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They fished Danny out of the river at 3am, covered in bite marks and smelling like a sewer.

“Cheers, darling,” he said to the arresting officer, then snapped his fingers and disappeared.

A moment later, he stood in his small flat, dripping onto the moth-eaten, fuck-ugly shag carpet that could, with a bit of the flashy stuff, be converted into a portal to another dimension. At the moment, it wasn’t active, so his drips soaked through into the poor old floorboards below rather than landing on some luckless many-tentacled lad’s head.

“Hullo Athena,” he said, reaching down to pet the cat. “Let’s have some grub, eh?”

After a dinner of microwaveable mac ‘n cheese, he stepped into the shower and washed off the river water. 

Washing off the bodily fluids of several species of demon was a more complicated business. He had to purify himself by vomiting into the kitchen sink, swigging two bottles of elixir, throwing back half a dozen pills, and letting ten hungry leeches slither across his torso for the best half-hour of their day. Pulling them off hurt like hell, especially considering that his skin was covered in scratches and burns, but it had to be done. Humans weren’t designed to be in close proximity with demons for prolonged periods; swallowing a drop of their semen and forgetting to puke it up afterwards could see you dead from stomach cancer in a week or giving birth to some ghastly thing with mandibles.

About to fall face-first into bed – ah, glorious bed – he remembered that he hadn’t yet made the bloody call.

“Hell,” he muttered to himself and snatched up his phone. “You thick prick, Danny... uh, hi? Hi, Mrs Carter, it’s me. Just wanted to let you know that you can go back home now. It’s all taken care of. Yeah, it was a demon. A couple of ‘em, actually. Seems the previous owner had a tendency to attract them and when he died they all just hung around in his house. They do that, sometimes. No, no, not a problem. Just a quick exorcism. Eighty pounds, that’s right. Have a nice night, Mrs Carter.”

Lying down on his blessed, soft mattress, he winced as the blanket rubbed against his back. Bugger. He’d be feeling this one for a while. 

“Should have made it ninety pounds,” he mumbled at Athena as she settled down beside, and, finally, drifted off to sleep.
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The morning after a job was always the worst part. He woke up groggy, stiff, and damp, partly from having sweated his way through three different nightmares and partly from the new leak in his ceiling.

After dragging his bed out of the way and placing a bucket beneath the steady drip-drip-drip, he staggered through to the kitchen for coffee. 

There was a demon sitting at the breakfast table.  

His breakfast table. Slurping coffee out of his favourite mug.

“Merry, we’ve talked about this,” Danny grunted, trundling over to the shelf where his second favourite mug resided. 

His long purple tongue lolling out the left side of his widest mouth, Merryfeathers rasped, “Got news for you, Diamond.”

“That is what I pay you for, yes. Did – you bastard, did you finish the milk?”

All six of Merryfeathers’ shoulders shrugged. “It was sour.”

“It was mine. Fuck. Now I’ve gotta go out. Was really looking forward to lying on the couch all day.”

“Whinge, whinge, whinge. You want the news or not?”

Pouring himself a glass of orange juice, Danny sighed, “Yes, Merry. Cough it up.”

“Gonna be some drama in South Dakota tonight. Archduke Prospero’s decided to pop into your world and blow off some steam. To the humans, it’ll look like a tornado.”

“Big deal. They get those all the time in that part of the world. Don’t see why I need to get involved. Was hoping to take a breather for a few days, actually. Last job got a bit... rough.”

Leering at him, Merryfeathers said, “Ooh? Tantalisingly vague, Diamond.”

“If that’s all you’ve got, piss off.”

“Wait. Listen. This won’t be just any tornado. Prospero’s power’s grown in recent decades. If left unchecked, he’ll flatten every building he comes across – and anyone inside. Many, many humans will die, I suspect. Do I have your attention now?”

He threw back the rest of his juice. “Will he be on his own?”

“Most likely. No one wants to spend time in his presence when he’s like this.”

“Alright. Alright. I’ll look into it. Thanks for the warning.”

Merryfeathers sat back and spread his long, scaled legs. “‘Thanks’? That’s all you have for me, Diamond?”

Rolling his eyes, Danny set the glass to one side and got down on his knees. “Bloody opportunist.”

Afterwards, he made sure to puke up everything he’d swallowed, including the juice – no great loss, it had been weeks past its sell-by date – then went out for milk.
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As the sun set on a South Dakota cornfield, a shimmering hole opened up in the air. A thin man with his black hair tied back in a ponytail and dark, shining eyes stepped out of it. He wore a grey trenchcoat and he carried a box of condoms.

