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 Chapter 1 
 
    FOR A YAKUZA SHELL COMPANY, Honuzawa Industries had one hell of a new building. The slender palace of glass and steel bathed in the morning sun. I entered, my boots thudding on the floor. The building’s bowels were designed in the company’s colors, bronze, and red. 
 
    People in business suits skittered around, rushing to the turnstiles to reach work before nine. Three paths led from the entry hall, one to the elevators on the left, another straight and the third were doors toward the cantina. Okay, there were also wide, curved stairs leading to the upper floor from which I could see only balconies, but that wasn’t useful to me. 
 
    The security guard stood outside the entry door, smoking while gripping his morning coffee. Perfect. He wouldn’t get in the way. I chose the forward path, walking as everyone else did. And then I vaulted over the turnstiles. 
 
    Some people gave me quizzical looks, but by the time anyone managed to say a word, I already entered the elevator. I jabbed the top floor’s button, and the door soon closed. 
 
    Two men and a woman were all staring at me in the elevator, not so discreetly. No wonder. I wore a cowboy hat, and a leather duster, which wasn’t the norm. On the plus side, I also wore a sharp, blue shirt, almost-clean, black jeans, and a black tie. 
 
    I glanced at the man with the widest eyes. He was mid-twenties, clean-shaven, and sweating excessively. “Is Mr. Muso’s office at the end of the hall to the left?” I asked. Gonnosuke Muso was the head of this Yakuza branch, the man I was about to meet. 
 
    The young man gulped. “To the right,” he uttered, beads of sweat forming above his brows. 
 
    Apparently, even people got subconsciously afraid of being near me. Great. As if animals being terrified of me wasn’t bad enough. “Thanks,” I replied and couldn’t resist a glance at the mirror. Everything looked normal except for my eyes, which were pools of pure darkness. Others didn’t see them that way, but mirrors were harder to fool. 
 
    After three stops, where the others left, I reached the top floor. In front of me was a pair of doors that required an access card. I stepped to the side of the tiny antechamber and waited. A few moments later, the second elevator arrived, and a woman walked out, her heels soundless on the carpet. She opened the door and entered. 
 
    After she passed, I caught the door before it closed and allowed myself in. Thick carpet covered the floor and vases stood as decorations between the offices. The Yakuza sure had money to spend. Good. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have the money to pay me. 
 
    I knew the correct hallway the moment I entered. Lined up by the wall stood men in suits, all eyeing each other suspiciously. Private investigators that have arrived for the same reason as me, no doubt. The Yakuza, sorry, I mean, Honuzawa Industries, has put up a fifty-thousand-dollar bounty for a private investigator job and the auditions were starting today at 9 AM, which was in about twenty seconds. 
 
    The Japanese were known to be precise, so I walked calmly through the hallway not to arrive at the door too early. When the ninth hour struck, the door at the hallway’s end opened, and a woman in a crisp business suit stepped out. She held a file in her hand and pushed thin glasses up her nose. “Good morning,” she said and bowed slightly. 
 
    I was about thirty feet away and walking slowly not to draw too much attention, prepared to bolt forward. I was here to make an impression, so my timing had to be impeccable. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming for the interview,” she said, continuing her speech. “I will call the names, and you will enter as I say. The first to enter is—” 
 
    “Me,” I said while brushing past her. The first office was hers, small, with a thin monitor on the table and stacks of binders piled in white cabinets. This wasn’t the office that interested me though, so I ignored the guard standing by my left and continued to the door to the right. 
 
    The assistant recuperated much faster than I expected. “Wait!” 
 
    The guard I ignored a second ago woke up from the shock as he heard her voice and rushed after me. “Stop!”  
 
    When he grabbed my duster, I spun and gently pushed my palm against his chest to shove him off. Okay, I tried to be gentle. My strength slipped. My palm hit his chest with a thud. Air blew out from his mouth, and he flew five feet backward, stunned and paling fast. The assistant yelped and dropped her files, frozen. 
 
    Despite my sinking heart, I put on a fake smile, opened the door to the main office, and walked through. This room was larger, featuring a round table with three chairs, and a mahogany office desk. The carpet was thicker than in the rest of the offices, and all the furniture was wooden. 
 
    Two Japanese men sat by the table, one with long hair tied into a ponytail, the second one with short hair and a scar over his eye. The long-haired one held a long katana next to him while the second one had a chain-sickle arrange by his belt. They rose instantly, placing their palms on their weapons. 
 
    Who the hell were they expecting that they carried weapons? 
 
    Mages or monsters, most likely. 
 
    By the desk sat an older man, his hair gray and suit impeccable, apparently Gonnosuke, the boss. 
 
    He did not stand up as I entered, measuring me with a cold glare. I grabbed the free chair from the round table and placed it to across the desk from the older man. 
 
    “Lucas Johnson,” I said as I pulled a stack of papers from beneath my duster. “Galen sent me to solve your safe problem. Here are my recommendations.” I put the papers in front of him and sat down, graciously showing my back to the two men by the round table while facing Gonnosuke. That wasn’t very nice of me, I knew, but it was all part of the act. He had hundreds of men working for him, covering all types of specializations and professions. If he posted a request for a private investigator, he was looking for someone he didn’t have. And so I couldn’t merely wait in line, bow and act polite. That was what everyone else was doing. Plus, if I acted normally, he would never believe what he just started reading in the recommendations. 
 
    To make sure he would read them, I dropped Galen’s name. Galen was the head of the Dewin Institute, which was the fancy new name for the Mage Guild of New York. 
 
    The assistant burst into the room, saying, “Awaserukaoganai,” while bowing. 
 
    I guessed that was an apology. Or she was asking the boss if she should have me shot. Japanese wasn’t exactly my forte. 
 
    She continued speaking in Japanese. The oldest man, Gonnosuke, raised his hand, his eyes fixed on the paper in front of him. The woman stopped talking, bowed, and left. I had no clue what the signal meant, but it also made the two men by the round table sit down. 
 
    Gonnosuke smiled. “Tell me, Mr. Johnson, how did you convince the Devil to sign you a recommendation?” 
 
    I returned his smile. “By more than satisfying her with my delivery.” That wasn’t even a complete lie. Yes, I did a good enough job for Lucielle, the Devil herself, to pay me. And then I had to do a couple of extras to get that recommendation. Together with the recommendations from Galen, Lucielle’s left and right hands and from the top paladin of the local branch of the Church, I had about enough paperwork to deliver the next line. “My standard fee is two hundred thousand dollars, and I will have your problem solved by tomorrow midnight.” 
 
    Gonnosuke laughed, but not mockingly. “What do you know about my problem?” 
 
    “Galen told me you complained about the mage you hired to put magical protections on your vault. In particular, that the mage left inside the safe runes that could be used as a back door. Now, you are hiring an investigator to find that mage and ensure he doesn’t rob you.” 
 
    “No, Mr. Johnson,” Gonnosuke said, his voice turning an octave lower. “I want that mage delivered to me.” 
 
    “So you can kill him?” 
 
    Gonnosuke shook his head. “I will have him interrogated and then delivered to Tul Sar Naar as the law of Secret Societies dictates.” 
 
    The usual. Tul Sar Naar was the prison for everything magical and unnatural. Established about four thousand years ago, it had yet to be escaped, so whoever entered never left. The Hand of God, which was the main ruling body of the supernatural world, was so confident in their prison they swore whoever would manage to escape Tul Sar Naar would be pardoned of all crimes. “Two hundred thousand dollars and you will have him by tomorrow midnight,” I said. 
 
    “Fifty thousand dollars, as advertised, but you might get a bonus if your delivery impresses me.” 
 
    Yeah, my standard fee may have been two hundred thousand dollars, but nobody ever really paid it to me. “Agreed,” I said with a broad smile. Fifty thousand dollars in for two days of work were still a steal. Not to mention that could open me more potential contracts for the Yakuza. “I will need full cooperation from your chief security officer.” 
 
    “Sasaki,” Gonnosuke said as he motioned toward the men at the table. “See that Mr. Johnson gets what he needs. Akiyama, reschedule the interviews for Wednesday, for the case Mr. Johnson fails.” 
 
    Judging by who rose, Sasaki was the long-haired man. We exchanged sharp glares. 
 
    “Good luck, Mr. Johnson,” Gonnosuke said and gave me back the recommendations. 
 
    I nodded, packed the papers, and left with Sasaki. He wasn’t much for talking. As we left the office, I verified the guard I touched was alive. He was pale with breath swift and shallow, but he wasn’t spitting blood and stood straight, acting as if nothing happened, so he likely hasn’t sustained a serious injury. Good. 
 
    When we walked through the hallway, I fuelled my eyes with aether to examine Sasaki more thoroughly. Aether was the essence of magic, the element that stood behind everything unnatural. The ability to see energy was my core ability. 
 
    The world’s colors inverted to my eyes. As dark became light, Sasaki’s aether revealed itself to me as white and crimson energy flowing through his body. He had aether spread in a thin layer through the muscles with the main reserve resting within his heart. A sensible strategy since that made him ready for combat but did not waste energy unless he reached out for the main reserve. The evenness of the spreading and its perfect circular pattern suggested experience with wielding the power, making him potentially dangerous. 
 
    Compared to his well-controlled stance, mine was a total mess. Aether was pouring out of me like water from a broken dam. My aether reserve has grown too large for me to control and thus aether kept overflowing through my body. A year ago, when a fallen angel made his home in my soul, I thought I could learn to handle the influx of power. Now, I knew better and resorted to trying to minimize the damage. The guardsman was far from the first person I injured because my strength slipped. 
 
    Sasaki saw no reason to pry and neither did I. Gonnosuke made the boundaries of our relationship clear and we respected the old man’s choice. I wanted to get paid, so I had a good reason not to act out of line. We arranged everything in Sasaki’s office, where he explained to me the vault was secured by four doors, each with a specific security measure. 
 
    I made him change the guard pattern, give me access codes to all doors, and downloaded everything on a USB stick. 
 
    Why did he trust me with all that? That was how Secret Societies worked. Promises meant everything in the supernatural world. If I broke their trust, I would destroy my reputation and thus never get a job from anyone from Secret Societies ever again. Not to mention they would send assassins to kill me. We parted in the early afternoon and I headed straight to the Arts and Crafts Beer Parlor. 
 
      
 
    The mage guild, sorry, Dewin Institute, lay hidden beneath the Low Memorial Library of the Columbia University. That made the location stylish, but also provided a limited selection of nearby bars. Not that they wouldn’t exist, but students swarmed the general area and youngsters weren’t the company a typical mage sought. The Mage Guild’s watering hole of choice became the Arts and Crafts Beer Parlor. The place was expensive enough to deter most students and featured a private, underground area permanently booked by the Dewin Institute. 
 
    So had Galen told me since I had never been there. Being a private investigator made socializing… non-strategic. Investigating people was a lot easier when they didn’t know who I was. 
 
    I entered the bar, slid through the students-infested area and descended the spiraling stairs. The private area featured a long, dark red, wooden bar, tall chairs and a line of tables separated with book stands. Waiters in tuxedos moved among the guests, all of whom wore the latest fashion. From what I heard, other cities had more classically dressed mages, robes and hats and staffs and all. In New York, however, the mage guild was so intertwined with the financial sector that the mages and witches had to look the part. An average New York mage wouldn’t leave Lower Manhattan unless threatened with violence. 
 
    My target was supposed to visit this place daily. A job like building the magical security for the new Yakuza vault was a rare event. Even though the Yakuza didn’t officially use the Institute to hire the mage, Milhamber was still a highly ranked mage of the Dewin Institute, so the backdoor Milhamber made into the vault’s defenses made Galen look very bad. Galen called me, gave me the tip for the Yakuza and info on Milhamber, saying, ‘Solve this.’ 
 
    And I was going to do just that. Since Milhamber was working in the library, his girlfriend, Jocelyn, was bound to be in this bar, as always. 
 
    Thanks to the description Galen gave me, it took me almost an entire second to spot her. She was tall, platinum blonde, razor-thin, and wore a sleek, white dress adorned with diamonds. Her jewelry looked like it cost as much as a medium-sized apartment and her designer pumps didn’t look any cheaper. 
 
    Sure, mages earned a lot, but she wore at least fifty thousand dollars’ worth of jewelry and didn’t look like the type to wear the same accessories repeatedly. This was apparently the reason why Milhamber double-crossed Galen and the Yakuza. He fell in love with a girl whose maintenance cost exceeded his means. 
 
    Jocelyn sat by the bar, flanked by two other women. By the amount of designer clothes they wore, they were also witches. Nobody followed the latest fashion like New York witches, and these also had the witch-standard jewelry—pretty, golden, but not too expensive. Ever since the old grandmaster died and Galen, a former movie star, replaced him, the times of the old men in robes were gone. 
 
    A woman sitting at a bar with two friends never wanted to be approached. But I didn’t feel like waiting for too long. I leaned onto the dark-red, wooden bar and ordered a glass of non-sparkling water. The control I had over my strength was terrible even when I was sober and alcohol did not help, so I dared not risk even a small whiskey. 
 
    When the waiter was passing behind me, carrying a pair of coffees, I kicked his back leg mid-step. He stumbled forward and hit Jocelyn’s friend, coffee first. She screamed out, he started apologizing, and I looked at Jocelyn with an arched eyebrow and a smirk, making it clear I was the cause. She understood. As her friend kept swearing at the waiter, who was apologizing, Jocelyn made her other friend help the first one and slid toward me. 
 
    Jocelyn measured me with an appraising stare of her sky-blue eyes and stepped to me. “That was rather rude.” 
 
    Her accent was British, but trained, not natural, which I knew by reading the folder Galen had on her. Otherwise, she would’ve fooled me. “Milhamber’s in trouble.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked without pausing for a second. She either didn’t know what he has done, or she was that good of a liar. 
 
    I bet on the latter. If Milhamber was good enough to get the job without going through Galen, he was a reasonable man. Meaning he needed an unreasonable woman to convince him to put a backdoor into Yakuza’s safe. “Yakuza hired me to examine the vault Milhamber secured. And guess what? I found there runes that can be used as a backdoor. Though I haven’t told anyone, yet.” 
 
    That froze her. Her breath turned shallow and she held herself by the bar. “What do you want?” she asked, stuttering. 
 
    “A twenty percent cut.” I withdrew the USB stick I prepared with Sasaki and held it up in front of her. “I also heard the Yakuza boss started looking for a private investigator. Better hurry.” 
 
    She straightened her back, swept the stick from my hand and her lips curled up. “Deal.” She spun on her heel and went to tend to her friends. 
 
    Oh, she bought it like a discounted lipstick. No surprises there. Her goldmine of a boyfriend was about to dry up and, given she got him into this mess, he would make sure to drag her with him. To keep buying new designer shoes every month, she needed to disappear with a lot of money. And robbing a Yakuza safe would allow her to do just that. 
 
    I left the bar. 
 
    The soonest I expected Milhamber to move was an hour after sunset, which gave me about two hours to spare. First, I texted Evelyn, my roommate, sending I’ll miss tonight’s dancing lessons, sorry. L. I put the phone on silent and slid it into my pocket. 
 
    With that solved, I had some time to kill before catching Milhamber, so I went to see Vivian. 
 
    I got into my 1990 Ford Mustang. The car was four times crashed, but still somewhat functional. I drove to the Presbyterian Abbey in Queens. The traffic would be horrible for any other place in the world. But here in New York, the completely full street was moving was better than usual. 
 
    Last year, the Presbyterian Abbey fell victim to a battle I participated in. A friend of mine was punished by being forced to reconstruct the abbey. Given how many people she murdered around that time, she deserved much worse of a punishment, but she was also my friend, so I’ve been helping her with the reconstruction. 
 
    I left the car by the sidewalk and walked through the small park surrounding the abbey. Tall trees rustled in the evening wind, soothing my soul. The abbey was a frame with windows yet to be remade. But in comparison to the ruin this place was last year, things looked a thousand times better. In retrospect, it would have been easier to raze the building to the ground and erect the abbey anew. 
 
    I moved the cement mixer into the cloister. Encircled by the archways, tall grass surrounded the remainders of the fountain that once stood in the middle. I brought the necessary supplies from the chapter house, which we were using as the depot, and got to work. First, I would rebuild the statue’s rough shape and later, I would sculpt it to beauty. 
 
    Two hours later, sweat glued my shirt to my body. I didn’t finish restoring the statue, but this was a good start. Now, the time to solve the Yakuza thing has arrived. 
 
    I turned off the cement mixer and swiped the sweat from my brow. 
 
    “Done already?” a low, melodic voice said from the cloister’s side. 
 
    Of course, Vivian was watching me work. The slacker liked to do that. To her credit, I didn’t notice her presence until she spoke. “Need to go work.” 
 
    Soft steps shuffled on the ground and Vivian appeared from behind the archway. Dressed in the traditional nun habit, she appeared harmless. Nothing could be further from the truth. Her sapphire eyes shone from her pale face, her midnight black hair neatly arranged. “Work? Didn’t you have dancing lessons with the pet tonight?” 
 
