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      “No one’s going to believe you’re human
if you let your eyes go red
and hellish like that.”


      Becca recovered in less than a second, blinking twice to clear her eyes. Without the red glow, they were green and lovely.

         Far more feminine than he would have expected from a woman who tortured innocents for pleasure and emasculated grown men just

         to hear them scream. Her light green eyes made a striking contrast to her short dark hair, tousled on top of her head as if

         she’d just rolled out of bed after a night a lovemaking.

      


      “Stop looking at me like that,” she ordered.


      Nick dragged his gaze off her hair and back down to her face. Get it together, Nick. You’re here to work. “How am I looking at you?”

      


      “Like you want to eat me.”
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      One


      

         

         Nick Rawlings hoped he got attacked today. He was bored, itchy for action, and fast coming to the conclusion that even the

         undying gratitude of his best pal, Jerome Doumani (and the large stack of gold bullion that Jerome was forking over), wasn’t

         worth three weeks of sitting in a small room with nothing but a frozen sociopath to keep him company.

      


      Nick peered hopefully at the platinum deadbolt on the inside of the steel door to see if someone was trying to jimmy it off

         from the other side. No luck.

      


      He sighed and wandered across the polished oak floor, his heavy steel-toed boots thudding on the perfect varnish. He glanced

         back over his shoulder, taking mild satisfaction in the fact that the floors were getting scuffed from his pacing. The Council

         (the morally questionable, self-appointed governing body of all beings nonhuman) would have to pry open their wallets to ante

         up for refinishing by the time Nick was sprung from guard duty. Not exactly a fair trade for the Council getting Nick’s pa

         and grandpa offed and for wiping out Nick’s race, but hey, a guy who’d promised his dying pa that he wouldn’t take revenge

         had to accept the small paybacks life offered him.

      


      

         Nick’s friend Jerome was one-third of the Council triad, an ex-pirate who still lived by the code of the high seas, and Nick’s

         best friend since they were kids. Nothing bonds a couple of boys like practicing swordplay with real blades and no safety

         masks. Jerome had been recruited to join the Council because of his moral flexibility and consequent willingness to do the

         tough-guy enforcing that the Council pretended not to support. In reality, the Council was way more bloodthirsty than any

         pirate, and they were a little too hung up on their power for the good of those they ruled. Their punishments were so brutal

         that some beings didn’t survive them, especially the Chamber of Unspeakable Horrors.

      


      Nick surveyed the stacks of food and beverages in the corner, which were supposed to sustain him for the next few weeks while

         he was on guard duty. No beer. No pizza. He was a man’s man, and he liked beer and pizza.

      


      He pulled a plate of crudités out of the fridge and started munching on a carrot. Or not.


      He sauntered over to the white horizontal SubZero freezer (nothing but the best for the Council), stuck the carrot between

         his teeth, then grabbed the industrial-size padlock with both hands. Two tugs, and it broke off with a loud crack. He leveraged

         the heavy lid up, letting it slam against the wall with a crash that left a nice dent.

      


      More maintenance costs for the Council.


      Such a pity.


      He peered into the cooler, and a three-by-five-foot block of ice stared back up at him. The ice chunk was swirled with a mixture

         of blurred colors—pink, blue, and a large amount of gold—as if someone had tie-dyed it. He took a bite of carrot while he

         surveyed his charge. 

         “So, you’re the oh-so-evil disinherited son of the leader of hell, huh?”

      


      The ice cube trembled, and Nick smiled. “Jerome tells me you were stupid enough to get yourself melted and then frozen before

         you could re-form. Bested by an ex-pirate, a no-carb–eating dragon, and a mathematician. True?”

      


      The frozen block vibrated even more fiercely, and Nick heard the faint whisper of a particularly creative epithet he hadn’t

         heard since he’d lived in hell. “Yeah, I hear you. Life can be a bitch sometimes.”

      


      The cube had no response, and Nick let the lid drop shut. So much for entertainment.


      Jerome was sure the other members of the Council were corrupt, and he didn’t enjoy being set up as a scapegoat for all the

         Council’s crimes against the Otherworld, a classification which included all beings nonhuman. Mortal world was the physical

         place where humans hung out on earth, totally clueless that beings from the Otherworld rode the trains with them, babysat

         their kids, and laughed at their ignorance.

      


      So, when Jerome heard rumors in the Council men’s room that someone was going to try to spring Satan Jr., he did what any

         smart guy would do: hired the baddest badass in the Otherworld to keep Satan Jr. safe, which was Nick, of course.

      


      Helping out his best friend had seemed like a good plan at the time, but now that Nick had been there for a week and no one

         had come through the ceiling with laser guns or Uzis, he was beginning to think his buddy needed counseling for paranoia.

      


      Then Nick heard the key turn in the deadbolt, and his 

         adrenaline spiked. He spun around to face the door, knowing Jerome wasn’t due for poker for another two hours. Playtime.

      


      He leaned against the freezer and rested his palms on the lid, on either side of his hips. He drummed his fingers on the metal,

         waiting.

      


      The deadbolt turned and the steel door flew open like it was made of paper.


      Ah, a challenge. Nice.

      


      A man stepped inside, and Nick immediately rose to his feet as an intense sensation of belonging swept over him. There was

         no mistaking the wavering air around the man’s body, like the heat rising off a sidewalk on a hot summer day. Was he Markku?

         Impossible. Markku were extinct.

      


      Well, except Nick, but he was only half Markku, so he didn’t count.


