situation to give me impressions.

    I held onto every last one of them, cataloging them for later as I heard footsteps from behind the door. They were heavy and uneven, suggesting an unsteady gait.

    Something crawled up my skin, and I got the weirdest image of someone dragging a heavy chain.

    There was a breath, heavy and long, then the door opened.

    I expected to see Hillary. I didn’t. I saw a kid of about 10. He was in a long dressing robe, and it was tied haphazardly at the hip. I now appreciated why his gait was unsteady, and it had nothing to do with a lack of balance. The kid was only wearing one shoe, his other foot in a brightly colored red sock.

    He frowned at me instantly, his hazel eyes narrowing. “Who are you?”

    “I’m here to see your mother.”

    “That isn’t a satisfactory answer to my question.”

    The kid was 10. He sounded like he was 50 and he had a law degree under his belt.

    Still, if I could manage demons, I could manage precocious children. I did not place my hands on my knees, bend in half to account for our height difference, and try to smile this one out.

    Instead, I gave the kid exactly what he was seeking – cold efficiency. I clamped my arms around my middle, tilted my head back, and shot him a steely look. “Your mother left a message on my answering machine. I’m from the Lost Souls Detective Agency. She has a case for me.”

    I watched the kid as I spoke. Like I’d said before, I really hated it when families turned on one another, but I had to be prepared for the possibility that this case wasn’t straightforward. Hell, none of my cases were ever straightforward, and that was because they most often had something to do with Hell itself.

    But this case?

    While the kid walked away without another word, either to get his mother, or because he was done with the conversation, I let my gaze tick around the hallway.

    Religious memorabilia covered everything. There were Christs on crucifixes every few meters, and there was even a Bible draped with a golden cloth sitting on the hall table.

    You could question why I hadn’t felt this much sheer Christianity wafting off the place when I’d walked up the porch steps – the answer was simple. Energies sometimes didn’t discriminate between the light and dark when things were chaotic. That, there, was a lesson on the true nature of reality, but one we couldn’t go into now.

    I stopped myself from pursing my lips and whistling just as I heard hurried footsteps.

    I recognized Hillary the second she darted around the corner. It was the lost stare. All glassy-eyed, all broken.

    She tried to fix her hair, tried to neaten her pink floral blouse, but you could get a team of stylists in, and they would never be able to fix the true problem with her appearance – she was as empty as that aforementioned coffin.

    Though I’d done this 100 times, that didn’t stop me from swallowing. I wouldn’t exactly call it nerves, but something was climbing my stomach. “Hello, my name is Celeste Ming. You left a message on my answering machine.”

    “I thought you’d call,” Hillary said, flustered enough to fish her cross out from underneath her blouse and clutch it in a white-knuckled hand.

    The cross wasn’t gold. It was wooden. This house, apart from the unnecessary religious symbology, was actually pretty nice. It was in an expensive section of town, too. And from the car I’d seen parked out front, it was clear that the Whites weren’t shy of a penny or two. It was just as clear that Hillary could, if she’d wanted to, afford a golden cross, or anything nicer than a chunk of carved wood.

    Which meant the ornament had to be important somehow.

    I stared at it obviously, frowning. “That’s an interesting necklace, Mrs. White.”

    Tears collected at the corners of her eyes. “She carved it for me.” Her voice wavered up and down on the word she.

    I still didn’t know the name of the kid who’d gone missing, but I could put two and two together. “What was the name of your child? And how old was she?”

    “She was an old soul,” Hillary chose to answer.

    I controlled myself. I didn’t clutch my hands into tight fists, and I didn’t swear. I was damn close, though. It was in the exact power and confidence the woman had used when she’d said her child had been an old soul. It’s a common concept, or at least among humans who believe in souls. You hear parents who have children with advanced emotional skills claiming that their pipsqueaks have old souls, and that’s why they’re so advanced for their years. Don’t count on it. Old souls are extremely dangerous things. There’s a reason you never remember your previous lives. That reason is your sanity. Old souls on the other hand, had often taken steps in their previous lives to ensure that they did not lose their memories. Such steps did things to one’s eternal fire. Unkind things.

    I tried to dismiss the woman’s words, but they haunted me as she clutched the carving even tighter. “Sarah, my little one is Sarah, and she was 10.”

    “Was she a twin?” I frowned and gestured in the direction her son had disappeared in.

    “Yes.”

    “What were the circumstances of her disappearance?”

    “Sarah… was gifted.”

    Way to go to not answer my question. I stopped myself from frowning. “How do you mean?”

    “Father Butler said she had a unique connection with the divine,” Hillary said proudly as she thumbed the wooden cross, her nail audibly grating over the roughly carved wood.

    Shit. Awesome. This was just awesome. I spent a hell of a lot of time screaming about Thanatos because of my checkered history with him. I might not have slept with Father Butler, but I hated him just as much. He was everything Thanatos was, but technically on the side of good.

    And if his sticky fingers were all over this case, it was best for me to back out now.

    As that thought settled in and I subconsciously shifted closer to the door, I watched a single tear trickle down the woman’s cheek.

    It was honest. You might think tears can’t be honest. After all, they’re hardly statements of fact. They’re simply the body’s way to show emotion.

    But there was something that couldn’t be faked about Hillary’s grief. Something that managed to pull at my heartstrings. Before you try to claim that a bitch like me who worked for Hell couldn’t have heartstrings, think again. That was one of the consequences of leaving the Devil and the General behind. I’d had to regrow my sense of empathy. And that empathy held me to the spot.

    I let out a breath. “I need you to be honest with me, Hillary. Did Sarah have some kind of intellectual disability?”