    “Evelyn’s not a pet.” I took a sharp breath and glared at her. “But we’ve been through this discussion a hundred times already.” 
 
    She approached me, stopping a foot away, looking up into my eyes with a wicked smile playing on her blood-red lips. “You know I cannot resist teasing you.” 
 
    I grabbed her by the waist and pulled her to me, pressing her body against mine. She grunted with pain. The move made her habit reveal the harness binding her body. Steel construction wrapped her torso, featuring dozens two-inch nails constantly digging her body. Such was her punishment, to wear this until she rebuilt the abbey she destroyed. Due to her perfect regeneration, the nails could scrape her bones without threatening her life. 
 
    She breathed deeply for a moment before she overcame the pain. Once she did, she placed her arms around my neck, smiling. “Was that you punishing me for the pet remark?” 
 
    “Yes.” I leaned down, stopping an inch before her face. 
 
    She closed her eyes and kissed me. Her hot lips pressed against mine and soon her tongue entered my mouth. My mind blanked for a second, forgetting the rest of the world existed. Yeah, I kind of loved her, and that was the main problem here. When my senses returned, Vivian’s arms clenched my neck as her kissing became hungrier. 
 
    That was about enough. I caught her shoulders and pushed her off me. As I did, she dug her nails into my neck and scratched, leaving behind searing trails. 
 
    She sneered. “I wasn’t finished.” 
 
    “But I’m going to work.” I detached completely and started walking away. “You can continue on the statue. I’ll be back tomorrow.” 
 
    “You will pay for this.” 
 
    Oh, I’ve heard that a touch over a thousand times in the past year. With a broad smile, I got to my car and went back to work. 
 
    Time to catch Milhamber. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    WITH EVERYTHING SET INTO MOTION, what was left for me to do was to wait in the Yakuza safe. Space was not an issue. The vault was the size of a grocery store with clear-cut sections. The insides were mostly empty as the Yakuza has moved in recently, but a large pile of gold already lay in one compartment, right next to a massive stack of banknotes—both dollars and yens—and also approximately a half a ton of cocaine. The financial sector was big on the white shite and Yakuza was preparing to bolster the supply side. 
 
    I brought a patio chair and was having just about enough of waiting. Among others, my back wanted to file a resignation. I’ve also brought myself a stack of hard sci-fi books to read but had long since finished them. Now, I kept myself occupied with magic as the last resort. Okay, I could also do the three hundredth read-through of the Bible. Priests insisted the holy text was the only proper way to contain the fallen angel residing in my soul. 
 
    But I didn’t believe them, especially since the fallen angel that turned my soul into his new home was Lucifer.  Yet I lacked an alternative approach. Still, I chose magic. 
 
    The exercise I went for was simple. I gathered aether in my palm, condensed the energy into a globe and made the power spin. Once I did, I absorbed everything back into my body and repeated the process. This practice covered both of my main combat abilities, the aether absorption and my only offensive spell which I had yet to name. 
 
    I paused for a second. Yakuza may have had cameras in here. I fuelled my eyes with aether, tweaked my magical sight a bit, and lines of light appeared in the walls. I traced the web of electric cables and saw no wires or cables leading inside the vault, which would indicate a camera. Good. I returned to my magic practice. 
 
    The USB stick I gave Jocelyn should have been enough to get them all the way to the vault door. By the information I put there, their best time to strike was the next day’s afternoon. Yet I didn’t want to risk anything and thus spent the night here in the vault. Now, it was the next day, Thursday, noon and my company finally arrived. 
 
    Konrad Wagner entered, his clean-shaven face stern and his round glasses reflecting the light of my lamp.  He wore a gray coat and had his hair trimmed short. Sasaki’s people closed the safe behind him and I motioned to the patio chair next to mine. “Welcome,” I said with a tired smile. 
 
    He stared at me for a bit, and then ran his gaze over the vault. “You forgot to mention this job was for a criminal organization.” 
 
    “What did you expect?” I didn’t laugh at him even though I wanted to. Konrad was something like my personal doctor. He was from Germany and came in the first wave of Lucielle’s people. Despite being the Devil’s employee, he was an upright man with an excellent character. Especially in comparison to the people I normally dealt with. I still had no idea how we ever became friends. 
 
    With a sigh, he put down his backpack, sat onto the chair and withdrew a medical journal to read. He didn’t look like he wanted to chat. I may have been bored to tears, but I respected his choice. And so we sat in silence. 
 
    Three hours later, dull knocking echoed from the vault’s door. Konrad tensed and I stopped the aether exercise. Time to spring the trap. Konrad reached for my bag lying by the side and put on an oxygen mask.  I did the same and checked the Colt Anacondas holstered on my thighs. 
 
    Clanging sounded from the door, suggesting they were opening the lock. Konrad paled and took half a step back. He never fought anyone and was incapable of using magic in any form. 
 
    I glanced at him. “Try not to soil yourself.” 
 
    “Would it hurt you to not be a jerk for once in your life?” 
 
    “Yes.” I readied the aether-blocking shackles hanging by my waist. The trap I have prepared for Milhamber was simple. I gave him all the passwords and entrance codes. That should have gotten him to the vault’s door without any resistance. He put the magical protections himself, so he had his backdoor there. What he didn’t know was that I made Sasaki prepare a new defensive mechanism. Into the ventilation, he put barrels with highly concentrated carbon monoxide. 
 
    The triggering mechanism was controlled by Bluetooth, which I had connected to my phone during preparations. Now, I just tapped an icon on my screen and carbon monoxide started pouring into the safe’s antechamber, where Milhamber and his team were busy opening the door. 
 
    The tricky part of carbon monoxide was that one could neither smell nor feel its presence. With lower concentrations, it took a while to even get nauseous. But with a high-enough concentration, a few breaths were sufficient to lose consciousness and then one would die in a couple of minutes. That was why I brought Konrad and seven oxygen masks. 
 
    I didn’t want to kill anyone. 
 
    The vault’s door opened without making a sound, but an unconscious body fell in. Of course, Sasaki put more and higher concentrated carbon monoxide than I told him to. What did I expect from Yakuza? 
 
    I grabbed the door and pulled them open. The antechamber was a windowless, square room with twenty feet across and no windows. On the ground lay four bodies while Milhamber stood above them, a bubble shimmering around him. 
 
    Impressive. He managed to push the poisonous gas away from the area around him and sealed himself there. The mage had graying, short hair and wore a crisp, dark-blue suit, a white shirt and held a long staff with runes glowing along its length. His second arm was stretched out, supporting the shimmering barrier around him. The second he noticed me, I drew my colt and aimed at him. 
 
    I had no intention of shooting him, but he didn’t know that. Thus, he was forced to strengthen his barrier to stop a potential bullet and would thus spend his strength faster. The downside was I had to keep aiming at him. 
 
    With a gesture of my hand, I motioned Konrad to come. He understood and took the shackles from my belt. He approached the first unconscious person, shackled the hands, and put an oxygen mask onto the person. That would help against the carbon monoxide poisoning, but by the time the mage would awake, he wouldn’t be able to use magic due to the anti-magical shackles. 
 
    My gaze remained glued on Milhamber. His aether was spread out evenly through his bubble, so he could attack at any point. I wasn’t afraid he’d hurt me, not for real, but Konrad was basically defenseless. As Konrad worked on the unconscious mages, I maneuvered so I would always stand between him and Milhamber, keeping my aether in a defensive pattern formed around my body. 
 
    I tried to analyze the pattern of Milhamber’s shield, but the spell was based off his staff. If I wanted to imitate the spell, I would first need to have the staff. 
 
    When Konrad stepped above Jocelyn’s body, Milhamber’s aether brightened. I clenched all muscles in my body. He whispered a spell I couldn’t hear, motioned at me with his staff, and the barrier exploded outward like a wall of force. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, planted my feet into the ground and put my left shoulder in the way. The spell hit me like a speeding truck. My shoulder felt like it exploded, and all my muscles screamed with strain. But I withstood the impact. To my surprise, Milhamber still stood straight. I didn’t expect him to be able to attack while keeping the barrier around him. 
 
    Time to earn my pay. I stretched out my left hand, formed a globe of spinning aether and almost instantly released the spell. This didn’t require a lot of power. The energy exploded from my palm into a whirling blast. For his barrier to withstand the impact of my spell, Milhamber had to concentrate the defenses into the point of contact. That weakened the shield’s remaining area. 
 
    I shot with my other hand. One. His ankle exploded into blood and the mage fell to the ground, screaming. 
 
    His voice died off within a second as he breathed in the carbon monoxide. With a glance, I saw Konrad behind me, pale but unharmed. Good. I allowed myself a smile and went to shackle Milhamber. We bound them all and gave them oxygen masks. I turned off the oxygen monoxide inflow by another tap onto my phone’s screen and texted Sasaki. 
 
    This went well. 
 
    Sasaki arrived half an hour later, when he was certain the ventilation dispersed the carbon monoxide into a breathable concentration. He came flanked by twenty men wearing suits and holding assault rifles. Milhamber and his group were all already conscious. With hands shackled behind their backs and oxygen masks on, they weren’t chatty. In the meantime, my left arm went numb and the shoulder throbbed. 
 
    I exchanged acknowledging nods with Sasaki. We had nothing to tell each other. The job was finished, his boss would pay me, I would pay Konrad, and that was it. Sasaki’s men took the mages. Now, the Yakuza would re-enable the vault defenses, change all entrance codes and search for a different mage to do their magical defenses. 
 
    I walked out, crossing all three safety rooms in front of the safe. With the defenses disabled, they were ordinary steel rooms. Konrad followed me without speaking. I left through a heavy, steel door, walked up a flight of stairs, turned left and soon arrived into the buildings main lobby. 
 
    When we walked out of the buildings sliding door, Konrad removed his oxygen mask and stopped me by grabbing my coat. “I will see to the shoulder.” 
 
    I took off my mask, wiped my face with my sleeve, and let him. 
 
    With careful moves, he removed my coat and examined the aching joint with his hands. His touch sent sharp pain into my spine, but I didn’t wince. 
 
    “Tell me, Mr. Johnson, aren’t you mages supposed to have protective shields?” he asked, his voice sharp. 
 
    “I’m a warmage. I don’t work like that.” Which was a shame because I could have used a shielding spell. Or at least a pain-blocking one. Sure, I could strengthen my body and clothes to withstand most attacks, but that had limits. 
 
    “Of course, why use a protection barrier when you can use yourself.” 
 
    I sighed. He was right and I knew. But my talents were rather specific. 
 
    With a swift jerk, Konrad threw my dislocated shoulder back into the socket. I shouted out with pain. 
 
    “There, your daily dose of self-punishment is done,” Konrad said, irony seeping out of his voice. “I would, however, recommend a large dose of scorpion venom for dinner not to lose your practice.” 
 
    This annoying bastard. It has been a year since my last incident with scorpions, but he still felt the need to keep reminding me. Okay, probably because I got a new venomous snakebite about every two months. Everything venomous had a thing for me and I haven’t found a way to deter them. 
 
    “Now, I should tell you to not put stress the arm for the next week and come for regular checkups,” Konrad added, “but we both know that would be pointless. In any case, with the money this job has earned me, I will purchase an x-ray machine and it’ll arrive next week. The next time you feel the need to stand in front of a killing spell, stop at my practice afterward.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I uttered and meant it. Konrad was the reason I still functioned. 
 
    “What will happen to the poor souls we had captured for the Yakuza?” 
 
    I shrugged. “They will be interrogated to ascertain nobody else knows and then they will be given to the authorities to deliver them to Tul Sar Naar. That is where they will spend the rest of their lives.” Yeah, the legal system of Secret Societies was rather black and white. Either it ignored you, or you were sent to a lifetime sentence in the world’s worst prison. Ironic, since the easiest way to get there was to reveal the existence of magic to the general public. The supernatural world maintained its secrecy through any means necessary. Literally every faction was ready to kill to keep up the Veil separating the mundane from the magical. 
 
    A sour grimace played over Konrad’s face. He opened his mouth to speak, but I interrupted him. 
 
    “Your presence here changed nothing on the outcome,” I said, my voice low and steady. “Irrespective of your decisions, I would’ve captured them for the Yakuza. Though without your help, they would have likely been injured much more severely than they are now.” Konrad didn’t deserve to feel guilty for this, and so I said this to take the blame from him. I wasn’t even lying. 
 
    And he knew. “Thanks,” he whispered and stepped away from me. I watched him leave with a smile. 
 
    The sun had yet to set, so I still had time to shop for some building materials. Yesterday, I almost ran out of sand. From the nearest hobby mart, I bought a quarter ton of cement sand and drove to the destroyed Presbyterian Abbey in Queens. 
 
    The blood of the sunset bathed the Abbey’s frame in crimson. I left my hat, jacket, and guns in the car, opened the trunk, grabbed a bag of cement sand and started walking toward the Abbey. My shoulder kept shooting pain through me, but there wasn’t much I could do. The ring of grass surrounding the abbey smelled of nature and the trees provided for a pleasant shade. Visiting this place always brought me peace. 
 
    “Mr. Johnson?” a man asked, interrupting my thoughts. I turned and saw him step from behind a tree. What was with people waiting to ambush me? He had clearly been waiting for me here, wearing a black suit, a white shirt, and no tie. His hair was arranged to perfection, face covered by stubby beard, and his blue eyes kept watching me with a steady gaze. 
 
    I put down the cement. “How can I help you?” My aether-imbued vision confirmed he was fully reinforced with aether, using a defensive pattern similar to mine. 
 
    “If you would please come with me,” he said and moved his suit to show me a polished badge. “I need to ask you a few questions about certain incidents of last year’s nightmare plague.” 
 
    I knew where he was coming from: FBSI, Federal Bureau of Supernatural Investigations, the magical branch of the FBI. Couldn’t they send someone more senior? Like really, he told me what he wanted straight like a boy scout. Then again, their organization lost over a hundred agents last year, so they had to be short on senior staff. 
 
    “Look, agent, I don’t remember anything, so I don’t think I can help you.” 
 
    Pain burst from my shoulder blade. A large dart was struck into my back. How the hell did they do that? I could solve that later. Now, I had a choice. I could tear out the dart before I got too much venom into me and fight my way out of this. In the process, I would have to incapacitate, most likely kill, the agent in front of me. Then, I would get my guns from the car, which I would use to kill anyone else coming for me. 
 
    But I didn’t want to kill them. And so I went for the second option. I didn’t use my aether and let the venom flow into me. The intoxication spread fast. Three seconds later, I collapsed to the ground and lost control of my muscles. 
 
    The agent grabbed me. A black van pulled in by the walkway, perfectly synchronized. The agent dragged me inside, where another man awaited. There, they gave me an injection in my neck. That knocked me out. 
 
      
 
    I woke up sitting in a chair, my head spinning. The chair wasn’t standard though. The entire construction was made of steel and covered my entire back. Two steel shackles held each of my hands My legs, waist, and forehead shared the same fate. Everything was made of an aether-disrupting metal, so I didn’t even feel my power. 
 
    Okay, I may have underestimated them. Cold sweat covered my back and my breathing sped up. I wasn’t used to being powerless. I sat in a small room with white walls, a wooden desk in front of me and a chair at the other side. A mirror covered most of the wall in front of me. In it, I saw myself... mostly. The image of me in the mirror had black eyes and a crown of horns sprouting from its head. The image in the mirror glared down at me. 
 
    No matter how many times this had happened, it still creeped the hell out of me. 
 
    Lucifer woke up and apparently decided to start making my life worse. I missed that about as much as a diarrhea. The image in the mirror moved, bending slightly to give me a condescending look. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ Lucifer asked, his voice ringing in my head. It was exactly the same as mine, which annoyed me to no ends. 
 
    How about you fuck off back to being dormant? I thought, knowing he would hear it as me talking to him. 
 
    He scoffed. ‘Pathetic. You would never have gotten into this mess if you had acted sane.’  
 
    And by sane, you mean if I killed the agents straight. 
 
    ‘They attacked first, so it wouldn’t even count as a murder.’ 
 
    But the witnesses would. The only way to escape them was to use magic, after which I would have to clean up, which meant killing everything that had seen me use magic in public. And that would be murder, upon which Lucifer and I would merge, becoming one. There were two problems with that. First, I refused to murder. Out of all the principles I used to have, this was the last remaining one. I refused to give it up. And second, I had no idea who would I become after our merge. I could remain myself; I could become a blend of our personalities or I could effectively cease to exist with his consciousness pushing out mine. I didn’t know and wouldn’t risk it for anything. Fuck off. 
 
    The door opened and the image in the mirror turned to normal. The agent I met earlier entered, dressed in a different shirt while holding a coffee mug. For how long was I out? 
 
    Not too long. My body tended to neutralize toxins at an inhuman speed—stuff like dentist anesthetics didn’t work on me at all, unfortunately—but they may have increased the dose for me not to wake up. 
 
