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        Demons are rising. Cities are falling. Isn’t it time you picked a side?
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        The heat is rising. Cities are falling. As demons claw their way above ground to take control of a billion human souls, a renegade angel is plotting her own bid for power. Three dare to defy her: a half-vampire girl, a millionaire playboy, and an ex-soldier turned demon assassin.

      

        

      
        They each have their own desolate paths to follow. But, in the face of ultimate evil, can they come together to stop the angel’s victory? And what of the birds who stalk their every move? Isn’t it time they picked a side?

      

        

      
        The Dark Urban Rising trilogy is a supernatural thriller set on the streets of modern-day Turin, London, and Detroit. It treads lightly in the darkness, with not a small amount of blood and gritty humor.
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      Sign up below to get news about upcoming releases, freebies, promotions, and exclusive offers. Or just to say “hi”!

      
        
        Learn more at:

        https://darkishfiction.com/stay-in-touch
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          Dark Urban Rising Book 1

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      I would dedicate this book to my mother, but there are too many curse words. So, instead, because of the blood, sweat, and tears, it is for me. Sometimes you have to be selfish.

      

      Next time, mum.
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      A split second before Tazia punched each rock out of the way, she saw the face of a different enemy swirl in front of her eyes. Her father’s visage figured prominently. As did that bog demon who’d made her sing Like a Virgin on a tabletop in Rome back in eighty-eight while he’d recorded her on his camcorder. The reward—a tequila—had tasted like nectar, but the guy was still an asshole.

      Under her fist the rock smashed to pieces obliterating the memory of the rat-like face with its beady eyes and spiky gelled mullet. Tazia grinned. The full-toothy grin of someone who’d cruised past happiness and taken a turn down manic highway. A desperate grin.

      She’d been climbing up this damn rock face for two hours already, squashed between razor sharp walls of granite, sweat streaming down her face and back, hands cut to ribbons. Far below, the faint wet gleam of bloody hand prints marked her route up from the cave floor. The stink of burned flesh wafted up, too, reminding her of what she’d left behind.

      But it was worth it. Freedom always was.

      Working in just the light of a few still-burning embers, Tazia turned again to her task. She ran her hands over the surface of the rocks feeling for hand holds. Finding one, she grabbed it, and levered herself up the next few inches before searching for the next.

      Up and up she went until her head hit solid boulders again. With her feet wedged either side of the almost vertical tunnel, she swung a punch at the next rock that blocked her exit: that was her CO from North Africa who’d got handsy with her in a bunker in seventy-three. His liberal use of Paco Rabanne to cover his halitosis had left her gagging. Evil bastard!

      The crunch her knuckles made when they hit the rock momentarily distracted her. Her bones were strong, of course, but even they weren’t holding up well to this treatment. For a moment she felt pathetic, weak… human even.

      She rotated her fist and, as if her body sought to undermine her further, lightning shot into her shoulder. Every muscle in her arm juddered and spasmed simultaneously.

      Unable to form a coherent curse word (probably for the first time in her life), she hissed out her pain. Trapped between the rock walls, the sound circled her like an angry snake, round and round, before fading with a sigh. The searing pain settled to a thump beating in time with her heart.

      Tazia flexed her hand, sniffed loudly, and hunted for the next hand hold.

      Above her, a rock creaked.

      She froze. Head down. Eyes closed. Waiting.

      The rock shifted.

      She held her breath.

      Loose chippings cascaded over her, bouncing off her head and shoulders before skittering against the rock face and down into the darkness below. She couldn’t hear them hit the ground.

      The rock settled.

      Thank God.

      Tazia opened her eyes and blinked, a sliver of light now cut into the darkness just a few inches above her head. Particles of dust danced in and out of the dagger-like beam. She let out her breath and relaxed her shoulders. Her smile returned. Maybe, just three feet more?

      As her excitement grew, the rhythmic pounding in her arm returned, it became faster, almost musical. The tune filtered through the blood rushing in her ears until it sounded so loud and familiar in her mind, she couldn’t resist shouting the lyrics. For the next few minutes, Metallica drove her forward: Seek and—fucking—Destroy! With each word, she punched, sending rocks flying, getting closer to freedom.

      When she finally scented sweet fresh air seeping through the gaps between the boulders above, it tugged at her to keep going. Using her knees for leverage, she pushed up further. The blade-like rock ripped her jeans and drilled her flesh, but she didn’t care. Her idiotic grin was back. Not so pathetic after all.

      Hot blood streamed down her shins until it pooled where the tops of her rough black leather boots met her ankles. Dust and tiny chips of shiny granite clung to the sticky wetness like glitter on glue. Unable to resist the itchiness any longer, Tazia hung with just one hand suspended above the black chasm, and swiped at the mess.

      Too late she realised her mistake; the movement threw her off balance and she lost both her footing and remaining handhold. Her singing abruptly halted. Oh fuck!

      She slid a few feet back down into the darkness before ramming her legs home again with a jolt that set every muscle in her body burning.

      Her body still shaking, Tazia touched her forehead hard to the rocks, and silently begged for their solidarity. Ignoring the tears pricking her eyes, she snarled into the darkness, daring any further rocks to fall, and restarted her climb.

      This time, no singing, only the regular dull taps of her metal boot studs, clicking against the rock walls like a metronome. Each tick carried her up and away from the place where she’d watched her father’s body get sucked into Hell.

      Shit! Wasn’t that worth another song?

      She resisted. Celebrations would have to wait until she was safe, ideally with a bottle of Don Julio in front of her and that nice pile of cash she was owed. In her mind, she heard Billy’s voice: Nearly there, Taz. Keep going, girl!

      Ten minutes later, Tazia got her first glimpse of the world outside: a sky painted the blue of early spring in a cold climate, pale and fragile. She pushed aside the final boulder and, with her eyes forced shut against the burst of light, she dragged herself up to lay on solid ground.

      Fresh cool air dried her sweat and soothed her ripped skin. Goosebumps rose. The chill felt amazing!

      Despite the cold air, Tazia had chosen the worst time of day to emerge. The intense mid-afternoon sun sizzled paths of scarlet blisters over the exposed skin of her arms, legs, and face, forcing her to rise on weak legs and limp to the shade of a rock overhang a few feet away. Once there, she collapsed again to the ground, breathing deeply, remembering her father’s final moments.

      The death shot had pierced him between the eyes. As his body crumpled, and his gaze turned stone-still, innumerable feet stamped in anticipation of his arrival. The sound forced its way up from under the ground, gaining strength until the surrounding rocks cracked into pieces and swirled beneath him. The suction had pulled half the cave down along with him.

      As he descended, fire licked at his hair and skin until ashes danced on the air currents in the tunnel. The stink remained clinging to her clothes. She could still taste him burned and gritty on her tongue—

      Just in time, she rolled over and spewed: blood, sodden dust, and the Dutch-courage breakfast she’d had that morning. As the spasms receded, she groaned, wiped the mess from her mouth with her palm and smeared it on the side of her jeans.

      Rolling back and staring again at the sky, Tazia’s thoughts switched to her father’s killer. He’d died under the rock fall, too—her eyes flicked to the hole she’d just crawled out of—I fucking hope!

      As she lay there, drifting between memories, the sun lowered slightly to reveal shadowed dips and gullies across the Italian landscape. Behind her the Alps stood proud, snow encircling the peaks despite the spring sunshine. The usual array of deciduous trees had started to mix with the pines of the higher altitudes. The more tender perennials merged into the deep green gorse that never changed regardless of the time of year. This landscape was her comforter, a familiar blanket that soothed and protected her.

      Time to go, Taz.

      She rose, gave herself an excited hug, before feeling for the silk bag that hung around her neck on a thin leather cord. It contained her father’s fangs. At his urging, she’d removed them a few hours earlier using metal pincers and brute force. As the teeth popped from his jaw, blood spraying her face and neck, her father had smiled and licked it from her. Daddy’s goodbye.

      Tucking the bag back under her shirt, she assessed the path down from the rocky outcrop.

      Turin lay on the plateau below her, just a few miles south. The old church spires stretched up tall, squashed between the modern office blocks and apartment complexes that littered the city. The red and yellow tiled roofs stood out against the cream stone walls of the old buildings and the shiny silver windows of the new. The industrial zones spread far into the distance.

      It would all begin down there. Her life would start over, and this time it would make sense. She heard Billy’s voice again: La dolce vita, baby!

      With a final glance at the sun’s position, Tazia began the descent down the hill, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. From the tree tops, a few songbirds serenaded her first steps. As she entered the city, they would leave her to continue on alone, but for now she whistled alongside them.

      She didn’t look back at her father’s resting place. After one hundred and fifty years of devotion and duty, it was time her life began in earnest.

      It was time to make a deal with a demon.
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            Demons Everywhere

          

        

      

    

    
      In a well-repeated mantra, Tazia recalled the kill spots of the demons she pinpointed in the throng of early evening visitors to the piazza: brain, heart, stomach, or eyes. Always the eyes with the sneaky ones.

      It was her usual practice. She had no plans to kill any today. She was just passing time, but it was good to be prepared.

      From childhood, she’d studied demon breeds like museum exhibits cataloging their likes, dislikes, supernatural traits, even bathroom habits. With age, she’d gained real world experience. From battlefield to bedroom she’d learned how to make them writhe in agony as well as squirm in pleasure. She liked to have the upper hand.

      The patio was crowded. Patrons shunted up to each other. Table tops touching. Scents of coffee, wine, and garlicky suppers assailed her nose in a delightful mess.

      Her stomach growled.