      The man stopped suddenly and stared at the air above Nick’s head, his eyes widening in surprise, which made Nick frown even

         deeper, since his mixed blood had pretty much spared him from the hot-air blur that was typical of the Markku. But this dude

         was inspecting Nick as if he could see it. And if he were Markku, he probably could. Damn. Was Nick really not one of a kind,

         after all?

      


      The man was just over six feet and solid, but not nearly as big as Nick. His black pants, black turtleneck sweater, and black

         boots were overkill and made him look like he was trying too hard, as did the military buzz cut. The man’s gaze flicked down

         to Nick’s face. “Who are you?”

      


      “Nick Rawlings. You?”


      The man cocked his head. “You’re not with us.”


      “Us being…?” Were there more Markku?

      


      

         But instead of answering, the man dropped his shoulder and charged.

      


      Nick barely jumped out of the way in time, nearly paying for his failure to expect another being to be almost as fast as he

         was. The man slammed into the side of the cooler, his head smashing all the way through the metal. He roared and reared back,

         dragging the cooler as he tried to get his head free. The freezer screeched across the floor, and Nick grabbed his gun, leveling

         it at the base of the man’s skull, where it was protruding from the freezer.

      


      No. You must protect your men.


      Nick hesitated at the command in his head. His men? He had no men.


      This is your man. All the men are your men to protect.

      


      He shook his head to clear it. His damned healer gene was always interfering with his ability to kick some ass. Trying to

         make him soft and mushy when he was all about violence and enjoying a good fight.

      


      The visiting Markku bellowed and tried to yank himself free.


      “Yeah, not so fast.” Nick ground his boot into the back of the man’s neck, pinning him to the side of the cooler. “So, let’s

         chat. I’ve got loads of questions for you. Are you after Satan Jr.? Who sent you? Who’s ‘us?’ Are you really Markku, or do

         you just do the hot-air thing to attract women?”

      


      “I’m better than Markku,” the man announced, his voice echoing inside the SubZero.


      “Better? Given that the Markku are descended from Satan and are pretty much indestructible except for gold, that’s some kind

         of claim. So, better in what way, exactly?” Nick dug the heel of his boot in as the man started 

         to struggle more fiercely. “Better fashion sense? Maybe don’t have to shave as often? Do tell.”

      


      “No battle weakness.”


      Nick’s foot nearly slipped off the man’s skull. Post-battle weakness was a terrible nuisance that required him to conk out

         for a day or so after every decent fight, not that he had gotten in many lately. But seeing as how that weakness had been

         the key to Satan’s Rivka army wiping out the Markku race, it was something to note. “You’re kidding.”

      


      “Nope.” The man paused in his struggling. “Want in? I could hook you up. It’s a sweet deal.”


      “Tempting.” Nick cocked his head. “But no thanks. Sounds like one of those ‘deals’ where I end up chained to a wall, being

         tortured.”

      


      “You’re sure?” the Markku asked.


      “Yeah.”


      “Then I’ll have to kill you and steal the kid.”


      Nick grinned. “Be my guest.”


      He felt the Markku gathering strength, so he put his gun to the back of the man’s head.


      Don’t shoot your man.


      Great. His alter ego again. I’ll shoot whoever I want. He gritted his teeth against the almost overwhelming urge not to fire, covered his right eye with his left hand to protect

         against ricochets, and forced himself to pull the trigger.

      


      The bullets bounced off the man’s skull, ricocheting all over the room, embedding themselves in the wall, the ceiling, shattering

         the water cooler that was supposed to keep Nick hydrated for the next three weeks, whizzing through the weapons closet in

         the corner, and setting off a cascade of fireworks. One bullet even bounced off Nick’s 

         shin. The man shouted in protest and twisted so his feet and palms were flat against the cooler. He shoved hard, trying to

         yank his head free as his body shuddered with the impact of so much repeated force.

      


      “You sure you don’t want to chat instead?” Nick yelled over the gunfire. “Just tell me who wants Satan Jr., admit you can’t

         beat me, and then we can kick back and play some poker when Jerome gets here. It’ll be fun. What do you say?”

      


      The Markku used the same epithet that Satan Jr. had used. An old-school swear descended straight from hell’s origins. Coincidence?

         Probably not so much. The rescuer likely had late-night sleepovers with Junior when the kid wasn’t frozen. Apparently, Satan

         Jr. was hooking up with his dad’s former servants. Interesting.

      


      “Okay, then. Don’t say I didn’t offer.” Nick emptied his clip, grabbed his second gun, and kept firing, slamming bullet after

         bullet against the Markku’s skull as the Poland Spring water sloshed around his feet, ruining the floor.

      


      The Markku yanked his head free and pieces of the steel cooler went flying. Nick ducked as one piece whizzed past his shoulder

         and sliced through the wall, disappearing from sight with the power of the Markku’s thrust.

      


      The Markku whirled around and slammed his foot into the side of Nick’s knee with enough force to split a redwood in half.


      “Son of a bitch.” Nick’s knee gave out and he fell to the floor, gritting his teeth against the pain. He rolled to his left, dodging the Markku

         as he tried to jump on Nick. “You say you’re better than a Markku, huh? Slower, maybe.”

      


      

         “Better.” The Markku pulled out a knife with a golden blade, and Nick swore under his breath. What the hell was he doing with

         that kind of weapon?

      


      The Markku drove the blade down toward Nick’s right eye, and Nick jerked his head hard to the side. The blade scraped Nick’s

         cheek and slammed into the wooden floor, barely missing its target.