    He took the seat opposite of me, took a sip from the mug and eyed me without saying anything. Was he trying to unnerve me? 
 
    I raised my eyebrow in this direction. “Thanks for checking my coffee for poison. I will allow you to give it to me now.” 
 
    His eyes widened in surprise and his mouth opened. No words came out though. 
 
    Yeah, he was new, and I was not behaving like they had taught him in the agent school. Fully intentionally, since the trick to dealing with newbies was to get them off the script they were used to. “Guess it’s not good enough to serve to a guest,” I said. “So, how about you bring me some tea instead?” 
 
    “Mr. Johnson,” he said as he recomposed. “I believe you are misunderstanding the severity of your situation.” 
 
    “Look, you watched that abbey for a while, right? You must have noticed with whom I’ve been reconstructing it.” 
 
    “The nun? What about her?” 
 
    “She will notice my car’s there and I’m not.” I dropped my tone lower and steadied it into the most threatening intonation from my repertoire. “And when she does, she will find me, and she will kill you.” 
 
    He was unfazed. Too bad, especially since I wasn’t lying. Perhaps if he had been more senior, he would have realized the threat for the warning it was. He shook his head. “Threats as pathetic as this won’t do you any good. So, how about you tell me what you know about the last year’s nightmare plague?” 
 
    They have somehow connected me to last year’s events and wanted answers. He shouldn’t have told me that and should have asked concrete questions about specific days to keep me guessing. I felt genuinely bad for him. He was ten years too early to play this game. “Since you haven’t introduced yourself, I will call you Agent Snoopy, okay?” I asked rhetorically. “My head doesn’t hurt enough for you to have transported me outside of New York. What I’m guessing happened is that you bagged me, brought me here, secured the place, took a shower, made yourself a coffee and came into this room. I would say it’s been about an hour and a half since I lost consciousness. That means it’s about thirty minutes after sunset, so if you want to survive this, you have about half an hour to let me go.” 
 
    He smirked. “Wrong. It’s been over six hours. Now, how about you tell me about what happened in the Mt. Prospect Park on September 25, last year? We saw on public cameras that you entered the area before the blackout happened, so you must have seen something related to the park’s destruction.” 
 
    Why didn’t people believe me? Anyway, he didn’t seem to lie about the time. In which case, there was little I could do for him. My heart sank. I turned my eyes to the mirror behind him, saying “Vivian, how about you stop playing with your food and let the poor sods be?” 
 
    Silence. The agent sighed. “Look, Mr. Johnson, if you get convicted for being involved in the nightmare plague, you will receive a lethal injection. Would you start taking this more seriously?” 
 
    Was that supposed to impress me? Because it’s been less than six hours since the last time someone tried to kill me—yes, Milhamber’s shockwave would have killed a normal human—and frankly speaking, I’ve become a touch insensitive to threats like these. 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, but saw the agent sat frozen in place, his mouth half-open, beads of sweat rolling down his face. 
 
    Vivian just had to be dramatic, didn’t she? 
 
    The door opened and clicking of heels filled the room. Vivian entered, graciously weaving her slender body. She wore killer heels, satin black dress and golden jewelry embedded with sapphires, which matched her shining blue eyes. With her midnight hair and crimson lips, she was beyond beautiful. Which wasn’t particularly surprising since she has spent roughly five thousand years crafting her body to perfection with magic. 
 
    The agent remained frozen like a statue. 
 
    “Vivian, thanks, but how about you don’t kill him?” I asked, my tone urgent. 
 
    She smiled. “Where would be the fun in that?” Her voice was low and melodic like a requiem. She stepped to the agent and gently bent his head backward, revealing the throat. A flick of her finger made him rise, the chair falling to the ground with a clang. She turned him and, in my full view, two long fangs slid out of her upper gums. In a lazy move, she buried them into the agent’s throat. He couldn’t even scream as she kept him frozen with her magic. 
 
    Not a drop of blood spilled out. After about half a minute, she withdrew her fangs and let the agent’s corpse crumble to the ground. “That was refreshing.”  She grabbed the table and threw it aside, smashing it into the wall. “Now, what do I do with you?” 
 
    She had to be a murderous bitch, didn’t she? Then again, one didn’t become the devil’s number one assassin by letting people live. And judging by the lack of harness, her punishment was postponed. I still glared at her. “How about you let me go and we pretend this never happened?” Things between me and Vivian were already weird enough. On the one hand, she helped me a lot in the past, especially when I truly needed help. On the other hand, she murdered my mother and made me thank her for doing it. Objectively speaking, that helped me as well, but our relationship was still rather complicated. 
 
    “Tempting… but no.” She approached me, put one leg above my hip, the other one too and then sat into my lap, pressing her burning hot body against mine, gazing down at me. I could feel her steam-hot breath on my forehead and hell knew that made my blood sizzle. Now, Vivian was also hot in the literal meaning as her body temperature was usually around one hundred seventy degrees Fahrenheit. “You are so much more fun like this.” 
 
    I tried to struggle against the shackles, but the chair still held. 
 
    She grabbed my nape and pressed her lips against mine. My mind blanked. When my senses returned, I was furiously chasing her searing tongue inside my mouth. There was no drug as intoxicating as her. 
 
    ‘Would you stop making out with that corpse?’ Lucifer shouted into my mind. 
 
    Oh, I would if I could. I didn’t share his sentiment, but Vivian was also the most lethal drug. 
 
    She bit my lip, tearing it apart and slid down to my neck. She moved her hands by my body and started opening the buttons of my shirt. 
 
    I used the opportunity and raised my lips to her ear. “What would Lucielle say if she found out the first thing you did after being let out of the harness was killing four FBSI agents?” 
 
    She froze. The reason she had been repairing the abbey was that she went a bit too wild killing government agents last year. Lucielle would extend the punishment for a few years if she learned of this incident. Slowly, Vivian raised her head to place it in front of mine, her breath blazing on my lips. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    She started closing the buttons of my shirt. “So, if I let you go, can we pretend tonight never happened?” Her voice was soft, almost pleading. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She leaned onto me one more time and pressed some buttons on the chair. The shackles opened. 
 
    I rose, forcing her to get off me. “I couldn’t help but notice you aren’t wearing the punishment harness.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s because my repentance has been paused.” Her lips curled up. “And I’ve got a job for you.” 
 
    That sounded great. Nobody paid better than the Devil. Sure, I practically died in the last big job I had done for her, but I’d do better this time. “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Someone stole a statuette from Her Evilness. She wants you to find it, the perpetrator, and bring them both to her, Monday morning at the latest. The reward is your usual fee.” 
 
    It was now Thursday night, so that was in a bit over three days. There was no way I would ever pass on such a job. Plus, whoever was stupid enough to rob the Devil couldn’t be too hard to find. I mean, there were thousands less painful ways to commit suicide. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. From her shoulder, I ran my hand down Vivian’s body, enjoying the silky touch of her dress and the flexible skin beneath. Seeing her shudder made my heart beat in a frenzy. “You know…” I grabbed her by the waist and pressed her against me. “I’ve missed you being like this.” 
 
    She grabbed my hair, pulled me down and kissed me, hungrily. I allowed myself to get lost in the kiss. She raised her leg and clenched it behind my back, pushing herself against me. 
 
    ‘I understand you are too young to have standards, but seriously, Lucas, this is disgusting,’ Lucifer said into my mind, his voice blazing with anger. 
 
    Wasn’t she your lover back when you were a human? 
 
    ‘That was before I learned what she was.’ 
 
    I ran my hands down her back, losing my mind in the moment. The fact that this was pissing Lucifer off made all of this ten times sweeter. 
 
    With her free hand, Vivian grabbed my crotch, squeezed, and then slid open my zipper. She slid her slender fingers in, grabbing what counted the most. Oh, I loved that. 
 
    But this was about enough. Without any warning, I grabbed her hand and pushed her off. As I did, she dug my nails into my skin, scratching me. “Enough fun. Let’s go work.” 
 
    She stood with a gaping mouth, staring for a second. She blinked, bit her lip and whispered, “You’re such a bastard.” 
 
    Enjoying the specter of her touch all over me, I sealed my pants. Since I was an out of marriage child of a fallen angel, calling me a bastard was a description rather than an insult. “I’ll go set this place on fire.” 
 
    I left her standing in the middle of the room and walked out of the room. We were in an apartment in an otherwise abandoned house in Queens. I went to the kitchen, avoiding the corpses of the other three agents not to get my shoes dirty. I turned the valves on the stove, enjoying the hissing of gas. Afterward, I scoped the place for alcohol and poured its contents over the old, wooden furniture and walls. 
 
    Vivian joined me soon, her hairs re-arranged while she wore a stupid smile. She loved this game between us even more than I did, at least for now. 
 
    I took a bottle of vodka with me, opened it and stuck it in paper towels. Once outside, I breathed in the fresh air, used my lighter to put the paper on fire and threw what was effectively a Molotov’s cocktail into the window. An explosion boomed through the air and the house caught ablaze. 
 
    The police would rule this as a gas explosion. The inferno would scorch whatever fingerprints or bodily traces I left behind. 
 
    With this resolved, I could go do the Devil’s bidding. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    WITH HER FERRARI, Vivian drove me to my car, from which I retrieved my hat, coat and guns. And then she took me to the John F. Kennedy Airport. I didn’t see that coming. If someone robbed Lucielle, the natural place to do that would have been her new headquarters on Wall Street. 
 
    I’ve never actually flown anywhere abroad and started wondering if I wasn’t missing something. Maybe. Vivian parked her Ferrari in front of the private jet terminal. The building looked pretty much like the other terminals, only a touch more decorated. Four NYPD vans stood parked on the street. 
 
    Lucielle would have never called the police. “This is much more than a theft, isn’t it?” I asked. 
 
    “Luci cares about the statuette and nothing else.” 
 
    Of course. Why would she answer my question, right? 
 
    Two men guarded the entrance to the terminal. Vivian flicked her wrist and they stopped moving, standing like statues. Her magic was basically mind-control. Or, well, a part of what she could do was mind-control. There were ways to block it if one had enough aether and knew what he was doing, but a common person had no hope of defending against her spell. 
 
    The supernatural world was hidden from the general public beneath multiple layers of the Veil. And people like Vivian were one the main reason why. There would be a global panic if the public found out she existed and that she could go to the bank and make the clerk give her all the money from any bank account. Oh, and that she was invisible to cameras and magical detection. 
 
    We passed between the policemen and crossed the terminal. Unsurprisingly, the place was empty since it was still the middle of the night. Our target was apparently the private jet standing next to the terminal. I knew nothing about private jets, so all I could say was that the plane was white and looked expensive. A Japanese flag was drawn on its side, just above the Honuzawa Industries logo. 
 
    What a coincidence that Yakuza moved into the town and there was a problem on their private jet the next month. This made me frown. 
 
    Police were swarming around the jet. Yellow tape surrounded the entire area. Vivian stopped by the terminal window and pointed at the plane. “The statuette was last seen in the baggage area of that jet.” 
 
    I stared at her, half in disbelief. “And?” 
 
    “And now you go find it,” she said with a satisfied smile, as if she resolved the issue. 
 
    “Would it bother you too much to give me the full story and context, so I wouldn’t waste time figuring out what you already know?” 
 
    Vivian laughed. “You’ve been a bad boy, so no, you get nothing.” She caught my nape and tried to pull me in for a kiss. I straightened my back, remaining out of her reach. A sudden feeling of heat filled my body. I recognized the sensation as her pushing her aether into me. I withdrew my strength from my heart and forced her out, which stopped her from using the mind-controlling spell on me. 
 
    “Would it hurt you to set aside whatever beef you have with Lucielle and be professional about this?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, it definitely would.” Her expression turned sour. “She told me to get you on the case and to take you to the crime scene. I’ve done that.” 
 
    “And your punishment is put on hold until I solve the case, so helping me do so faster is against your interests.” I filled in for her. 
 
    “Correct. I’m also supposed to monitor your progress sometime later.” She grinned. “But you can earn more of my attention, of course.” 
 
    “Oh, can I?” I grabbed her by the hips and lifted her up. She clenched her legs around my waist, wrapped her arms around my neck, and dove in for a kiss. This one was downright furious, searing my tongue as she blazed with heat. I allowed myself to enjoy the moment, feeling her smooth thighs through the silky dress. 
 
    But not too much. I clenched my hands above her knees and unwrapped her legs from around me. As I pushed her down, she strengthened her hold, forcing me to bend while pushing her aether into me. Nice try. I flushed her spell out of my body with my own, caught her arms and pulled free from her grasp, detaching despite her scratching my back. She shuddered, staring at me hungrily with blazing eyes. 
 
    “I think I can handle this myself, but thanks for the offer,” I whispered. 
 
    She sneered. “You will so pay for this.” She licked her lips, tossed around her hair and spun. I watched her hips sway as she crossed the empty hall, her heels clicking on the ground. 
 
    Time to start working. I turned my gaze toward the plane. I was two hundred feet away and watching through the terminal’s windows. There wasn’t much I could do to get inside. But I needed something to start with. 
 
    I fished the phone out of the front pocket of my jeans and called Katherine O’Connor. She was the Church’s paladin in charge of the New York. We were partners, once, but then I started working for the Devil and we never quite rebuilt the trust we once had. Yeah, that was my fault and it made my chest tighten. 
 
    She picked up a phone after two rings, so she wasn’t sleeping despite the late hour. “Lucaaaaaassssss!” she said into the phone and I knew she was at John’s, downing one Guinness after another. 
 
    “Hey, how’s the beer?” 
 
    “Cold.” She exploded into laughter. 
 
    I let her laugh for a bit and then said, “I’m at the JFK private jet terminal, and there are ten cars worth of cops swarming around a jet of the same Yakuza that has moved into the neighborhood. Do you know anything about this?” 
 
    She stopped laughing. “No, why should I?” 
 
    “Because Lucielle put me on this.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” She hung up. As the paladin, Katherine was something like a special agent of the Secret Societies’ part of the Church, so anything supernatural-world-related was her business. There was nothing in the mundane world for which Lucielle would hire me. 
 
    Until she arrived, I had little to do. I pulled out a cigarette and lit the tip. How did Lucielle know the statuette was stolen? That the Yakuza called the police meant they couldn’t hide what happened. The only real control a private jet would go through was the country-entrance passports and visa check. What could stop them from passing that? 
 
    I took a drag. A murder, most likely. Private jets had lists of passengers made before leaving the original country. With a person dead, the airport staff would start asking questions, which would lead to them calling police anyway. 
 
    I stood alone, so the police must have closed the terminal and sent everyone home. That was consistent with a murder. Was the victim one of Lucielle’s people? Possibly, but unlikely, given her territory was Europe with New York being her only branch outside of the old continent. The statuette wasn’t hers, was it? Did she know about it because she was planning to steal it herself, but someone snatched it before she could? 
 
    But then where were Lucielle’s operatives? If she had people on this to steal a statuette from Yakuza, then she would use those to hunt it down. The cigarette finished burning and I tossed away the butt. This didn’t make sense, meaning I didn’t know facts crucial to paint the full picture. I picked up my phone and typed in a message: How do you know the statuette was stolen? L and sent it to six-six-six, Lucielle’s number. 
 
    A second later, my phone buzzed as I received the reply, which said: I know everything and a laughing devil emoji. 
 
    Great. Except that she wouldn’t have hired me if she knew where the statuette was now. She either knew about the theft through some bullshit-tier magic or an information channel I wasn’t supposed to know about. Typical.  
 
    In my peripheral vision, I noticed a dark green Mazda with a grass-green cross on the hood. Katherine drove here herself? Sure, she functioned perfectly when drunk and standard laws like driving under influence didn’t exactly apply to high-ranked paladins. The Church had its own courts, which cared little for earthly matters. 
 
    But where the hell was her team? 
 
    The last time I checked, she had over a hundred subordinates, out of whom four were her personal squad. So, why was she driving herself? Come to think of it, Lucielle wouldn’t have halted Vivian’s punishment if she had anyone else to send on the job. What was going on that nobody had people to spare? 
 
    The car stopped and Katherine stepped out. She wore a trench coat, leather pants, and high boots, all dark green. Her ginger hair lay in waves on her shoulders and her silver cross shone above her chest. 
 
    I waited where I stood. Katherine’s discussion with the guards was her usual. They told her she wasn’t allowed to enter, she showed the badge, they said they didn’t know what that meant, she told them to call their boss, they did, and then they apologized, cleared her way and wished her good luck. I’ve never found out how exactly the Church ranks related to those of the standard police, but I once saw Katherine send away a van full of FBI agents because they pissed her off. 
 
    She reached me in a few seconds. 
 
    I nodded in a greeting. “Where’s your squad?” 
 
    “Sleeping,” she said with a smirk. 
 
    I laughed, happy to see her. We haven’t worked together in a long time and for a moment, I got the feeling I was doing something right. “Last Sunday, the priest spent an hour preaching about the sin of lying. What happened to that?” 
 
