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CHAPTER ONE
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Red horns faded to pink at the base where they joined up with pink-white baby skin, and Mackenzie Solomon knew trouble when she just about tripped over it. A heartbeat later, baby-blues batted open wide, and Mackenzie knew herself gone. As in heart trapped by the most adorable bundle of fat-cheeked-gurgling to ever coo at her. She had a baby on her porch—a bundle of joy with demon horns. Oh, this was so not good. Not when she’d been licensed to send every demon she met back to hell.

Bending, she chucked a finger under the Buddha chin anyway, got a happy gurgle and a tiny hand batted out from the pink blankets. Pink! Demon spawn in pink? Thank the seraphim, the pink was a shade to compliment the horns and no claws were showing. Just four perfect fingers and a thumb that wrapped around hers. Her stomach flipped.

She grinned at the fresh baby-smell, even if a whiff of sulfur came with it—a hint of damnation that said part of this baby came from the Grigori, angels who’d gone dark with sin back before history began. But she let the baby’s hand latch onto her fingers, and noticed the reed basket.

Reeds. Very biblical. But this kid was not going to grow up to be anything like Moses—wasn’t gonna grow up at all if Mackenzie’s bosses at the Endowment heard about this. And wasn’t this day looking up since she worked for that light side of the street. Was late to work, in fact, and was also supposed to off demons without a second thought about their size. Her mind went to where it generally strayed.

Josh.

Yeah, she needed Josh here right now.

She took up the basket, propped it on one hip, and dug her cell from the back pocket of a too short black jean skirt. Hitting speed dial, she got the door hip-bumped closed and the basket on the hardwood floor and the baby into the crook of her arm. She listened to the baby gurgle more delight, and noticed the cute little nipper sure weighed a ton. She also started chanting.

"Answer, answer, answer."

Sympathetic allure—that was the only charm she knew how to work, and she worked hard not to use it on Josh. Not often. You didn’t abuse a good charmer if the Endowment partnered you with one, and Josh was the best she’d had.

He could pull assistance in on any scene, if she ever wanted such a thing. He could charm a car into running, or fix broken bones; he’d coaxed the muscles in her body back into shape a couple of months ago. But he wasn’t much for charming out a sunny day—when she’d asked, he’d gone all huffy, called it unnecessary interference with the natural order.

As if all charms weren’t.

But the shots he made for her ammo—blessings carved on water-filled paintball shells—worked on evil like that proverbial hot knife you wanted for slicing cold butter. She could almost forgive Josh for being so opinionated, and totally not doing what she wanted on the job. He was on the same wave-length as her, which was why she could compel him with a sympathetic push.

She gave another push for him to answer and bounced the baby. And she thought back to how she’d given in once to real abuse, and had Josh doing Cuervo shots a month after they’d been partnered, just to see if it was possible for the guy to unbend.

Boy, was it ever.

Cuervo did nice things to Josh.

Tequila took him from professional charmer to so loose he had poured himself over her like a hot bath on a cold night. God, he’d kissed like a miracle. Only she’d misjudged the Cuervo, and the amount of demon-blood that had stained her over the years. He’d almost passed out before he completed his pass at her, and not, she suspected, from too much tequila.

Her demon blood had hit him hard, left him looking like he could feel her in his soul the way she’d wanted to feel him. He’d scrambled into his clothes and out of her house, and he’d damn near quit as her charmer. She’d backed off, because a fling was supposed to be fun, and she liked working with him, even if Josh didn’t seem to do fun.

Fun, however, was all that she did on her days off now; twice back from too close to dead could leave a girl like that. At least, that’s what Mackenzie counted on as a good enough excuse.

But she was trying to do things right for a change. And that meant not doing Josh just because she had an itch for him. Besides, she needed Josh the only way he needed her—as a way to stay alive in the profession of keeping Hell in check.

He didn’t sound that lively when he finally answered. "Hello—Zie?"

He slurred the words, and precise Josh never slurred unless he’d either just gotten up—possible, since he considered mornings a worse fate than arriving at Hell’s main gate without so much as an angel’s wing for shelter. Or he’d been hit with her pushing at him.

But he also might be hip-deep in musty books, with midnight oil fried hours ago and strung out on a long wire of caffeine.

"Josh, I need you and Pampers here in twenty."

"Pampers? Not pampering? Are we in trouble?"

That’s why he was the best. Not ‘are you in trouble’ which had been the favorite phrase of her last charmer with a snarky ‘again’ implied. Josh went for we. Plural. With a fast take on the essential word. Disposable diapers would arrive with him, but so would questions. She needed to line up some answers.

"Twenty," she said again, pacing as she kept bouncing the baby. She flipped her phone closed.