      


      Hot pain flashed through Nick at the touch of gold. Holy mother of pearl. He’d felt pain before, but this was something else.

      


      The Markku yanked the blade out of the floor as Nick grabbed him and flung him into the wall, denting the plaster with a satisfying

         thud.

      


      Nick was on his feet before the man had stopped sliding down the wall.


      The man hurled the knife, and the blade plunged into the front of Nick’s right shoulder. Nick cursed as the poisonous fire

         raked through his body, and he dropped to his knees, clutching his shoulder.

      


      Then he heard his pa’s voice, whispering the instructions he’d repeated to Nick so many times when training him as a kid.

         Use the heat, Nick. Channel it.

      


      Nick gritted his teeth, then pulled the golden fire into his body, recharging himself with the flames, using the pain to fuel

         his body even as that same heat drained him, sucked away his life force.

      


      The Markku jumped to his feet and lunged for the knife, but Nick grabbed it first. He whipped it out of his shoulder with

         a roar of anguish, then slammed it in the Markku’s right eye. The man exploded in a cascade of gold dust, his death scream

         his only legacy as it bounced off the steel door and echoed in Nick’s ears.

      


      

         Nick clutched the blade and shook the gold dust off his eyelashes, watching it float down, mixing with the Poland Spring water

         to create a river of sparkling mud. “Better, my ass.”

      


      The door flew open, and Nick reared back to throw the knife, diverting his aim at the last second when he realized who it

         was.

      


      Jerome yelped and ducked as the blade sung past his ear and embedded itself in the wall behind him. “It’s me!”


      “No kidding.” Nick pressed his left hand to his stab wound, trying to stem the flow of blood. The more he could mitigate the

         damage now, the less trouble he’d be in later.

      


      “Right. Because you’d have killed me if I’d been anyone else.” Jerome straightened up, his scabbard swinging by his side.

         In honor of his mortal life pillaging on the high seas, he was sporting full pirate regalia today, including an eye patch,

         even though both his eyes were fine.

      


      Nick kicked a piece of the water cooler out of his way, then stumbled with sudden weakness. Shit. He had to get out of there. He had less than a half hour before he was dead to the world for at least a couple of days. Jerome

         was the only one besides Nick’s ma who knew Nick was half Markku, so they’d have a hell of a time explaining it away if Nick

         went unconscious in the middle of Council headquarters.

      


      “You look like hell,” Jerome said. “What happened?”


      “Markku.”


      Jerome paled, and he tugged the eye patch up so he could look at Nick with both light blue eyes. “No kidding?”


      

         Nick waved at the gold dust, and Jerome scanned the room, his gaze coming to a stop on the ice chest. A big hole gaped in

         the side, and the sound of dripping water was coming from the inside of the SubZero. “You couldn’t keep him from breaking

         the freezer while you killed him? Getting soft in your old age, are you?”

      


      “Shut up.” Nick turned his back on Jerome to hide a shudder of fatigue. Then he grabbed his stash of weapons and turned to

         head out, only to find Jerome blocking his exit. “What now?”

      


      “You can’t leave. What if they send another Markku?”


      Nick shrugged his injured shoulder. “Gold blade. Gotta run.”


      Jerome frowned, his forehead furrowing with concern as he took in Nick’s bloodstained shoulder. “Shit, man. Have you ever

         been hit with gold before? Are you going to be okay?”

      


      “I’ll be fine, but I’m going to crash. I need to—” He stopped talking as an old, bearded man in a white robe strode into the

         room, followed by a businessman in an Armani suit. Paul and Otis, the other two members of the Council.

      


      Paul and Otis were the Council members who’d worked with Satan to wipe out the Markku, and they’d killed Nick’s dad, all before

         Jerome came on board. The Markku had gotten tired of being Satan’s slaves, so when Nick’s grandpa had figured out how to escape

         hell, he’d made a deal with the Council: if they’d help him lead the rest of the Markku to safety, he’d make the Markku available

         to help the Council any time they needed some muscle.

      


      But once the Markku had gotten free and the Council 

         realized how powerful they really were, they decided it was bad to have the Markku be a free people, and they made another

         deal, this time with Satan. The Council traded an entire race of beings in exchange for Satan’s Chamber of Unspeakable Horrors.

      


      Satan had been irate that his whole Markku army had bailed on him, and he’d ordered his Rivkas to destroy all Markku they

         found. With the help of the Council, who were happy to point out the safe houses they’d created for the Markku to recover

         after battle, the Rivka had decimated the race with their gold fireballs while they’d slept, except for one or two Markku

         who’d crashed elsewhere.

      


      Like Nick’s grandpa, which is why Nick’s pa and Nick himself existed.


      But they were all who had survived, and the Council had killed Nick’s pa when they’d found him. It was damned annoying Nick

         had promised his pa he wouldn’t stalk, torture, and maim the Council in retribution. Paul and Otis had no idea who Nick was,

         and Nick had to keep it that way, or else they’d be so threatened by his existence that they’d find a way to kill him, leaving

         Nick’s ma and sister alone.

      


      He’d promised his pa, and he’d stand by it, which meant walking away, no matter how hard it was. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t

         going to try to find out what was up with that Markku who’d tried to kill him. Were there really others out there, hiding

         like he was?

      


      “Jerome! What’s going on here?” Paul, the old guy, asked, his hands hiding inside the flowing folds of his white robe.


      The businessman, Otis, whipped out a Blackberry and started typing on it, his manicured fingers flying over the 

         keys as he typed out an e-mail. “I’m going to have to file a report for destruction of property.”