“Why does he always have to fuck up America?” Danny said to himself, watching the horizon where thick clouds were gathering. “Poor buggers don’t deserve it more than anyone else. And these fucking portals ain’t cheap. I’ve a good mind to take a plane next time – well, no. Obviously not. Wouldn’t catch me dead on one of those things.”

Crouching down, he drew a circle in the dirt, then whispered a prayer and spat into it. No need to bother with anything more sophisticated; the enchanted tattoos on his back and belly would keep his mind safe from any psychic invasions and his body strong enough to survive what was coming.

That done, Danny cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted at the approaching stormclouds, “Oi! Get a move on, you grumpy old sod! I ain’t got all night!”

Addressing powerful ancient demons with any degree of deference or cordiality was, in his experience, a grievous error. Also, y’know, far less fun.

(His sister’s words came back to him: “Something’s wrong with you, Danny. Got a crack in your brain.”)

The clouds picked up speed. The sky overhead darkened. The stink of corpseflowers filled the air and then, in a flash of lightning, Prospero manifested in front of Danny. 

“You would have words with me, mortal?” he boomed.

Danny clucked. “Now, now, none of that. Don’t come over all coy, acting like you don’t know my name. Insulting to both our intelligences, it is.”

Smoke billowed from Prospero’s nostrils. “Diamond. What do you want?”

“Oh, nothing much,” he said, sticking his hands in his pockets and ambling forward. “Just heard my old mate Prozzers was in the neighbourhood and thought I’d drop by to exchange pleasantries.”

“You cannot stop what is coming. This land will be laid to waste.”

“That so? Well, can’t be helped, I s’pose. Although I will admit, I’m curious: what’s got you in such a tizzy, eh?”

His red eyes flashing, Prospero roared, “I am moved by matters too great and too despicable for your feeble human mind to comprehend, conjurer!”

The first thing you learned in this game was when to not flinch. For most people, it was also the last thing they learned. 

Not Danny fucking Diamond. Slapping on his best sneer, he said, “Wife threw you out again, I’m guessing?”

Lightning bolts as thick as tree trunks slammed into the ground on either side of him. He grit his teeth against the whimper building in his throat.

Prospero rose himself up to his full height – well, his full height in this form, which was about nine feet – and his leathery wings opened wide. “You know nothing, tiny creature. Snivelling, mediocre creature.”

The clouds grew darker still and the wind began to roar. Raising his voice to be heard over it, Danny retorted, “Got tired of your shit, did she? Forgot to take the hell-hounds for a walk again, did you?”

“Shut up!”

“She was always too good for you, Prozzers! Maybe you’ve blown your last chance. Maybe this time she won’t take you back!”

Deafening thunder almost sent him to his knees.

And then it all stopped. The wind died down. The lightning was replaced with a mild, miserable drizzle. 

Sinking down to his knees, his wings drooping like the ears of a chastened dog, Prospero moaned, “She called me lazy.”

“Aaw,” Danny murmured.

“I’m not lazy. I – I work very hard.”

“I know, darling.”

“She never tries to understand!”

Danny took a step forward and gently placed his palm atop the distraught demon’s snout. “It’s rough, I know. She does love you, though. Wouldn’t share her palace with you if she didn’t. Every healthy marriage hits a few speedbumps now and then.”

Prospero grunted in agreement, the noxious fumes pouring from his nostrils wending their way up Danny’s arm. The frenzied light in his blood-red eyes had dimmed. 

“Now,” Danny continued, in a conspiratorial just-us-lads fashion, “what can I do to take your mind off it, hmm? Breaks my heart to see you like this, love. Let me cheer you up, eh?”

You had to present it as a plea. You had to make them think it was what you wanted. 

After a moment’s pause, a grin crept over Prospero’s huge, horrifying face. “Well... perhaps, gentle conjurer, I can give you a chance to prove your worth.”

A thin, forked tongue stretched forth to tickle the underside of his jaw. Danny tilted his head back and purred, “That’s right. We’ll have some fun, you and me. And you’ll leave this poor wretched place alone, yeah?”

“Very well, very well,” Prospero said, clearly impatient now, his snout pushing into Danny’s hair to drink up his scent. They always loved his hair. “Instead of ruining this land, I’ll ruin you instead. Agreed?”
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