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A third-generation Manhattanite, Nina Harper grew up in a family that had been in the fashion business for generations. She did not leave New York until, aged sixteen, she went to study in France where she learned shopping in the finest boutiques, how to order wine she couldn’t afford, and the proper arrangement for indoor plumbing. It was in Rome that she discovered the joys of Italian clothes and shoes. Today Nina lives a short subway ride from Barney’s, Kate Spade and Versace. Since a girl can’t shop and sip cocktails all the time, she teaches at a local university.
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Chapter One

Venice is my favorite city to visit in the world. I love living in New York, but when I’ve been scared and hurt and need to hide and heal, Venice is where I want to go. The constant presence of the water calms me, and many of my happiest memories were made here. After the second love of my life dumped me unceremoniously on a Sunday morning, my best girlfriends bought me a first-class ticket to Venice.

Even better, they called my boss and arranged a week off, even though I had only recently returned from a long weekend in Aruba. Fortunately, I had been on top of things at work, where I am the accessories editor at a fashion magazine.

No, not that magazine. I am the accessories editor for Trend, a magazine that real women all over the world rely on to find clothes and looks that those of us who are not Paris Hilton can afford and wear. But I had already put together my Accessories pages for the next two months. I had my special feature on shawls in with a writer and  at the fashion houses who would provide samples so I could take the week off and not worry about deadlines.

I was looking in the window of a jewelry shop on the Rialto Bridge when my Treo rang. It was the middle of the night in Venice, but it was late afternoon in New York. Fortunately, the shops on the Rialto are open late and hordes of tourists keep the narrow streets around the great stone bridge vibrant and safe.

The caller was Danielle, the shoe editor at work. “Lily, when are you coming back?” she wailed.

“What’s the problem?” I asked. Danielle is my best friend at work, and since she does shoes and I do accessories, we’re natural allies. She’s French and has great respect for the brokenhearted, and she strongly encouraged me to leave New York and try to find some pleasure elsewhere in the world.

“Lawrence Carroll is making me crazy,” she sobbed. “You must talk to him. He is insane. Please, Lily, I tell myself over and over that I must not kill him, that I look dreadful in orange and a jumpsuit wouldn’t suit me at all.”

“What’s the problem, Danielle? What specific nutcase thing has he done this time?” I had to keep her focused on the single event or else I would never get to the bottom of this. And much as I did not want to talk to Lawrence Carroll, or remember his existence, I owed Danielle in a major way for covering for me.

“He is arranging a feature on the white shirt for fall, the one that he has talked about ever since he  arrived,” she said, half sobbing. I knew the feature. We all knew in great detail far more than we ever wanted to know about Lawrence Carroll and white shirts for fall. “He is crazy,” Danielle whispered. “He has taken every belt in the building and laid them all out across the corridors and he’s screaming the whole time. And no one can walk anywhere. If we try to pick up a belt he screams to put it down and that no one can touch any of them and that they’re all ugly and that it’s all our fault that he can’t find the belts he wants. I think Mary Elizabeth will push him out the window soon. I wish to assist her.”

“Can you put him on?” I asked.

“I do not know,” Danielle whispered. “He is insane. He may stab me, I think. I suggested a very nice pair of Donna Karan boots and he waved a letter opener in my face and said I was his enemy. Because I am French and he is British and we never stopped fighting over Agincourt and he doesn’t know if he hates us or Americans more. The interns have locked themselves in the ladies’ room, including Robbie. If you cannot talk to him we will have to call the police and have the hostage rescue team come in.”

I thought that might be overstating the case, but maybe not. Lawrence Carroll came to us from that  magazine’s London office, and prima donna didn’t even begin to describe him. Which was weird, because his old colleagues in London said he was a great guy, easy to work with, and supportive of the team. Maybe they’d just wanted to be rid of him.

“Okay, I’ll do what I can. Is he in his office?” I asked.

“Yes. Oh, thank you, Lily, you are the only one he will listen to. Especially about the belts. Once we have chosen the belts, then he will understand the shoes. He will agree. The interns will unlock the toilet and the rest of us will be able to pee.”

Being French, Danielle has no inhibitions talking about bodily functions. This often upsets the interns even more than a fashion editor going slightly psychotic, but I was used to it.

“I’ll try to talk to him, Danielle. Just give me a minute, okay?”

I was standing on a bridge leaning on a wide marble ledge, no longer occupied by the display of delicate gold earrings. I took the stairs down to the street and chose one of the several bars because I really wanted to sit down. My very elegant pink D&G stilettos looked wonderful but my toes felt like they were on fire and the rest of my feet were identifying with the Christian saints. The ones who are regularly shown with implements of excruciating martyrdom. If I am ever depicted with the instrument of my torment, it will be a gloriously beautiful designer shoe with a four-and-a-half-inch heel and narrow straps.

My feet were ready to go on strike, I was on vacation, and now I had to talk to a drama queen fashion editor having a hissy fit. I needed a drink as well as a chair and a quiet corner.

I sat, ordered Campari and soda and an ice cream before I hit the address book in the Treo. It was barely after lunch in New York. I waited for  my drink and eased my feet out of my shoes gently, not taking them off entirely but lifting just a bit so that the pressure of the straps eased.

The phone rang in New York while an attractive waiter in an ankle-length apron served my drink with a flourish. “Hello?” Lawrence said, his voice full of suspicion.

“Hello, Lawrence,” I said as cheerfully as I could manage. “Danielle told me there was some issue about belts for the white shirt shoot.”

“Issue? There’s no issue, there’s bloody world war three going on in here! I cannot find One. Single. Belt. That gives the right look, the right message. And you are on the other side of the pond and doing no fucking good to anyone.”

I sighed. “Of course, Lawrence. You had talked to me about the feature before I left, and I pulled the belts for it. There are a few nice pieces by Coach and a Kate Spade that will be just right for jeans, and a darling Kenzo for the edgier look. They’re all in my office in a box labeled Lawrence on the top shelf over my computer.”

“How did you know what I wanted?” Lawrence asked, paranoia dripping through all five thousand miles of the connection.