      


      Jerome raised his brows. “Satan Jr.’s melting. Shouldn’t we order backup refrigeration immediately?”


      Otis looked up, peered at the battered ice chest, then cleared his throat. “Yes, well, I suppose we do need to make sure he

         doesn’t thaw and re-form, don’t we?”

      


      Nick and Jerome exchanged glances at the lack of urgency in Otis’s voice, and Nick suddenly wished he didn’t have to go pass

         out for a day or two. Satan Jr. would be serious trouble if he got unfrozen.

      


      Jerome opened his own cell phone and ordered emergency freezer backup himself, while Otis walked around the room, tallying

         up the damage.

      


      Paul moved in front of Nick. “Who are you, and what are you doing here?”


      Nick tensed at Paul’s probing gaze. As a half Markku, he blended into human society better than a full-blood Markku, but Otis

         and Paul had spent a lot of time with the Markku during the rebellion, and Nick wasn’t sure exactly how sensitive they were.

         Time to vacate. “I was just delivering Jerome’s dry cleaning. Gotta take care of those puffy silk things he calls shirts.”

         Nick hoisted his machine gun over his shoulder, shoved his guns into his shoulder holsters, and walked out, ignoring the protests

         of Paul and the curious stare of Otis.

      


      “Wait!” Jerome grabbed his arm. “Who am I going get to protect Satan Jr.?”


      “From what? Explain what’s going on, Jerome. I insist—” Paul stopped suddenly and held out his hand, letting the glittering

         remains of the dead Markku settle on his palm. “Is this what I think it is?”

      


      

         The trembling in Nick’s legs told him he didn’t have time to hang around. He and Jerome looked at each other, then Nick walked

         over to the block of ice, pulled out his gun, and peppered the corner of the block until a twelve-inch piece fell off. He

         ignored the shouted protests of Otis and Paul, who didn’t dare approach him while the bullets were flying.

      


      Too bad. Death by friendly fire would have worked for Nick.


      He holstered his gun, and Paul lunged for the small block of ice. Nick swept it out of his reach and walked over to the portable

         fridge that Jerome had set up for him.

      


      He dumped out the contents, grinned at the beer that had been hidden in the back, then shoved the chunk of Satan Jr. inside

         and tucked the fridge under his arm. “If anyone tries to re-form Satan Jr. without this piece, he’ll be missing something

         important. Probably not worth the risk.”

      


      “You can’t take that!” Paul threw himself in front of the door. “Otis. Call for backup.”


      As Otis fumbled with his headset, Nick rolled his eyes at Jerome, then grabbed Paul and tossed him aside. The Council member

         landed with a splash, spluttering, and Jerome had to turn away coughing.

      


      Nick shuddered with weakness again and broke into an uneven jog, forcing his failing body to hurry and willing his way through

         the pain in his damaged knee. No way did he have the thirty minutes he’d initially thought. The gold blade had taken more

         out of him than he’d anticipated. Twenty feet to Jerome’s office, where he’d anchored his black-market portal. He preferred

         using his motorcycle, 

         but he’d figured he might not have time to get back to his safe house by ordinary means, and now he was glad he’d had the

         foresight.

      


      He shoved open the door, kicked it shut, then strode to the middle of the room, to the faint circle outlined on the floor.

         The portal kicked on automatically as soon as it sensed him, and he closed his eyes against the faint humming in his body.

         A couple more minutes. That’s all he had to hang on.

      


      The humming stopped, and he opened his eyes to find himself surrounded by four walls of steel, deep underground. It held only

         a bed, a fridge, his armoire, and a bathroom. His body trembled, and he dropped the icebox.

      


      He grabbed the chunk of Satan Jr., his muscles aching with the effort, staggered over to the freezer, and threw it inside.

         Then he made it the three feet to the bed and collapsed, letting the weakness overtake him like a black cloud.

      


      He had a minute, maybe two, left of consciousness, and he relaxed. He was safe now.


      Then his phone rang. He smiled at the sound of Toby Keith, the ring his little sister had programmed into his phone for her

         calls. He hadn’t heard from her in over a week, and he’d been starting to worry.

      


      Groaning, he yanked his phone out of his pocket and flipped it open, letting it rest against the side of his head. “Where’ve

         you been, squirt?” He closed his eyes and let his hand flop to the mattress.

      


      “Nick! You have to help me!”


      The franticness in his sister’s voice caught him, and he battled against the wave of pending unconsciousness. “What’s wrong?”

         His tongue felt thick and heavy.

      


      

         “They’re going to kill me if you don’t do what they want!”

      


      Her voice became distant and fuzzy, and he cursed, struggling to stay conscious. Not now. “Who?”

      


      Another voice came on the phone. “Kill the leader of hell by Sunday or your sister dies.”


      Sunday? It was already Tuesday. That was kind of a short deadline for killing the leader of hell, wasn’t it? “Dani—” And then

         the world went black.

      


   

      Two


      

         I can’t believe you want your life force to be a goldfish.”

      


      “It’s better than having my life force be Satan.” Her heart thudding, Becca Gibbs, Satan’s favorite Rivka and personal slave,

         carefully set the Tupperware container holding Ellie the fish in the middle of the spot she’d cleared in New York’s Central

         Park. Three large flashlights were set up around them, illuminating the isolated clearing. It was just before midnight on

         Wednesday, and the park was relatively quiet. “A hundred years is my limit for being forced to obey his every command, torture

         and harvest souls, genuflect to his greatness, kill my own friends, and have my personality be nothing but an extension of

         his warped one.” She set her hands on her hips. “I can’t take it anymore.”