      Tazia sucked on her straw. A nice hit of tequila nestled at the bottom of the glass underneath the Coke. She’d yearned for a buzz ever since she’d started her escape from the cave, but it was proving elusive. Maybe they watered the shit down in here? She sucked harder, but was only rewarded with a swimming sensation in her head that reminded her she hadn’t eaten for over twenty-four hours.

      As she sucked, a new wave of specimens moved through her field of vision. A mixture of tourists and locals, both demon and human, they milled around the square largely oblivious of each other, totally unaware they were subject to her scrutiny. She examined each through squinted eyes and made an identification, before turning back and crossing her arms over her chest, her smile replaced with a scowl. Tick-tock, mister, tick-fucking-tock.

      Irritated, she bounced her foot against the leg of the table she sat at, jostling the one crammed into the space next to her. The metal table tops clinked together creating a steady but discordant clink! After a few moments, the man to her left shot her a pained glance over the top of his Raybans.

      Tazia felt her color rise, stilled her leg, and turned her attention back to her drink. She sucked gently on her straw, attempting nonchalance. First rule of Spy Club, Taz? Not to fuck up Spy Club!

      The man with the sunglasses smelled human. His large biceps were crammed into the arms of the business suit he wore, and his closely shaved head bore a tribal-inspired tattoo curved around one ear. He looked more MMA than JP Morgan, but the fancy monogram on his briefcase said different. He was multi-tasking: sipping a beer while talking loudly on his phone and thumbing through the local newspaper.

      Tazia read the headline. It told of a human death on the west side of the city, still unsolved, perpetrator unknown. Cover already blown, she tutted loudly.

      He glanced at her, eyebrows raised.

      “Probably a mixed-breed did it,” she said and wrinkled her nose before allowing her eyes to spark amber. She was bored, not above a little teasing, and was hoping for some conversation.

      He didn’t bite, just flashed her a brief smile and went back to his phone call.

      In her experience, mixed-breeds were the hardest to pin down. Their incessant changes of allegiance led to bickering which fed the local media with a never-ending supply of stories. Usually minor squabbles, they invariably ended with the loss of a limb or two and just a colorful headline in the mid-pages (before the realty advertisements but after the TV schedules). Mixed-breeds knew their place—

      Damn, where is this guy? She was awaiting the arrival of the café owner, the demon who had contracted an assassin to take out her father—for a significant payment, of course. He was probably a pure-breed. No respect for differences, they lorded it over everyone. Pure-breeds were the assholes of the demon world. Her father was a pure-breed. That said it all, really.

      And now, her father was a dead asshole.

      Tazia forced a smirk, but the glass she pushed around the table stuttered rather than slid over the little pool of condensation that had collected underneath it, picking up the slight tremble in her fingers. She didn’t want to think about her father.

      Turin was a melting pot. Always a euro or two to be made. She’d taken the more bloody jobs to keep her father happy—More lucrative, my dear!—and it was for these contracts she’d become adept at assessing a demon quickly.

      She knew, for instance, that the woman in the dark Chanel suit sitting to her left under the bright red canopy had a tad more evil about her than the average mixed-breed. It was in the way she sipped on her espresso and eyed the waitress rushing from table to table; and how she ground her teeth along the edges of her cup, sharpening each one against the place where the glaze had worn off.

      Of course, she’d also come up against plenty of demons whose only purpose was to create soul-sucking depravity. To infect another so completely that wickedness would seep from the pores of the victim’s skin, creating a thick coating no amount of scrubbing would remove. They were the real nasties.

      Demons like her father. Demons like her dead father.

      Her stomach flipped. She grabbed her drink and vigorously swished the straw to mix up the remaining tequila before sucking it all up with a loud slurp. The tattooed man paused his phone call and glared at her. This time she flashed red eyes, and he looked away.

      She looked back into the square. Where the fuck is he?

      Right in front of her, a group of teenaged mixed-breeds blocked her view. They milled around aimlessly, heads bent over their phones. Several cameras flashed in her direction. Second rule of Spy Club—turn your auto-bloody-flash off! She’d been caught out by that one herself a few times in the past.

      Tazia was used to the curiosity of others. A human-vampire mix was one thing, but she was something different entirely and, on the patio, her unique scent had already created quite a stir. Her disheveled appearance didn't help. It was made worse by the thin skin of blood and sweat covering her and even, she noted with a little regret, vomit in some places.

      Climbing out of the cave had really done a number on her.

      Now, stretched out in the evening shade, Tazia’s knuckles throbbed, her clothes stank, and her body ached. Her hands were swollen and battered, and the skin on her palms slashed open.

      Forgetting the kids in the square, she drew a painful breath and played with a flap of skin that had been partly sliced from her palm by the rock face. She peeled it from her hand—a band of pink rubbery flesh—and flicked it to the pavement below her table.

      Immediately, the dark-suited lady demon sniffed the air and turned her head toward her, teeth chattering slightly at the smell of flesh. Her eyes flashed a brief hungry red.

      Grinning at the demon, Tazia pushed the flap of skin, now curled and speckled with dirt, further under the table with the toe of her boot, the metal toe cap tapping off the mosaic tiles. You want it, bitch? Get on your knees!

      The demon looked away, her pinched cheeks turning as beet red as the canopy that sheltered her.

      Giggling, Tazia shifted her seat away from the piazza and toward the narrow cafe building. All she could see inside were small pools of light cast on the wooden bar and stainless fixtures from the spotlight-studded ceiling. The sound of footsteps crisscrossing the tile floor drifted to her—

      For fucksakes, where is this guy?

      By rights, it should have been the gunman waiting to collect the money, but Tazia had left Soren Huxford to die in the cave alongside her father. Hadn’t she? Tazia’s skin prickled. Third rule of Spy Club: if intuition comes knocking, run!

      She scanned the crowd looking for Soren’s tall blond form. If he hadn’t died in the cave collapse—perhaps shaken that off like so many other injuries in the past—he’d be gunning for her.

      She searched again. Nothing. But the feeling spread up her arms like a junkie’s fiery itch.

      Just then, one of the service staff approached her table and coughed softly to attract her attention. It was the same lanky teenaged boy who’d served her the drink. He kept several large steps away from her, shifting nervously from foot to foot.

      She caught his eye, and for a moment, blinked soft amber eyes over her deep chestnut ones just for the hell of it. The veins in his arms were thick and ran close to the skin, marbling his flesh, blood running through them like a delicious Chianti. She licked her lips as the stink of his sweat rose.

      Tazia stood to greet him, and asked in perfect English despite her native Italian, “Did you want to tell me something, kid?”

      At her approach, the boy snapped the metal tray he was clutching up to his chest and held it like a shield, shoulders tense, and head and neck pulled back as far as they would go. He replied in broken English, “Si, signorina. The manager… he is here now. He is waiting… inside.”

      He nodded toward the café where Tazia could make out the shape of a fat man in a dinner suit standing with arms crossed gazing out at her. He looked unhappy. Even from the depths of the building, she could make out the waves of scarlet and black that coursed from his body. The supernatural shine in his eyes flashed from red to a pure cornflower blue. The only attractive thing about him.

      Tazia inclined her head slightly at the boy in thanks, then walked into the bar. All she had to do was pick up the cash then get out of town.

      What could possibly go wrong?
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      “Signorina!” Signor Bello, the bar manager hailed her as soon as she stepped inside the café. “Come sit here, please.”

      He was a pure demon. Of Leech heritage, to better classify him. Vampires were the most common of the Leeches, but he was no vampire. This particular specimen had a deadly reputation for consuming female flesh. Oh goody!

      He pulled out a chair for her at a small table right at the back of the bar. It was crammed in the space between the doors that led on one side to the restrooms and, on the other, to the kitchen.

      Smiling her thanks, Tazia sat down. The manager took the seat opposite hers. It creaked under his weight and she scraped her own seat back, away from the table.

      Bello wasn’t simply fat, he was of the sort of exaggerated obesity that featured in cheap magazine articles and chat shows. The dinner suit he wore strained to holster the rolls of flesh that protruded from him; and, apart from the occasional flash from his eyes, his features were indistinct, disguised by layers of flaccid, reddened, and sweaty flesh.

      Tazia mostly contained the shudder, but her skin was itching again. His lack of charisma hit her along with the stench of rotting flesh and a smattering of lavender. Eyes watering, she no longer felt self-conscious about her own rather ripe aroma.

      As he settled, she surveyed the bar: four steps to the kitchen door, ten tables between her and the exit, only one visible staff member, but no doubt a lackey of some sort, probably armed and concealed at the entrance to the bathrooms ready to act if necessary. It wasn’t a big leap to make. This was a setup, and she didn’t need her demon senses to smell it.

      Instinctively, she felt for the Bowie knife always holstered on her thigh. Nothing. She’d dumped it before starting the climb from the cave, along with her sidearm. Great decision, Taz.

      She’d have to rely on charm. Unfortunately, charm wasn’t Tazia’s forte.

      Smiling broadly at him, and simultaneously batting her eyelashes, she said, “Thank you for seeing me at such short notice, signor.”

      Bello’s eyes barely flicked an acknowledgment over her face.

      Okay, the eyelashes were overkill.

      Trying another tactic, she extended her hand, this was a business transaction after all.

      In reply, he stared hard into her eyes, but did not offer his own sweaty paw, something she was momentarily grateful for.

      Tazia lowered her hand, her smile still planted. “My name is Sahara Dune.”

      If he lifted his eyebrows in response to the rather unlikely pseudonym, she had no way to see it. The heavy creases of fat above his eyes gave him the look of a bald shar-pei with none of the adorable cuteness, and made his eyes almost immobile.