    “She could see things that we couldn’t.” The woman became instantly defensive, her hand clutching the cross so tightly, her fingers looked as if they would fall off. “That’s not a disability,” she spat that word as if she was removing poison from her mouth. “It’s an ability.”

    I paused carefully, judging if I could push. “I don’t doubt that, but I still need to know the extent of her… ability. You say that she could see things. What did she see?”

    I just managed to salvage the situation, and Hillary didn’t kick me out the door. Instead, a confused but proud smile spread her lips. “Angels. Everywhere. Protecting her, protecting the city. Doing God’s work.”

    I contained my expression. Sure, I had to build the mental equivalent of a high-security prison around it, but I didn’t let my cynicism show. “You said before that the police were confident that she could still be found. What do you think makes them think that?”

    “She said she was leaving to do God’s work. That’s what she told Father Butler.”

    I frowned. “She spoke to Butler before she disappeared?” Even though I really wanted to, I could not stop the suspicion from arcing through my voice. Father Butler was a man who would do anything to ensure this city didn’t fall to the dark. And men who are prepared to do anything are terrifying indeed.

    “She wrote him a letter.”

    “Can I see that letter?”

    “I can take you to Father Butler – he has it.”

    On the offer that she could take me to Father Butler, I tried not to look like I would rather be taken to have my legs sawed off. “Perhaps you could arrange for Father Butler to send a scanned copy through?” This wasn’t perfect. The original would be a lot more powerful than a copy. But If I had to brave Butler’s stupid ass to get it, a copy would do.

    Thanatos’ frigging warning droned in my head, bouncing up and down in my cerebellum as if it were a drill trying to split my skull.

    He promised me this would be a hard case. He wasn’t half wrong.

    I stayed for another five minutes, Hillary telling me what she could. Was she holding back? You betcha, but at the same time, I could tell she wanted me to find her kid with all her heart.

    By the time I walked out of her house, I was in a bit of a daze, thoughts lost in the tragedy.

    It took me several steps along the street until I saw a specific car out of the corner of my eye.

    “Oh shit,” I muttered under my breath as I rolled my eyes.

    The very last person I wanted to see rocked up in a beaten-up cop car, swerving into the pavement so quickly and inexpertly, he clipped his front wheel.

    Detective Marco Santini jumped out of his car, slammed the door, and instantly flicked his gaze my way. “What the hell are you doing here?”

    I tried not to snarl at him as I shoved my hands into my pockets and tutted. “I thought you were an ex-priest, Detective? What are you doing swearing?”

    “Answer the question. What are you doing sniffing around this case?”

    Detective Marco Santini was an interesting character. And when I said interesting, I meant irritating. He was an ex-priest, and he’d studied under Butler. Then he became a detective. He had all the righteousness of a priest combined with the arrogance of a police officer. In other words, a god-awful combination, if you’d pardon the pun.

    Though he was an acolyte of Father Butler, as far as I could tell, Marco had absolutely no idea about magic. Maybe he suspected angels and demons existed, but he certainly didn’t think they drove next to him on the street and sat by him at restaurants.

    “I think why I’m here should be obvious. I’ve been hired, Detective,” I emphasized the word hired with a harsh breath of air. “Mrs. White decided to call on my skills because she wasn’t getting anywhere with the police.”

    Marco curled his lips into a snarl at my pointed insult. He stopped right in front of me. That was something about Marco – he had no sense of personal space. Or if he did have one, he had no sense of my personal space. “Been preying on the vulnerable again, have you?”

    “If by responding to customer inquiries, you mean preying on the vulnerable, then I suppose I’m guilty as charged. Now, if you’re done ineffectively insulting me, I have a case to work on.” I let my lips purse around the word case.

    “This is an active inquiry, Celeste,” Marco said informally, his voice a growl. “If you find anything, you are legally bound to share it with the police.”

    I arched an eyebrow. “Suddenly think I’m effective, do we? Think I’m more likely to solve this case than you are? You’re one hundred percent right.”

    He snapped his lips open, anger pulsing through his gaze.

    I lifted a hand out of my pocket in a dismissive motion. “Before you can warn me yet again that I’m legally bound to share any evidence I find with the police – of course I know that. And of course I will.”

    This didn’t take any of the wind out of Marco’s sails. Though it seemed clear that Father Butler hadn’t taught Marco anything about the true esoteric nature of reality, he sure as hell had passed on his fire.

    If you think fire is incompatible with the priesthood, think again. Fire is damn close to fervor, and fervor is the emotional fuel on which the light runs.

    Marco snarled at me. I guess no one ever told him such a move marked his otherwise handsome features. And I sure as hell wasn’t about to point that out as I walked around him, shoving my hands back into my pockets nonchalantly. “Now we’ve made a scene on a public street, have a good day, Detective.”

    “Wait up,” he snapped, because Marco seemed incapable of simply saying anything. I would hate to see him read a bedtime story. He’d traumatize any kid with his boisterous, strident voice.

    “What is it?” I didn’t keep the exasperation from my tone. “Some of us have real work to do.”

    “Where are you going?”

    I really doubted he was suddenly asking me out. I shot him a pointed look. “Did you drink last night, Detective? Did someone hit you on the head?” I asked in a tone that suggested I wouldn’t mind trying the same. “Have you forgotten our conversation of several seconds ago? I’m off to investigate this case. Now good day.”

    He got in front of me, wise enough not to try to grab my wrist. Sure, I was a hell of a lot smaller than him, but Hell could account for any difference in size.

    “I don’t care if this woman has hired you to find her child. You’re not going to step on this case.”

    “Why are you suddenly so interested? Hillary said she hadn’t heard from you guys for a week.”

    His face stiffened.

    Marco had exactly the kind of obvious expressions that would make him terrible as a spy.

    I narrowed my eyes. “There’s been another kidnapping, hasn’t there?”
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