    “None of your business.” She stopped next to me, eyeing the plane. “What do you have?” 
 
    “That this looks like a murder and there is a broader context I need to know and nobody is telling me.” 
 
    She nodded, said, “I’ll see it up closer,” and stepped forward. 
 
    I followed her. 
 
    But she stopped a second later and turned. “Which part of what I said implied you could tag along?” 
 
    “The one where I could help you figure out the crime scene.” I sighed. “Free of charge.” 
 
    “Fine.” She stomped ahead and I followed. 
 
    ‘Why did you not attempt to woo her?’ Lucifer asked, his tone annoyed. 
 
    What’s your problem with my private life? 
 
    ‘We are one, so your private life is mine as well. And it is an utter disgrace. Katherine is a woman of principles and unshakeable faith, a true champion of righteousness. She is a worthy partner who would bear us healthy children. But not only you do not court her, you play around with a bloodsucking corpse instead. You disgust me.’ 
 
    Piss off. I banished him from my mind, a snarl playing on my face. Oh, how I wished I could punch him. But hitting myself in front of a mirror didn’t feel smart. 
 
    I followed Katherine’s lead to the plane. She held her badge up in front of her and I had mine by the belt. The man in charge already stood waiting for us, his phone at his ear. His superior was most likely explaining the situation to him, and who exactly was approaching. The man was a shade paler than the others but stood straight. 
 
    Impressive. I acknowledged the man’s spine and let Katherine do the talking. 
 
    “Have you been briefed by your superior?” Katherine asked the second the man put down his phone. 
 
    “Yes. I am Lieutenant Wilders of the NYPD. Me and my men are fully at your disposal, ma’am.” 
 
    Madam? Would Katherine forgive me faster if I started calling her that? That could be been worth trying. 
 
    “Tell me what you’ve got,” she ordered in a matter-of-fact tone. 
 
    “The victim is a Japanese man, age forty-two. Given his severed arm and leg, the murder weapon was a long, bladed weapon, likely a Japanese sword, which we have yet to find. My men are collecting the forensic evidence and we will have the witnesses interrogated later today.” 
 
    How did someone kill a man on a private jet with a katana? That sounded like an inside job where the murderer boarded the plane, killed the victim mid-flight and then left with the others. But that would provide a short list of suspects and I doubted this would be so easy. Also, couldn’t they do this at home? 
 
    “Do we know any specifics about the victim?” Katherine asked. 
 
    “He was supposedly the CEO of Honuzawa Industries, named Miyamoto Musashi.” 
 
    He continued talking, but my brain couldn’t process the words. The supernatural world was split into five regions. Each region had a ruler and those rulers formed the Hand of God. These five rulers were the most powerful beings in the world, each commanding territories made of multiple countries. 
 
    Miyamoto Musashi was a member of the Hand of God, the ruler of Japan, south-east Asia, Australia and New Zealand. His death was unthinkable. 
 
    Katherine and I were staring at him with our mouths gaping open. 
 
    He stopped and raised an eyebrow. “Did something happen?” 
 
    I snapped back to reality and exchanged a glance with Katherine. 
 
    “We need to see the crime scene, now,” she said. 
 
    The lieutenant scratched the back of his neck and shifted his weight a few times. “I don’t have any more spare protective suits.” 
 
    “Get your men out of there and we will borrow theirs. Feel free to send someone with us to verify we don’t touch anything.” Katherine paused for a moment. “What did you mean by any more spare? Because that sounds like someone’s inside who shouldn’t be there.” 
 
    The lieutenant frowned. “An investigator from the Japanese Public Security Intelligence Agency, the PSIA, arrived half an hour ago. He had all the correct paperwork.” 
 
    “Get him out.” Katherine sneered and glared at the lieutenant for a moment. I understood why he didn’t like being trampled on like this. But she had the higher rank and, in the end, the trouble he could get into wasn’t worth fighting her over this. 
 
    The lieutenant sighed and recalled his men, including the Japanese investigator. While we waited for them to get out of the protective suits, we whipped out our phones. I searched the Honuzawa Industries website, Katherine the Church’s intranet. Oh, how I wished they would give me access to that, especially to the top-secret parts. I found the picture of the Miyamoto Musashi and so did she. They matched. 
 
    Well, fuck. I drew my mind away and fuelled my sight with aether, focusing on the Japanese investigator. He was smaller than me, but lean and muscular with short, black hair and a sharp gaze. Azure aether filled his body and was arranged into a complex pattern. 
 
    Great. A minute later, the lieutenant’s men helped us put on the protective suits—white overalls with hoods, face masks and boot covers. We donned rubber gloves and entered the plane. 
 
    The private jet looked pretty much like one would expect. Everything was as luxurious as it could be—golden handles, wooden doors, chairs and tables, thick carpet, the usual set. But blood covered everything, and a chopped-up corpse lay on the ground. The man wore the classic, samurai outfit of a kimono and a hakama. The original colors were white and gray, but everything was dark red now. His left arm was cleanly severed at the biceps and his right leg was cut off under the knee. He had a dark spot on the left side of his chest, likely a stab wound. A wakizashi, a Japanese short sword, lay by his side while his right hand still held a katana. The blood was dark red, the stench was tolerable, the skin color pale but not green and I saw no sign of bloating. This corpse was hours old, at most. 
 
    Pain had contorted his face, and to our horror, his features matched the pictures we found with our phones. I gulped and fuelled aether into my eyes. The bowels of the plane looked like an explosion in a crayon factory. I had never seen this much residual aether lying around. The body itself contained remnants of dark blue aether, which was swiftly fading away. That matched how aether-wielder’s corpses usually looked. The second most dominant color was azure, undoubtedly from the Japanese investigator prowling around. He just had to contaminate the crime scene, didn’t he? 
 
    “Everything fits,” I whispered. 
 
    She nodded and her tone hardened. “What exactly did Lucielle send you to do?” 
 
    “I’ll trade that information for you telling me what the hell is going on that everyone’s so busy.” 
 
    She sighed. “We used to be partners, remember?” 
 
    Oh, now she wanted to play the former partners card? But yes, I did remember that, and I wasn’t happy about the current situation. Yet I have already taken the devil’s offer and had to deliver my part. “My offer stands.” 
 
    Katherine shook her head and kicked a chair. “Fine.” 
 
    “She sent me to find a statuette he was bringing.” 
 
    Her mouth gaped open. “A member of the Hand of God was murdered, and she sent you to find a statuette?” 
 
     “He was probably bringing her the statuette as a gift and due to his death, he cannot give it to her anymore. But she still wants it, so yeah… I’m going to be looking for that.” This was standard Lucielle behavior. She was able to put an excessive amount of resources into getting whatever she wanted while simply ignoring everything else. And she loved her statue collection. “So, what’s going on?” 
 
    “The annual Summit of the Hand of God starts Monday morning at Lucielle’s tower.” 
 
    Which was in three days. That explained what Vivian was busy with… aside from murdering everyone who pissed her off in the past year, of course. And this also explained Lucielle’s lack of interest in Musashi’s death. The Summit was likely going to discuss how she, the ruler of Europe, moved to New York, which was Azrael’s territory together with the rest of both American continents. A distraction like a member of the Hand of God, possibly her political rival, being dead could only help her. 
 
    And for the statuette she wanted, she hired an unconnected investigator—me—to be able to wash her hands at any time, possibly sacrificing me at her convenience. Typical Lucielle. 
 
    “Whoever stole the statuette knows who did the murder, so I suggest we cooperate on this,” I said. 
 
    “Not a chance.” Katherine smirked. “You’d screw me over the second it’d suit you.” 
 
    True. Job first, everything else second, that was how my line of business worked. She let me access the crime scene so I could confirm large amount of aether was used inside with my magical sight. But my usefulness to her ended there, or well, the risk started outweighing the benefits. “Fair enough. I need ten minutes around the baggage area.” 
 
    “You have two. Then I don’t want to see your face until after the Summit.” 
 
    There was something chilling in her voice. We were friends, yes, but not when working. I headed to the baggage area, not wanting to waste any time. I had no illusion Katherine would force me out after the two minutes. 
 
    Torn luggage lay scattered in the baggage area. Most contained clothes. Someone searched through this. By the opened golfing bag, the culprit had no idea where the statuette was. That meant he wasn’t a part of the original crew. The next likely scenario was that the perpetrator entered the plane long before the flight and hid. The Summit must have been planned long in advance, so the perpetrator had enough time to prepare. 
 
    Luckily, I didn’t need to know how the person got here, only where he went. As a bonus, it became clear the perpetrator had the ability to hide since the murder likely happened mid-flight and there were no other corpses. Or it may have been two people, one doing the killing and the other one handling the concealment. From the mundane look, I couldn’t figure out anything. Only one thing attracted my attention. There was a straight line in the carpet passing from the baggage area. There was no way a normal boot made that. 
 
    I fuelled my gaze with aether. There were too many colors around. The most common colors were azure, misty gray, and dark blue. Dark blue aether was Musashi’s, azure aether belonged to the Japanese investigator, and so I focused on the misty gray one. 
 
    The trail of the misty gray color led outside. The Japanese investigator was already gone. I returned the protective suit to the lieutenant, wished him luck and used the good-bye handshake to peek at the papers the Japanese investigator gave him. I understood little from the lawyer talk but remembered the investigator’s name: Sora Yamato, a senior operative of the PSIA. That rung no bell, so I headed out to follow the misty gray trail. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    THE MISTY GRAY AETHER was annoying to follow, at best. Whoever was leaving the tracks had at least three abilities: to conceal himself, to scale any surface, and to move fast. The tracks went up buildings, across them, and down them without a pattern. One thing became clear though. He had the time to sightsee. He went up the Statue of Liberty, had a meal atop the Tear Drop Memorial, and visited Grant’s Tomb, among others. 
 
    I spent the entire day roaming through NYC, searching for the owner of this power. Normally, I would comb through camera feeds, ask around the Dewin Institute and check in with my informants. The problem was that NYPD would be all over the public camera records, the Dewin Institute was bound to be preparing for the Summit, and my informants were also Katherine’s informants. 
 
    Since none of the three parties would be willing to help me, I was left to the one thing none of the others could do, tracking aether. Luckily, I had my full set of GPS trackers in the inner pockets of my coat, so all I needed was to get close to the target for a second. 
 
    The problem was that I just downed the fourth energy drink of the day. Two nights ago, I slept in the Yakuza vault and this night, I slept in the FBSI confinement chair. That didn’t leave me well-rested. The sun dove beyond the horizon and I was still following the trail. Fortune finally smiled upon me and the trail entered a club in Queens. 
 
    The night club, Taracas, was at Atlantic Avenue in a brown, low, square building. Black shades covered the windows, and the door was made of steel. A bouncer stood by the door. The tall, bulky man wore jeans and a tight, black t-shirt that made it clear he spent most of his free time in a gym. 
 
    I scanned the area for any posters that would hint of any event tonight. I saw nothing, so I approached with a smile. “Hi,” I said and motioned at the door. 
 
    He measured me with his eyes. “What’s with those clothes?” 
 
    “I’m a surprise birthday stripper for Emma.” 
 
    He spat out in a chuckle and motioned to the door. Yeah, this always worked. I mean, who other than a stripper would wear what would pass for a cowboy outfit? One day, someone might call me on it and I’d have to do the stripping part. But future problems could be left to future solutions. I tipped my hat to him and entered. 
 
    The place was full. The lights inside the club were low and the music loud. My knowledge of music ended with Nirvana, so I had no idea what was playing. Though it was every bit as terrible as what usually played in clubs. 
 
    The people inside were much less a mixture than I expected. Almost nobody wore a suit or a dress, so I didn’t fit in with my tie. I weaved through the head-bobbing crowds and followed the misty gray trail. On the plus side, the flashing lights concealed me well. Though I could do without the intense stench of booze and sweat. 
 
    A frown crept onto my face. Other tracks of aether were present, mostly shades of yellow. If it was one track, it would be normal since aether wielders weren’t that rare, one in ten thousand. But this suggested multiple aether-wielders frequented this place, and I didn’t remember this bar being sanctioned by the Dewin Institute. My palms started sweating and the contorting shadows people threw around them made my gaze dart in every direction. 
 
    A few minutes of searching found me two things. First, there was a door with two guards where the gray aether led and second, there was one owner of the yellow aether at the bar. I could do some reckon before making trouble. I leaned on the bar, nodded at the barman and half-shouted, “Tequila.” 
 
    I let the skimpy-dressed waitress get me the drink while I examined the aether wielder standing nearby. He was skinny, wore torn jeans and so many chains around his neck I couldn’t make out what was on his t-shirt. Tattoos covered his tanned skin and a green-painted Mohawk towered atop his otherwise shaved head. That made him easy to spot. 
 
    I contemplated for a moment while staring at the shot. I should have ordered water, but I was also tired and needed a boost. Downing the shot gave me the enjoyable burning feeling in the throat. I dove back into the club. Who would have ever thought that the regulation requiring smoke alarms to be installed everywhere could be so useful? Ironically, they were bound to be functional no matter what this place was. If this was a legal business, they had no reason not to maintain them. And in case this club hid something less than legal, they wouldn’t want to attract attention of the authorities by failing a random smoke detector check. 
 
    I swooped three beer coasters from the bar and withdrew to the side. A drunken couple stumbled away from the crowd and hit me. I pushed them off and I found a smoke detector, a round bulge on the ceiling, and under my coat, took out my lighter. 
 
    Four men stood by my side. One looked at me and stretched out a hand holding black molds. “Want some?”  
 
    Ecstasy… no, thanks. I ignored him. The beer coasters finally caught ablaze. The four men were gone, replaced by a kissing couple. Once they burned nicely, I raised them up so the fire could almost touch the smoke detector. 
 
    Seconds later, the fire alarm rang through the air and water poured out of the sprinklers. How thoughtful of them to install automatic sprinklers. I smirked and enjoyed the panic. People screamed and started running out. I kept my gaze on the Mohawk-guy and slid toward the guarded door. From the two stationed men, one disappeared inside and the other ran out with the people. As expected, Mohawk ran toward the door. He was fast, stable on his feet while weaving through the screaming crowd. 
 
    He was a touch too sure with his steps to my taste, moving like this wasn’t his first time. I waited for him to run through the door. But I didn’t let them close. I caught the wing and snuck inside. Beyond were barren stairs from which still echoed Mohawk’s steps. I descended between the concrete walls, my step light as I shifted my weight to make no noise. That slowed me down though. One couldn’t be both fast and silent. 
 
    Before I got down, the guardsman appeared below, running up. He froze as he looked up the stairs, seeing me five feet away from him. Without thinking, I made a swift step and kicked him in the chest. 
 
    And bless the heavens I didn’t hit his face. My strength slipped, of course. His back smashed into the wall and he screamed with pain. He crumpled to the ground, coughing out blood. 
 
    Sorry. 
 
    Ah well, no point in being silent. I turned the corner and froze. Before me was a hallway rimmed with cells. Men with assault rifles, Mohawk among them, were shoving along eight roughly sixteen-year-old girls. The girls had their hands tied behind their backs with heavy, iron shackles and wore little excuse for clothes. They cried and screamed as the men kept forcing them to move out. 
 
    My first instinct was to reach for my guns. But a shootout here would lead to an unnecessary massacre. I drew a GPS tracker on a magnetic mount and tossed it at one of the girls, aiming for the shackles. I hit and the tracker latched on at about the same second the men noticed me. They shouted something in Spanish and aimed their rifles at me. I slid back behind the corner and sprinted up the stairs with arms raised behind my nape. They fired a couple bursts after me, but luck was on my side and no ricocheted bullet hit me. 
 
    The screaming of the girls drowned the steps, so I couldn’t judge if anyone ran after me. I didn’t expect them to. This place was apparently part of a sex trafficking scheme and they needed to move the prisoners away before firefighters arrived. 
 
    Why did the trail of the statuette thief lead me here? No way this was a coincidence. The club above was almost empty. I picked up a girl who lay trampled on the ground and dashed to the exit. 
 
    The crowd has gathered outside. Everyone was trembling with cold, as the cool autumn breeze didn’t bode well with drenched club clothing. I placed the girl by the wall and pushed through the crowd. I started sprinting the second I had the chance. Behind the corner, I almost hit a trash bin. 
 
    The traffickers were fast. I glimpsed them closing the door of the last van and rushing to the seats. Better safe than sorry, so I drew another magnet-mounted GPS tracker and tossed it at the van. I hit the roof as intended. 
 
    With a sour smirk, I slid back behind the corner and grabbed my phone. The vans drove away, and I called Katherine. 
 
    She picked up after three beeps. “Hmm?” Even through the sound, tension played on her voice. 
 
    “I need you to arrest someone, Paladin.” 
 
    She sighed. “Tell me you’re not making fun of me now.” 
 
    “I ran across a sex trafficking gang ran by aether-wielders. I put GPS trackers on the vans they are, right now, using to move their prisoners.” I smiled. “Pick me up two hundred feet north of Taracas at Jamaica Avenue.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in five,” Katherine replied, tone an octave lower. She hung up. 
 