      “I understand, signor Bello,” her own eyebrows raised sharply, this guy was no beauty, “that you recently engaged the services of myself and my partner, Soren Huxford, to eliminate the Abbot of Savoy?”

      “Ahh, bella, call me Sergio.” His words were affectionate although his tone was not. In fact, the electrical charge that surged from him at the mention of the Abbot crackled and fizzed in the air between them. She hoped the anger was directed at her late father rather than herself.

      “And where is signor Huxford?”

      Avoiding his eyes, Tazia studied the sign to the bathroom for a moment, a little blue painted rabbit pointing the way. She looked back, “He’s… indisposed.”

      Under the table she scratched at her wrists. Third rule, Taz…

      “How unfortunate for him…” Bello gazed steadily at her.

      Tazia blinked and changed the subject. “I have good news. The Abbot is dead.”

      “Bella, may I get you a glass of wine… or blood?” Before waiting for her answer, he raised a finger toward the server who hovered at the bar, watching her boss’s every move.

      “I said, the Abbot is dead, signor…”

      “A drink?”

      She bristled. The charm offensive was most definitely not working. “No, but thank you. I expect you wish to see the evidence?”

      “And I expect you will be wanting to see the reward money, carina.” He gestured toward the inside top pocket of his jacket. “But for now, we will drink. You would not insult me by refusing again?”

      This time, he shouted for the wine and accompanied his order with a few choice Italian curses.

      Tazia heard the clink of bottle and glasses being rapidly prepared behind her, and fought to still the fingers her right hand drummed against her thigh.

      When the wine was brought over to them, and Sergio had affectionately fondled the waitress’s behind in such a way that made Tazia’s stomach heave a little, he raised a glass. “To the destruction of blood-sucking mutant vampire scum. May their offspring suffer prolonged abuse and slavery at the hands of superior demons everywhere. Saluti!” He paused as he held his glass high, awaiting her agreement.

      She gave it, albeit a little reluctantly. “Sure, yeah.” Tazia’s father hadn’t been popular in Turin despite his long history, but Bello’s hatred of him appeared extreme.

      Before the Demon War, in the early years of the twentieth century, her father had extorted money from local businesses and families. His role then was tantamount to a feudal lord. Bello had a long memory.

      He downed the full wine glass as though it was a vodka shot, a swift movement that left deep red trickles flowing down the folds of fat where his heavy cheeks met mouth and chin. From there, the wine splashed onto his white shirt, creating deep purple stains. They rapidly spread, saturating the surrounding cloth.

      It gave Tazia an idea.

      They were alone inside the bar for a moment. Acting quickly, she felt for the bag around her neck.

      With a smile, she lifted it over her head, poured out the two fangs into her hand, and offered them to him. “The evidence, Sergio.”

      Get ready, Taz!

      Bello widened his eyes slightly. He opened his jacket to extract a small tin box and put it on the table in front of him. As he did so, Tazia got the glimpse of a brown envelope in his inside pocket. He then plucked the fangs from her palm and inspected them closely.

      Casually picking up her wine glass, Tazia started to finish the contents, making the most of each drop, even licking the rim while she watched him.

      Three—

      He placed the teeth on the table and, while muttering a short Latin incantation, sprinkled the teeth with powder taken from the box.

      Two—

      As the powder came into contact with the teeth, they slowly began to take on an eerie pink glow which gradually intensified to luminous orange reminiscent of a burning candle wick.

      One—

      Bello gave a small tight smile, and his shoulders appeared to relax. The magic proved the ownership she claimed was true. The Abbot of Savoy was dead.

      Go!

      Stretching across the table, Tazia smashed her glass into his neck with as much force and speed as she could muster. As her right hand struck, she reached inside his jacket with her left and snatched the contents of his inner top pocket.

      The glass shattered and a few long shards pierced deep enough into the blubber of his neck to just about reach the artery she was aiming for. Pressurized blue blood shot onto her arm, stinging her skin before he grabbed at the wound to stem the tide. The nick wouldn’t kill him, but it would be enough of a distraction.

      As the pain hit, Sergio let out a piercing screech. The cry caught Tazia off guard and she took a step back, just as another noise sounded behind her.

      Without looking, she kicked back her chair, heard it skid across the floor and collide with something that shouted a colorful Italian expletive before the chair clattered to the ground.

      Tazia turned in time to see a lumbering goon finish his fall to the floor with a massive thud, his breath forced from him. The chair had halted his path.

      Without waiting to see how each of her victims was doing, she leaped over the tables that impeded her passage to the door and out into the evening sunshine. A couple of gunshots echoed after her, but she was moving too fast and they whizzed uselessly past. The people in the piazza immediately dropped to the ground. It aided her escape, and she swerved her way through them.

      As she pounded across the square and down a nearby alleyway aiming for the busy shopping district a few blocks away, she checked behind her. No one was chasing. She was safe, but she wasn’t arrogant enough to believe that Sergio Bello, or whatever the hell his name was, would let the matter rest there.

      Tazia had made another enemy. Go to the end of the line, signor!

      When she reached the relative safety of the shopping district, Tazia wove her way through the evening crowds, taking a winding route back to another little passageway. It was quiet, private, and dark. She squatted against a wall to catch her breath, the envelope she’d taken from the demon’s pocket was still gripped tightly in her hand. Opening it, she counted out the contents. It was not enough, less than half of the amount promised to Soren who had set up the deal. For fucksakes!

      She looked up and addressed the aged yellow brick wall opposite. “Well, what do you think? Will it do?”

      Sighing, she put the money into her boot for safekeeping. It would have to work—she’d make it work. But first, the fourth rule: drink more tequila!
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      Bottle in hand, Tazia sat on the wide stone ledge that surrounded a huge and alarmingly kitsch fountain decorated with naked cherubs, some dancing lions, and a very tarty-looking Venus. Despite her puffy hair and full pouting lips, the Goddess of Love was looking horrified as a near-naked horned demon was unabashedly grabbing her ass and poking her with his long sharp spear.

      Turin had been dubbed “Satan’s City” long ago, the result of its long-established underbelly of devil worship, ecumenical murder, and witchcraft. A sordid history, and yet, also its saving grace. In recent years sudden and aggressive surges of demonic infiltration had spread across the urban centers across the world. Yet here, where the dark had always been present, ordinary humans rubbed along with demons in relative peace.

      Tazia stuck her tongue out at the demon statue. She had no use for Satan. She’d spent her life watching her father’s allegiance to the Old Goat and was relieved that he was now safely ensconced next to him. Yet, for herself, he had nothing to offer. Freedom was her only goal.

      Taking a swig from the bottle, Tazia shook off thoughts of her father. She had a growing feeling of discomfort, like someone was staring. Her guess flew first to the goons who had pursued her from the bar, but as she couldn’t see their flabby frames barreling down the empty piazza toward her, she considered other options.

      She thought again about Soren Huxford. If he’d gone to the bar for payment and just found the chaos she’d left behind, he’d be fuming. He was not the type to let anyone mess with either his money or his awesome reputation. If he was alive, he’d be after her.

      Tazia scanned the small square, checking the doorways, rooftops, and windows of the buildings that overlooked the fountain. She searched for the telltale sign of a flash of light reflected off the metallic end of a rifle, but saw nothing except the final rays of the dying sun winking back at her. They bleached out the yellow stonework of the Renaissance walls and peeked around the religious statuary that sat atop the roofs, blinding her if she stared too long.

      With the hairs still pricking on the back of her neck, the feeling grew stronger as if someone was creeping up behind. Turning, she looked back up at the statue of Venus and drew a breath in alarm as the goddess slowly blinked at her, then curved her full lips into a stiff and awkward smile.

      Without taking her eyes off the statue, Tazia reached into her pocket for the small bottle of pills that was her constant companion. Opening it, she pulled out two and put them in her mouth. She crunched then swallowed slowly with the aid of another mouthful of tequila.

      The “delusion” continued.

      In fascinated horror, she watched as Venus straightened up—removing her bottom from the grasp of the lustful Satan in the process—and stepped off the marble dais. She waded clumsily through the water and came to sit next to Tazia, making a quiet grinding sound as her stone bottom settled on the ledge.

      Even for Tazia, this was new.

      The statue seemed to sense her consternation and gently put a marble hand onto her arm, the smooth stone icy against her skin. “It’s okay, Anastasia, you’re not going mad. Well, no madder than you usually are, anyway.” She tittered at her own joke. The tiny bell-like sound echoed around the plaza strangely twisting into a distorted groan as it hit the stately basilica standing at its northern end. Alarmed, a small flock of pigeons took off from the ledges of the baroque facade, flying high into the sky before circling and landing again in a part of the square that didn’t contain odd-sounding statues.

      The silence ticked by. Tazia remained immobile staring fixedly at the hand on her arm.

      “Not talking, Anastasia?”

      Tazia jerked her head up hard and made a strangled grunt.

      “I didn’t really hear that, pet?”

      Tazia sucked her teeth, loosening pieces of reluctant medication and swallowed quickly. “I…” She shook her head, unable to continue.

      Venus adjusted her position so that the wet marble folds of her robe loosened their cement-like attachment to her legs with a squelch. Water rolled off her clothing and splashed onto Tazia’s boots.

      “How about I talk and you just listen, eh?” She had adopted the tone of a kind schoolteacher; the plump kind, with grey-streaked hair, and a welcoming hug on the first day of term. “I’m not really Venus, of course, but then you probably guessed that?”

      Tazia nodded.

      The statue sat back slightly, apparently collecting herself before straightening up again and, with a stiff flourish of her arms, declared, “I am the High Advocate!”

      Tazia blinked, not unimpressed, but still expecting the vision to disappear any minute into a puff of smoke, or glitch out like a hologram in a sci-fi movie. Such a thing often happened when her drugs kicked in.