It was bad to leave him hanging, but nothing motivated Josh like curiosity. It was one of the traits that had led him to become a charmer—that and dead, cursed parents who’d also been charmers. That heritage gave him an edge in his work. She’d heard once from Josh’s mentor that he had an innate understanding of knowledge so old it ought to be ten times buried. He could be pulling down the big bucks with a corporate sweet spot in marketing.

But he was also difficult enough that he’d never last more than a week in that kind of job, which made him her type of guy.

The regrets stirred again over how they’d almost connected that one night. But the bad in her didn’t mix with the pure goodness of Josh’s soul—she ought to have known that from how dark her demon hunting license had gone. And she’d better make sure it didn’t go even darker for sheltering demon spawn.

What the hell was a half-demon doing on her doorstep?

The bungalow and its wide, deep porch were only recently rented—only her boss and the finance department at the Magi Endowment had the address. And the head of finance had more than bitched about what the last house had cost to replace. But that problem of demons hunting her a few months back had not been her fault, and it had cost her a lot in demon blood now soaked into her skin. She’d been due overtime pay.

She’d also bought a fresh wardrobe from thrift stores, and a batch of Ikea furniture since the last house had gone to hell but hadn’t come back, and she was not taking any more antiques into the line of fire. And this baby could be tied into all that.

Odds were good for a connection, since worse tended to follow bad in the business of keeping evil in check. She cooed to the baby, "Oh, God, this is so not good, sweetie-cheekins."

But God had better things to do than listen to her bitch in baby-talk. She had better things to do, too.

Bumping demon-little in her arms, she started to work through who might have left the kid. It had to be someone who knew she was a warder. In fact, it had to be someone who knew she was licensed by the Endowment, and didn’t keep to their rules too well. That made for a list of about everyone at the Magi Endowment. But she couldn’t see anyone from work leaving demon spawn with her—not even as a joke. Not unless they’d sold themselves to the dark side to get the kid, and that was not a good thought.

Things had been tense at the office lately, more so than usual for the traditional spring Beltane break-out. With the Magi traveling like they did once every few months to the other six offices around the world, rumors held that maybe LA was no longer going to be headquarters. As in, maybe the next really Big Bad Thing would show up in Beijing for a change. Staring at the baby with the demon horns, Mackenzie had the feeling that LA was still sin-central. The phrase ‘city of angels’ didn’t cover what kind of angels—as in fallen or avenging.

And, of course, that led to the other big question which was—why leave the kid with her?

She didn’t get any further with ideas on that before Josh showed.

He arrived in fifteen minutes, meaning he’d either robbed a convenience store for the Pampers—his apartment was close, but not that close—or he’d slapped down money without waiting for change, and she’d make book on that.

Josh’s parents had died young, pretty and rich, leaving Josh rich, pretty and, well, alone. That’s what she’d heard. He had a trust fund that was supposed to leave him without any needs. But it had left him careless about money because he always had some in the bank.

He lived oblivious to things like budgets, and she’d set him up with automatic bill pay the second time he’d had his cell phone shut off because when he was charming he tended to forget everyday life. But when he burst through the front door, eyes wide, bagged Pampers dangling from one hand, and a silver dagger with a cross in the hilt in the other, he looked very aware. And ready for a fight.

That had her smiling, and she couldn’t resist telling him, "Y’know, the Pampers really kill the bad-ass macho look."
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CHAPTER TWO
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Mackenzie watched Josh straighten. He blinked, glanced from the half-demon spawn to her, and her words seemed to register. He glanced at the Pampers in his hand. "Uh...oh."

Ah, yes, her Joshua sure knew how to charm.

He came in, lifted the fraying hem of his jeans to slip his silver dagger back inside his boot, and had to hop a step to make that happen. He tried to look cool about the move. What he looked like was that he’d fallen from bed, or ought to be tumbled into one. Soon.

The hair, not quite blonde, not brown, just enough of both, made you want to get in there and sort it all out with your fingers and a long afternoon in bed. It was also spiked short and tousled from sleeping on it wet and not caring what it looked like. He achieved rumpled sexy without trying, and she liked him best a day unshaven like this. But she could almost hate how he kept his broad-shouldered frame muscled and slim without effort.

Charms, when you said them right, shed over your skin and into you with afterglow. And if Josh wasn’t so damn sweet along with being a know-it-all, she might have turned her gun and its blessed water on him like she did to other things that went bump in the night.

Josh just went bump in her dreams way too often since the Cuervo, because now she knew what it felt like to have charmer fingers slipping across the inside of her thigh. But those fantasies about his hands on her had to stop because they weren’t going to lead anywhere. They were partners. Period. And she wasn’t messing with that. Not even with Josh looking the way he did right now.