“You told me when we first discussed the feature in February,” I reminded him. “So I pulled the belts then.”

“Why did you do that?” Lawrence asked.

“Because that is my job,” I said slowly, enunciating every word.

There was a pause that might have been transmission or might have been Lawrence’s brain  engaging. “I am going now to look for this box. I’ll look in it. If there’s a problem I’ll call you, and I expect there to be a problem. There is not one single bloody belt in this entire benighted country that will make the statement I want.”

I caught the waiter’s eye and pointed to my nearly empty glass. I was definitely going to need more alcohol to get through a Lawrence debacle. “Go and look. And if you see things you like, call me back, right away, okay? Because it’s the middle of the night here and I’m going to go to sleep soon.”

He hung up without a good-bye. I called Danielle and told her the potentially good news. She had some reservations but reported Lawrence walking down the hall and entering my office. No explosion followed.

 



If I could deliver Lawrence I would. It would be a blessing to all of New York and probably London as well, though his old office said he was a great guy. Best guess is that they lied. And I wouldn’t even mind covering up the consequences; unlike my coworkers, I know how to clean a crime scene and I would have no guilt whatsoever in making sure Lawrence arrived on Satan’s doorstep ASAP.

Except he was the only kind of man I couldn’t seduce and eliminate. Lawrence was gay.

I truly regretted that incubi and succubi do not get along. The split had been old when I’d been recruited. Anyone reasonable would think that we’d have a lot in common and would benefit in sharing. I certainly thought so, and I wasn’t the  only succubus who held that opinion. And if there were a number of succubi who agreed, there would have to be incubi on the other side who thought that an alliance would be better than current hostilities. Because if I could talk to an incubus then Lawrence would get what he so deeply deserves, and sooner rather than later. I’d so completely vote for sooner.

I sipped my second drink and contemplated a post to MagicMirror about incubi and succubi. The more I thought about it, the better the idea seemed.

The Treo cut short my rumination. It was Lawrence, sounding suspicious. “The belts were there. You’re right, they are the ones I want. Especially the Kate Spade. But you should know I don’t trust you, Lily. No one should be able to pick out just what I want before I’ve even seen them. Are you sure you’re really American? No one in this atrocious excuse for a country has any sense of style.”

“I’m glad you like my selections, Lawrence. Always a pleasure.” And I hung up.

Danielle text messaged a discreet thank-you and I acknowledged and turned the Treo off before I threw it back into my bag.

The second drink made me mellow. I wondered if anyone had posted anything interesting on MagicMirror while I’d been away. I couldn’t access the demon blog from any computer but my own, or one set up for the Underworld. I no longer had the contacts in Venice, and while I could have made some I was here to get away. Away from my  real life and especially away from Nathan.

The first love of my life, Niccolo, had been found floating under one of the ubiquitous arched bridges right here in Venice. He had been murdered and no one had ever found out why. Maybe it was an opera rivalry, or maybe politics involving his patron, the Count. Though that had happened back in 1727, it felt very new.

I had not fallen in love again until last month, when I’d met Nathan Coleman. He had black hair and brilliant blue eyes and a love of ancient history. After almost three hundred years I had begun to trust a man, enjoy his company.

I thought things were good between us. Things had been good between us—until Nathan dumped me. Because I am a succubus. Because I showed him Hell to prove it, introduced him to Mephistopheles and Satan and showed him the souls in torment. He loved me, I was certain of that, but he’d freaked. He couldn’t handle my immortality, and he couldn’t handle the fact that I damn men to Hell for eternity.

I couldn’t entirely blame him.

Still, in three thousand years I had only fallen in love twice.

I wasn’t enjoying the café anymore, so I paid my bill and walked back to my hotel. My feet had rested enough not to protest the heels and the straps. Looking beautiful had again trumped comfort, and it wasn’t that far to Apostoli.

My hotel, the Giorgione, didn’t have the opulence or levels of service I used to enjoy at the Danieli, but it was quiet and the staff were  genuinely hospitable and warm. My room was quite pleasant in the overdecorated and ridiculously gilded manner of the city. The double bed, covered in green brocade, ruled in splendor behind two golden twisted pillars. I felt sorry for myself again, seeing that bed and knowing that no one would share it with me. I did not want to bring back prey, not to my temporary little lair. No, I wanted Nathan.

For all that he’d left me and run, I missed him. I wanted him. And I was furious at him for not being able to accept the realities of my life. I’d accepted them for three thousand years. The least he could do was make an effort.

The anger at Lawrence merged with fury at Nathan’s betrayal and I sat enthroned in the center of my green brocade bed and seethed.

Which was not a very satisfying activity.

I was too awake to go to sleep and too angry to do anything fun or useful. I’d already hunted once and wasn’t up for going out again. So I pulled on my Citizen jeans and my extralarge No Rest for the Wicked tee shirt and went down to the hotel computer room. It was late enough that the computer was free and no one was playing pool or cards. I signed in to Worlds of Warcraft and blew things up for a few hours, which made me feel much better. By the time the sun rose I was ready to call it a night.

 



When I woke up in Venice, I had not been able to forget history (my own and its own) and misery (all mine), and so the only reasonable thing was to go shopping.

Shopping in Venice is as picturesque and inconvenient as anything else in this city, with no wheeled vehicles and hundreds of bridges, all with steps. It isn’t easy to get a water taxi. They don’t cruise like taxis in New York. Gondolas, which had once been used for actual transportation, are now tourist commodities. The gondoliers all have their regular routes and little chats like the people who drive horse-drawn carriages around Central Park. They won’t take you to, say, Barneys.

Down in the shopping district around San Marco I bought two Prada jackets, several pairs of Versace slacks that hadn’t shown up in New York, and a pile of Valentino shoes, blouses and skirts. I hauled the packages down to the vaporetto stand and took the Number One public boat up the Grand Canal.

On the boat I saw a face that I was certain I’d seen in Versace, or maybe outside La Perla. Not a particularly remarkable man, not a face I would have noticed except that he bore a strong resemblance to Vincent, my doorman back home. The Number One is the most used vaporetto in the city, I told myself. It is big, a water bus with multiple stops. Probably just a coincidence. But I nervously shredded the ribbon handle of the shopping bag all the same.