      “That’s fancy talk for an angel.” When she still got no response, Venus’s tone abruptly changed; the same teacher, now caught taking a crafty swig of whiskey from her desk drawer, indignantly defended herself. “An important one, actually!”

      Silence ticked by. Tazia bit down on her cheek—even her blood tasted weird. Why is it still here?

      Venus sighed and wriggled, grinding her bottom like a pestle into its mortar. “Do you know what an Advocate does?”

      Tazia shook her head. If this was class, she’d be getting a failing grade.

      “We decide the fate of a human soul. Whether it deserves to go to Heaven or Hell. You know, have you been a good boy or a bad? A bit like Santa.”

      She shrieked at her own joke before drawing the laugh to a sudden halt. She narrowed her eyes to hardened slits and came close to Tazia’s ear before hissing, “I am the High Advocate, however, Anastasia. I look after those difficult cases where the balance of good and evil is often unclear. Royalty, presidents, and ecclesiastical types like, oh, I don’t know… abbots.”

      “Oh!” Tazia backed away, her mind spinning. “You’re here about my f-f-father?”

      “Bingo!” Venus clapped her hands together. It sounded like a gunshot ricocheting around the square. Every pigeon in the neighborhood took off once more, blocking the low sun and plunging the square into darkness.

      Tazia slapped her palms over her ears, muffling the high-pitched ringing that persisted.

      Venus didn’t look in the slightest perturbed at the flight of the pigeons or Tazia’s obvious distress. Instead, she gazed across the square, a little wetness forming in her eyes. “When your father was still human, he was rather important to me. I saw his… potential, let’s say.”

      Despite her nerves, Tazia shuffled slightly closer. “Are you crying?”

      Venus turned back to her. “Of course not.” She sniffed dramatically. “He wasn’t exactly a good man, Anastasia. When he was dying, I tried my best to persuade Heaven that he should be forgiven. Just doing my job. But they denied him and ridiculed me. Too many sins, they said. He was true evil, they said. Said my head was turned. They didn’t know him like I did. He was a great man then. Strong and powerful. Vigorous.”

      Eyes now bone dry, her lips curled into a wide and lustful smile that brought gooseflesh to Tazia’s skin.

      “So, in those moments before his death, I offered him the chance to be reborn as a demon. He would be the greatest vampire ever known, eventually sit by Satan’s side. To get there, he just needed to do one simple thing.” She got close to Tazia’s ear again and whispered, “To create you!”

      This part of the tale was all too familiar. Tazia’s father had spoken often of the voice whispering in his ear, telling him to create a child through murder and magic.

      Venus brought her unblinking eyes level with Tazia’s. She gazed back into the cold gray stonework and the shallow holes that the sculptor had shaped to resemble pupils, seeing nothing but inevitable darkness. The hope she’d felt this afternoon when she’d emerged from the collapsed cave began to ebb away.

      The statue’s voice was steely. “Only he messed it up!”

      Flinching at the angel’s anger, Tazia had heard enough. She tried to edge away, estimating it would take around five seconds for her to clear the plaza at an all-out sprint. But for some reason, her legs wouldn’t respond to her urgent demands for them to move.

      “He didn’t keep you the way I told him to. He cut you off from that human soul I worked so hard to ensure you were born with.”

      Tazia snapped her head back up. “He walled it up for my own good.”

      “Is that what he told you? Poor pet.” Venus smirked at her.

      “So, you’re here for my soul?”

      “Oh no. I don’t want that.”

      “Then, what?”

      “You do. You want it back, Anastasia. You need it back.”

      Okay, that was unexpected. “I don’t understand…”

      Venus gained a wistful look. “Let’s just say it’s a Fate thing.”

      What the fuck? It was the sort of bullshit answer her father had always given her when she asked about her existence. Fired by her anger, Tazia jumped up and pulled in a deep lungful of air.

      Clouds had gathered since the sun had lowered and rain now fell on them both, trickling over the marble of the statue and dripping onto the stone slabs around her. It soaked Tazia’s hair to the roots and dripped down her neck, further reviving her. She took a few steps away from the ridiculous statue with her stupid laugh and cold hands.

      “Don’t run away, pet. I haven’t told you the best part yet.”

      “What?”

      “It seems daddy took a bit of a wrong turn when he got to Hell. Instead of finding that seat next to Satan, he dropped into the Red River—the river of fire, of blood, and bone. Liquid destruction.” Venus came up behind her and whispered, “But you can get him out.”

      All fear gone, Tazia turned and glared at her. “Why would I do that? I’m free. Finally. Why would I help him?” She’d suffered years of imprisonment and cruelty at his hands, served him as a loyal and devoted daughter. She’d earned this!

      “Because you love him.”

      “You’re fucking kidding me!” The comment was ridiculous.

      Tazia started to walk away.

      “I’ll just bring you back, pet…”

      With that, the atmosphere thickened. Drops of rain stopped falling, suspended in mid-air, creating a curtain of water that felt heavy on her skin and hair. Tazia turned back. Her body felt disconnected, like she was suddenly a hundred times heavier and trying to twist in thick molasses. Unbelievably, at that moment, the talking statue was the only thing that had any semblance of normality. She continued moving as she had been while all else was held in a sweet static fog.

      “I feel loyalty to him, but don’t confuse that with love.” Tazia spoke loudly, but even the words seemed to hang in the thickness of the air, slowly floating around her, just a dull echo.

      “We won’t debate the point, Anastasia. But if you are unconvinced about the notion of love, do it instead because it is your duty.”

      The word punched Tazia hard in the belly. It was one she’d heard often. Obedience. Duty. Honor. Words he’d battered into her. Sure, she’d strayed at times, but she always came back to him, contrite and obedient. She already knew her duty very well indeed.

      Still pinned to the spot, she felt the molecules of her body take on the heaviness of the air around her, and the last vestiges of the excitement she’d felt that day faded. Her shoulders sagged.

      Venus smiled. “All I need is for you to get access to your human soul again, pet. Then make a present of yourself to me. I have lots of exciting plans for us. You and I will become the best of friends.”

      Her childish giggle bounced around the air. “Do this, and daddy gets the eternity he deserves. A place by Satan’s side just as I promised—and he’ll be out of your hair forever.”

      “And what if I don’t?”

      “Then I can make things very unpleasant for you,” Venus hissed. She glanced at the fountain, and the serpent wound around Satan’s spear hissed back. It unfurled itself, flashed through the water, and slithered over the stone ledge heading straight for Tazia.

      Trapped by the thick air, she couldn’t move back.

      The snake rose up in front of her—

      Tazia jerked her head away.

      It opened its mouth—

      “No. Please. Don’t!”

      Fire shot from the serpent’s mouth. It burned up the water in the air and boiling steam blasted into her face. A burning lesion formed across her right cheek and up onto her forehead. She felt the blood boil under her skin and smelled the tang of heated metal as the blisters burst and splashed back over her face.

      Tazia screamed—

      Then the snake was gone.

      The atmosphere returned to normal. A few pigeons caught on the fringe of the stasis flew rapidly into the sky. The serpent was again curved around Satan’s spear.

      Tazia whimpered, but the blood and pain of her scorched skin was already gone.

      “Just a warning. I’ll leave you to think about it.” Venus twisted her body so that her feet were once again in the water, and she heaved herself to standing. “Buona sera, Anastasia. I’m always watching—and listening. Let me know when you make a decision. Don’t leave it too long, pet.”

      As her words faded, Tazia found herself staring at nothing but a stone-still statue standing on her pedestal, water splashing over her feet, glaring at the amorous devil.
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      Closing the door of her apartment behind her, Tazia leaned back and exhaled. The shaking in her hands had all but stopped though her breath was still shallow.

      The apartment was on the first floor of a converted sixteenth-century townhouse in a narrow street in the older area of Turin. She’d lived here for twenty years, off and on, sharing it with Soren for the last two of those.

      After seeing the angel by the fountain, she hadn’t gone straight home, the little church located a couple of streets away had offered her respite. She went there often, for the peace and quiet, and when seeking refuge. No one ever thought to search for a demon in a church.

      Today, though, it was the atmosphere she’d needed. Her skin still felt raw. Not from the serpent’s fire, but from sharing proximity with the evil emanating from the Advocate. Both would flay her alive.

      Tazia had long ago learned that distinguishing good from evil was not simple. Shades of gray challenged even the purity of heavenly forms, and the darker beings that crawled from under the earth often displayed greater morality. The church had always been a place she could sort out good from bad.

      The calm cold air had worked for a while. Then, instead of supporting her, the air had become icy. Freezing fingers had clawed at her. Even now, she felt caught in their bony grip.

      Tazia dropped into the easy chair by the fire and pressed the remote control. The flames cast red flickers on the walls and wrapped her in comfort even the soft cushions of the purple upholstery couldn’t offer.

      The apartment itself was bohemian in flavor. An eclectic mix of old and new furniture, clashing colors and styles. Along with the distractions of a book-covered shelf, a painted landscape on the wall, or the battalion of video game collectibles that stood guard on the mantelpiece, this was home.

      The church was the exact opposite. No gaudy stained glass windows. Just unadorned plain white plastered walls.

      But for the painting.

      The canvas hung on the side wall at the end of the pews, a new addition to the décor. She’d never seen it before.

      In style, it reminded her of a Bruegel. In subject matter, it depicted the division of Heaven and Hell. Angels with halos and wings, and demons with red horns and pitchforks slicing up their territories, hauling people this way or that in a seemingly arbitrary fashion. Whoever had painted it was not concerned with challenging stereotypes.