    I lit up a cigarette and walked where I told her. Her dark-green Mazda soon pulled in next to me. I tossed away the butt, took off my hat and sat inside. 
 
    She scrunched her nose as I did. “I should have covered the seat in plastic.” 
 
    Yeah, I must have stunk pretty badly after spending the entire day walking through New York. I turned on the tracking app and showed her. The lights of the two active trackers showed a location at the northern part of Long Island, up near Lloyd Harbor. 
 
    She nodded and started driving. “How exactly did you run across a sex trafficking gang?” 
 
    I couldn’t tell her the truth. Okay, I could have told her the truth, but that never worked for me, so I chose the usual excuse. “Professional secret.” 
 
    Katherine snorted. “You were sticking your nose where you shouldn’t have and got lucky, didn’t you?” 
 
    She knew me far too well. “Did you get anything on the murder?” 
 
    “You know I’m not going to tell you anything about an ongoing investigation.” 
 
    “Yes.” But she also arrived a bit too fast to have been in the pub, meaning she was working on something. And I couldn’t smell beer on her, which never meant things were going well. 
 
    The rest of our ride was marked with awkward silence. Neither of us was willing to risk slipping out secrets the other could use. And since we weren’t for idle chatter, we had nothing to talk about. At least we could cooperate for a higher cause. That was something, I supposed. 
 
    Huddling houses gave way to a forest with large villas. Parked cars disappeared from the streets and we now essentially drove through a maze of live fences. Neither tracker was moving anymore and we were close. Katherine slowed down. I glimpsed the top of one van through the trees. “There.” I motioned. 
 
    Katherine pulled over, hiding her car under the tree fence, and we got out of the car. I moved my guns from the sides of my chest to my thighs and tied the holsters. That would quicken my draw. Katherine kissed the cross pendant on her silver necklace before hiding it beneath her shirt. 
 
    “The prisoners are in the back?” she asked. 
 
    Checking my phone, I replied, “Yes, about two hundred feet in. There must be a villa there.” 
 
    “Go secure them. You have fifteen minutes, after which I’ll call reinforcements and storm in through the front.” 
 
    The typical procedure. The gang could have a bribed cop of two, who would tip them off if we were to wait for reinforcements. And everyone from the Church had to be busy preparing for the Summit, so we had few reinforcements to call from there. 
 
    I nodded and stepped into the trees. Dense forestation surrounded the villa and I moved at its edge with ease. Beneath the cover of darkness, I doubted I could be seen by anything short of thermo vision. The cold of my wet coat started getting to me and I had to swallow a couple of coughs. The smell of woods pleased my nose, a welcomed distraction from car fumes and my own sweat. Branches tried to lash my face, but my cowboy hat held them at bay… mostly. 
 
    The villa was large, painted white, with a wide terrace and a garden overflowing with weeds. By my estimate, someone used to live here and then the gang bought out the place and turned the villa into their hideout. I checked for aether. 
 
    Various shades of yellow aether covered the house. But there were also marks of the misty gray one. The trail started in the vans, but wasn’t exiting from the door, but from the roof. What the hell? 
 
    I followed the marks with my eyes. They led up the wall of the house and onto the roof. There stood a cloud of concentrated aether. Like wisps, gray lights swirled through and I could make out the frame of a person, either a woman or a slender man, with a backpack and rollerblades instead of shoes. The person wasn’t moving, but also wasn’t visible with normal sight. 
 
    Okay, maybe mission wasn’t always first. Sure, to deliver on my job for Lucielle, the best approach would be to ambush him. But doing something righteous for once couldn’t hurt me and so I kept the course, aiming for the villa’s back. 
 
    Of course, they had a guard there. A single man stood by the back porch, leaning on the wall, smoking a joint. He didn’t have a Mohawk, but looked the same otherwise, just had a leather jacket over the t-shirt and two guns tucked into his belt. Around him were almost sixty feet of grass with no cover. How the hell was I supposed to get close to him? It may have been night, but the moon was high in the sky and the lights were on. 
 
    I searched the surroundings for a path at least partially concealed by darkness. After long minutes of searching, I found nothing useful. My arsenal of spells also contained nothing helpful. Everything I could do was either internal or more or less a blast, and that was loud and too destructive. 
 
    As I pondered my options, gunfire echoed from the villa’s front. Those weren’t fifteen minutes. Katherine must have run out of patience and went in alone. Fuck. She was too strong for her own good. 
 
    “What the fuck?” The man guarding the back door reached for his guns. 
 
    I bolted forward. Now, I could run pretty fast even normally. Fuelled with my overflowing aether and motivated by being late, I blasted forward like a rocket. I crossed the sixty feet of distance within a second and slammed my shoulder into the man. Bones crunched and his back hit the door. The wood broke and I ran through, pushing him with my shoulder. He wasn’t screaming, so the shock must have knocked him out. I ran into the hallway beyond, splinters flying around me and stopped running. The man flew off my shoulder and fell on the floor made of wooden tiles. 
 
    Gunfire thundered through the air. I scanned my surroundings. Dirt soiled the floor, but that could have been from me. The ceiling was painted white and featured a halogen light. Why did I even look there? I gave a closer look to the walls and noticed scratches. Did one of the prisoners try to fight and scratched the wall with her shackles? 
 
    Possibly. I ran through the hallway and tried every door. One revealed stairs that led down into the cellar. That looked like a good place to search. I descended the stairs, fully reinforcing my body with aether, and ran into the next door, shoulder first. The intoxication of aether made me not feel the impact. I barely noticed the man I sent flying across the room. 
 
    What was once the cellar was rebuilt into a prison with eight cells hidden behind iron doors. Holy shit, that was a lot more than I expected. This must have been their central hub before distributing the girls further. 
 
    Feet shuffled behind me. I instantly stepped aside and whirled. A throwing dagger flew where my nape was a split second ago. The dagger hit the wall and clanged on the concrete floor. A man stood in the door I came through. He was short, slender, Japanese with long, black hair, and wore what looked like a black combat suit with a Kevlar breastplate complemented with guards on shins and forearms. In sharp contrast, he had a pair of white gloves with a pentagram-like symbol at the top of each hand. 
 
    His aether was light blue, but he bore stains of the misty gray. Not my suspect, but someone who had been close to him. I smiled. “You’re the worst assassin I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “And you’re sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong, gaijin,” he replied in decently fluent English. 
 
    I had no idea what the last word meant or what exactly he was doing here. Okay, sure, he came to kill me, but a lot of people did that lately. Why he wanted to was the more interesting part. The gunfire echoing from above ceased and was replaced with women screaming and the gang members cheering. Shit! Katherine needed help. No time to play around with my newest assassin. “Sex trafficking? Your mother must be so proud of you, midget.” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow. “Was that supposed to taunt me?” He clapped his hands together as if in prayer. Blue light buzzed around them. He ducked and placed his hands on the ground. His aether formed the arcane pattern displayed on his gloves, filled the concrete and the floor bent, its parts shooting out like snakes, aiming at me. 
 
    All right, this was going to be a mage duel. His body contained so much aether I was sure a bullet would bounce off his defenses. I bolted forward, sliding among the concrete snakes and punched at his face. He ducked and swung at my ribs. 
 
    I left that to my aether defense and grabbed his shoulder. His fist burrowed into my side like the kick of a horse. Pain blasted through me, air blew from my mouth and I staggered. He hit too hard for his small size. Before I recuperated, he kicked me with his left leg. The foot hit my stomach and sent me flying ten feet backward. I landed on my back, contorted with pain, my vision reddening. 
 
    He clapped his hands and touched the walls. From the ceiling launched a concrete spear, aimed at my chest. I gritted my teeth and rolled to the side. The spear pierced the ground, creating a column. I watched the aether he used for the spell withdraw into his body. He was pushing around the magical energy to bend the concrete to his will. 
 
    With three swift steps, he charged forward and launched his right arm at me. I bent under the punch and leapt to the side to avoid the following left kick. This was the second time he was in a good position to hit me with a left punch and he didn’t. The right arm and left leg had to be special in some way. 
 
    I could work with that. He touched the ground and the concrete snakes launched after me once more. I drew my gun and shot. One, two, three. All three bullets bounced off the aether shield he had over his face. But they made him blink and lose focus on the attack. To make concrete move must have required absolute concentration, which was why he attacked physically when I was close. I let go of the gun, clapped my hands and formed the same pattern I saw him do. I placed my hands on the wall behind my back and focused my thought to bend the concrete, copying his spell. 
 
    The wall stretched out and flung me forward. He swung with his right, again. I weaved my head away, grabbed the arm, planted my foot into ground and spun, using the momentum I had. His body bent before me with the arm I held high up. 
 
    Normally, this would have shattered his right shoulder. Except that he only smirked and placed his free hand on the ground. The concrete under me shot up like a spear, aiming at my groin. I let go and leapt back. His right arm was mechanical, wasn’t it? The cheering above got stronger. “Next one will get her!” I heard and a chill crept up my spine. 
 
    Katherine needed backup, now. The man rose slowly, his hand returning to a natural position. “Your friend has overestimated herself,” he said with a wicked smile. “She will join you in hell.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and breathed deeply. I couldn’t help Katherine if I didn’t end this instantly. 
 
    He slapped the column with his palm and concrete shot out like bullets. I stretched out my hand, formed the rotating sphere of aether and led the spell go. The ensuing blast shattered the bullets, threw him back against the wall. 
 
    I charged. He got off the wall and met me with a wide kick of his left leg. I ignored it and dove for his right leg. He hit me in the hip, which sent an explosion of pain through me. But I grabbed his ankle, lifted it and leapt sideways, shooting up my legs. That sent us both to the ground. He clearly never wrestled as he fell flat on his ass. I clenched my legs around his thigh, fixed my arms around his heel and spun my upper body. If this were a fight in an octagon, I would stop the movement to let my opponent tap out. 
 
    But this wasn’t for sport. I finished the move. His knee tore apart as I spun the leg the way it wasn’t supposed to. He wailed in pain. I let go and swiftly pushed myself to get on top of him. He slapped his palms on the ground and the concrete shot out as snakes. He could cast spells with this type of wounds? 
 
    Impressive. I scrambled to dodge. He punched at my chest. His arm was too short to reach me, so I ignored it. A blade extended from the top of his hand. It hit my chest, slid up the collarbone and cut my shoulder. I shouted out in pain, grabbed his arm and pulled him under me. He punched with his left. This one wasn’t mechanical, so the hit bounced off my side. I pinned his right under my knee, postured, up and punched at his face. He used his left arm to cover. Like that would matter. 
 
    Punch after punch, I hammered his arm into his face and then his face into the concrete. His body soon went limp. I exhaled and rolled over onto my back. Fuck. The second of peace got interrupted by cheering from above. Katherine was in serious trouble. 
 
    One more thing. I examined the man’s right arm. Steel shone from beneath the torn sleeve. Perfect. I reached into my pocket and withdrew two GPS trackers. I hid one into the folds of steel of his arm and the other into the steel joint that was his left knee. 
 
     If my calculation was correct, the man with misty gray aether would come rescue him. And even if they were to find my trackers, they would do that after they would reach their base. 
 
    I frowned. His leg was a mess, but he could still use magic. Were we to meet again, he would try to kill me once more. I hauled myself to my feet, grabbed my gun and aimed at his left shoulder. All of the man’s spells started with him clapping his hands together. I shot his shoulder. Blood splattered on the floor as the .44 caliber bullet tore apart the joint. Not pretty, but I had to make sure he wouldn’t be capable of fighting me the next time we met. 
 
    Blood kept pouring down from my shoulder and with it, my precious aether. The cut went deep. The cheering from above refocused my attention. Katherine needed help, now. I stumbled back to the door and ascended the stairs. 
 
    I followed the sounds and soon opened the door into the living room. 
 
    Katherine stood by the far end, her back braced against the wall with green flame forming a globe around her. A crossbow bolt was stuck into her side and blood already formed a pool under her. Across the room were four men. One held a crossbow, one had an assault rifle, and two, one of whom was Mohawk, held two bound girls. The men held knives by the girl’s throats and judging by the cuts on the girl’s bodies, they already used them. 
 
    They must have had two of the slaves upstairs for fun when Katherine charged in. They used the threat of killing hostages to stop her. This worked, because she expected me to come help her. But I haven’t come fast enough, so they had enough time to get through her defense. Rage seared through me. 
 
    I clapped my hands, concentrated my aether and slapped the wall. With my aether filling the wall, I made the ceiling collapse. 
 
    Concrete blocks from the ceiling fell on the four men and the two women.  
 
    The impact shattered furniture and crushed them into the floor. They fell to the ground. I limped forward, glancing at Katherine. She lowered her shield and dropped to the ground. 
 
    Five out of the six people lay limp, hopefully unconscious, but one man started rising to his feet. His hair was gelled backward and shaved at the sides of his head. He wore the same collection of chains as the others but was a lot bulkier. He was roughly thirty, shaved and his body was full of yellow aether. This was the man who held the crossbow, so he could use aether well-enough to harm Katherine. From behind his belt, he drew a knife and stepped toward me, his eyes cold and jaw clenched. 
 
    Oh, how I wanted to blow off his head. I controlled myself, clenched my thigh, drew my gun, and shot at his legs. One, two. In a yellow blur, he slid sideways and stabbed. I ducked under the strike, let go of my gun, clapped my hands, and then pushed my aether into the floor. The wooden tiles shot up from beneath the man’s feet. 
 
    His balance slipped. I bolted forward, grabbed his nape with my hands and sent my knee toward his face. Bones crunched upon impact. I shattered his jaw and teeth flew out. I hit him once more and then let his unconscious body fall to the ground. 
 
    I looked at Katherine. There was no need to ask if she was all right. She wasn’t. Pale, breathing shallowly and with a crossbow bolt in her side, she looked ready to die. Panic flooded my veins. And so did darkness. 
 
    Lucifer entered my mind. ‘Get me a look at the wound.’  
 
    I had no energy left to fight him. Tenderly, I helped Katherine lie straight on the ground. With trembling hands, I moved the clothes from around the crossbow bolt. It hit the side of her abdomen, pierced the skin and created a wide laceration. While the bolt made it through, its tip stopped in her coat. 
 
    No major organ was hit, but there was a pool of blood under her already and the cut was too wide to seal itself by clogging. 
 
    ‘Get me a needle and a string.’ 
 
    I scanned the room. Heavens smiled upon us and I glimpsed a broken sewing machine among the shattered furniture. The previous owners must have left it there and the new ones hadn’t bothered throwing it out. 
 
    I rummaged through the rubble and found a needle and a spool of thread. 
 
    Katherine was staring at me with wide eyes as I returned to her. “What are you… doing?” 
 
    I focused my thoughts on Lucifer. Well? 
 
    ‘Let me take over. I will help her.’ 
 
    A single look at the bleeding Katherine made me not care about whether he was lying. It was worth a shot. I opened my mind, imagining I was opening the door, and the cold darkness of Lucifer filled my every inch. Katherine nearly stopped breathing as she stared at me. My eyes have turned black, haven’t they? 
 
    I ducked above her. “I will now remove the bolt and sew your wound. It won’t be a permanent solution, but it will stop the bleeding.” I didn’t believe my own words. 
 
    “When did you… learn that?” she asked, her voice breaking. She could barely speak. 
 
    “To be a fallen angel, one must first become an angel. And to do that, one must be ascended. I earned my wings when I served as a battlefield medic under Marcus Aurelius himself.” This was the strangest thing I have ever said. Lucifer didn’t take me over, he merged with me. I pronounced every word, felt every heartbeat, and intuitively, I knew what I was saying. “Do you have a rosary?” 
 
    “Just the… necklace.” 
 
    With a careful but swift move, I removed her necklace from her neck, a steel chain with a silver cross pendant. I cleaned off the blood with my shirt, wrapped it around my left wrist and my hands steadied. To put the thread through the eye of the needle felt like the easiest move in the world. With a swift jerk, I pulled out the crossbow bolt. Blood poured out of the wound. I had no idea how to sew a wound. But Lucifer knew, and so did my sub-consciousness. My hands moved by themselves, fast and steady. 
 
    And in this case, it was full-on-magic, done-this-a-thousand-times fast. I sewed the wound within five seconds. 
 
    Katherine stared at me with her mouth gaping. “H… how?” 
 
    “I was the first man ever to receive an angel’s blessing. One doesn’t become the first by being the second best.” I placed my hand on her chest and pushed my aether into her body. It wouldn’t heal her, but it would definitely postpone her death. Aether also worked as one of the two essences of life, so for as long as the body had aether, the soul wouldn’t leave. 
 
    I blinked and the cold feeling of power left me. I shook my head, feeling Lucifer’s presence withdrawing from my mind. 
 