He’d dragged on a t-shirt, black and graffiti stenciled in white: Angels Do It Eternally. A checked long-sleeve shirt hung open over that, and she’d bet he’d grabbed the first thing hanging in his closet and not left to wrinkle on the floor. He had on the usual motorcycle boots—he rode like a demon, which also accounted for his getting to her place in no time. Faded Levis that he’d aged, and had not bought that way, slouched low on narrow hips.

Almost as if he knew what she was thinking, Josh’s frown went to a deep scowl.

His eyebrows tightened behind round wire-frame glasses, his forehead bunched and his eyes darkened. He looked ticked that she had demon-little in her arms. And why the hell did his pupils blow when he was angry?

She didn’t get that, or why he wouldn’t do contacts or Lasik.

She did get a lot of his opinions, including the one that evil tended to discount anyone in glasses as less of a threat; evil respected strength, not obvious weakness. So far, she’d seen no evidence to back this, but Josh went tenacious on most things.

He showed a quick gasp of the obvious by blinking and saying, "Baby? Uh, demon spawn?"

If it took that long for his brain cells to fire, the man needed coffee. "Wet baby," she told him. "Pampers on the table, please."

Shutting the door behind him, he glanced at her, his eyebrows lifting high. She wanted to muss his hair when he looked at her like that, baby-faced himself.

He had big blue eyes, too. Really big. Really blue. And he had no idea of the havoc he wreaked on women with those eyes. But she’d seen a good chunk of the gay population of West Hollywood get his attention, because the available ones propositioned him after getting that wide-eyed look, which always earned them Josh’s stammering, gracious refusal.

She’d yet to figure if Josh ever slept with anyone. Maybe angels, because they’d take one look and figure him as one of theirs. Some of them were also supposed to be horny buggers, too, like the damned Grigori, who’d been way too up for participatory sin, which had led to their damnation, and their demon spawn. Not that she knew about angelic desire firsthand.

What she knew in hand was wet diaper.

"Uh, Josh?"

He’d been staring at the baby. Dragging his gaze away, he glanced at the reed basket, took wide steps around it and headed for the dining room table. She never ate on it, so why not change demon poo there.

"It’s charmed," he said, and pulled out the Pampers.

For a second, she thought he meant the diapers. She realized his stare had fixed on the basket, which looked upscale and trendy. But not so nice you stared at it that much.

It took visible effort for Josh to look away from the basket and focus on the baby, and he shivered, and wrapped his arms tight as if Alaska had shown up in the dining room. She wanted to hug him.

You had to be sensitive to charm, and Josh’s curse was that while his empathy worked as an asset in his career, it kicked the hell out of him. Even with the walls his mentor had taught him to put up, he felt every foul thing going his way, and that was a lot in the business of keeping good and evil from wiping out everything in-between. He could feel the demon blood that had bled into her.

She’d been marked years ago as a warder because of that evil, and the lines on her left arm got darker with every kill. It had taken half a bottle of Cuervo to blunt what Josh had to feel on her. That should have told her that their hooking up was not a good notion. But it was getting harder not to give into those bad ideas.

Yeah, charms weren’t the only thing that rubbed off when you brushed against them too often. 

Right now, however, she needed to bush up Junior with a diaper change, and she was struggling with undoing diaper pins. Pins, for hell’s sake!

"I hate to ask, but whose baby is this?" Josh said, arms still folded and voice going distant before it came back to worried. "Are we about to discuss uncanny ninety-minute pregnancies and your child?"

Since Josh sounded borderline confused, she glanced at him and nodded toward the kitchen. "Not mine. And coffee’s fresh."

His arms tightened and so did his mouth. Nice mouth. She noticed it as often as possible. Full lower lip, thin ascetic upper one, and he looked like he was moving to pissed about now. He managed to make that look good, too, because he put so much passion into it.

"This is not about coffee," he said. "This is about a charmed something that’s half demon, and that’s not going to be any baby’s better half. Actually, it’s a charmed basket, too, which is why you’re already so attached. The blanket is charmed as well, and for something this strong over anything with horns showing, I know only two charmers who could pull that off."

"Two?"

"Well...three...maybe four. Possibly five if you count..."

"Y’know, maybe we both could use that coffee. Oh, and put a shot of something in mine. Unless you want to change semi-demon here and I’ll get the coffee."

Josh—bless his soul—hesitated. A lesser man would have been in the kitchen before the threat of baby mess had time to scent the air, but Josh glanced at the kid. The lines around his eyes softened, and a wistful look reached up from somewhere deep. He stretched out a long-fingered hand, stopped himself and folded his arms again.