      Above were the fluffy white clouds and blue expanse of the sky while below the Red River carried its cargo of condemned men and demons to Hell. The water ribboned over the ground ending in the dark cells of Permanent Incarceration.

      The painting intrigued her. She’d been particularly drawn to the image of an elderly man being shunted under the red burning water with a long thin pole yielded by a skeletally thin angel. The man’s stalk-like arms were raised in supplication to the sky, the flesh already peeling from the bone in wilted leaves by the action of the acid water.

      Tazia shivered. Even the memory made her cold.

      She grabbed the fringed blue blanket from the back of her chair and draped it over her shoulders, then pulled herself closer to the fire. She didn’t mind the fake flames. She was used to illusion.

      Usually, the pills helped her figure out what was real and what was imagined. But not today, there in the church.

      While Tazia examined the figure of the man, faint screams emanated from the air. Alarmed, she’d looked around, trying to pinpoint the source of the sounds. There’d been no one else there.

      Then, the screams had changed. They turned into a male voice pleading for help, one moment calling to God and the next to Satan. When she heard her own name, it clicked: her father was pleading for her help.

      She’d stepped back and crashed into the end of the bench closest to her, staring at the scene in disbelief. She could see it all now. The whole painting had come alive. The river was moving. Pink foam formed on the crests of each red wave as the water surged over the heads of those who were caught there. The man was reaching out to her, his face now clearly that of her own father.

      Tazia blinked to shake the memory of the picture. She stood and crossed to the sofa where she ran her hands over the soft cushions and throws, grounding herself. This is real. This is home.

      In the church, she’d raised a hand there, too.

      Stupidly, she touched it to the painting, looking to remind herself that it was just oil and canvas, but under her touch the vision escalated. She was no longer looking at the painting, she was inside it, staring through the metal bars of an old wooden door and looking out into the church. She could see the rows of empty pews and the crucified Christ statue that stood on the far side of the central aisle. To her right, the flickering votives on the altar cast moving shadows across the walls.

      When she’d looked behind her, she realized she knew this place. She was in a cell that stood at the end of the Red River. The walls were rough-hewn slabs of stone stuck together with damp dirt and the floor was a mess of mud and blood. Water from the river had been sucked up by the heat. It condensed against the cold stone and formed tiny rivers of blood and grease that constantly dripped down the walls, keeping them and the floor forever wet. Metal and rancid fat tainted the smell of the earth.

      She’d spent the first thirteen years of her life in that place, held there by her father until he’d replaced the walls and bars with the tattoos on her back to serve the same purpose: bind her movements and destroy her soul.

      “No, I can’t go back!” she’d whispered. She dragged breath into her lungs and screamed.

      The priest had come running. “Signorina?”

      As he spoke, she’d found herself standing next to the painting again. It was perfectly still.

      He hadn’t stayed to comfort her. He’d caught sight of her wild eyes and double-backed to his office at speed. “Mi scusi, signorina, mi scusi.”

      Here, at the apartment, she moaned again, still feeling the pain deep in her belly.

      Tazia stood and crossed to the window that faced the street below. She’d left it open to air out the room after Soren had been a little too liberal with his cologne, before they’d taken their early morning trip to the cave.

      A crow settled on the roof of the house opposite, flapping its wings and cawing discontent. It turned a sulky back. She could just about make out the shine of its feathers in the moonlight.

      Breathing deeply, her mind snapped back to the church.

      It had been clear what she had to do.

      She’d addressed the angel in the painting holding down the man under the water. “All right, you win, I’ll get my soul back. I’ll save my father. Don’t put me back there.”

      As she spoke, the atmosphere in the church had changed. Around her, the air crackled like breaking ice, chilling her skin further and raising the hairs on her arms.

      The angel looked up from the Red River, her voice seeping into Tazia’s mind, the voice of Venus from the fountain. “Do I have your promise, Anastasia?”

      “Yes, I promise.”

      The angel nodded and removed the pole from the man in the river. He bobbed up and floated away on the current, the flesh reforming on his bones. “I’ll pop in now and then, pet, just to help you if I can. I'm not the tyrant you take me for.” But the words sounded hollow and followed by her fake tinkling laugh.

      Tazia returned to her place by the fire, holding her head in her hands. With that promise, her freedom had slipped away.

      For almost an hour she sat stock still, raising her head only when the apartment was shrouded in darkness and luminous red flames danced crazy shapes on the walls. Outside, the crow swooped at the window so close she heard its wings beating against the glass. Little fucker, reporting God knows what, to God knows who.

      Defiance bubbled in her chest. She could not let all hope die. She’d struggled far too long, fought too hard. She returned to the window and struck the frame with the flat of her hand, “I’ve got friends you know! People that love me.”

      The bird squawked and flew off.

      Well, one friend anyway…
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      Tazia crossed to the dining table and pressed the keyboard on her desktop computer to make the Dark Souls screen-saver disappear. She selected the video conferencing option and clicked on the only name listed: “William Nadig.”

      While the signal hummed its way to London, she disappeared into her bedroom to throw off her ripped and demon-blooded clothes and boots, then returned to sit in front of the screen dressed only in a pair of boy-cut underwear and black sports bra. As she shrugged a clean top over her head, they connected with a beep.

      “Hey, love, slow down, this is too good to miss.”

      Tazia finished pulling down the top and found herself staring at a young man’s grinning face. At twenty-six he was a few years older than her and had the fine features of his Pakistani parents. His black hair was impeccably cut, short around the sides and extra-long on top. It stood up in what looked like floppy abandon, but was actually forced into place with a stack of product. His skin was flawless and tonight he was sporting the rectangular, heavy-rimmed glasses he only tended to wear if he was tired or deliberately geeking out.

      As usual, she couldn’t help but return the grin. “Hi, Billy. What’s up?”

      “Nothing much, but go back and do the undressing thing again, and I’ll have something to report.” He winked at her.

      Tazia had no retort. This, in itself, was unusual. Trading sexual innuendo with Billy was standard.

      “You called me, idiot!” he said lightheartedly, but frowned nonetheless. “What’s up with you, Taz?” The picture flickered slightly as the connection bombed for a moment, and it looked like he’d made a small staccato jump in his seat.

      “Trouble.” She leaned back and passed a hand through her hair, twisting and pulling the extra-long sections at the back around to the side before letting go, pondering what piece of bad news to tell him first.

      “I had a run-in with a guy who owed me some money. Ended up a bit… messy.” She remembered the blue blood spewing from Bello’s blubber, soaking her arm and shuddered. A shower would have been a good idea.

      “You all right?” There was deep concern in Billy’s voice.

      “Fine. Got the cash. Well, some of it, at least. That’s not why I called, though. I need help with something—a couple of things?”

      Just as Billy was about to reply, a long-fingered and well-manicured hand belonging to something soft, seductive, tall, and blonde (Tazia guessed—they always were) snaked over his shoulder and settled on the back of his neck. It appeared to giggle for no apparent reason and then a voice whispered, “You coming back to bed, Billy?”

      A look very close to anger settled on Billy’s features, but he said in a pleasant enough tone, “I’m working, love, piss off.”

      There was a deep sigh, as if the hand had heard it a thousand times, before it was abruptly removed.

      Tazia waited a respectable enough three seconds to allow the owner of the hand to get out of range before asking, “Is she called Chastity or Candy?”

      Billy snorted slightly, then whispered, “Actually, it’s Tiffany.”

      “Figures,” said Tazia. “When you gonna get a girlfriend who looks more like the back-end of a horse? At least they might be able to hold a conversation.” She didn’t pull off the flippant tone she was attempting, and knew she was being mean, but hell, she’d had a very bad day.

      “Love, if I wanna talk, I’ve got you, innit?” Billy’s accent and dialect veered regularly from highly respectable West London to the more street-smart East End when it suited his humor to do so. He used the tendency skillfully, often throwing those who didn’t know him well into confusion. Very few people knew Billy well.

      “That wasn’t a compliment, was it?”

      “You’re the one who brought up horses’ arses…”

      Tazia crossed her arms over her chest. “Can we get back to my problem?”

      “Fire away.” Billy settled back. He picked up a bottle of expensive imported beer from the desk beside him to swig as he listened, his seat twisting slightly from side to side. It was the way he sat when he was concentrating.

      Tazia was glad she had his undivided attention for a moment. “Can you pick up anything about Hux? I think he’s dead, but he has that nasty habit of being indestructible. Just want to make sure.”

      “I was wondering where tall, dark, and moody was. Usually, he’s hovering somewhere in the background when you ring. Glaring at me. Did you finally kill the tosser?”

      “No. Not me. But I think he’s dead. And by the way, he’s tall, blond, and moody.”

      “Must be the constant look of misery he wears,” Billy muttered. “So how did it happen? You didn’t shoot him, or stab him with that splendid knife of yours?”

      Tazia thought wistfully about her Bowie lying under the rubble at the bottom of the cave. “No.”

      “Well?”

      “He got squished.”

      Billy frowned.

      Tazia acted out Soren’s demise with her hands, and the little plastic figurine of Princess Elsa she’d been fiddling with since starting the conversation. She’d received her as a gift from Billy at the beginning of her relationship with Soren. Billy swore they shared the same wig. The joke had remained between them, much to Soren’s frustration.

      The plastic figure looked odd masquerading as the muscular gunman, but it did the job. She held Elsa in the palm of one hand. “Hux here. Rocks here. Squish.” She slapped her other hand down on top of the figure with a smack that, for a moment, wobbled the webcam.

      “But how?”

      Tazia had been trying to avoid talking about her father. Billy would worry. He’d get stressed out and angsty, and she wasn’t sure she could cope with that right now, but what was the alternative? She decided to stick to the facts. “He shot my father dead, and then the cave collapsed on top of him.” Pithy.