    ‘Get yourself a sword,’ he said into my mind before his presence was gone. The reinforcements Katherine called before she charged arrived in twenty minutes, including a pair of ambulances. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    I SAT INSIDE AN AMBULANCE, my shoulder wrapped while a transfusion poured blood into my vein. Katherine sat next to me, a second blood bag already dripping into her. From what the NYPD lieutenant told us, they arrested eleven men, five of whom Katherine must had knocked out before they cornered her and rescued twenty-one girls held as slaves. The police said they never had a case like this, and it seemed the gang had been operating for at most a few months. 
 
    The void the nightmare plague left behind has apparently filled with all kinds of people. 
 
    When they left us alone in the ambulance, Katherine gave me a genuine smile. She hasn’t done that in over a year and I wished she would do it more often. “Thanks… I’m actually not sure what to say.” 
 
    I kept staring at the cross necklace tied around my left wrist. I found no words. 
 
    “You can keep that,” Katherine said. 
 
    “Thanks.” I sighed. “Things weren’t supposed to go like this.” 
 
    She kept her smile. “Yeah, and I’m sure you aren’t going to tell me who roughed you up.” 
 
    No, of course not. The reason Katherine almost died was that I fell for the distraction and called her. Most likely, the man with gray aether noticed I was following his trail and led me to the sex trafficking gang. When I bit the bait, I unknowingly moved into a position where they could try to assassinate me. 
 
    But only one attacker came, so the gray-aethered man must have seen himself as too important to risk in the fight. 
 
    “Why did he help me?” Katherine asked, changing the topic. “I never thought a fallen angel would want to help anyone.” 
 
    “That an angel falls doesn’t mean they do all the sins all the time.” I conjured a smile. “Some do, of course, but most have only one favorite sin that caused their fall. Lucifer’s sin is murder.” And adultery, but she could live without knowing that. 
 
    We exchanged some more chit-chat and I called myself a cab to take me to my car. I spent the time wondering what it would be like if I laid down my private investigator hat and became a full-time detective of the Church. Katherine would’ve helped me do that and I could survive on the lower wage. But somehow, I knew it wouldn’t work. I have sunk too deep into the dirt of Secret Societies to ever have an honest job. 
 
      
 
    My car awaited me near the abbey in Queens. The moon was already dropping from the sky and hell, I had enough of everything. I couldn’t figure out what hurt worse – the shoulder, the ribs, or the feeling of guilt. I dragged Katherine into that villa and wasn’t nearly ready to forgive myself. 
 
    When I put my keys into the door to open the car—yes, it was that old—I heard steps behind me. I filled my body with aether, forming the most impregnable, defensive pattern I knew, and turned, eyeing the man who was approaching me. 
 
    He was tall like me, had a shortly trimmed beard and neatly cut, brown hair. He wore a black suit, white shirt, a black tie, and had a loose coat over it all. His look was that of a man who put effort into looking good. 
 
    I fuelled my eyes with aether and saw his body was full of dark blue aether, all arranged into a defensive pattern. 
 
    “Mr. Johnson, I suppose,” he said in a conversational tone, but his eyes were cold and analytical. 
 
    “Perhaps. Who might you be?” 
 
    “Agent Miller of the FBSI.” He moved the coat to show me the badge hanging on his belt. “I need to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    Was this about the agents who kind-of-kidnapped me earlier? That would be uncharacteristically fast. “I’m afraid I don’t know anything that could help you.” 
 
    “I think you do.” He put on a professional smile. “Last year, there was an outbreak of nightmares that killed thousands of people. The word has it you were involved.” 
 
    Oh, I was involved… I ended the nightmare plague. But that obviously wasn’t the part he was interested in. “I’m afraid I don’t know anything aside from what I’ve seen in the news.” 
 
    “Are you certain? Because the Dewin Institute has you listed as the man who solved the nightmares by finding the device that caused them.” 
 
    Unlike the previous agents, this man had done his homework. And I needed to have a word with Galen, because that was supposed to be a secret. “Why are you questioning me, then?” 
 
    “I couldn’t see the creator of the device named anywhere, so I was wondering if you might know something that isn’t in the reports.” 
 
    The emotionless face he kept wearing was starting to make me sweat. People usually weren’t this difficult to read. “You’re lying to me, Agent. You must have heard the perpetrator was a Hindu sect, who was arrested by the Church.” 
 
    “True, I did.” He stretched his neck, his joints popping. “But that doesn’t fit. Their leader was a successful doctor, a cancer treatment specialist, who had zero motivation for causing the nightmare plague. And, what a coincidence, your sister was treated at his facility. Makes him look like a scapegoat, doesn’t it?” 
 
    My look turned into a murderous glare. Since then my sister has been taken in by the Devil herself, so she was safe. But that didn’t make me any less angry. “Be careful where you tread, Agent,” I whispered. 
 
    “Was that a threat?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” I stepped to him, my face three inches away from his. “I couldn’t help but remember all FBSI agents in a hundred miles radius died during the plague. How many was it? Two hundred? Perhaps three. Your profession seems to have a terribly low survival rate in these lands.” 
 
    His gaze dropped and face slackened. “I know… my son was among those agents.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card. “In case you remember something, give me a call.” 
 
    I took the card from him, still glaring. He turned and started walking away. No matter how much I looked, I didn’t see any other FBSI agents. Was he acting alone, going against orders to make peace with the death of his son? Possibly. 
 
    I sighed, my heart dropping into my stomach. The most likely scenario was that Vivian murdered his son as a part of the cover up of Lucielle’s activities. But to tell him about Vivian would be equal to killing him. The former vampire queen wasn’t someone he had any hope of arresting. I pocketed the card and got into my car. I was too tired to deal with this now. 
 
    When he left, I drew my phone and went to my sister’s Facebook page. Three new pictures from today, the first one a picture of a white-sand beach from Shirahama, Japan. The second picture was my sister and Lucielle lying under an umbrella. The third one was my sister dressed in a samurai outfit, holding a wooden sword, standing in a dojo in front of a similarly dressed man. Okay, she was on a vacation with the Devil and thus safe. Good. 
 
    On the way home, I stopped at a gas station to buy a carton of cigarettes and a box of candy bars. My home was a two-room apartment on Bleecker St. in Lower Manhattan. The address was expensive, but I was too used to it to move. I parked on the street and headed for the front door. 
 
    I started to enter the house when I heard Vivian’s heels clicking behind me. 
 
    Why was it so difficult to go home and sleep? Couldn’t the world let me be for today? I turned with a sour smile.  
 
    She wore the usual black dress and an overabundance of jewelry. Her blue eyes shone in the night as she smiled. “My, my… you look like you’ve actually been working.” 
 
    “Yes, I have and no, I don’t have the statuette yet.” I was too tired for games or long discussions. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “But you still remembered to buy treats for your pet.” 
 
    ‘For once, I agree with her,’ Lucifer spoke in my mind. 
 
    How about both of you fuck off? I turned with an exasperated sigh. As I opened the door, Vivian’s blazing arms slipped above my shoulders and she leapt onto my back. “Oh, come on, I’m just toying with you.” 
 
    I glowered at her. “You got your report. Is there anything else I can do for you?” I regretted that phrasing the second it left my mouth. 
 
    She grinned, baring her teeth. “Oh, there are so many things you can do for me.” She softly sucked in the skin on my throat, giving me a love-bite. “But you seem to be too beaten up for that. So, we will get back to your question tomorrow.” She pecked me a kiss on the cheek and then paused. “Actually, I can kiss it better.” 
 
    She slid around me like an anaconda, pushing her tongue into my mouth and her aether into my body. 
 
    Not a chance. I forced out her aether with a strong push of my power, grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her off. She tried to hold onto my neck, but I was too tired for this game and much stronger physically. She still scratched me though. I put her on the ground. “Tomorrow.” 
 
    She shuddered and smirked. “Yes, tomorrow.” She slid from my grasp and swayed her hips as she walked to her Ferrari. Hell, I was so tired I didn’t notice Vivian’s car parked in front of my house. 
 
    I watched her drive away and decided not to think about how I would deal with her tomorrow. I mean, I invited her to find the most creative and abusive way to make me entertain her. The stairs leading up to my apartment felt eternal. But the idea of using the elevator came only when I stood in front of the door. Even through its steel plates, I could hear the music from the inside. 
 
    With a smile, I opened the door and entered my apartment. Heat, the scent of cinnamon, and deafening music hit me. Beyond a short hallway, the main room featured a red-brown carpet, a messy kitchen, a gaming table with three monitors, a hi-fi tower next to a large TV with a circle of wooden tiles in front of it, and my table, pushed back into the corner with a turned off laptop. Scattered across the room were about a hundred different crosses, all blessed from the nearby church. They wouldn’t stop Vivian from entering, but they would make her stay unpleasant enough not to linger. 
 
    The TV was playing some advanced dancing tutorial and on the wooden tiles danced Evelyn. Her crimson hair bobbed in an elaborate haircut while she kept contorting her slender body, following the instructions. Her two pet cobras coiled in the carpet behind the dance floor, their bodies postured up and heads bobbing to the music. Evelyn had thin, black and white bracelets above wrists, ankles, and a same-style collar at the base of her neck. She wore a cropped top, dancing pumps and red panties. Yeah, she didn’t dress much at home. She hasn’t noticed me come in, as always. Her body, sculpted by dancing many hours every day, made me stare like an idiot. 
 
    Evelyn and I have been living together for about a year. After she was kicked out by her mother, I offered to let her live here until she got on her feet. The provisory stay has turned into a permanent one, mostly because the billionaire’s daughter found the idea of working for her own money laughable. I mean, when would she have the time for that between dancing and gaming? 
 
    But I liked having her around. Without Evelyn, the apartment was merely a place I lived in. She made it a home. And who would spend all the money I earned? I was sure each individual piece of her clothing cost more than everything I was wearing. 
 
    Yeah, I had a life goals issue. I spent years focusing on helping my sister, who had a lymphatic cancer. Now, my sister was cured, living happily with Lucielle and I became the host of a fallen angel. Suddenly, the future emptied. And making Evelyn’s life better somehow filled that emptiness. 
 
    I dropped the cigarettes and candy bars next to the kitchen sink and headed straight to the bathroom. Blood and sweat glued my clothes to me. The tiredness settled in and I barely managed to peel the clothes off me. The bandages the Church’s medics put on me shared the same fate and I went naked into the shower. I turned the temperature to the coldest setting and let the icy water soothe me. My body burned from strain and most of me would soon start swelling. I needed to put myself into a barrel filled with ice, but I didn’t feel like getting that energetic. 
 
    The music wasn’t deafeningly loud anymore, and feeling a piercing gaze on my back, I slowly turned. Evelyn stood five feet away from the shower stall, munching a candy bar, her orange eyes fixed on me. Her two pet cobras coiled by her sides, both reared up and hissing. 
 
    I put on a smile. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi? Is that what you say after disappearing for three days?” Her voice was sharp, intonation like a bombardment. 
 
    For some reason, this made me flustered. “I sent you a message telling you I’d miss the dancing classes.” 
 
    “That was Wednesday afternoon. Now, it’s Saturday three a.m. There’s a lot of extra time in-between, isn’t there?” 
 
    I rubbed my face with my palm. I didn’t have the right mood or the strength for this. “Look, I’m sorry, but I’ve been busy.” 
 
    “Getting killed, apparently. Do you think your old scars help you hide the new wounds? Do I look blind, hmm? Get out of the shower.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I stopped the water, left the shower and dried. Evelyn observed me, tapping her foot to a rhythm only she could hear. 
 
    When I finished, I wrapped the towel around my loins and smiled. “Look, I’m fine, no need to overreact.” 
 
    She pointed at the door. “On the chair, now.” 
 
    ‘Since when does the pet get to order you around?’ Lucifer asked, annoyed. 
 
    This way is easier. I obeyed, left the bathroom and sat down on the back-less chair she prepared by my table. As I passed the room, I noticed a set of jars and vials lying on her table and hoped nothing would explode. 
 
    Evelyn stopped the microwave and took out a plate with a beef steak and potato puree. She sat it in front of me while handing me silverware. “It’s from yesterday. If you want something fresh, come on time,” she snapped and moved her chair behind me. 
 
    I gulped dryly and grabbed the knife and fork. Evelyn’s cooking always looked spectacular, with the steak perfectly oval and the puree beautifully arranged and decorated with cherry tomatoes. The trap lied in her cooking by the heart. Given her unusual tastes that could result with… creative recipes. And by that, I mean I once spent three days in the hospital after eating her lasagna. 
 
    But I liked having a warm meal and dug in. The steak was sweet as she apparently mixed up salt with sugar and the puree contained so much habanero sauce it made me sweat and cough. I liked the meal. 
 
    In the meantime, she tended to my injuries. Okay, I’m not sure if tended was the correct word since she put her balms on them, which had about the equal chance of causing an infection and cleaning the wound. 
 
    I felt good though, warmth in my chest and overall relaxed. My wounds, especially the cut shoulder, burned as she poured a dark-blue liquid over it. That made my lips curl up since I interpreted it as a signal it did something. I ate the meal and she half-covered me with a dozen various creams, lotions, balms and whatever else she had in the jars. 
 
    “You know…” Evelyn spoke after I finished the meal, her tone uncharacteristically soft. “You don’t have to keep doing this. We can live on less money.” 
 
    Could she? Even if yes, it didn’t matter. I shook my head. “I don’t think I can ever do anything else.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I didn’t need to see her to catch the sadness in her voice. She was worried about me, and selfish as I was, I liked that. “I don’t know… just feel like I can’t.” 
 
    “Liar.” She chuckled. “You love it, don’t you? You’re so addicted to this life you don’t want to even think about doing anything else.” 
 
    She knew me far too well. Yeah, doing anything else felt boring even at first glance. 
 
    ‘And you still insist on making your life harder by refusing to murder,’ Lucifer remarked in my mind. 
 
    My mouth’s corner twitched. I’ve been wondering when you’d try again. 
 
    ‘One murder, that’s all it would take for us to merge.’ 
 
    “He’s talking to you now, isn’t he?” Evelyn asked softly. 
 
    “Yeah. How did you tell?” 
 
    She grinned. “I can always tell.” 
 
    And my life would be easier if I knew how so I could fix whatever muscular twitch gave me away. “Do you think I should do it? Murder someone so we could merge?” 
 
    Evelyn laughed ironically. “That’s just a matter of time.” 
 
    “No, I’m not doing that. If only to piss him off.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” She leaned into my back, her breath softly stroking my skin. “You think it was an accident that you ended with Lucifer’s soul? A play of chance? That’s not how fate works. You are destined to merge with Lucifer, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    I raised my chin and clenched my muscles. “Never.” 
 
    “Keep being stubborn all you want.” She hugged me gently. “It won’t be a big, long decision, anyway. One day, you will have something over which you’ll murder. And then you’ll do it in a split second, without hesitation, or long internal discussions, or caring about what it would make you.” 
 
    No, I wouldn’t. I fished out my phone and pulled up my laptop. Evelyn rose, put the music back up and took the empty plate. With the volume back up on her hi-fi tower, she returned to her dancing practice. I moved the photo of my assassin onto my laptop and started searching by face recognition. Yeah, image search served me well in the past and it didn’t fail me this time either. After a few tries, I found a ten-year-old picture of some Japanese smelter’s employee. The image fit, and the name read Yoshiro Tsukoyomi. 
 
    I put the surname into Google and got to the Wikipedia pages of the Japanese moon god from the Shinto religion. Okay, I fought a demi-god today. Last year, Evelyn threw over two hundred crystals containing souls of the old gods into a portal that randomly scattered them across the world. They were called gods back then but were really just powerful mages who channeled aether from the Void, which greatly expanded their life length. If a compatible person ate the crystal, he would inherit the power of the god. Or die or get stuck somewhere in the middle, like I have with Lucifer. Yeah, I ate his soul crystal. Back then, it looked like a great idea as I didn’t know about the dying part and thought I’d just shit it out the next day. 
 
    Still, this was the first new demigod I’ve met. What were the odds of his companions also being demigods? Hundred percent, I estimated. So, this was the revived Shinto deities settling whatever beef they had with Musashi and his Yakuza. Great. 
 
    Nausea washed over me. I closed my laptop, stumbled to my feet and made way to my bed. The bedroom was smaller, rimmed with wardrobes and two separate beds. Evelyn’s queen-sized, custom-made bed with silk duvets and my wooden bed I bought discounted from Ikea. 
 
    I closed the door and crashed into the bed. Not even a minute later, the door opened, and Evelyn stepped inside. 
 
    She struck a pose with a raised arm and stretched legs. “So, what do you think?” 
 
    My eyes slid over her thin, silk night dress. Hanging from her shoulders, it softly wove over her curves before ending at her hips.  She wore nothing else. 
 
    I sighed, my heart sinking. “My strength slips daily. Sorry, but I can’t.” 
 
    “It wasn’t so bad the last time we tried.” 
 
    “What part of me dislocating both your hips wasn’t bad?” 
 
    “What came before.” She slid into the bed, pressing her warm chest against mine. 
 
    “Come on, now, you know I can maul you to death if I have a nightmare.” 
 