It was not far to Ca’ d’Oro, just behind the second bend in the canal. Ca’ d’Oro is one of the most beautiful of the Grand Canal palaces, smaller than some but decorated in the vaguely Eastern and very ornate style that has become the hallmark of Venetian design.

I got off the boat as quickly as possible and walked across the Campo Apostoli to my hotel. If he followed me I should be able to spot him in the open square, but I wanted a running start. Apostoli is open but there is a café, a restaurant, and a church, to say nothing of the tobacco shop on the corner. Plenty of places to hide. I cut through the restaurant tables set out on the cobblestones with their green and white checked cloths and walked close to the building until I hit the gelateria half a block up. Not the best gelateria in Venice, but I could duck inside rather than buy my ice cream from the window. As I ordered and the strawberry ice cream was scooped into a cone, I watched out the large glass door.

He was there, casually perusing the menu at the restaurant where I had tried to disappear. I pressed my back against the wall, trying to watch him while he couldn’t see me. The server had to call me twice to get my ice cream, and I took the cone and resumed my post inside the door.

This could have just been his stop, I thought. He could just be hungry. But when he looked around the square, took a few minutes to read the café menu (which was very short) and then crossed the campo to inspect scarves set out on a rack in front of a shop, I couldn’t believe it was coincidence.

“Is there a problem, miss?” the petite woman behind the counter asked in Venetian dialect.

I wanted to say no, but I couldn’t manage to speak until I’d taken a few deep breaths. “I think that man followed me when I got off the vaporetto,” I said in the same dialect. When  Admin changed my identity and gave me American English they had not removed my Italian. I speak it fluently and the Venetian dialect also, which is not really Italian and is unintelligible to anyone not raised Venetian.

The woman came out from behind the counter and looked where I was pointing. She snorted. “Here,” she said, and showed me out the back of the shop into an alley. I circled from the opposite direction and entered the hotel from the side entrance instead of the front. If the man waited for me to emerge in the square he was going to wait a long time, but that didn’t stop my heart from pounding.

I threw the new bags into the closet and they landed on top of several other shopping bags with elite logos. All I had done for days was hunt and shop and be angry. And when I was angry I hunted and made random men pay for my heartbreak. Which, in my opinion, was perfectly reasonable.

Now I was afraid and confused. How could anyone know I was in Venice? Who would possibly know I was here? They couldn’t have followed me, not the men who had hunted us back in Brooklyn. Only my closest friends knew where I was.

I thought about changing my clothes, going out and hunting down the man who had followed me. Hunting him and delivering his soul to Satan. The part of me that was furious with Nathan, the part of me that had been hurt and frightened so many times by the Knight Defenders, who had tried to eliminate all the demons in New York, was all for  it. But I didn’t really want to hunt. I didn’t want to get that close, that intimate, with an enemy who was trying to destroy me.

I waited, tense, for a call from the hotel desk. I expected my shadow to come looking for me, but after an hour and a half the call never came. Maybe he hadn’t known where I was staying. The hotel is discreet and down several blocks from the campo; you would have to know it was there. Perhaps he didn’t know.

Perhaps I was just overwrought and stressed, and still too miserable about my breakup with Nathan to make much sense. Maybe the man just had been some random person who’d gotten off the boat, maybe he had been lingering because he was meeting someone in Apostoli. Maybe the events of the past month had made me more paranoid than reasonable.

I took a hot bath to calm down, then dressed in new Italian clothes. I pulled my auburn hair into a tight chignon, so if anyone happened to be looking for a Titian-tressed succubus, they wouldn’t notice me. I looked perfectly and properly Venetian. It was a little late for dinner, but there would be places open. And I was certain that this time I wasn’t followed.

Still, it was time for me to go home.




Chapter Two

I arrived home at seven in the evening, after a reasonable flight and a horrific cab ride that included all of the Long Island rush hour. Vincent, my doorman, welcomed me with a flourish and took immediate charge of my bags. Home. I was tired and jet lagged, though the time disassociation hadn’t really caught up with me yet. It was just very late and I wanted to take a hot bath and go to bed.

They had fed us very well in first class on Lufthansa. I had drunk my way across the ocean: excellent wines, vodka served with the caviar, and ice wine with dessert. I had indulged in all of it, along with a salmon dinner almost good enough to be served in a restaurant. I remember when travel, even for the wealthy, had been arduous. When the only way to get from one place to another had been a horse or a cart or carriage and even the best inns had assumed shared beds, to say nothing of shared facilities.

I staggered into my apartment, Vincent behind  me with my bags. All I wanted to do was kick off my shoes and figure out whether I was awake enough for a hot bath before bed.

What I got was Mephistopheles.

He was wearing a bespoke Savile Row suit in conservative charcoal and was sitting in my Eames chair reading Bon Appétit magazine. Not that he cooks, but it was their yearly restaurant issue.

“Listen to this,” he enthused as I collapsed on the sofa. “ ‘The chef has combined a deft hand with the traditional preparations of Provence and the ingredients of their own organic farm in upstate New York, and has an imagination rarely found.’ I must go there.”

“Meph, if you’ve come here to read me restaurant reviews, I’m going to scream,” I said wearily. Meph might be my friend and Satan’s first lieutenant, but he had never shown up in my living room before. Usually we scheduled an appointment and he had made reservations at one of his favorite restaurants. And since Meph was a gourmet of the first order, his picks were worth whatever he wanted from me. Which, truth to tell, was rarely anything more than the current buzz about a newer, trendier restaurant or an idea for a birthday present for Satan.

His showing up in my apartment like this was unprecedented, and I was worried.

“I’m just this minute back from Europe and I have work tomorrow and you didn’t even call. Or leave e-mail. I checked my e-mail and my voice mail on the Treo in the cab. There was plenty of time.”

Meph looks like a CEO, which in some ways is precisely what he is. The CEO of Hell. Satan is the sole stockholder, but Meph runs most of the daily operation. “Telephones and e-mail are not secure,” he said. “I’ve placed a silence on this apartment for the time we are both here, but it will dissolve when I leave. I don’t want to leave any possible trail.”