      As predicted, Billy’s response was intense. His brows knitted together, then his eyes widened as he processed her words. He leaned forward in his seat, filling the whole screen with his face. “Taz, your dad’s dead? Love, I don’t know what to say. You okay? What can I do? Let me help.”

      Tazia could feel the buzz of his energy reach out to her from the screen. She gave a little smile of resignation. “I’m fine, honest. But it’s Hux I’m worried about. He’ll come after me if he’s not dead.”

      “Why would he come after you?”

      “I sorta… well, I… left him there to die.” She looked away briefly and felt a little heat rise into her cheeks.

      Billy nodded approvingly. “Good job! He was a dick.”

      “I know you thought, well… I know he was… probably. Oh Jesus, just tell me if he’s alive or not, Billy. Please.”

      He moved back from the screen, took another swig of beer, and then focused deep into her eyes, creating an even deeper connection between them. A magical connection. “Okay, give me a minute.”

      Tazia had seen him do this many times before—the blank eyes, the concentration, and all his intention poured into the problem. He always stepped up. Always helped her out when she needed him.

      For Billy, though, the elemental energy of natural spell craft wasn’t enough. He powered his spells with a little more oomph—a manmade source.

      He reached to the keyboard and started to type. Instantaneously, a code-string appeared on Tazia’s screen too, in a little text box in the corner she always left up for such eventualities. Latin words interspersed with punctuation marks, numbers, and random letters beamed to her, making no sense whatsoever. After a moment, they lifted from the screen as wisps of silver smoke and circulated around the room before passing into the electrical sockets and out of the apartment.

      Billy was a technomancer, and a very good one. He combined spells with electrical devices and communication signals, usually computers and satellites. He’d charmed everything from an electric razor to a NASA telescope in the past and earned bags of cash doing so. The resulting magic was fast, laser precise, and powerful.

      At fifteen, he’d accidentally hacked into the private computer of a techno-wizard. After punishing this young pretender severely, the wizard softened and struck a deal with him: he’d show Billy some wacky magic tricks if Billy turned some underage tricks of his own. The relationship, though not exactly wholesome, benefited both of them.

      The silver light had come back and gathered again, swirling around Tazia before plastering itself onto the computer screen where it reformed into an abstract programming language and from there networked its way back to Billy. It had been a standard location spell. Though she preferred to keep away from magic, if pushed, she could do something similar with a map and pendant.

      Billy deciphered the code as it appeared to him, “You’re not gonna like this, love. He’s still alive. Starting to regain consciousness right now.” He looked at her, forehead creasing again. “You’d better get out of there, Taz.”

      “Fuck!” Her favorite expletive jerked from her lips. Half emitted through frustration. Half by fear.

      Soren Huxford was worse than your standard dog-and-bone combination when it came to holding a grudge. He was a pit bull. He didn’t just gnaw at that bone. He crunched it into a million pieces and swallowed each bit down with a big stupid pit bull smile on his face. He enjoyed destroying that sucker. And now he’d be coming for her. She was the fucking bone.

      “Come here. To me. We’ll sort the rest out later.” Billy’s eyes looked hopefully at the screen, and his tone was unattractively wheedling.

      If she said no, she wouldn’t put it beyond him to beg. This wasn’t the first time she’d run to Billy’s willing arms to lie low for a while. Plus, she really did need to know how to tackle Venus or this Advocate thing. Billy was the only one who could help with that. “Okay.”

      Billy had been tapping away on the keyboard while she was thinking. He grinned. “I’ve sorted a flight. You’re on the midnight out of Turin flying into Heathrow under that famous pseudonym of yours. You’re in business class, okay? Nothin’ but the best for my girl. See you later, ‘Sahara.’ Stay safe. Over and out.” It was his usual goodbye.

      His picture disappeared and Tazia closed down the PC, gently touching the screen with her hand momentarily. Though he could be intense at times, Billy loved her. And if her bricked up soul could feel gratitude, it would be endless.

      She went to the bedroom and pulled on some jeans, then emptied a drawerful of clothes into a bag, grabbed toothbrush and paste, her fake passport and driver’s license, and the money she’d just collected from Sergio Bello. Then she locked up and left.

      She didn’t even glance at the racks of Soren’s expensive clothes that still hung in the wardrobe. She was trying hard to forget the two years she’d spent living here with him, being his lover, while all the time planning his death with her father.

      The plan was supposed to have given her the freedom to start over. It had failed. She had failed. Her father would have found that totally unacceptable.

      And Soren? He wouldn’t stop hunting her until she was dead.
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      At the airport, Tazia was about to step behind the plexiglass partition that led to Security, when she heard an angry shout: “Anastasia! Stop!”

      He’d found her.

      She turned to see Soren Huxford watching her from thirty feet away. He stood perfectly still.

      At six foot three inches, he dominated her field of vision and dwarfed the smaller darker Italians rushing around him. He was dressed in clean clothes and although his chin-length blond hair was disheveled it, too, was clean. There was very little evidence to suggest he had been lying under a pile of rocks for hours. What the hell does it take to kill this guy?

      He was protected by some magic charm, she was sure. An amulet maybe, or invisible tattoos. But despite doing her best to coax his secret from him, he’d remained stubbornly silent in the two years they’d spent together. Just human, yet she’d seen him recover from bullet wounds that would kill a normal man dead, and watched as cuts in his skin had healed in front of her eyes.

      As he gazed at her, she saw just one small cut on his forehead, mostly healed, and he was holding his right hand a little gingerly. That was it.

      The intensity in Soren’s eyes dialed up a level, daring her to continue to the plane. His body looked poised ready to pounce if she came within range, and his chest rapidly moved up and down as he breathed deep and steady to control himself. His clear blue eyes bore into her own holding her immobile for a moment.

      She knew she was safe, and he knew it, too. He couldn’t get to her without causing a scene, attention he would not want. He couldn’t shoot her despite the ever-present handgun holstered under his jacket—he’d likely hit someone else in the moving crowd. He had to let her go. It would be maddening to him.

      As she watched, he smiled, something he rarely did, a small tight smile. He slowly brought his right hand up toward her and mimed shooting a gun, took two steps back, eyes still boring into hers, then turned and walked away.

      He would hold true to that promise.

      Tazia was still shaking as she took her seat on the plane. Soren could kill vampires with his eyes shut. If he wanted her dead, he would kill her. There would be no escape.

      As the plane took off, she finally breathed a little more freely. The image of those icy blue eyes drilling into hers played over and over until they were all she could see. She shivered.

      The last time she’d seen them, they were regarding her with kindness. She also remembered the sound of his steady breathing beside her while he slept. The gentle feel of his hands on her body when he held her. Tazia shivered again.
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      Billy opened his apartment door to Tazia’s insistent banging at around five am London time. Her agitated knocking devolved into loud rhythmic kicking before he finally pulled open the door, narrowly avoiding a hard blow to his lower body.

      With her flight delayed in Turin and then the shuttle train to the city also late, Tazia’s aggravation was further exacerbated once she’d finally gotten to the Docklands district where Billy lived and tried to grab a quick bite to eat. Her meal hadn’t been agreeable. He’d struggled and screamed, causing the neat cut from her feeding knife in his neck to turn into a jagged gash.

      In annoyance, she’d punched the middle-aged businessman into unconsciousness so she could feed properly then tried to stem the tide of blood that still squirted from the wound. She’d failed. He’d died within a few minutes.

      It hadn’t been an easy day.

      Billy’s look of alarm at narrowly avoiding the half-demon’s powerful kick quickly changed to an apologetic grin of greeting.

      She softened. He was dressed in nothing but his designer underwear and a shirt that looked like it had been hurriedly pulled on. It was undone, and the lines of muscle on his stomach were well-defined. Despite his beer and nicotine habit, Billy was an athlete. Tall, slim, and gym-toned he moved with easy movements. He gave her a low bow of greeting, sweeping back his arm to encourage her to enter.

      From the doorway, she could see Billy’s bedroom door was open. The end of the bed was visible and on it the lower end of a pair of long naked legs stretched out. They looked asleep, red-painted toes occasionally twitching as she watched. “Tiffany?”

      “Tracey.” Billy shrugged with an air of resignation the majority of men would not associate with having a hot young woman in their bed.

      “Ah, of course. One a day wouldn’t be enough,” Tazia said.

      She entered the room and dropped her small duffel bag on the floor where she stood. Billy closed the door and followed her path, repositioning the bag in a place less likely to cause an accident.

      “When you’ve got a body like mine, love, it seems unfair not to share.” His bragging was good humored, not at all arrogant. However, the tiredness to his tone was new.

      As she walked, Tazia felt Billy’s eyes on her. His energy snaked over to her, curling around her middle and holding on tight. The trails of pink and gold, glittered one moment tickling, the next caressing. It seemed he’d already forgotten the sleeping blonde.

      She’d always adored his attention and now milked it for all she could by raising both arms to stretch out her frustration at the difficult trip, and pulling at her hair to reveal the smooth skin on the back of her neck. When she turned around to see how her performance had landed, Billy’s wide smile and shining eyes said it all. The two collapsed into giggles.

      They had never been intimate. Tazia insisted on just friendship, arguing that a half-demon girl was not a good match for him. He didn’t agree, but had long since given up debating it with her.