    “Then you better have good dreams.” She pushed herself up to kiss me. 
 
    My mind blanked as her soft lips pressed against mine. 
 
    “And my bed is defective, so I have nowhere else to sleep,” she whispered as she made herself comfortable on my chest. 
 
    “What’s wrong with your bed?” 
 
    “You’re not in it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    I SLEPT GREAT. My whole body felt stiff and my mind was clouded when I opened my eyes. Evelyn still lay on my chest, softly breathing with eyes closed. Her sleeping schedule was an absolute mess, mostly because of me, so she usually went sleepless for long periods of time. And then she slept for at least half a day straight. 
 
    I lay still for half an hour, bathing in her cinnamon smell, wondering if we really couldn’t live a normal life. The thought felt strange. I didn’t know what I should do. Even if I got a job for the Church, it would be what I was already doing, just with better hours, less dangerous, less pay and a lot less exciting. 
 
    And I didn’t think she would end up happy either. The thing with changing oneself was that it was easy to change what the other person liked. We didn’t meet in a bar. We met because I was hunting her down and did so successfully while she was trying to kill me. 
 
    She wouldn’t want to stay around me if I didn’t come home bleeding at least a few times per month. 
 
    Or perhaps she would, and I was too blind to realize. 
 
    Gingerly, I slid from beneath her and tucked her into the duvets. The second I left the bed, her two cobras coiled into the sheets to replace me. I grabbed fresh clothes and left the room. 
 
    I ate whatever leftovers I found in the fridge. My body was stiff but the wounds barely ached. Whatever Evelyn put on me was effective. I smiled and turned on the tracking app on my phone, viewing the history of the trackers I put on the assassin. 
 
    Both trackers were still active. Perfect. They were in Mariners Harbor on Staten Island. 
 
    I took a quick shower and then had a silent stare down with the cross necklace I left on the bathroom sink. Never before would I have considered wearing it, but the longer I looked at it, the more significant it felt. I put on the necklace, twitching when the cold silver touched my body. I cleaned my guns, donned my hat, arranged my tie, and headed out. Time to end this goose chase. 
 
      
 
    The Shinto demigods’ hideout wasn’t a random place. The two-story wooden house stood in a large garden with no trees. There was no angle from which I could approach unseen. And there was a security camera on each corner of the roof. The house was last in the row with a marsh park to its left, road and sea behind it and thus only two neighboring houses. 
 
    I looked up at the sky. The clouds hung dark and heavy, but the air wasn’t wetter than New York’s usual, so I wasn’t going to get lucky with rain. The street wasn’t busy, but one car every five to ten minutes was troublesome enough. At least the surrounding houses seemed empty, their owners apparently out of town for the weekend, judging by the lack of activity and parked cars. 
 
    Since the Shinto demigods haven’t moved in six hours, they were likely resting. I had time for preparations. I bought a baseball cap, a white and blue sports jacket and ordered three large pizzas. After getting the delivery, I stowed my hat and jacket into my backpack and hid it in the nearby bushes. The hiding spot wasn’t great, but this wasn’t going to take long. 
 
    The one thing I regretted was being unable to take my guns. But those would be noticeable and too suspicious. I waited for a car to pass, lowered the cap’s peak into my face and approached the fence gate. As I stepped to the gate, I pushed aether into my eyes and into my left hand, forming an offensive pattern. 
 
    Acting as if I was opening the gate, I hit the lock with my fingers. Metal clanged and the lock shattered. I passed through, acting as if I was delivering the pizzas and I didn’t see the bell next to an unlocked gate. My palms started sweating and I licked my lips. Nothing moved in the house. 
 
    I stepped to the door, pressed the doorbell and shouted, “Pizza delivery!” 
 
    Okay, I probably overacted that part. Half a minute passed, and I kept pressing the bell, enjoying the constant sharp ringing. 
 
    “We haven’t ordered any pizza,” a male voice, different from the assassin, replied from the inside. 
 
    I let go of the doorbell. “I’ve got three large pizzas here for Mr. Toshikawa. At this address.” The name was fake, obviously. 
 
    “Go away. We haven’t ordered anything.” 
 
    “The order is prepaid. This is the address, so I have to give it to you.” 
 
    The lock rattled and the door opened slightly with a gray-haired, young Japanese man looking at me. We exchanged a short glance and he stiffened, eyes widening. Misty gray aether filled his body. He sprung to close the door. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    I bolted forward, hitting the door with my shoulder. He was ready with his aether already molded, but the impact still threw him off. I let go of the pizzas and slammed the door shut. 
 
    The hallway was narrow with wooden doors by the sides and stairs at the end. Dark brown wood formed the furniture and contrasted with the white plaster covering the walls. 
 
    This man wore a looser outfit of khaki pants and a hoodie, but Kevlar combat armor showed under the cloth. His shoes were strange, something like rollerblades, but fully steel with two large wheels beneath each foot. 
 
    So that was what made the straight line in the plane’s carpet. With a smirk, I charged. He pushed aether into the rollerblades, which started humming, and he spun with a kick. A blast of wind flew at my face. I ducked, stepped in and punched. He used both hands to block. Not enough. Air blew out of his lungs and he flew backward. 
 
    Yellow aether swelled in my left peripheral vision. Instead of following through, I leapt backward. The wall next to me exploded and a blast of flame scorched the hallway, charring the white walls. 
 
    A woman stepped into the hallway. She wore a combat suit same as the men, had long, black hair tied into a ponytail and held a rune-covered katana in her hand. She shouted something in Japanese and the man with rollerblades bolted upstairs, gliding above the surface. 
 
    I didn’t need to understand the words. She told him to grab the wounded man and that she would stop me or something along those lines. Not like I cared. 
 
    I bolted forward. Her aether stretched out, covering the hallway and through the hole in the wall that led to the kitchen. She molded aether into her blade and swung before I got close. A sharp blast of flame left the sword in the direction she cut. 
 
    By bending my body sideways, I dodged and closed the distance. I swung my fist. Her aether flashed, she disappeared, and a fridge appeared in her place. I hit a fridge, my fist bending in the door. 
 
    I glanced through the hole in the wall and saw she stood where the fridge was a split second ago. Impressive. She quickly formed a set of patterns with her hands, took a deep breath and unleashed a torrent of flame. If I dodged to the side, the fire would scatter over the wall and envelop me. 
 
    And so, I leapt forward, rolling sideways. The flame hit my shoulder and calf, searing my pants and skin. The blast set the hallway’s furniture ablaze. 
 
    She formed another set of patterns and slashed with her sword again, this time sending a blade of pure force at me. I sprung up and leapt aside, watching the blade cut deep into the concrete wall behind me. 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked, lowering her blade in front of herself in a combat stance. 
 
    To use that much aether this quickly required her to take a break to refill her body. And to buy time for her friends. But I needed information. I stood straight, hiding how blinding the pain from the burns was. “You murdered someone you shouldn’t have. How’s your friend’s shoulder, by the way?” 
 
    She spat out a curse I didn’t understand and readied to strike. “You will die for that.” 
 
    I wish I got a hundred bucks every time someone threatened me. Since I wasn’t done rearranging aether around my body, I said, “Girl, flames, has a friend named Tsukoyomi… you’re Amaterasu, aren’t you? And to fill the trio of the old Shinto gods, your second friend is Susanoo, right?” 
 
    “What the hell do you…” she narrowed her eyes. “You’ve got a divine soul too, don’t you? Why do you fight us then?” 
 
    I wouldn’t call Lucifer’s soul divine, but I didn’t want to argue. “Why shouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Because we will change the world in your favor.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Her eyes shone with inner light and her voice increased in both cadency and volume. “The Hand of God are self-appointed tyrants. Their world order is only concealed oppression of everyone and everything. Nothing can change unless they fall.” 
 
    And they wanted to overthrow the system, like Neo when he fought the Matrix. Too bad the system has already hired me. I clapped my hands, formed the symbol I remembered from her friend and put my palm on the wall. 
 
    My aether burst through the concrete and made the wall near her explode, sending a shrapnel at her. She bolted backward, dodging while forming a set of patterns with her fingers. I watched every move and formed the exact same pattern, also copying the way she moved her aether through her body. 
 
    She slashed her sword and I my fingers. We both released a blast of pure force. The two spells crashed midair. Her spell may have been the original, but my copy was almost perfect, and I put in a lot more aether. My blast shattered hers and hit her across the chest, bending her armor, making her shout out in pain. 
 
    She spread her aether through the room, formed a set of patterns with her fingers and blew out a blast of fire. I did the same. Flame filled my vision as the spells clashed with a thundering explosion. 
 
    I spun to verify she indeed switched her position with a dishwasher that stood behind me. Water burst from the suddenly disconnected pipe. She formed a finger pattern and the water shot at me like bullets. I stretched my aether the way she did and tried switch my position with a cupboard. 
 
    That didn’t work and the water bullets hit me in the chest. They weren’t hard enough to cause deep wounds, but they still hurt. Oh, she was good. She figured I was copying her spells using my sight, so she went for a spell that made me lose track of her. Next, her position-swapping spell apparently required some object she carried, so I couldn’t copy it and the water spell followed the same idea since there was no water for me to use. 
 
    She smirked, formed a pattern and pushed her aether into the water. 
 
    The room behind me burned. But through a window behind her, I saw the sea of Newark Bay. Perfect. I finally maneuvered her into a position where there wasn’t a house full of innocent people in her direction. 
 
    I formed a globe of aether in my palm, made it spin and compress, and let go. My strength slipped and I accidentally put a lot more aether into the spell than I intended to. 
 
    The world exploded in front of my hand. She swapped her position with a table by the other side of the room. The blast caught her, anyway. Furniture shattered to splinters, concrete walls crumbled to dust and she flew out of the house in the torrent of energy. 
 
    Fuck. I didn’t want to make it this strong. Hearing fire crackling behind me, I ran out through where the wall once was. 
 
    She flew across the street and above the bay, where the man on rolling blades caught her. He glided above water, his aether forming a surface on which he ran. Gray mist cloaked him, hiding him from mundane sight. He held a man over his shoulder and had a statuette hanging by his belt. 
 
    The statuette was one-foot-tall, oozed black-purple aether and had the shape of a praying monkey holding a gem in its arms, raising it up as a sacrifice. 
 
    With loud rumbling, the house behind me collapsed. I pushed my aether into my hand, forming a globe in my palm. With my three targets in front of me, all I had to do was produce a blast large enough so they wouldn’t be able to dodge. 
 
    A car pulled in on the road. A black Lexus with darkened windows. That snapped me back to reality and I realized the marsh park to my left was full of people staring at the burning house. Not to mention the ships filling the bay, some of which I’d sink. 
 
    Fuck. I couldn’t use a spell now. I let the aether sphere fizzle, lowered the baseball cap into my face and turned right to go around the house. 
 
    “Mr. Johnson?” a man shouted from the Lexus as he opened the door. 
 
    I turned and recognized the PSIA investigator, Sora Yamato. What a coincidence. “Fancy meeting you here,” I said, eyes narrowed. His azure aether was formed into a defensive pattern. 
 
    “Have you seen where they went?” he asked with perfect pronunciation. 
 
    I glanced at the bay. They had disappeared among the ships flowing in and out of Port Newark. Why couldn’t I have magic that would let me run across water being invisible? I stepped toward him. “Not really. They disappeared.” 
 
    “I know where they’re going,” he said. “They have a hideout in Port Newark container depot. I almost caught them there yesterday.” 
 
    I glared at him. I couldn’t detect a lie in his speech, not even tension. Yes, if he was truly a PSIA investigator, he would have been following the suspects and could had found their other hideout. “How did you find it?” I asked as I approached. 
 
    All his clothes were black, suit, polished shoes, with a white shirt, and a thin, red tie. He wore a silver ring, had his short hair barely combed and his hazel eyes carried a glint of suspicion. “One of the suspects got caught on the plane’s internal camera. I matched the face to a Honuzawa Industries’ employee and used his name to find he has rented a container lot in Port Newark.” 
 
    A likely story. That this murder was a Yakuza inside job, an internal struggle for power, made sense. But from what Amaterasu told me, this was also a rebellion against the system. Then again, the Yakuza likely represented the system they fought in Japan. For me, the face of the Hand of God was Lucielle, the Devil herself and my best paying employer. But for them it was Musashi, about whom I knew nothing. Plus, Yakuza didn’t exactly have a stellar reputation. 
 
    As I remained silent, sunken deep in my thought, Sora said, “We are chasing the same people for the same reasons, so perhaps we could cooperate. And you look like you need a ride.” He extended this hand. 
 
    Fair enough. I accepted the handshake and got into his car. First, I made him go around the block so I could pick up my backpack. My shoulder sent stabbing pain through my spine when I took off the sports jacket. Some of the jacket’s fabric, together with my shirt’s, melted into my skin. I had to get that cleaned later. 
 
    But I could do that after I caught the rogue demigods. We stopped by a pharmacy where I bought wide-spectrum antibiotics to prevent infection and we headed to Port Newark. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    SORA DROVE AT THE SPEED LIMIT, careful not to give police a reason to stop us. At least, for the first three minutes because then we got stuck in a traffic jam on Goethals Bridge. Someone managed to flip a van and block one lane. 
 
    I pulled down my window, breathing in a fresh sea breeze mixed with car fumes. “Have you been in New York for long?” I asked. 
 
    “Three months. Got sent here to keep an eye on the Honuzawa Yakuza when they expanded into these lands.” 
 
    That made sense. “So, what does the Yakuza actually do?” 
 
    “Mostly sex trafficking, illegal organ trade, and drug smuggling.” A darker tone played on his voice. He was angry like a smoldering volcano. He controlled himself well though. “Like the sex trafficking gang you broke yesterday. That was the tip of the iceberg of the operations they have started here in New York.” 
 
    How did he know that? “I didn’t see any Japanese around there.” 
 
    “Because that would lead you to them.” He snorted. “That’s how Yakuza operates on foreign soil. They don’t do the dirty work in person, but rather use local criminal groups.” 
 
    And I helped them secure their vault… one more reason to feel good about myself. “By the way, I don’t remember telling you my name.” 
 
    “Neither have I told you mine and you haven’t yet felt the need to ask for it,” he pointed out. “Your name was listed in the NYPD report from yesterday. The PSIA has a cooperation agreement signed with local agencies for when the Yakuza is involved.” 
 
    I didn’t see any flaw in this story, at least not one I could easily verify. He parked outside the port and we proceeded on foot. The now-dried blood glued my coat to my shoulder, which hurt with every move. Not as much as my calf through. I needed to get fireproof clothes. As we exited the car, Sora put a loose coat on and grabbed a sheathed katana. He tied it high by his waist and closed the coat to hide the weapon.  
 
    I tied my holsters to my thighs and arranged my leather coat to cover them. Ironic, how our methods were the same. Then again, there were only so many ways to stealthily carry weapons in public. The cross from Katherine felt cold on my chest, bumping against the muscles as I walked. 
 
    Sora was silent on his feet, keeping perfect balance with each step. The sea breeze had a much fresher feel here and the flying seagulls made a nice contrast with the concrete-built port. 
 
    We spent over half an hour crossing the port, mostly because I wasn’t too quick on my feet. The container depot section was essentially a maze of lots filled with steel containers and massive cranes looming above them. Shadows covered the narrow paths between the container stacks, air cold. 
 
    Good. Lower temperature was good for burnt skin and swelling. Sora suddenly raised his hand to stop me. I aimed at him a raised eyebrow. He motioned to a container lot where a massive stack of the steel containers towered against the sun. We climbed up. Since we had a stack of containers shielding us from behind, and more from the sides, there weren’t any angles through which we could be seen. That helped because climbing a container stack wasn’t exactly unnoticeable. The movement of catching the top of a container, pulling myself up, securing my legs in the gap between them and repeating the process, hurt. 
 
     I was halfway when Sora reached the top. My wounded leg and shoulder screamed with pain at every move. My entire body throbbed when I reached the summit. 
 
    The container stack was the highest one around, so we had an excellent view. Sora motioned me to crawl and so we did, crossing the container. I wished all the seagull shit that covered it were dried. Then again, crawling let my calf rest, so that was a plus. 
 
    We reached the edge and looked ahead. Diagonally from us was a lot that contained only a dozen containers. Groups of four men patrolled around them, looking like workers, but their overalls had bumps clearly caused by weapons. 
 
    I counted six groups, so that was twenty-four armed men. A trace of the misty gray aether led inside the top container in the middle of the lot. Okay, that was my target. 
 
    “We may need some reinforcements,” Sora whispered. 
 
    No kidding. “What’s going on here that the place is so heavily guarded?” There was no way they could keep that many men here constantly. 
 
    “A shipment is likely coming today.” 
 
    I nodded and withdrew my phone. And no, I wasn’t about to drag Katherine into this. One crossbow bolt was enough on my conscience. I called Agent Miller. 
 
    He picked up after two beeps. “Frederick Miller.” 
 