My eyes got wide. This was bigger than I had anticipated. “Okay,” I said. “But maybe I should have some coffee. I’m horribly jet-lagged.”

“Of course,” he said. And waved his hand and an extralarge Kenyan appeared in my hand, steaming with just the right amount of sugar and hot milk, with a sprinkle of nutmeg on the top. Meph is a class act all the way.

“You remember the slight problem you had with some fanatics recently? I believe they called themselves the Knight Defenders?” he asked.

I nodded. I wouldn’t have called it a slight problem. They had pursued me and my friends, tried to kill us, and, for all I knew, had followed me to Venice.

“They haven’t managed to resolve their leadership issue and regroup, have they?” I asked, worried. They had made my life pretty unpleasant for the past few months. They were also the reason I’d met Nathan. He’d been trying to hunt down their leader, who had happened to have my name and contact info in his files.

“I do not know,” Meph told me. “That is not the question at the moment. As I recall, you were concerned that they were getting their information from a source inside Hell.”

“That was one possibility we thought about,” I agreed, and then took a long sip of my coffee. “But we couldn’t think anyone could be disloyal to Satan.”

“You are too loyal yourself, Lily,” he said. “Certainly that is possible. But I remember at the time you were also concerned that it might be some junior demon who was trying to get Satan’s attention or eliminate you in order to move up. Now, I have no reason to suspect anyone, but it has come to my attention it might be me someone wishes to replace.”

I took a sharp breath and drank some more coffee. “Tell me more,” I said. “I’m tired, and I might not be up to speed right now, but I want to know what’s going on.”

He got up and looked out my window. “There is one other thing,” he added. He hesitated. “Please do not tell Satan I’ve been here, or that I’ve talked about this. I don’t want to upset Her.”

That was an understatement. No one wanted to upset Satan. Even Upstairs they tried to avoid it. A grumpy Satan could make lots of lives amazingly unpleasant. I’d seen Her in a bad mood a few times in my very long demonic existence and I’d have to say, although She is my dear friend and my close mentor, that even I avoid Her at those times. If She can terrify Her own Chosen, I didn’t want to think about what She could do to the rest of the world.

On the other hand, I was loyal, first and always, to Satan. If Mephistopheles was going to tell me something in confidence that could hurt Her, or  that I thought She needed to know, I would violate his confidence in a heartbeat.

“I can’t promise unless I know what this is about,” I said carefully. “I’m one of Her Chosen, and if I think there is something She needs to know, I will tell Her.”

Mephistopheles blinked. “Of course. I can talk to you, I chose to talk to you, because I trust your loyalty absolutely, Lily. The problem is, outside of you and a few of Her other Chosen, I can’t trust anyone. But I don’t want to go to Satan immediately with simple gossip—I could risk hurting a loyal demon. And truthfully, I need your help. Is there any way you can talk to Marduk? You are Babylonian, after all, and I thought he had some fondness for you. Which would be quite silly, given that there are much better reasons than your long-gone nationality to find you an excellent companion and pillar of Hell.”

I wanted to roll my eyes. Meph sometimes took it over the top, but then he was a gentleman of the old school. The very old school.

“I can probably get in to see him,” I offered. “What do you need? Can it be something casual, like at a party? Or do you need me to actually go to him and have a formal conversation?”

“Oh, informal would be much better,” Mephistopheles said immediately. “I just want you to sound him out a bit.”

“About what?” I hated being blunt, but I wasn’t ready to commit myself until I knew what this was all about.

“Really, I would like to know what he says to  you, if he’s trying to sound you out,” Meph answered.

“You think he might be plotting something?”

Mephistopheles shrugged. “You know there has always been bad blood between us. A rivalry of sorts, though I never thought it was a problem. I just always thought he was more conservative and afraid of change. And that could be the truth; I would not want to harm his reputation if it’s just Marduk trying to pretend we all live back in the time of the Roman Republic.”

I giggled. “The Empire is more like him. Marduk really can’t deal with democracy.”

Meph actually smiled. “You’re right. Make it under Tiberius. Tiberius was his kind of emperor. But don’t start anything, Lily. What makes me suspicious of Marduk may only be a quirk of his own personality and he could be an ally.”

“Or he could be an enemy,” I said softly.

“No, not an enemy,” Meph countered. “A rival. Maybe. But it could be someone else. Keep an open mind.”

I nodded. “Will do.”

“When can you see him?”

“I’ll have to look at my calendar. I’m too tired right now and I don’t have a clue as to what’s up in the social life of Hell. I haven’t been on MagicMirror for a week.”

Mephistopheles shrugged. “Nothing interesting on my friends’ list,” he said firmly.

Fortunately, I knew him well enough to realize he meant that no one had posted any foodporn. At least not from any restaurant he had yet to try.

“Give me a few days and I’ll find something,” I promised, yawning. “But I’m not worth much now and I’m fading fast. The coffee helped but . . .”

“Of course,” Mephistopheles said. Then he took my hand and kissed it with a flourish before he disappeared in a haze of sulfur stink that did not dissipate until I opened the window. In early March, which felt like January this cold winter.

I didn’t care. At that point, nothing but sleep mattered. So I closed the door, left my bags and shoes in the middle of the floor, and shed Italian couture down the hallway to my bed.

 



I got up at a ridiculous hour the next morning, well before the sun or any of my friends or coworkers would be up. My body was still on Italian time. If I were the type, I would go to the gym for the six a.m. step class. I’m not that type.

I wanted to go back to sleep. I wasn’t well rested, but I was definitely too wide awake to stay in bed.

Thank the military-industrial complex for the Internet. It’s always open and I didn’t have to bother getting dressed to get online and catch up on what my friends (and enemies, and those in between) have been doing.

MagicMirror, the demon version of MySpace, can only be accessed from a computer with credentials from Hell. Which means it remains secure from prying human eyes.