      


      “But how do you know Ellie isn’t some evil life force just waiting for a chance to force her soggy will on the world?” Theresa

         Nichols-Siccardi swished her tail in typical aggravated-dragon fashion, upending a small tree and crushing a drinking fountain.

         “Maybe she’s Satan’s worst nightmare and once you give her your 

         body to act through, the world as we know it will be destroyed.”

      


      Becca slanted a glance at the testy dragon as she wiped her sweaty hands on her jeans. “She’s a goldfish. There’s no way she’s harboring some evil soul.”

      


      “And everyone thinks Mona is only an espresso machine, but she’s actually the Goblet of Eternal Youth, chock full of enough

         power to disrupt the natural order of hell and the mortal world. Looks can be deceiving.” Theresa blew a puff of ash out of

         her nose.

      


      Becca tensed at a crackle in the dark woods, staring into the black night for a long moment.


      “Yo’, Rivka, what if you turn into a fish, huh?” Theresa wrinkled her scaled blue-green nose. “You want me to eat you and

         put you out of your misery? I’m generally not into eating friends, but if it’s that important to you, I suppose I could be

         persuaded.”

      


      There was no other noise in the woods, so Becca turned back to the circle she was creating, trying not to wince at each gust

         of wind. She knew Satan would figure out what she was doing. Her only hope was to get it done before he showed up. “First

         of all, we’re not friends. Second, if you even think about eating me, I’ll turn you into a pile of ash.” She hadn’t spent

         an entire century thwarting Satan only to have a primadonna dragon have her for a late-night snack. “Third, I’m not going

         to turn into a fish. I’m only going to connect to her life force.”

      


      The dragon snorted. “But you’re nothing but a figment of Satan’s imagination, kept alive by his life force and his personality,

         so if you switch your life-support machine over to Ellie’s, won’t you have the personality 

         of the fish? Is a goldfish really better than Satan?” She flashed an apologetic smile at the fish. “No offense intended.”

      


      “If I link to a weaker spirit, then my personality will trump and I’ll be able to be myself, in theory anyway.” And then I’ll truly be free. She eyed the dragon, who was just crazy enough to understand. “I mean, seriously, my life was bad enough already, but this

         morning Satan ordered me to quit my job at Vic’s so I could concentrate on hell stuff.” She was vice president at Vic’s, the

         only place where she had control over her life, where people respected her for who she was. She felt like someone there, and it was her oasis.

      


      “What?” Theresa yelped. “Who would run Vic’s if you left? I live for those pretzels.”


      “That’s why I’m quitting Satan instead.” She frowned. “But even worse than that, someone tried to kill me last week! What

         if he’d succeeded and I’d spent a hundred years suffering and then died before I could get free?” She shuddered. “I can’t

         wait any longer. I have to get out now before I lose everything.”

      


      “I hear you, girlfriend. Premature death would suck. Especially for you, because if you died, then you’d really be dead and

         not sent to the Afterlife, where everyone else gets to go for round number two.”

      


      “Yeah, the benefits of being a resident of hell. Yet another reason to get out now.” Becca paused again to listen to the night.

         Crickets chirped, an owl hooted off to her left, and frogs croaked down at the nearby pond. Normal night sounds that indicated

         that the leader of hell wasn’t out in the darkness, sipping wine and waiting for her to cross that line.

      


      

         She took a deep breath, then walked a circle around herself and Ellie, pouring the purified water in an unbroken line.

      


      The dragon burned a mosquito out of the air. “Are you worried that it’s wishful thinking that you actually have your own scintillating

         personality buried under there somewhere?”

      


      “No.” Sweat dripped down her back, even though it was a cool night for summer. What if she didn’t have her own personality?

         What if everything she was was Satan, and when she linked her life force to a goldfish, she no longer existed? She faltered in her steps and had to clamp

         her hand over the top of the gold vase to keep the purified water from spilling. No. She’d done her research. She was certain

         this would work.

      


      “I mean, do you wonder whether he bothered to give you an identity when he created you?”


      “Would you please shut up? You’re driving me insane!” She clamped her fingers around the vase of purified water so she didn’t drop it by accident.

      


      “Sorry.” Theresa sat back on her haunches and folded her wings. “So, who did you say found this spell?”


      “It’s not a spell. It’s a process. And I came up with it myself after a century of research.” She finished pouring the circle,

         set the vase in the middle of the circle, and took off her black boots and set them aside, wiggling her toes in the grass

         and the earth. Dirt was pure. Elemental. Real. Everything Satan wasn’t.

      


      The dragon snapped a stick as she shifted position, making Becca jump. “Why don’t you find a spell that allows you to generate

         your own life force instead of merely transferring your lifeline from one being to another?”

      


      

         She shot the dragon a disbelieving look. “You seriously think I’d be out here with a goldfish if there was a way for me to

         generate my own life force? I’m not hardwired that way.”

      


      “Well, that sucks.”


      “Gee, you think?”


      Theresa was thankfully silent while Becca set up eight shot glasses at evenly spaced intervals around the inside of the circle,

         dropped a twenty-four-karat gold ball inside each one, then filled each of them to the top with purified water.

      


      “So, if you succeed and then some owl swoops down here and eats that fish, you’re dead, right? It dies, you die?”


      “I can protect a goldfish long enough to get her back to the Goblet of Eternal Youth to make her immortal.”