"He looks... Fine, I’ll get the coffee."

"Yeah, sure thing, sweet cheeks," she muttered, going covert to watch that fine ass leave the room, and wondering what Josh had been about to say that he’d decided to hold back. Josh held back most things; she only knew what she knew of him from his work file: Joshua Michaels, charmer, good guy, number one in his class, and that was it. If she wanted more from him on this new topic, she’d have to go in with a crowbar. She wasn’t up to that before breakfast.

Banging in the kitchen announced imminent coffee. Josh returned with two mugs, set one down out of demon spawn’s waving reach and kept the other. All prim and frowning, he put his boots wide like he was making a last stand.

"Mackenzie, we have to take him in to the Endowment."

She met Josh’s stare before she looked back at the naked imp on the table and, thank the seraphim and the cherubim, it looked like the horns were it. No tail, no cloven hooves, just a reddish rash over his neither parts, but that could be from the diaper—and, yes, some bozo had wrapped a baby boy up in pink. That was just wrong. But the below-belt equipment checked out. Some demons didn’t have anything down there, and others had stuff that gave new meaning to the phrase ‘hose monster.’ That meant the baby really was only part demon, so Mackenzie gave Josh another glance and shook her head.

Josh’s mouth flattened. He put down his coffee and folded his arms. "Zie, they’ll know. He’s small, but he must have crossed over from one of the hells to get here. You know that’ll have registered. And the Endowment will..."

"Maybe he was born here. He’s not all bad—you can see that. And what about the part of him that is just a baby?"

Hell-baby gurgled as she got fresh Pampers spread under him. And, good God, did she want to go buy several pair of mini-Nikes, because the thought of baby feet in shoes to match were mushing her insides into oatmeal and brown sugar.

Junior started to fret, and she started thinking about his breakfast. She did not indulge her own carb addiction unless it was four AM after a fight with bad things when she could justify having burned the calories. Of course, it took a bit of a workout to finish the diaper. The little guy had demon strength stirring in pudgy uncoordinated baby arms and kicking legs, but she tickled his tummy, got him distracted and taped into his diaper. They fit right, so not bad for guessing, but Josh was good at that.

Putting Junior over her shoulder to pat his back, she asked, "What do you think he eats?"

Josh’s frown deepened. "For a guess, blood is involved. At body temperature."

"Let’s start simple with body temp milk. But I don’t have a baby bottle. Think a rubber glove over a glass’ll do?"

"A rub—? Mackenzie, you can’t keep him."

She flinched at his use of her full name. With the disapproving tone, Josh sounded too much like her dad had after curfew hours. 

Dad would have liked Josh. He’d talk bass fishing, which was another reason to never take Josh near Nebraska. Her mom and sister would go all marriage-minded, and her younger brother would try to hit it off over sports, which would confuse Josh since his idea of making friends meant coffee shops and discussions of books actually read.

She knew because she was now a regular at every bookstore and coffee joint in town, and there had been a day when she’d been better known at the local bar instead.

Josh put his mug down, which meant he was cranking up the stern righteous mode.

"Josh—" she started to say, but he cut her off.

"No, you listen. We have no idea what he is. He may be relatively benign, or he may be here to destroy the world. The latter is more likely given that he’s shown up on your doorstep. And we don’t know—"

"Is that supposed to have a double-meaning, as in doom heads to me first?"

"Recent history does reveal a trend. But shall we focus on the current issue, which, by the way, is about to spit up?"

He turned, headed for the kitchen, gave her another view of that narrow-hipped, rounded ass—ah, life could be good, even with loose jeans. He came back with a dishtowel before her hormones could kick up any more inappropriate images.

One should not be thinking about stripping a man and doing obscene things to him with a baby in one’s arms, but she was. Not much had ever stopped her from thinking about an almost naked Josh. She let him tuck the dishtowel under Junior, and how stupid was it that the brush of Josh’s fingertips had her pulse doing double-time.

She had to look away before she started any baby talk with him. Her faced warmed, but she told Josh, "It’s not the charms—he’s cute!"

Josh’s left eyebrow lifted to an absurd height. "And Lucifer himself has enough beauty to rival the awe of the morning star at dawn. That doesn’t make him any less dangerous. This baby is...trouble."

He sounded like he had trouble with that last word himself, so she pushed back. "Josh, he’s only a baby."

Head bent, his hand lifting to rub the back of his neck, Josh angled away, and she knew she had him on the ropes.

When Josh faced you down, you lost. When he put his hands on his hips and looked you in the eye, he had decided he couldn’t give another inch. And he would talk you into his way of thinking. But when his head dropped and he turned, he was seeing your side of things.