Gloriana had written a long screed about how she found human cursing demeaning to demons. Normally I would have just scrolled by but I did  find it funny that she was so upset humans considered “damn you” and “go to Hell” to be nasty. After all, for them it is. For demons, that kind of language was meaningless. “Go to Hell” came out sounding like “Go to California,” only personally I way preferred Hell. More interesting people, no cars, no pollution.

Okay, the real problem with California for me is—this was very hard to admit. I am not one of those Luddite demons who couldn’t use e-mail and even hate the telephone. I knew demons who didn’t have a microwave or a DVD player because they couldn’t figure out how to use them. I had a dishwasher and a microwave and a computer and a DVD set up and was very seriously thinking about TiVo. But I had never learned to drive a car.

I came to New York in 1893, and before that I lived in Paris. I’d never needed to drive and as a New Yorker part of my identity involved not having a driver’s license. Like many Manhattanites, I have a nondriver’s ID.

While I mused over the driving thing, I scrolled through a number of posts on food and travel and problems with humans without paying attention. There had been so much traffic when I’d been gone that I didn’t really have the time to read every entry carefully—or even not very carefully.

So I nearly missed Hatuman’s invitation.

Hatuman is one of the old ones, and rarely uses the computer. Probably one of his minor minions had actually posted for him, but there it was, a private party at the Waldorf-Astoria next weekend.

I sighed. The Waldorf. Like they couldn’t have found an older, stuffier venue. But then, the old-school demons preferred sedate, conservative places where the only dancing would be the waltz, and even that was a little new wave for them. Probably five hundred demons were invited, and I was going to just ignore the invitation until I thought again.

Hatuman was fairly friendly with Marduk, and this was an event where I could see the old Babylonian god socially. Being Babylonian myself, talking to Marduk casually at the party would only be good manners, required even. This was too good an opportunity to do exactly what Mephistopheles wanted me to do.

I just hated giving up a Saturday night for a boring party where no one would wear anything interesting and there wouldn’t be any younger demons to flirt with me.

I studied the invitation again. Should I bring a date?

But there wasn’t anyone I could bring. Nathan had dumped me. Nathan, who I bet would be brilliant in that crowd, was out of my life. He could talk to Marduk in his very strangely accented Akkadian and ask all kinds of personal and embarrassing questions and Marduk wouldn’t even notice.

It was six thirty in the morning and my alarm wasn’t due to go off for fifteen minutes and I was already furious. Though I did remind myself that my body thought it was just past noon and maybe I needed lunch, and I was tired in that dragging,  too-awake way that was this century’s special travel curse.

Maybe I could drag one of my girlfriends along.

I sent an e-mail to all of them, to Desire and Eros and Sybil, asking if anyone could manage to go to Hatuman’s shindig with me. I hit Send with a sense of resignation. I certainly wouldn’t want to go to Hatuman’s party if I didn’t need to talk to Marduk. I’d rather stay home and wash my hair.

And then the alarm rang, interrupting my self-pity session. I turned it off and put myself under the shower and resolved to start the day as if nothing had ever happened. As if I had just woken up out of a good restful sleep and looked forward to my day as an editor at one of America’s most popular magazines.

Yeah, right. Go me.




Chapter Three

The first morning back at work turned out to be wonderful. I walked into our office and people I barely knew stopped to thank me. The whole ambience reminded me of a movie premiere or a procession entering the Ishtar Gate and proceeding down the avenue, cheered by the people and showered with flowers by those lucky enough to get up on a roof.

I could almost hear people thinking “Hail, O Vanquisher of Lawrence Carroll.” And there was the man himself, looking sour but grudgingly thanking me for saving his shoot, as he put it.

Danielle and two of the fashion editors treated me to lunch at Butter where we ordered two bottles of wine on top of cocktails and got completely drunk. But no one was going to challenge our productivity that afternoon, Danielle assured me. “If you had not appeased him, no one would have been able to work for days and we would have lost all the interns. They were so afraid, the little ones. And I cannot say that I blame them.”

We giggled in the cab uptown, and then Danielle pulled me into her office. “What do you think of these?” she asked, showing me a selection of Jimmy Choo, Manolo Blahnik and Christian Louboutin boots. We both clucked over them all, and Danielle pointed out her favorites and showed me the ones she thought suited me.

“And the very best is that we can keep these,” she whispered drunkenly. “After they are used in my articles, and in the fashion shoots, we do not need to return them the way we usually do. And these”—she swept her hand indicating four pairs of stilettos on her conference table—“these are your size. So I think that, in order to make room for the next collection, you must take them away.”

At the end of the day I got even better news. I went to check my e-mail before I went home and all the girls said they had already been planning on Hatuman’s party and had expected that I would be there. Everyone was going to be there. So it had been the perfect first day back when I got into the taxi to go home.

Vincent met me as he held the door for me. “Lily, Azoked is waiting in your apartment.”

All the happiness of the past few hours dissolved instantly.

“Why did you let her in?” I cried.

“I got her Florentines and Ben & Jerry’s because I thought you needed your reserves if you even had anything left after being away. Though it would serve her right to have it freezer burned,” he said.


Spoken like a true demon, I thought. And a true friend.


There was no help for it. I couldn’t make Azoked go away without seeing her. I tried to breathe deeply in the elevator. I counted to ten, and then fifty, as the elevator deposited me at my floor and I walked down the hallway to my door. Breathe. Deeply.

I had thwarted Lawrence Carroll. I had been Satan’s friend for several hundred years. I had survived Nathan Coleman dumping me. I could survive half an hour with a Bastform Akashic Librarian. Without committing murder. I hoped.

I opened the door to find Azoked sitting on my sofa with her feet up, eating Cherry Garcia out of the carton. Even I do not put my feet on the upholstery, at least not unless I was freshly washed. Then she put her used spoon on my coffee table and looked up.

“You are late,” she said, as if I were her secretary and had arrived at work two hours late and hung over.

I refused to dignify her attitude with a reply. Instead, I made rather a show of saying nothing to her while I took off my shoes and unpacked my bag. I made certain to show off the new shoes that had been packed down with stacks of proof sheets.