      Theresa sucked in her breath. “She can’t drink from Mona! That’s so illegal! The Council would kick all our asses from here

         to hell! Have you met the Council? They are scary shit, girlfriend. No way am I crossing them!” She clutched her claws to her chest. “They’ll put

         me in the Chamber of Unspeakable Horrors! Have you heard about it? It’s an eternity of the worst tortures imaginable. I can

         imagine really, really bad tortures, and it’s worse than that!”

      


      Becca looked up and met the dragon’s gaze across the eerie shadows from the flashlights. “They won’t put you in there. You

         don’t work for them anymore. They have no authority over you.” But she knew all about the Chamber. Satan had created it as

         a joke to threaten Rivkas into submission, then traded it to the Council, who actually used it whenever they wanted to make

         a point. It was brutal, 

         horrible, and no one had ever emerged sane enough to even explain what happened when you were inside. Three minutes in there

         was enough to fry you for eternity. “How many favors do you owe me, dragon?”

      


      Theresa whistled softly. “Damn, girl, you drive a harder bargain than Satan.”


      Becca managed a grim smile as she laid one of Satan’s custom dress shirts in the center of the circle, and then poured a spoonful

         of Ellie’s water in the center of it. “So, you’ll help?”

      


      Theresa held her claw over her heart. “I love you, girlfriend. I’ll do anything you need.”


      Becca tensed and shot the dragon a red-eyed glare. “How many times have I told you that we’re not friends? It’s too dangerous

         for you.”

      


      The dragon snorted and flicked her tail in irritation. “Shut up already. You can’t scare me. I’m an immortal dragon who survived

         making a deal with Satan. Do your spell and let’s get you and Ellie to Mona already, okay?”

      


      Becca piled a stash of cedar sticks on top of the shirt, then sat back on her heels. “We are not friends.”

      


      Theresa put her claws over her ears and started humming the theme from The Brady Bunch.


      “Oh, for God’s sake.” Becca gave up on the dragon, took a deep breath, and closed her eyes. She hugged herself and whispered

         a prayer to the heavens that she wasn’t allowed to acknowledge. It was time.


      For a brief moment, she hesitated. As much of an egotistic tyrant as Satan was, she’d miss him. He was such fun to annoy,

         and it was more than a little scary to think about going off on her own… No, it was time to move 

         on. A girl had to have standards, and between the near assassination and being ordered to give up the one thing she valued

         in her life, well, the line had been crossed.

      


      Game on.


      Becca held out both hands and a fireball popped up on each hand, heat and flame whirling in the dark night. She blew a kiss

         to Ellie, who swam happily in her little bowl. “Don’t let me down, girl,” she whispered.

      


      She fixed her gaze on Satan’s shirt and then whispered the words she’d spent so long working out. As soon as they left her

         mouth, she crossed her wrists and shot the pile of sticks with both fireballs. The shirt exploded in an array of golden sparks,

         and her voice rose above the din as she shouted the next words.

      


      “Shit!” Theresa shouted. “You melted the Tupperware container! Save Ellie!”


      Becca felt her concentration slip, but she yanked it back. I have to finish.

      


      She grabbed the northernmost shot glass and threw the contents down her throat.


      The pain was instant, blinding, and it knocked her to the ground. Jesus. She felt like her insides were being bled with acid.

      


      “Becca? Are you all right?”


      Bitterness sliced through her throat, blades ripped through her gut, searing agony tore her chest. This was wrong. Something

         was terribly wrong. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. It hurt like a mother-f—

      


      “Rivka! You betray me! I am much chagrined!”


      She flinched at the sound of a familiar male voice, in too much pain to lift her head and look up. Satan had 

         found her too soon. Dammit! “You are such a pain in my ass.”

      


      “As you are in mine,” Satan crooned. “I adore you, Rivka! You make my life so interesting while you try to thwart me at every

         moment. You are my greatest pride.”

      


      “I know.” She hunched over as thousands of invisible knives stabbed at her flesh, tasting blood as she bit her lip to keep

         herself from screaming. She was not going to give him the satisfaction. Never. “I rock,” she managed, her voice raspy.

      


      “Hey, asshole,” Theresa said.


      No, Theresa. Don’t get involved. Becca struggled to find her voice, but the pain was too extreme. If she opened her mouth again, she’d start screaming or

         sobbing or something equally unworthy of Satan’s best Rivka. “Um…boss…”

      


      “Theresa!” Satan exclaimed. “It is so lovely to see the comrade of the fruit of my loins. You are wonderful with fire. Would

         you care to replace my best Rivka after I kill her? The benefits of working for me are extensive. I can send you copy of my

         employee handbook, if you like.”

      


      “Let her go,” Theresa said.


      “Go where? She is dying, cannot you see that?”


      Becca dropped to her knees, clutching her throat, trying to yank out the unseen daggers slicing at her skin. It really hurt. She couldn’t…think…

      


      “Why is she dying?” Theresa’s voice was blurry and distant, nearly obliterated by the pain shredding Becca’s body.


      “Because she tried to cut my lifeline to her. So I poison the lifeline and threw it back at her, and now she dies. It is 

         delightfully ironic, is it not? She gets what she wants and then she dies for it? I love irony.”

      


      “Let her go, or I’ll kill you.”


      Oh, no. Take it back, Theresa. Don’t take on Satan for me.


      Satan was silent for a moment, and Becca forced her eyes to open a slit and squinted up at her boss. Satan was dressed in

         an impeccable Italian suit, and he was wearing a boutonniere. His luscious dark hair was styled in a new coif, he was freshly

         shaven, and he looked debonair enough to be welcomed into any palace. He was inspecting Theresa with an interested gleam in

         his eye that made Becca’s stomach curl. “You care very much for the Rivka?” he asked.