She pushed it even more, and added just a touch of sympathetic push in there, too.

"We take Junior in and the best he can hope for is sealed forever entombment. That’s assuming those mystic Magi who try to run everything don’t decide he’s too dangerous and—"

Knocking on the door—way harder than spirit raps—interrupted, and she was tempted to yell ‘go to hell.’ But Mrs. Treppan from next door liked to borrow sugar and flour and butter because she baked and lived on funds neither social nor secure. And she shared her brownie-sin results. The local kids also always seemed to have a fundraiser going. Since she was bouncing the baby in her arms, Mackenzie gave Josh ‘the look.’

Widen the eyes, part her lips, add a faint lift of eyebrows in the center, and Josh was such a sensitive, she could put on the ‘lost puppy’ and he caved almost every time.

Almost.

Shoulders slumping, he glared back a promise this argument hadn’t ended. But he went to the door—and hell stepped in.

Well, first it knocked Josh across the room with a sweep of brick-red backhand. The demon stepped through the doorway, all stony-faced, flexing brimstone-red muscle, with a rotting stench and horny bad-no-hair-day attitude. Literal horns, big black bull ones, sent Mackenzie looking for her gun. 
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Josh saw the demon on the doorstep just before its fist smacked into the side of his head. The world tilted to the wrong angle, and his shoulder cracked into the wall. He hit hard enough to push the air out of his lungs in a startled, aching gasp, and slid down to sprawl across the hardwood floor. With the world spinning and pain shooting down his right shoulder in electric spikes, he tried to gulp down a breath. He gasped a stir of panic instead.

Blinking, eyes watering and glasses crooked, he struggled up to one elbow, but he couldn’t seem to find a way back on to his feet.

Damnation.

With eyes flickering yellow like porch lights about to burn-out, Big Bad swung its bull-head around. And Josh knew he should not be thinking of this demon with a nickname.

He used to call demons by their proper class. He knew them, after all, but Mackenzie had changed that. She liked short names. She had a name for everything—the wrong one, but it seemed right when she said it.

And what was keeping her from finding her gun and getting off a few shots of blessed water?

She needed to strap the damn thing to her leg, or her hip, or someplace close to hand like any other warder. But she’d sworn fanny packs made her hips look fat, and she wouldn’t go out looking like Han Solo, and gun-bulge ruined the line of any jacket.

He still couldn’t believe she’d make vanity that important, and he couldn’t believe his head was rambling like this, which meant a concussion. Oh, damn. Second this month, and the rumors at the Endowment that getting bitch-slapped by demons was high on his list of favorite ways to get off would start again.

In truth, it didn’t even make his top one hundred.

But it did look as if it might be happening again today because the big bad’s glowing eyes had started tracking Mackenzie, and Josh wasn’t letting this thing get close to her. Or near that baby.

Demons were notoriously nearsighted in this world, which gave Josh a few seconds. Very few since the thing was stalking toward Mackenzie, cloven hooves scratching and thumping as it sniffed the air, scenting for human sweat. It hissed puffs of sour-milk smoke from the bull nostrils on that mockery of a face, and the red-hued muscles bunched as Mackenzie pawed through her oversized purse and juggled an armful of baby.

The baby giggled and clapped, and he was staring at Josh as if he wanted Josh to do the flying across the room thing again. Josh rasped a breath into burning lungs—finally. He put a hand behind him on the wall, and stood.

Or, rather, wobbled.

Knees buckling and room tilting, Josh pressed his hands against the wall and bit his lower lip to keep from yelling as pain clawed his shoulder. He sucked in another breath against the anguish, but that didn’t put any thoughts into his head.

One charm—just one.

For protection, or help, or to slow the thing down. His rattled brains refused to cooperate, so he closed his hands into fists.

The demon puffed out a belch that turned Josh’s stomach the same way too much tequila could. It offered a wide-mouthed, pointed-tooth grin; it had meat of some kind decaying between the spiked canines, and, thank you God, the big bad also looked to be slow and stupid.

Clumping forward on goat-legs, bull-head lowered, it puffed another belch, flexed a pair of bag-of-hammer sized fists. Showing off, stupid son-of-a-hell-raised-nightmare. Josh pushed off the wall, grabbed the nearest thing with his good arm—a black floor lamp in clean Swedish modern—and swung.

The cord to the wall snapped free from the plug, whipped out, and the lamp connected, and if this big bad had been baseball sized it would have been a home run. Being a little bigger, the Grigori spawn shook off the hit, swung another backhand that landed, and Josh’s head snapped to the side as his feet lifted from the floor. A heartbeat later, he sprawled on the sofa. Soft—oh nice. But the world now seemed upside-down and the lamp had gone out of his shocked hands.