She seemed to take no notice of my rudeness, but licked her whiskers and her fingers (which were surprisingly human looking, for her face mostly resembled a Siamese cat. A very large cat in a sky blue silk robe and glasses hanging from a matching macramé cord around her neck). Something about the steel gray coloring and the  glasses made her appear the perfect blend of feline and strict head librarian. Not the nice librarian who suggested really good books and set aside the latest Janet Evanovich, but the nasty head of department who shushed you as soon as you even thought above a whisper.

“I thought the case of the Knight Defenders was on hold for the time being,” I said. “Have they found a new leader so quickly?”

“They have not,” Azoked answered, not looking up from her grooming. “But I have not come on Satan’s business. I have come as your friend.” Friend? Since when had Azoked ever been anything but a thorn in my side? For any of us? My actual friends, who had met her only briefly in Aruba, thought I must secretly belong Upstairs just for dealing with her.

She had been some use when we were being attacked, and even then it was hardly worth dealing with her. But—a friend? Not in this universe.

“Do you know who was following me in Venice?” I asked immediately. “Was it the Knight Defenders, or was it just some random thing?”

She shook her head. “I have seen nothing in the  Record about the Knight Defenders. If you were followed, perhaps it was your succubus pheromones.”

I didn’t think so, but I remained silent. Azoked didn’t have the one piece of information I cared about, at least that she could give me. She couldn’t tell me anything about demonkind, and that was where Meph’s enemy lay.

“I have some information that may be of use to you,” she continued, as if she thought my behavior perfectly normal. “About your boyfriend. He is planning to come to Hatuman’s party, it appears. How very odd indeed. I do not know whether he is searching for you, or if he has reasons of his own for attending.”

I shook my head. “Impossible. He can’t deal with me being a succubus. That’s why he isn’t my boyfriend anymore.”

Azoked shrugged. “I only know what I read in the Akashic. I thought you would want to know, to be prepared.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Is that all?”

She licked her fingers delicately. “You could offer to take me out to Balthazar. You could invite me to join your brunch at Public.”

“Not even Satan joins our brunch,” I told her. Which is true, but Satan would have been most welcome at any time. She was just too busy, especially on Sunday mornings, and we were thrilled on the very few occasions She could snatch a few minutes and grace us with Her company.

“Well, you could take me out to dinner tonight. I will accept that as a deposit on what you owe me for my assistance.”

“I did not request your help,” I said, pronouncing each word carefully. “I do not owe you. You have never shown any interest in being a social friend.”

Her eyes narrowed and she hissed.

“Unless you can tell me who in Hell is gunning for Mephistopheles,” I amended, knowing full  well that she couldn’t find any information on Hellspawn. The Akashic Record is the Book of Life. Immortals leave no traces in the Book, no resonance in the threads of Fate for a Librarian to trace. Only the living, the mortal, are recorded in the Book of Life.

And everything about them is recorded. What they think, what they consider, what they discard, as well as what they actually do. Which is why Librarians were so highly skilled. They didn’t simply look up information—though I’d seen Azoked use Google.

“If I find this, you will include me in your brunches forever,” she pronounced.

“Forget it,” I told her. “It’s a Hell matter anyway. No mortals involved anymore. Sorry.”

She hissed again.

I shrugged.

“You will regret this,” she shot at me before dematerializing in a haze of blue smoke, faintly scented with crumbling parchment and stale chalk.

Awful, awful, doubly awful. I wanted my friends. I definitely did not want to go to a party where Nathan would be present. How did Nathan get invited to Hatuman’s anyway? I thought it was Hellspawn-only, no humans need apply. Even then, I was only going because Marduk would be there and I needed to talk to him for Meph.

Life felt pretty sucky just then, so I did what any reasonably smart, hip New York woman would do. I called my best friends.




Chapter Four

If I’d looked at my e-mail, I wouldn’t have been so shocked. I could have prepared, could have decided on my story or whether or not I would pick up my phone. But I didn’t look at the e-mail, figuring that there would be time while I puttered around my apartment and got dressed to meet Desi. So when the phone rang I thought it was Des running late, or at worst a telemarketer.

I didn’t expect Nathan, not in a thousand years.

“Lily, I’m really sorry to disturb you,” he started off.

“I thought you didn’t want to talk to me anymore,” I blurted out.

Silence hissed on the line.

“No, Lily. I think about you all the time. I wish we were still together. I keep trying to wrap my head around . . . what you showed me. I keep wondering if I could ignore it somehow, or maybe I’d get used to it. Or maybe it’s not so bad. But that’s not why I called.”

“So you can’t get around it,” my voice must  have sounded bleak. Maybe as bleak as his.

“I’m trying. But I called you about our old friend Craig Branford. Who has resurfaced as Richard Bowen, in Huntington, Long Island. Which is where he was from, if you’ll remember,” he started out.

“I don’t know why you couldn’t just send me this in e-mail,” I said softly. Just hearing his voice, so very close on the phone, brought back the stabbing misery I thought had abated.

“I did,” he said, and his voice was tight. “But I think he’s planning to move against you again, possibly very soon. Maybe as early as sometime this week, though I’m not sure.”

“That’s not much information,” I told him. “How do you know? I thought that case was closed anyway. You weren’t getting any money for it.”

There was a moment where I could almost hear him deciding how much to tell me. There was something going on here, I was sure. Invisible threads woven around me, Nathan and Meph and this weirdo fanatic. I just couldn’t figure it out.

“We’ve got another contract to trace his movements and contact the client if he does or says anything that would make us suspect that he is planning to move again. The client in this instance suggested that I call and warn you. I don’t think he wants you involved.”

“Who is this client?” It no longer sounded like a jealous wife.

Nathan shook his head. “I’m not at liberty to  say. Just let me reiterate that this client does not want you involved.”

“And you?” I asked, the words out of my mouth before I realized that I’d spoken.

“I ... Lily, I’ve been trying to just get on with my life. I can’t. I think about you all the time, and then I think about, well, you know, and I’m sliced up all over again. I didn’t know whether I was thrilled to have a reason to call you again or whether I am just being stupid. I want to talk to you every day, and then that image comes back and . . . I’m confused.”