      Still smiling, Tazia looked around the place. It had been a good eighteen months since she’d last been here, and nothing much had changed. A few more modern paintings on the walls maybe, from upcoming artists and students who would be worth a mint in a few years. Those shared space with Billy’s own photography, mostly of women’s footwear, oddly angled and back-lit to cast almost animal-shaped shadows. A new black leather sofa sat low to the floor, book-ended by his two old ones. Everything looked the same. His penthouse suited his personality: pristine, immutable, solid, but with a touch of elegance that raised the bar way above average.

      The sofas faced the longest wall in the room where a big television screen hung on the old brickwork. Despite his money, Billy was still a lad at heart. Give him a beer, footy, and someone to hold on to at night, and he was happy. Not ecstatic, but happy.

      As Tazia looked around, Billy came up behind her, following the energy he’d let loose earlier. He circled his arms around her waist and settled his face into the space between the right side of her neck and shoulder, hugging her tight. She leaned back against him, his scent washing over her, finally relaxing for the first time since she’d climbed from the cave.

      “The hug is for your dad, love. So sorry.”

      Despite knowing the details of Tazia’s traumatic upbringing, he was sincere. He often queried her devotion to the Abbot, questioning how someone who hurt her so badly could still command her every move. Now, though, he simply offered her comfort and for a moment she let herself accept it.

      Billy and Tazia had built their relationship on mutual respect. Sarcastic comments flew between them, jokes and mild insults, sometimes even loud arguments accompanied by ripe profanity, but never judgment. Just understanding and affection.

      She extricated herself and collapsed on one of the chairs. “I’m okay. Honest.”

      “If you say so.” His raised eyebrows implied he knew she wasn’t. “You look knackered, by the way. And what the bloody hell happened to your skin?”

      “Sun got a bit hot. It’s healing. Another twenty-four hours and I’ll be fine. Are you tired? I need some help. It’s urgent, there’s—”

      “Any sign of Hux? You didn't tell me why he killed your dad…”

      She winced. Billy was digging for information, and it set her teeth on edge. Should she lie or lay herself bare? If she lied, he’d know.

      He’d often asked her about her relationship with Soren Huxford. She’d told him it wasn't love, describing it only as “professional” and “complicated.” Knowing he’d never believed those tired lines was crazy-making. He knew her better than she knew herself.

      She nodded. “He found me at the airport, just before takeoff. He wasn't happy, but not a lot he could do at the time. It’s not him, though. There’s… other stuff.” Telling him about the Venus’s proposal in the piazza may distract him.

      She could tell Billy didn’t buy the casual dismissal of Soren, but he didn't persist with his questioning. Instead, he passed a hand over his face and then ran both hands vigorously over his hair so that it, once again, was standing to attention.

      “Coffee?” he asked.

      She shrugged. The new blood in her stomach had revived her enough.

      Undeterred, he crossed to the kitchen partitioned off from the warehouse-style living room by a breakfast bar, and started assembling a silver continental coffeepot, screwing the pieces together after filling it with fine ground espresso and filtered water. Expensive-looking shiny black cupboards butted up against stainless steel appliances. There was no trace of a greasy fingerprint anywhere.

      While he worked, she paced up and down, telling him about the High Advocate. She didn’t tell him everything, not that the angel had threatened her freedom just that she had to bring down the magical walls around her soul to save her father.

      That bombshell made him stop short. “You want him back?”

      Billy had held her through the panic attacks, sheltered her through the Abbot's most recent temper outbreaks, and generally been her sounding board when she felt lost or lonely. She knew he'd never understood her loyalty to her father and frequently voiced his disapproval, but she also hadn't told him everything about their life together.

      “No!” Her eyes widened, “But I do need to free him, Billy, so he can take his place in Hell. That’s what he died for. That’s always been my purpose.”

      She was echoing her father's words.

      “Your purpose? What the fuck does that mean? Your dad treated you like shit. You’re finally free of him. Now it’s his turn to suffer. He deserves every last bit of it.” He spat out the final words and abruptly turned away.

      For a while, they both watched the coffee pot steam, the sounds of bubbling water filling the silence.

      Billy broke first, as he always did, and walked around the bar to pull her to him. “Sorry, love, I just don’t get it. All I want is to keep you safe. Your dad never wanted that for you and yet you love him.”

      “Not love—loyalty. He drilled it into me, and now it’s part of me. There’s nothing he can do to save himself now. It’s down to me.” Pushing him away, she dumped herself onto the middle sofa and crossed her arms over her chest, her back to him. “Do you think I really wanted this? I was ready to start over—to be free of him. But I’m not, am I? And won’t be until this is done!”

      As her breath shortened, her voice broke. Sudden sweat beaded on her forehead.

      Squashing himself into the gap between her and the hard, square armrest, Billy joined her on the sofa. His hand went around her shoulder and squeezed. “All right, we’ll fix it, okay? Breathe with me...”

      Tazia’s rising panic overrode the need to stand her ground, and she melted against him, trying to match the pace of her breath with his own. Eventually, she relaxed.
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      While Billy finished making the coffee, Tazia drummed a teaspoon against the countertop. Metal met shiny granite with loud spiteful animosity until he grabbed the implement from her. He felt for pits in the surface.

      Satisfied, he gave her a cup and led her by the hand to the computer desk where they settled on two wheeled office chairs.

      A large monitor sat in front of them. It was networked to three powerful processors standing underneath the desk. This was Billy’s workhorse. Using a little magical boost to overcome a few of the trickier issues, like hacking the secure records of the Catholic Church, Billy pulled up all the references he could find concerning the Angelic Advocates. A few hits stood out, but there weren’t that many of them. Venus had been right when she’d said the Advocates were not well-known.

      “This is a good one.” Billy had been scanning with blank eyes and a hand on the screen, little white sparks flying from his fingertips, picking up details far faster than Tazia could read. He paraphrased the relevant information for her while she sat back drinking from her cup, tired legs stretched out, and her head resting on his shoulder in between sips. She'd needed the caffeine after all.

      “It seems the Advocates rarely appear on Earth in their true angelic form—which is mainly as some sort of bright light. Instead, they get into your dreams, or be like disembodied voices or hallucinations—even a reflection in a mirror. Or speaking through an inanimate object. Statues, artwork, photos, stuff like that.”

      He scanned on. “There’s more about their job here. Like she told you, they represent the souls of those who've died, providing some sort of recommendation whether they should go to Heaven or Hell.” He looked at her, “Like she did for your dad.”

      Tazia’s body tensed against his. He put a hand to hers, but she got up and walked away to the large picture window to stare out at the river. The water reflected back the deep gray sky of the spring dawn and she shivered. She wanted sunshine.

      “Have all the songbirds gone?” she asked.

      Billy got up to stand beside her. “Mostly. I saw a robin in January. That was the last time.”

      “So, sad…”

      To cheer her up, he started to point out a few things in the cityscape along with stories of comedic sexual encounters he’d had along the side of the river.

      The distraction worked and with refilled cups, he continued reading segments of the text out loud. “It sounds like this angel whatsit must have some pretty big mojo going on. Joshua would know more about her.”

      They both turned at the same time and looked at the massive metal box that stood by the wall a few feet away from them. The computer was an ancient specimen: four feet tall, two feet wide, and the horrible silver-gray color that all old computers used to be. Tazia almost expected to see tapes turning at the top of it.

      “You still have a necromancer in your computer?” she asked.
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      It took a while for Billy to get the processor rigged and booted, so Tazia curled up on the leather sofa under a fleece throw he’d removed from the bed—and from Tracey—to grab a nap. At the same time, he woke the sleeping woman to suggest she go home, “Time to bugger-off, love.” Tazia vaguely heard the exchange and watched through one semi-closed eye as a flounce of blonde locks made its way past her and out the door, then she fell asleep once more.

      A little later, the sounds of raised voices infiltrated her dreams and the image of mangled limbs protruding from a cascade of rocks faded sufficiently for her to become aware of her location on Billy's sofa again.

      “What the fuck do you mean? You told Dr. Mackenzie that I wanted to shag…” Billy’s voice became muffled for a moment then he continued more clearly, “I knew he was looking at me funny the other night. Bloody hell, Josh!”

      Tazia sat up to find Billy glaring at the computer screen in front of him. On it, was the face of a young man no more than seventeen years old. The computer’s sound was turned up, and he was laughing loudly, but the picture showed only little repetitive expressions as the code that drove the image looped through. His chin-length dirty blond hair was vaguely parted in the center in an eighties skater style, and an array of piercings littered his face from his ears, eyebrow, nose, and chin.

      “You should have read the message he sent you—it even mentioned the cops, dude. I wouldn’t open your door to strangers anytime soon.” Joshua cracked up again.

      Tazia crossed to the desk and put a hand on Billy’s shoulder. He absently covered it with his own, still looking daggers at the screen. “Hey, love. Come sit. Let me introduce you to this little wanker. Josh, meet Taz.” He readjusted the camera on top of the screen so that it was facing both of them.

      The boy peeked at her from between half-closed lids giving a good approximation of a shy expression. “Hi, Taz.”

      “Hey, Josh, how are you today?” Tazia looked in fascination at the kid. She knew that he didn’t really look like this. He was just a picture from a magazine Billy had scanned into the computer. A face for him to talk to. The real necromancer was at this point without a body, merely a soul sparking in the midst of computer circuitry.

      Over a thousand years old, it had escaped death by jumping bodies whenever the one it was currently occupying got old or was about to die. As part of a work contract the year before, Billy had intercepted the soul while in transit and trapped it in the computer. He’d manufactured a voice, spliced together from words he’d recorded from an American student he’d paid to get something fairly realistic (if an impression of Theodore “Ted” Logan would be deemed realistic.) The result was a Californian accent with a fair degree of East London phrasing and vocabulary.

      “What was that you were talking about? Doctors?” Tazia was intrigued by the bits of the conversation she’d overheard.