Fresh pain sizzled through his shoulder and down his side, and he bit out the order, "Go—keep the baby safe!"

Mackenzie glanced at him, eyes hot and face iced-over, and looking like someone you did not want to meet. Ever. Well, too bad if he’d pissed her off. He was already there himself.

Letting himself fall off the couch and to the floor. His glasses slid off. He used his good hand to drag out his silver dagger. All he needed was a soft spot to bury the blade in that walking nightmare.

Crawling to his knees on the rug—a vague, blurred pattern of blues—Josh stopped the rambling in his head and stumbled to unsteady feet. And there it was—two spots on its back where the demon had pulled off its own leathery wings, like some demented parrot held in captivity for too long. One hit in either of those bleeding scars with a blessed blade would kill.

He lifted his hand to strike just as Mackenzie lifted her hand from her purse, swinging up her black gun with a smile. "Say bye-bye, Big Bad." Boosting the baby higher on her hip and twisting so he couldn’t see anything, she squeezed off three shots.

Paintball cartridges exploded as they hit—torso, head, groin. Covering her target, like always. The water splattered over the demon, and it snorted a breath. It didn’t seem to realize the water had been charmed into something holy was not anything like paint.

The demon started melting.

Skin went first, running over and into whatever rancid stony meat worked as muscle before the thing’s damned bones liquefied. It put back its horns, roared, and tried for a last lunge. Josh aimed for a throw, and Mackenzie nailed two more soaking hits.

Small pops of compressed air echoed and blessed water washed the demon back to primordial ooze that left nothing behind but the horns before the acidic remains of the thing ate through the blonde-oak flooring. With a sizzle and more moldy-egg stink, the melting demon left a puddle shape behind; goop and horns kept dropping through the ground, right down to magma, Josh hoped.

Edging closer, holding his right arm to his side to keep it still and keep the pain down to a non-screaming level, Josh glanced down the hole. He saw only blackness. He knew a charm to mend broken things, so he could fix the floor. But you couldn’t charm yourself. One of those petty paradoxes left over from the deal struck with Heaven by the Magi after the Grigori’s fall from Grace. However, he couldn’t remember even a patch charm right now. He looked at Mackenzie and swayed as he salvaged a couple of words from his brain.

"You okay?" he said, frowning at her, half wanting to shake her for not getting out of here when he’d told her to go.

It was the world’s dumbest question. He’d been hit twice, thrown across the room, and she hadn’t broken a sweat. But he had to ask anyway because he needed to hear her say the words.

"Yeah, fine. You?" she asked.

He nodded, but didn’t answer because “fine, too” was a lie. The only thing more battered than his body was his temper, and he was hanging to that by a thread—this was not turning out to be a good day. He glanced at the baby, who smiled and looked as if everything amused him. Josh stared at the baby, his throat going tight and his temper leaking away. What he was thinking could not be possible. But, given the way this day was shaping up, it really could be.

"So, what was it?"

Josh looked at Mackenzie, and blinked. "What?"

"Yeah—what?"

"Huh?"

Rolling her eyes, she let out a sharp breath. "Oh, for—that, it, gone. What was it, other than not Child Services?"

"Uh, oh—demon, definitely." He tried to ease his shoulder muscles into a better place, managed a wince. "Grigori spawn. And next time, will you do what I tell you when I tell you? We’re partners, Zie. That means sharing the load and the responsibility. And one of these days you’re going to have to trust that—and me."

She rolled her eyes, put her gun back into a silk tapestry purse made in Tibet that in some planes of existence could pass as a small suitcase. "Yeah, well...I had it covered."

Shaking his head, he started searching for arguments—they had to be there under the pounding at the back of his head, and the sharp throb at the front, and the ache wrapping around from the sides.

But he’d run out of energy. He slumped against a wall and said, "Conjured, summoned with a charm to harm us. One of the lower orders. Judging by the horns, a shedu. A storm-caller."

"As in thunder?"

"As in dealing pestilence—storms of plagues. Don’t you read up on your Book of Eibon? Not a nice thing, but not really right for this kind of one-on-one, so someone didn’t do his or her research."

"Well, not daddy, either."

He stared at her. Blinking hard, he tried to follow her thoughts and got lost somewhere in the brambles.

Lifting a shoulder, she bounced the baby, and said, "Naked and gross, but no baby-making equipment on display. Kind of a hint that it wasn’t related to Junior here."

"Ah. Well, that’s not to say—actually, you’re probably right. Not daddy." Straightening, he let go of his arm and pushed the remaining aches away as something to ignore. "But a lack of...equipment is not the main indicator. Not all demons inseminate in what we’d deem a conventional method. There’s oral insemination, and—"

"Excuse me, but we have small ears listening."