“Thank you for warning me,” I said coldly. “Do you have any more specific information as to what he might try this time? Or should I just be paranoid? And do you know anything about him or any of his minions traveling to Venice?”

Okay, I admit, I was being mean. But I was hurting too much to be more careful.

“Venice?” he asked. “I can look into it, but the records I have now don’t show any European connections.”

I heard him swallow on the line. “Look, I think he may be trying to find you. Especially watch out at Public, okay? He knows that place, knows that you and your friends have brunch there on Sundays. He might be planning something there. I don’t know precisely what he’s up to but he’s getting information from some very good source, because he was talking about you dating some Dutch guy, and he’s interested in the guy, too. Saw him in Aruba or something.”

So now all was clear. Nathan knew that I’d had  a fling in Aruba. Well, he’d dumped me. I was a free agent and if I wanted to date anyone, he had nothing to say about that.

“And how is this relevant?” I demanded.

Nathan sighed. “I think that Branford might be trying to get both of you. I know he wanted you and then appeared to lose interest. Now he’s back trying to harm you again, and he’s somehow focused on this guy in Aruba, too. You didn’t tell me about the guy in Aruba.”

Oh, so that was what it was about now. Nathan was jealous, looking for some reason to justify himself. And I thought about Danielle’s good advice and decided that he didn’t need to know anything about what I’d done in Aruba. We weren’t dating and it was none of his business. “Yes, I talked with a few guys in Aruba. I had drinks with one. I danced at the resort club. I told you all of that,” I reminded him. “And yes, I’m ready to date again. Which is no crime. I’m not your girlfriend. Your choice.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, and he did sound truly contrite. “I didn’t mean to snap. Just that I’m following Branford and I’ve managed to listen to a lot of his cell phone calls and he’s a nasty character. And he’s mentioned you several times and said that you’d gotten out of his grip by luck, but he knows better now.”

I digested this information. “Do you know where he’s getting his information?” I asked. This was exactly what Meph needed to know. Branford was clearly being primed and aimed by whoever was gunning for us. “And his money?  For someone with no income who just went all over the Caribbean, he pops up in the weirdest places.”

“I’m working on that,” Nathan snapped. “Why are you interested? But I think it’s clear he’s got some backing with some deep pockets. He’s rented another office, by the way, in Park Slope.”

“Not cheap,” I said. Which was an understatement. Park Slope was a chic and expensive neighborhood in Brooklyn.

“I’ve been following that but so far I don’t have enough hard evidence. I don’t know who’s backing him or who’s giving him his information. For all I know, it’s one of you. I’m working on the account traces now.”

“Could—would you tell me when you find out?” I asked contritely.

“I’m sorry, that’s for our employer in the case. He’s paying for the information.”

“But I could get hurt again,” I protested. I understood perfectly well that his client had first call, and I wondered again who his client was. I almost asked, but I thought that would be pushing too far. I wondered if it could be Meph, but dismissed the notion. Just wandering in to some random detective agency and asking them to follow the small fry? That was not his style.

“Lily? Okay, Lily, if I have any idea it could involve you, I’ll tell you. Why do you think I called tonight? I just heard that he would be looking out for you, maybe tonight or tomorrow. Where were you planning to go tonight?”

Suddenly I got paranoid. Suspicious. If I told  Nathan and this Branford guy showed up, would that mean that he’d known before or that Nathan had told him? “A sushi bar,” I said carefully.

“Good. Because from his conversation he’s planning to find you at Public. So you should be safe enough somewhere else. But don’t tell anyone else.”

“Thank you,” I whispered. And then he hung up.

So I was fifteen minutes late to the sushi bar where Desi and I were meeting. She had already ordered sake when I walked in. One look at my face and she got up and hugged me before we sat back down and I ordered for us.

We were on our third order of sake before I told her about Nathan’s call, and about being followed in Venice. And about Azoked showing up in my apartment and telling me that Nathan was going to be at Hatuman’s.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Wear the tan de la Renta dress. You’ll be the most smashing demon in the place. And we’ll have fun at the party, really. Besides, I don’t think Nathan is really going to be there. I think Azoked is a nasty little pussy.”

We were both drunk enough to find that funny. Spending time with Desi was just what I needed.




Chapter Five

The cleaners screwed up. My dress wasn’t ready even though they’d had plenty of time. Time to change cleaners, but that wouldn’t help me for the party.

Hatuman’s parties were always spectacular. He might be a demon stuck somewhere in the Stone Age, but it had been a Stone Age where throwing a good party was admired. Which was why all the important members of the Hierarchy would show. He wasn’t trendy, didn’t have a clue about the newest elegant boutique hotels or the hottest chefs in New York. So he booked the Waldorf-Astoria and put on a six-course dinner with a string quartet playing waltzes in the ballroom and a gambling setup worthy of Harrah’s.

After much angst and six costume changes, I had finally settled on a short green Dior dress with bronze Christian Louboutin’s. Because I was vulnerable and an aggrieved party, my friends showed up at my place to coordinate before we arrived en masse. Eros added a few strokes of eye  shadow in glitter moss and insisted that I use her dark vixen lipstick. Sybil fluffed my hair, which I had left loose in my natural long, heavy, dark auburn waves. Even Vincent made admiring noises and insisted that I turn and model at least twice.

And then no one could find any more excuses to wait, so we went down and took two cabs over to the Waldorf.

Most demons look reasonably mortal, and even those who don’t can fake it for an evening. Tonight’s crowd glittered with more genuine bling than any six guys with blankets down on St. Mark’s. But while they wore a fortune in jewels and the clothes were made of beautiful fabrics, the whole appeared oddly mismatched. Demons who had little reason to deal with modern Earth wore whatever their last idea of party clothes had been, and the result approached a Renaissance fair on crack. Demons wore frock coats with kilts, sixteenth-century kimonos, and ball gowns that would have been appropriate in Versailles.

No one, I was certain, would look at me once, let alone twice, wearing a perfectly modern dress that had been featured in at least two photo spreads. Hard to feel uninteresting in Dior, but then I wouldn’t have been caught dead in the Worth number from 1902 that drifted by. As I recall, I rather disliked that dress in 1902 and it hadn’t improved with age. Neither had the demon in it.