      


      “Of course I do,” Theresa snapped. “She rocks, not that you’d ever be man enough to realize it.”


      Shut up, you stupid dragon!


      “Does she care for you, as well? She would be upset if something happened to you, no?” He turned his head toward Becca, and

         she felt him ease up slightly on her pain, momentarily distracted. “Answer me, Rivka. Do you care what happens to the dragon?”

      


      Once again, Satan had forgotten who he was dealing with. Hello? When he ordered her to answer his question, he’d neglected

         to specify that she give him the truth. She met his gaze, taking a deep breath to try to fight off the thrum of pain so she

         could speak. “Satan, you know I think you’re the man.” She almost grinned as he preened under her words. “The dragon means

         nothing to me. Chop her up. You’re it for me, big guy.”

      


      Theresa squawked in protest, but Becca didn’t dare look at the dragon.


      

         Satan narrowed his eyes. “I think I will take you up on that. I have never tortured dragon before. Would it hurt very much

         to pluck each scale off, one by one? Perhaps if I made you do it? That would be much fun, no?”

      


      There was a thud and a whoosh of air, and she knew Theresa had decided to vacate. She relaxed slightly. Whatever Satan did

         to her she could handle, now that Theresa was gone.

      


      “You’re such a great torturer. I’d be honored to watch you in action,” she gushed, hoping his insecurities would fade in the

         face of such devotion from his loyal Rivka. Given that he ruled all of hell, one would think he wouldn’t be threatened by

         his favorite Rivka having friends, but hey, even Satan had insecurities. It wasn’t his fault, but until he started going to

         therapy, Becca wasn’t about to endanger anyone by getting close and snuggly with them. Been there, done that, no room for

         any more guilt.

      


      The leader of hell and his right hand stared at each other, and she gave him the wide-eyed look of utter adoration that she’d

         perfected over the decades. “Is that a new suit? It’s gorgeous.”

      


      Satan blinked, then smiled and patted his breast. “Yes, yes, I hope to woo the fair Iris with it. Do you know she is not easy

         to dominate and manipulate in relationship? I am feeling quite lost.”

      


      Iris Bennett was the former Guardian of the Goblet of Eternal Youth. After getting her killed and demoted two hundred years

         ago in his quest to steal the Goblet from her Guardianship, Satan had been trying to woo her ever since, and he’d finally

         gotten her in his bed a few weeks ago, but it sounded like things weren’t going so well.

      


      

         “You’ll figure it out. Dating’s tough. Want me to talk to her?”

      


      “Yes…” Satan’s face suddenly darkened, and Becca’s pain level shot back up. “How can you help me? You try to leave me! How

         is Satan supposed to terrorize the entire world without his best Rivka? Why do you not like me anymore? Why do you reject

         me?”

      


      Becca hunched over, gritting her teeth. “I don’t reject you,” she managed. “I just need a little space—” She gasped as something

         sharp pierced her spine. “Or not.”

      


      Satan harrumphed and straightened up, and a fresh surge of violent pain stabbed every inch of her. Her body spasmed and she

         screamed, unable to stop herself. “Satan…stop…”

      


      “It will take you several thousand years to die. The pain will increase exponentially every six hours, and your body will

         eat itself from the inside out. Does it not sound delightful? One of my new scientist souls just figured out how to do that

         to my Rivkas, and this is my first chance to try it.” He peered more closely at her. “Does it hurt very much, Rivka?”

      


      Several thousand years of this? Impossible. She gazed up into his beautiful blue eyes and knew he’d won. But she’d won, too, because he hadn’t hurt Theresa. “Re-establish

         the link.” Her voice was harsh with agony, but she knew he understood.

      


      His smile became broader. “Hmm…”


      Her stomach lurched, and she turned her head toward his feet. If she lost it, the least she could do was ruin his polished

         shoes.

      


      “You are my best Rivka. I gain much benefit from having your services. Perhaps I should spare you despite your 

         ultimate betrayal.” Satan rubbed his chin and studied her thoughtfully. “So, what shall I demand in return for permitting

         you to continue to wreak havoc upon the world in my name? Hmm…so many choices.”

      


      A groan leaked out of her, and she crumbled the rest of the way to the ground, no longer able to will herself to stay on her

         knees. Satan chuckled. God help me.


      How could she owe him anything? Was there really something that he had to negotiate for, that she didn’t have to give automatically?

         She gave a raspy hack as she rolled to her side in the grass, crunched in a ball.

      


      “I shall have to consult my experts on how best to use this situation to benefit me and torture you,” Satan said. “But I will

         collect. We agree to agree. Agreed?”

      


      She knew it would be a mistake, but she had no choice. She managed a nod. She grimaced when Satan clapped his hands together

         with glee. “This is a monumental event. I have outsmarted my best Rivka for the first time. This is quite fun. No wonder you

         do this to me all the time. I shall have to develop this skill more completely so I can torture you more often.”

      


      Lucky me. “And you wonder why I need space,” she mumbled.

      


      “What?”


      “I can’t wait. It’ll be good bonding.”


      “Yes, it will, my favorite Rivka.” He leaned down and patted her head. “I release you from the pain. You will live, and I

         will be back to tell you what you owe me. Have a lovely evening. And tell dragon I will still hire her as my second-best Rivka.

         And please, come to dinner on Sunday night. We can converse about how powerful and virile I am, and you shall regale me with

         stories about all 

         the people you met this week who idolize me.” And with that, he vanished in an explosion of gold bubbles, and the pain vanished

         abruptly from Becca’s body.