      “Nothing!” Billy glared at Joshua.

      The kid dropped his shyness for a second and smirked. “I’ll keep quiet, Billy, if you do something for me. I wanna stay in the Mac, get out of this dinosaur. I could have some fun. Maybe edit all that video you got—you know the stuff. I liked Tiffany, she did that thing with the—”

      “I’ll mute you!” Billy cut in. “He’s been messing with my email, Taz. That’s all. Sending notes out pretending to be me. Little shit.”

      “Dissing me won’t make me help you, bro.”

      Billy bounced in his seat and was about to speak again, but Tazia squeezed his shoulder to silence him.

      “It’s all right, Josh, he insults everyone. You tell me all about it later, okay?” She winked conspiratorially, making the young man grin. “Any chance you know anything that could help me with my problem? Like how I get my soul back?”

      “Billy’s filled me in. Advocates are tricky and if this really is the High Advocate—really bloody sneaky! I bet there’s more going on than you’ll know.” Josh looked away from her for a second. He was thinking. The code made him look pensive with little movements to the mouth and eyebrows, and slight furrows appearing between his eyes. Tazia was impressed, it wasn’t gaming standard, but Billy had done a pretty good job.

      Josh looked back and said, “The ink on your back just binds your soul—it’s not lost. It's not like we have to summon it back from somewhere, it's always stayed with you. We just need to release it.”

      “Have you tried removing the tattoos?” Billy asked, moving over in his seat to make room for Tazia to share.

      “Yep, doesn’t work—tried in the past. Laser machine broke down. Tried covering them with another tattoo—needles broke. Even poured a bit of acid on the top one. Hurt like hell on the surrounding skin, but didn’t even touch the tattoo itself. I think this magic is very clever—”

      “Or the shaman that worked it was.” Joshua finished for her.

      Tazia’s stomach tightened at the memory. The magic men had seared her flesh with fire and ink, drumming and chanting so loud they drowned out her screams and, the very worst thing, the helplessness she’d felt. A living nightmare.

      “We need to figure out what type of shaman it was.” Joshua continued. “Besides true necromancers like me, they're the magic workers who know the most about souls. They all have different ways of working, different ways of breaking the spells once they’ve been cast.”

      He glitched slightly into a sneakier look. “That’s if I decide to help at all—you know, it’s a lot of work—I may get bored.” He glanced back at Billy. “Course, the other, quicker option is that I summon Taz’s dad so you can talk direct to the bloke. Find out exactly how to break the spell. You’d need to let me out for that though.”

      “You can do that?” Tazia’s eyes widened. “Really?”

      “Seriously, Josh? If I let you out of there, how likely are you to come back? How stupid do you think I am?” Billy rolled his eyes.

      From the screen, Joshua just blinked. Billy hadn’t programmed in a glare.

      “Please, Billy.” Tazia turned to him. “It’s the quickest option.”

      “No. He won’t come back! Remember the hell it was to get him in there? All the havoc he was causing?”

      There was a long silence before Tazia spoke again. This time, she put her hands on his and looked deep into his eyes. “Please.”

      When he still hesitated. She bent forward and gave him a long hard kiss. It was below the belt, cheating every ground rule they’d established.

      Billy pulled away. “Fuck!” He hesitated, faced the screen once more, his fingers poised over the keyboard. “How do we do this, Josh?”

      Joshua explained he would fetch the essence of the Abbot from Hell itself. It would be just a fleeting image of the man he used to be, and they’d only have a short time before he would be pulled back, so they’d have to work quickly. All Billy needed to do was break the code that was holding Joshua’s soul captive.

      Still grumbling objections, Billy started to type, faster and faster, until Joshua’s picture was beginning to fade. As one pixel at a time disappeared from the screen, a pinprick of light appeared a couple of feet above the desk. Soon, a large luminous ball had gathered, and the image was completely gone. The floating light pulsed a little, as though building up energy, and then raced in-between their heads, zipped into an unused electrical outlet on the wall, and disappeared.

      Billy keyed in a few more lines of code, checked that the network session remained open, and then abruptly got up. Without a word, he took Tazia’s hand, led her out onto the large terrace that ran the length of his penthouse, and pulled her down onto the teak bench to sit beside him. After lighting two cigarettes, he passed her one and then they sat, still silent, watching London come to life, smoke gathering around their shoulders.

      For a big city in spring, there was still relatively little smog around, just a slight yellow mist that hung above the Thames in the middle distance. The lights in the tower blocks were starting to go out as the sun came up, and the sighs of ghost-like people trudging weary routes to work floated on the air.

      After his last drag, Billy stubbed out the remains on a heavy silver ashtray sitting on the arm of the bench in the shape of an upturned taloned hand—a gift from Tazia—and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. He looked sideways at her. “He won’t come back, love. And now we’ve got nothing to help us figure this whole soul stuff out. I shouldn’t have let him go.”

      “Did I screw up?” She wasn’t sure whether she was addressing the kiss or letting Joshua go. Probably both. She threw her own stub on the floor and squashed it with her toe, then continued scuffing the ground with one foot like a five-year-old.

      Billy picked up the stub and deposited it in the ashtray alongside his own. “You got carried away. With everything!”

      She had the grace to look a little embarrassed. “I just wanted you to do what I needed, so found a way to make you.”

      “At least you’re honest.” He gave her a half-smile though he was still shaking his head at her.

      “So, what now?”

      “We wait. See if he comes back, I guess.” He lit a couple more cigarettes and handed her one. “You hungry?”

      “Nope. Why?”

      “I was going to offer you Tracey. She’s really getting on my tits. I can call her back?” His joke broke the slight tension that remained.

      Tazia grinned, and he smacked a quick kiss on her lips. “Sometimes, I forget you fuck up. I know you’re more than a hundred-odd, but I’m the grown-up here. I should know that by now. As usual, Miss Dune, I forgive your failures.”

      She stood and mock-bowed her thanks. “Are you tired?”

      “Yep.”

      “Bed?”

      “Yep.”

      She offered her hand and pulled him up from his seat. They were halfway into the bedroom when Tazia spoke again, “Billy?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks.”
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      Jegudiel leaned back from the mirror and shook away the concentration. She smiled, pleased with progress; a few more pieces had just clicked into place. When she’d appeared to Anastasia at the fountain, she wasn’t totally sure how that meeting would play out, but progress was good.

      She stretched herself, elongating each long limb, feeling the pulse of energy flowing just beneath the translucent skin. A bright yellowish light shone from her, collecting in layers like a second covering, and as she moved, a subtle amber trail was left behind.

      With a blink of her large oval eyes, she summoned a glass jar. It flew to her hand, and she peered inside. There was a little light, there. A dim glow like a weak lantern shining in thick fog. There were sighs, too, vague and pathetic, the sounds of someone long past caring.

      With her free hand, the angel slowly scraped her long fingernails down the edge of the jar, creating the noise of a blade on glass. The glow strengthened for a moment and the light moved rapidly away from the side where she played. The sound of a female voice filled the air. A single note, a scream, and then it gradually died away.

      Jegudiel smiled again, and the jar disappeared.
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It was after two in the afternoon before
Billy and Tazia woke up. The sun was still shining, but now its
dawn brightness was distorted by a persistent drizzle.

A small breeze caressed the skin on Tazia’s face
and lifted her hair. As it passed over her head, it nudged heat
into her upturned ear and buzzed lightly. Thinking it was a fly or
other winged bug, she batted it away with her hand, her eyes still
firmly shut.

The “bug” moved to Billy, who also tried swatting
at it and then, giving up, rolled over abruptly to escape. He
buried his face in Tazia’s back, hugging her close to him letting
his hands stray just a little. As always, she pushed him away.

He persisted.

So did the bug.

It hovered just a few inches from both of them,
buzzing urgently now, the sound intensifying, louder and louder,
until it ricocheted off the walls.

Finally, Tazia hit out at both the bug and Billy.
She missed the first, but made contact with Billy’s head just as
he’d finally decided to sit up, still half asleep, and see what the
noise was.

“Ow! What-did-ya-do-that-for?”

Tazia sat up, too. “Look!”

Joshua had returned and was zipping around the
room as the white ball of energy he’d turned into earlier, bouncing
from wall to wall.

Already out of bed, Billy raced to the computer
and started to shovel code into the keyboard before he’d even taken
a seat. Tazia hung back, chewing on her thumbnail and pacing by the
windows. She was about to see her father and was terrified.

In short order, Billy gave the “run” command and
then sat back, watching as the ball of light gradually disappeared
and Joshua’s face reformed on the screen pixel by pixel.

“Hey, all. Hope you two weren’t getting too cozy
in there.” His smirk glitched back to a straight face when Billy
yawned, not yet awake enough for banter.

“Did you bring him with you, Josh?” Tazia spoke
from her spot by the window, her eyes flicking between the room and
the view outside. The jump down into the murky river below was
starting to look mighty tempting to her. Several crows had
collected on the balcony railing and gazed at her, squawking and
flapping their wings as they settled. It seemed they were
encouraging her to take the plunge.

Joshua’s reply brought her attention back. “Yeah.
It wasn’t easy. Dude’s not that happy, Taz. Give him a moment to
catch up—I travel a bit faster than him. Remember, you won’t have
long, so talk quickly.”

As he finished speaking, the air on the other side
of the room started to undulate. Sparks of red and black rode the
waves, fracturing their form until it looked like a mass of
spinning and seething liquid. A sulfurous smell rolled toward Billy
and Tazia, making their eyes sting. They stepped back, gagging.

Through this fetid stew, the Abbot of Savoy rose
from the floor. His shape slowly formed wi [...]
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