“Tahidra,” I greeted her, smiling stiffly. Really, with that grayish complexion she should not wear plum and silvery green. But then Tahidra had  never had much of an eye for what looked good on her.

She paused, studied me for a moment, clearly confused. “Lily,” I reminded her. “Last time you saw me was at Ludivico’s Saturnalia, I think.”

“Oh, yes, excuse me. Always a pleasure,” she murmured before moving on. Okay, so she didn’t remember me. At first I felt hurt and then I remembered that she had been down in the bowels of Hell doing paperwork while I’d been working as Satan’s Chosen. I could afford a moment of pity.

We swept through the party and even though we looked great (as opposed to outlandish) we didn’t see any sign of Nathan. Or Azoked either, come to think of it.

The Akashic Record is never wrong and it never lies. But that doesn’t mean that the reporting Librarian might not take a few liberties, I thought. I fumed at Azoked. I’d been nervous about this party every time I thought about it. I’d gotten the icy cramps in my stomach and the vague nausea that came from a combination of fury and nasty anticipation.

“He’s definitely not here,” Vincent said, his eyes roving the room like a Secret Service agent. “I’ve done two sweeps and have put a quiet word out with some friends. He’s not on the guest list, in fact, and it seems that we’re the only ones who know him at all. Do you feel better?”

“Yeah,” I said, although that was only half the truth. Yes, I felt half relieved to know that I wouldn’t have to see him, think about him, be hurt  by him. And I felt half miserable because I had wanted to see him. If he had come to a demon party that would have meant he was learning to cope.

“But Lily, it’s good he’s not here, right? He was awful to you,” Sybil reminded me.

“Yeah,” I agreed, lying. He hadn’t been awful to me. He’d been wonderful, genuine, interesting, smart, romantic. He just had a problem with me being an immortal demon succubus, and I could see how that would bother a normal guy.

“You don’t sound convinced,” Sybil said.

I bolted for the ladies’ room before I embarrassed myself.

The ladies’ room at the Waldorf is the nice kind, with a sofa and a basket of real cloth hand towels and lots of tiny toiletries in case a guest needed some hand cream or a toothbrush or a tampon.

I sat on the cushy upholstered sofa and tried to breathe deeply and relax. Gentle arms held me and patted me. I hadn’t heard Desi and Sybil follow me in. “Oh, Lily,” Desi said, and I looked up and found myself between two of my best friends.

“I got your dress wet,” I said, looking at a dark splotch on Desi’s shoulder.

“It’s okay,” she assured me. Then a knock came at the door. Sybil left and returned with a huge mojito.

“I thought you could use this,” Sybil said. “Vincent got it for you.”

I took the glass gratefully and drank it down, the cool sweet liquid calming my throat if not my heart.

“Where’s Eros?” I asked.

“I think she’s trying to get hold of Satan,” Desi said. “She was worried about you. I think she wants Satan to damn Nathan or something revengeful like that. Or Eros would do it herself. She’s furious at him.”

And Eros is a demigoddess. She had never been human, and she was far more powerful than the rest of us put together. When she chose to be, which wasn’t often. Eros may be the most strikingly radical-looking of the four of us, and the coldest emotionally to nondemonkind, but she’s also a loyal friend. And very traditional. Which means that she is perfectly capable of hunting down Nathan and torturing him to death and then damning him forever for hurting me.

I have the best friends.

“I don’t want Satan to find me here in the ladies’,” I gasped. “Do I look like a raccoon?”

Vincent knocked again. Another mojito appeared and the empty glass was whisked away.

I drank. I didn’t know what special magic Vincent had used, but the drinks were extra strong. I got a bit giggly. Nathan seemed somewhat less important.

This was a party, a party for demons and I was beautiful and single and I could turn the head of every male in the place. Why should I be sitting in the ladies’ with mascara running down my face?

I washed up. Sybil and Desi were digging through the makeup in their bags so that I could repair mine. “No, that blush absolutely will not look good on her,” I heard my friends say as they  examined their combined collection.

“I can’t find Satan, but I will still make sure that this mortal pays for his transgressions.” Eros had arrived and was angry enough to pass for a vengeance demon. Her lips were drawn tight and her hands balled into fists, and her voice sounded like a snake hissing before a strike.

“ ’S okay,” I told her. “I’m drunk. Do you have any black mascara?”

Desi is the only one whose blush looked at all right on me, but I had my own lipstick and Eros came through with the mascara.

“Come on, let’s go out and have a good time,” Sybil urged me. “You look fantastic.”

Nathan was not at the party and wasn’t going to be at the party. Ever. But there were demons I could talk to and besides, I was drunk enough that I had almost forgotten the entire reason I’d come. I had to talk to Marduk for Meph. If I hadn’t promised I would have been out hunting or watching DVDs of the Gilmore Girls.


I’d promised. And so I went back into the fray, determined to find Marduk and learn whether he had been plotting against Mephistopheles. Which was not going to be entirely easy. Marduk might be a traditionalist, but he was not a fool. And he and I didn’t have much of a relationship, despite our shared roots. We didn’t run in the same circles, didn’t go to the same parties, didn’t have the same friends. He would hardly trust me with his treason, if he were involved in treason. I would have to be careful.

First I had to go through the polite noises with  a number of demons I hadn’t seen in ages. Had to repeat what I’d been doing for the past decade or two, tell everyone how pleased I was to have come and no, I hadn’t been avoiding or snubbing anyone. I’d just been busy, they knew how it was . . .

I worked my way around the first room and then the second. And then I saw Marduk.

Marduk had been a god in Babylon, at times even the head of the pantheon, and he never forgot it. Neither did anyone around him. He was seven feet tall, which was not unduly large in a gathering of demons, but towering enough that he stood out in the room. He had a carefully curled and trimmed beard, and his hair rippled down past his shoulders in a perfect pyramid. He reminded me of my father, who had worn precisely this style three thousand years ago when he had been king. It had been quite the thing back then, but Marduk had never changed. Even his robes were cut to the ancient patterns and looked like they had been made out of the same scratchy fabrics.
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