He glanced at the baby, and looked away fast because he wasn’t liking what he kept seeing, and he dreaded the memories stirring. That left him even more irritated with himself. And with Zie. And with that baby.

"A few words about demonic forms of procreation won’t damn anyone," he told her. "Besides, he thought my being thrown across the room was funny."

"Yeah, well, he’s only part evil, and I’d like to encourage his other part with some nicer talk. And if it wasn’t the lack of standard issue, how’d you know Stormy there wasn’t his dad?"

He bit his lower lip, chewed on it because he didn’t want to say, so he went for the obvious and told her, "Horns."

Glancing up, he noted Mackenzie’s flat stare. He wet his lips and found a few more brain functions along with a fresh awareness of the bruises on his back. His shoulder kept howling, too. Moving slow, he slipped his knife back into his boot and touched cold, numb fingertips to his forehead.

"Junior’s more obvious attributes are only nascent but, um, they’re the wrong shape for a shedu."

Mackenzie’s mouth twisted at the right side, lifted, and her brown eyes sparked. "No bull?"

He started to smile back, but caught it just in time. He should not encourage this levity in her. It came out fine without his assistance. "Yes, no bull. Which means Junior here is most likely..." He broke off what he’d been thinking about the baby. God, it wasn’t possible. And he would keep telling himself that. But Matthew had been about that age when Josh’s family had been ripped apart.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Matthew.

Josh hadn’t allowed himself to think about that name in a long time. He had gotten very good at denying his past, had banished it to the corners of sleepless nights that he tried to keep under some kind of control. He did his research on his own time, and he kept his promise and his mouth shut, and hadn’t told anyone about Matthew. He’d followed his parents’ last wishes. He only wished now that he also did not know what could be done in some of the deeper hells.

But he should not trust his memories.

This wasn’t Matthew. Those blue eyes with the dark lashes and almond tilt at the corners weren’t Matthew’s. That blunt upturn wasn’t the shape of Matthew’s nose. And Matthew certainly hadn’t had horns. Matthew was dead, wouldn’t be this same age still, except if...ah, but he wasn’t going to think about that or how that laugh had sounded like...

Like what he’d just told himself not to think about, so he put his focus on Mackenzie. The spark had left her eyes, and he was sorry to be the one who killed it, but that was his job, or part of it. 

Charmers were supposed to be guides for their warders. They were voices of reason and were actually supposed to be in charge of the partnership. That was how it had worked at the Magi Endowment for the past few centuries, ever since that disaster with Joan of Arc. And that only showed what could happen to a warder who lacked any kind of charming advice.

Mackenzie would have gotten along great with Joan; they were both unconventional, irreverent, and never did what the establishment wanted. All that unpredictability could be a good thing when it came to battling evil and safekeeping mortal existence in general, but it also too often put Mackenzie’s soul in danger.

He was trying to temper her more suicidal work habits.

Keeping this baby could be more than that; it could violate the truce between Heaven and the hellish Grigori that had been strained, but which had lasted a few millenniums. If that truce fell, humanity would be caught in a world-ending angelic war.

He glanced at the child and saw the resemblance to Matthew again. His world shifted, spun.

He needed to sit down right now.

Turning, he walked over to the sofa, sat down, and he knew his plan to do all that in an organized fashion had come across as a collapse because Mackenzie was now bending over him. The tips of her fingers brushed his cheek, and her touch sparked on his skin as worry tightened her expression.

She still had the baby in her arms.

Shutting his eyes, Josh let out a breath. He gave himself to that something in her skin that set his body tingling, but which he could never quite identify. The closest he’d come was that it felt like really good ice cream spiked with explosives. He didn’t know if that made her touch good or bad, or just very dangerous. Knowing how the threads of this reality worked, however, he suspected the latter.

"Okay, what hurts, besides everything?" Mackenzie asked, her voice going low and soft.

Josh opened his eyes again.

Mackenzie had pulled away, and she looked like an angry Kewpie doll from Cirque du Soleil with the bow-mouth painted red, and the big dark eyes, and honey skin that showed she had a mix in her heritage. The athletic body, clothed in shades of black, was really no match for a demon, but that body could be hell on almost everyone else.

Now she had a baby in her arms, and he glanced at the child as not-Matthew reached up a pudgy hand and tugged at Mackenzie’s short black hair. She started bouncing him, and Josh moved his stare between the baby and Mackenzie. Since she looked as if she planned on standing there forever if she must, he gave in.

"Shoulder. Right shoulder, but there’s not much to do with it. Just bruised."

"Yeah, well why don’t I just take a look?"