      


      She sagged against the ground, her face mashed in the cool dirt as she gasped for air.


      There was a fluttering sound, a loud crash on the earth, and the ground shuddered as Theresa landed where Satan had been.

         She scooped up Ellie with the vase and sat next to Becca with a thump. “Wow. Are you okay?”

      


      “Peachy.” Becca closed her eyes as tremors began to wrack her body. She was so cold. So weak. Couldn’t move. Just wanted to

         lie there.

      


      “Cold?” Theresa leaned closer, let out a growl, then set Becca on fire.


      Yes. Becca arched under the heat, absorbing it into her body, pulling it into all the damaged cells as the tremors began to fade.

      


      “So, he crushed you like a gnat, huh?”


      Becca took a shuddering breath. “I’m not a gnat.”


      “You look sort of like one.”


      “Feel like one.” Was she drooling? Probably. Too much effort to swallow. She’d just lie here for the next decade or so until

         she got her strength back.

      


      She felt Theresa shift beside her. “Well, Ellie survived though. That’s good news.”


      “I’m so glad to hear that.” One less thing to feel guilty about. The night was looking up.


      “So, are we going to try your spell again?”


      “Not tonight.” Such a bummer. A century of planning and anticipation shot to hell. Literally. God, she felt like crying. Like

         sobbing. Like lying on her stomach 

         and throwing a full-fledged temper tantrum. “Thanks for coming back.”

      


      “It’s not because we’re friends, just so you know.”


      Becca managed to peel her eyes open, then jerked back to find Theresa’s golden eyes less than an inch from her face. “So you

         understand now why we can’t be friends?”

      


      Theresa’s scaly face bobbed up and down. “Oh, I get it.”

      


      “It’s about damned time.” Becca couldn’t keep from grinning, even though it hurt to move her face. She felt like her body

         was melting into the restoring earth.

      


      “So, you going to stay there all night?” Theresa asked.


      “No. Let’s go.” She mentally ordered herself home.


      Nothing happened. She didn’t turn into an inky black cloud and melt through the ground and then pop up through the floor of

         her condo. She was still in human form, and still in the park. Damn. She’d never been too weak to shimmer.

      


      Theresa sighed. “Seeing as how I still owe you for about a zillion favors, I guess that means I’ll have to fly you home.”

         She wedged Ellie’s vase carefully between her teeth, then slid her claws under Becca’s body.

      


      Home. Her bed sounded so good right now.

      


      They took to the air, and she felt Theresa’s scales snag on her jacket. She realized Satan would be watching Theresa closely

         now, looking for any evidence that Becca actually cared about her.

      


      It was time to break off with the dragon completely.


      She swallowed hard at the sudden bleakness in her gut, 

         then forced herself to remember that she’d actually broken the link tonight.

      


      Her process had worked. She was close, she knew it. So damned close.

      


      She closed her eyes and forced herself to concentrate on that small victory, refusing to acknowledge the aching emptiness

         inside her that never went away.

      


   

      Three


      

         Becca woke up the next morning to find a fire-breathing dragon trying to set her hair on fire. “Dammit, Theresa. You need to

         get out of here. Did you learn nothing last night?” Becca tugged the pillow over her head and rolled away from her, almost

         tempted to wallow in self-pity over last night’s failure. She burrowed deeper under the down comforter, snuggling into its

         warmth, not quite able to make herself get up and force the dragon out the door. “I’m still traumatized.”

      


      “You are not. You’re a Rivka. You have no emotions.” Theresa gave the covers a yank and sent them tumbling to the floor. “Holy

         cow! What are you sleeping in?”

      


      She cringed as she recalled the sleeping attire she’d put on in the middle of the night after a Satan-induced nightmare had

         woken her up. “Shut up.” She flung her legs over the side of the bed and stalked to her closet, trying to ignore Theresa gawking

         at her. So what if she slept in a pale pink lace camisole and silk boxers? Didn’t mean she was soft.

      


      The dragon whistled softly. “I had no idea you were a sex kitten. Rabid wolverine who sleeps fully armed in 

         leather or chain-link armor, yes. Fluffy little sex kitten? Not so much.”

      


      Becca grinned at the analogy. “Usually I do. I was too tired to put it on.” She yanked on a pair of black spandex shorts and

         a sports bra. Her body was still shaky and weak, and her head hurt like a mother. She needed to clear her brain and focus

         on last night. Figure out what went wrong and how to fix it. She was so close, too close to give up. “What are you doing in

         my condo? Shouldn’t you be trading sexual favors with Zeke or something?”

      


      “Zeke’s out of town looking for one of my sisters, so I crashed here last night.” The dragon sprawled out on Becca’s bed,

         eliciting groans of protest from the springs. “I figured you wouldn’t be in shape to take on Satan if he showed up, so I decided

         to stay and take care of you. In full dragon form, of course. My human form isn’t quite up to hand-to-hand combat with your

         boss, you know?”

      


      Becca’s throat tightened at the thought of Theresa hanging out all night keeping an eye on her, but she quickly shook it off.

         “I don’t need a dragon to keep me safe.”

      


      “And you don’t need friends, either. I know, you’ve said it like a million times already.”


      Becca couldn’t help but grin at Theresa’s dismissive tone. “You’re like a self-destructive stalker.” She jerked a brush through

         her short hair, then grabbed a pair of ankle socks and her running shoes and sat down next to the dragon to pull them on.
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