He glanced at the baby again. "Mackenzie, notice you haven’t put him down. That should tell you something about the strength of the charm that’s binding you to him."

It tugged on him as well, and there was a familiar scent woven into it. Charms carried their own textures, scents and tastes, and if you lived long enough to master the skill of spreading your soul into charms, you learned to identify every charm’s maker.

But this charm was already aging, dissipating and wilting. The whiff of something teased at him, but faint enough he couldn’t follow it. The markers seemed intentionally masked, and he wished his shoulder would stop aching so he could concentrate and take apart those elusive textures.

With a wince, he sat up and reached for the baby. A physical connection would help him identify the charm. He used his good arm, but still had to let out a soft gasp.

Straightening, Mackenzie shook her head. "I so need a better look at you."

He shook his head, and put some push back in his words. "I’m fine."

Her mouth flattened, and Josh got smacked with her irritation—he’d always been able to pick up too much from Mackenzie. He put his focus on shutting all of it down.

There were days when the emanations that Mackenzie unconsciously put out left him buzzing—the bad intentions, the good thoughts, all the things that a charmer needed from others in order to weave karmic allure into the fabric of ancient words to make a charm. A charmer could use his own soul for charming. But if you did that for too long, you used yourself up. You’d fade from this world. You learned early how to pull what you needed—and only pull tiny fragments—to weave those bits of other souls into words that charmed.

But there was an extra something in Mackenzie. And if that half-remembered night between them was any guide, too much of his leaning on that connection with her was not wise. It had been bliss for about thirty seconds—and it twisted like a roller coaster gone off its tracks as something he didn’t trust inside him had almost ripped free.

She had bad blood in her—and it called to something buried in him.

He didn’t like that.

Mackenzie was frowning at him now as if she didn’t like any of this, but she said, "Besides, I put Junior down to change him."

Blinking, he focused back on the conversation and his job, which was Mackenzie, the person he was here to help, not Mackenzie, the puzzle driving him crazy.

"And you didn’t stop touching him," he said, trying to sit up and doing nothing more than causing himself more pain. He sank back and stared up at Mackenzie.

She lifted the hand that wasn’t holding the baby. "I could have."

"Could not."

"Cou—"

"Try it. Go on. Put him down beside me. Now. See if you can."

The tip of her tongue slipped out, touched her upper lip and vanished and her jaw tightened. He caught a flash in her eyes—very dark brown eyes, so dark they could look as black as hell on a bad night. Her chin lifted. She had a strong chin and jaw in that round face. Strong bones. Native American somewhere he’d guess from the dark eyes and inky, straight hair that she kept Goth with a shock of magenta.

She held still, but he glimpsed the slight move, the flicker of her stare to the couch and away. She put the baby on the sofa.

Ah, good. She was not totally bound by whatever charm she’d tripped. But a faint sheen of sweat popped on her forehead.

"See—no biggie," she said, and poked at Josh’s shoulder.

He let out a curse, saw spots dancing, but she was the one to flinch away.

"Uh, hate to tell you," she said. "But I think you might have a fracture. Hairline to the collar-bone maybe."

"All the more need to report in," he said, and he had to keep his teeth clenched around the words to keep the pain down. "Another charmer can fix this."

Mackenzie hesitated, and Josh did a push of his own while he had her touching him and could leverage that physical connection. The ice cream melted on his tongue and the fireworks lit in the bottom of his stomach, but they weren’t bursting loose into nuclear meltdown.

"Please, Zie. Next time it won’t be one. It’ll be two demons, or three, or four coming for that baby. And what will they do if they get him? He’s only part Grigori, and maybe it’s his non-demon part they’ll want to eat. Or maybe they’ll want to use him for even worse things."

Her hand started to slip to the baby, and stopped. Her stare snuck away. She shook her head and said, "I’ll get the first aid kid—I mean kit."

"No, please—"

She didn’t listen. She turned and walked out on him. He offered another mild curse and hunted for his glasses. He was not going to look at the baby who wasn’t Matthew. He’d look for titanium frames that were a blessing, and his glasses should be fine since he’d charmed the lenses not to scratch. He found them on the floor, put them on, and gave in to the persistent tug of curiosity.

Junior—not Matthew—gurgled and batted an arm in an uncoordinated wave, and Josh fought the urge to hold him.

"Not possible," he muttered again, but he knew it was.

Matthew had been taken and should be dead. He’d watched it—had seen his parents die. But what if Matthew hadn’t been killed? What if...oh, God, he didn’t want to think of the old knowledge that could be bent; of how time in any hell could warp a soul. But he’d spent most of the last decade searching out those ancient texts. He had that knowledge in him.
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