    “Lucas Johnson here. I’ve got something for you, Agent.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’ve remembered something about the nightmare plague?” he asked, his voice rising in excitement. 
 
    “Not exactly. But the local Yakuza is about to ship in cocaine and they have aether wielders defending the container lot.” 
 
    Ten seconds of awkward silence passed before he spoke. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “No.” I smiled. “They have twenty-four armed men stationed here in Port Newark and probably more as lookouts.” 
 
    “I’ll get a strike force ready. Do you know how soon we need to be there?” 
 
    I glanced at the sky. “I doubt they’ll do it in daylight, so you’ve got at least three hours. I’m on top of a nearby stack of containers and will stay there for now.” 
 
    “Alright, thanks. I’ll be on time.” He hung up. 
 
    During the entire discussion, Sora didn’t seem disturbed for the tiniest fraction of a second. Maybe we were indeed on the same side, at least in the spiritual meaning. 
 
    We crawled from the edge to not risk being seen. Lying on the container wasn’t the most entertaining activity I had ever done. But getting some rest wouldn’t hurt me either and my leather coat did a great job guarding me from the chill wind. 
 
    I chatted with Sora from time to time, but that was mostly a formality. From what he said, he was a studied detective who first worked on the Tokyo police force before being promoted to the PSIA. He had been working on Yakuza-related cases for the past six years, from day one of joining the agency. He had a history of arrests, but all were small fish, nothing that would truly disrupt Yakuza’s operations. 
 
    The problem arose when he started asking me the same questions. I wasn’t in the sharing mood, so we soon ended up not talking. 
 
    The sun lowered above the horizon and the activity around the Yakuza container lot intensified. Four vans came, each bringing eight more people. 
 
    Miller better bring a tank division for this. Also, what the hell were they smuggling to need this much security? This wasn’t cocaine, was it? 
 
    I eyed Sora. He wasn’t surprised. Did he know something was going to happen, that he couldn’t stop it himself, and thus tried using me for local contacts? That would’ve made sense… but it would also require incredible clairvoyance from him. 
 
    In my mind, I marked him down as seriously dangerous. Since a battle was approaching, I started flexing my muscles. I couldn’t do much to not make too much noise, but I used every possible muscle to pour blood into them. My left shoulder was a problem. While it withstood the blast back in the Yakuza safe without serious damage, adding burns to it didn’t help. I wasn’t sure I could shoot precisely with my left anymore. 
 
    My phone buzzed. I saw message from Miller. ‘I’m here. Can we meet?’ 
 
    I sent him direction to the container stack where we were. Ten minutes later, the containers clanged behind us as he came up, crawling to join us, covered with sweat. The natural flow with which he crawled in the black suit suggested military training. 
 
    He exchanged a glance with Sora and stopped at my other side. “Who’s our new friend?” Miller asked. 
 
    Sora flashed the badge he withdrew from his suit’s inner pocket. “Sora Yamato, officer of the Japanese PSIA. I’m operating in New York City under joint response agreement number 201385. Both the NYPD and the FBI are aware of my presence and operations.” 
 
    That seemed to have satisfied Miller as he switched the topic. “Anyway, what’re we looking at?” 
 
    “I’ve counted forty-eight armed men,” I said. “And expect one to four aether wielders.” With this many men around, one of the Yakuza’s mages were bound to be present. I had seen two at their CEO’s office, but there could’ve been more. 
 
    Miller’s jaw clenched and mouth turned into a thin line. “I suppose you two will want to participate. Likely for whatever ulterior motive you have for being here in the first place.” 
 
    “Spot on.” I smiled. “Though my ulterior motives would have been better served without calling you.” That wasn’t even a lie. The most effective way to catch the three rogue demigods and to get Lucielle the statuette would have been to wait for the Yakuza operation to finish. Afterward, catching them would be much easier. 
 
    “Then why did you call me?” 
 
    “Because this city’s my home and I don’t like what our new guests are doing here.” 
 
    Miller smiled, genuinely, with wrinkles around eyes and all. “I’ve brought four SWAT teams and a dozen people from FBSI. They all have Veil clearance and will strike upon my message with a fifteen-minute ETA.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be long,” Sora whispered and pointed at the horizon. A massive freighter with a Japanese flag painted on the side arrived in the harbor. Almost an hour later, the ship stopped by the edge of the port and the crane started moving the containers onto the Yakuza’s lot. 
 
    The freighter was relatively small compared to others, and only half-loaded, carrying roughly a hundred containers. The crane spent a touch over a minute moving one container, so we had time. 
 
    But after the first fifteen minutes, a truck came to pick up the first container. Miller grabbed his phone, unlocked the screen, typing his pin, and sent a message. 
 
    I did another scan of the area with my aether-imbued sight. The tracks of gray aether lingered atop the highest container and I saw no more of them anywhere. My targets were still inside. I glimpsed another set of aether, blood-red, oozing from a man commanding people. I recognized him as the one with the chain-sickle I met in the Yakuza’s CEO office, named Akiyama. 
 
    All three of us atop the container filled our bodies with aether, forming combat patterns. A scowl took over my face. I needed to mostly stand this one out and not get any more injuries. Getting involved was already bad. 
 
    The harbor around us slowly emptied. Before the Yakuza filled the truck, I could see no one from the harbor staff other than the crane operator. The Yakuza men noticed too as they stiffened and started keeping their hands under their overalls, likely close to their weapons. 
 
    That they had almost clearly visible weapons helped a lot. Without that, Miller would have needed some proof their cargo was indeed what I said. But now, even if nothing was found, he could still arrest the Yakuza members for unlawfully carrying weapons. 
 
    A dozen black vans rolled into the harbor. I formed the offensive pattern and withdrew more aether. The intoxication of power made me almost scream with excitement. But I froze the next second. Aether oozed from most of the new Yakuza containers in a faint drip of colors. 
 
    The FBSI vans stopped nearby and agents swarmed out. Most wore full tactical gear with assault rifles and night vision goggles. Almost all of them had aether formed into a combat pattern in their bodies. Okay, the government was a lot better at recruiting aether-wielders than I expected. 
 
    One agent stepped toward the Yakuza men and Akiyama went to meet him. 
 
    “Put your hands above your head and step aside,” the agent shouted. 
 
    Akiyama started raising his hands. But then he shouted something in Japanese and whirled. In an incredibly fast move, he grabbed the chain sickle hanging by his belt and launched the weight at the agent’s head. The helmet bent in and a wet splotch echoed through the air. 
 
    “Shit!” Miller cursed, drew his gun and rose to a crouch. 
 
    Gunfire roared into the night. The FBSI forces had the Yakuza surrounded, outnumbered and outgunned. But bullets bounced off Akiyama as if he was made of steel and he mowed down the agents, killing three more men within the next few seconds. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, sprung to my feet and bolted across the containers. Yeah, I should’ve contained my strength and remained focused on my target, I knew. But I refused to watch people die. 
 
    I leapt at the lower stack of containers, turning my fall into a somersault. My shoulder didn’t like that, giving a shot of pain in return. I rolled onto my feet, crossed the container and leapt down at Akiyama. Sure, it would have been safer to pepper him with any of the ranged spells I learned from the Japanese demigods. But I didn’t want Sora or the FBSI to see that. Especially not because they could run into the demigods later and could thus realize my magic revolved around me copying the spells of others. 
 
    The thing with mage duels was that whoever knew the capabilities of his opponent had a massive advantage. And so, I went for the melee plan. 
 
    As I was falling on him, Akiyama spun and flung the chain-sickle’s weight at my face. I bent to dodge and fell on him, feet first, hitting his chest. The impact threw him backward, but he shuffled his feet and stabilized, whirling to send another strike of the chain at me. I fell into the ground, slid by the swing and bolted at him. He met me with his sickle’s slash. 
 
    I ducked under the swing and grabbed his leg. The weight on the chain sprung backwards and hit my back. Pain blasted through me, air blew from my lungs and my grip weakened. Fuck. 
 
    He kicked his leg back to get out of my grip and launched his knee at my chest. My calf refused the impulse to dodge. I blocked with both arms. His strike almost broke them and threw me back. 
 
    He spun and launched the weight at me once more. I contorted to dodge. The weight hit me in the stomach, twisting unnaturally in the process. So that was what his magic did. I bent over, spat out and leapt to the side to avoid the follow-up strike at my head. 
 
    With a spin, he sent the weight at me again. I braced for impact as I didn’t have the energy to dodge. The weight hit my chest, flinging me against the container. The explosion of pain blinded me for a second. My vision came back in time to see his next strike approaching my head. I was too far for him to reach. He let go of the sickle, letting the weight fly. Shit. That was about to reach me and I couldn’t dodge. 
 
    Sora stepped in front of me and slashed the weight aside with his katana. The chain flew sideways, burying into the container two feet from my head. Sora caught the sickle with his left hand. 
 
    Akiyama straightened and spread his legs into a combat stance. Sora jerked his hand, making the chain sickle fly to his hand. He tossed it to Akiyama. 
 
    I slid down onto the ground. What the hell was this about? I tried to get up, but my body refused to comply, responding with intensifying agony. Okay, fighting Akiyama head on in a melee fight was stupid. To get almost killed wasn’t a part of the plan. 
 
    Akiyama caught the weapon Sora threw him back. He weaved the chain around his arm and adjusted his stance. Sora stepped forward. Akiyama launched the weight. Sora ducked and bolted ahead. Akiyama spun and slashed. Sora weaved away and ran his sword through Akiyama’s chest. 
 
    As Akiyama coughed out blood, staring with disbelieving eyes, Sora whirled and severed his head. Sora leapt backward to dodge the fountain of blood. 
 
    Okay, that was a lot more one-sided than I had expected. 
 
    Sora slashed the blood off his blade and sheathed it. He returned to me and offered me his hand to help me up. “You fought well.” 
 
    Not really. I accepted the hand and let him pull me up to my feet. I still had to brace myself against the container to not fall. The gunfire around us ceased. I saw the remaining Yakuza members kneeling on the ground, raising their hands above their heads. Their faces were pale and eyes wide. 
 
    I stood by the container, focusing on remaining conscious. A glance at the container where my targets were confirmed my expectations. The door was open and a trail of misty gray aether led away. 
 
    I had no strength to follow them. 
 
    Sora started cleaning his sword with a cloth and Miller soon arrived by our side. 
 
    “Sorry to bother, but we have found only fish in the barrels. Would you know anything about that?” Miller asked. 
 
    I straightened and stumbled to the nearest container that oozed aether. Every step hurt. Sora and Miller followed me. I moved down the latch and opened the door. Inside were stacks of barrels and the whole place smelled of fish. No barrel near the entrance oozed aether, but the ones deeper inside did. 
 
    Sora and Miller both turned on their phones’ flashlights to see in the dark. My aether-imbued vision didn’t need that. The barrels were held in four rows, leaving a narrow pathway in the middle. I walked through until I reached the barrel oozing aether. 
 
    I grabbed the barrel and moved it into the row. The lid was sealed with tape, but I tore that off. A sour smile played on my lips as I opened the lid. “Yeah, I was wrong about the cocaine.” 
 
    I reached inside and gently pulled out the girl huddling in the barrel. She was bound, gagged, trembling from the cold, and marked with a spell, which was where the aether I saw came from. 
 
    Miller’s eyes widened. “Mother of God…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll be safe,” I whispered and put the girl down. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    THINGS BECAME A BLUR. I stumbled outside the container and sagged down by the wall of another. Miller commanded the agents to take out all the barrels and check every one of them. Sora handed me his business card and left. 
 
    The agents arrested the Yakuza members, fished dozens of girls out of the barrels and also found cocaine in others. Miller came to me two hours later. 
 
    I was barely conscious, but along with the pain, I had a strange feeling of warmth in my chest. 
 
    “Ambulances will arrive soon. You should go with one of them,” Miller said, his voice steady and mouth carrying a soft smile. 
 
    “I’m fine.” I hauled myself to my feet. “Just need to go home.” 
 
    He sighed. “I’ll send an agent to take you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I didn’t feel like taking a night bus. A younger agent named Jose put me in the back seat of a Porsche Cayenne. They sure didn’t scrimp on cars. I told him the address and he took me home. 
 
    With a thank you, I exited the vehicle and stumbled to the door. To my surprise, nobody ambushed me. This time I took the elevator. 
 
    I closed the door and pressed the fourth floor. The elevator started moving. 
 
    Lights went out and the elevator stopped. The emergency, red light turned on. Blood started pouring into the elevator through the door. 
 
    Oh, now this was just fucking great. I let myself slide to the ground by wall. This was the first and last time I would ever use this elevator. “Really funny, Vivian.” 
 
    A sense of heat filled the air, blood swirled in the small elevator and Vivian formed in front of me, her sapphire eyes shining, illuminating her perfect face. She measured me with an appraising stare and the corners of her mouth dropped. “My, my… it seems my suspicion of you not living up to your yesterday’s words was correct.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m a bit tired.” 
 
    She ducked, placing her knees by my sides, sitting on me. In a gentle move, she slid her hand to my face and then grabbed my crotch. Her lips curled “You seem to have both important parts intact.” 
 
    I smirked. “I’ve got about ten wounds too many to get it up.” 
 
    “I can solve that.” 
 
    Oh, I had no doubt she could use her magic to influence my blood flow to suit her purposes. The unnatural heat of her aether poured into me. I pushed it out with my aether. “Sorry, not today. Maybe Monday will be better.” 
 
    She scowled. “Yesterday, you promised tomorrow.” 
 
    “I said, not promised.” In the supernatural world, promises were a big deal. Since no real system of justice worked, reputation became crucial. Nobody wanted to work with someone who couldn’t be trusted, hence I promise were the most magical words in existence. 
 
    “Really? That’s how you want to play this?” 
 
    I shrugged. Pain was my reward for the movement, reminding me not to try my luck with complex moves. “Sorry, wasn’t planning to get this roughed up. I’ll make it up to you on Monday.” 
 
    She slowly shook her head. “That is not good enough, I am afraid. The Summit of the Hand of God will take a week, so I’m busy from Monday to next Sunday, and then Lucielle will cast me back into my punishment harness for hell knows how long. Tomorrow is the last day I can enjoy myself in the upcoming future and you are going to be a large part of that enjoyment whether you like it or not.” 
 
    Okay, in retrospect, I have caused my own undoing by spending all this time playing around with her, with kisses and touches. Now, the beast was off the leash and wanted to feast on my flesh, so me being too beaten up for anything simply wouldn’t do. 
 
    Actually, when I thought about it, she was uncharacteristically restrained. I smiled. “Tomorrow, then.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    Oh, no, I didn’t want to promise that. Especially since I would most likely be equally beaten up tomorrow. But the viciousness shining in her eyes told me she would get what she wanted, one way or another. “I promise.” 
 
    Her teeth bared as she formed a wide grin. “That sounds better. Meet me at the abbey’s church tomorrow night. In the meantime, take care of yourself. It would be an awful shame if you were too wounded to be any fun.” 
 
    “What if I am?” 
 
    “Then I’ll have my fun through revenge.” She softly kissed me on the lips and turned to blood. The crimson liquid flowed out of the elevator, the lights came back on and it started moving. 
 
    I didn’t like the way she said that. Vivian’s means of having fun almost always meant someone else dying or at least greatly suffering. 
 
    The elevator stopped and the door opened. I clawed my way up to my feet and entered my apartment. This time, my entrance wasn’t unnoticed. I didn’t even manage to pull off my shoes before the music silenced and Evelyn stood in the door frame. 
 
    I smiled. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey? You come home looking like this and all you have to say is hey? Hmm?” 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry, I—” 
 
    She motioned at the bathroom door. “Shower. Now!” 
 
    I stepped forward and wobbled. She bolted to me and supported me under my shoulder. I didn’t want her to carry me, but I didn’t have the strength to stand upright either. This was the problem with fighting while using a lot of aether. One fight a day was perfectly fine, but I fought twice today, and my muscles have had enough. 
 
    Yes, I had aether to spare, but the amount my body could channel without a prolonged rest was limited. And I reached the limit today, not to mention the beating I took from Akiyama. 
 
    Evelyn put me into the shower in full clothes and washed me like zookeepers would wash an elephant. She peeled the drenched cloth from me afterward and gasped when she saw the wounds. Yeah, my burnt shoulder and calf weren’t pretty. And neither were the massive bruises on my chest accompanied by smaller stab wounds. 
 
    The water bullets I got hit with earlier didn’t cause deep wounds, but they penetrated the skin. 
 
    “You can’t keep doing this,” Evelyn whispered as she started the second round of washing. 
 
    I sat sagged in the shower, full of mixed emotions. I loved the worried look in her eyes and the care she was giving me. But I also felt guilty. “It’s just one harder job.” 
 
    “No, it’s not one job.” Her orange eyes flared up. “This one job happens every month.” 
 
    “Come on, when’s the last time I got this badly beaten up?” 
 
    She gave me the you’re an idiot look. “Five weeks ago, I had to pick you up in the ditch because you got hit by a truck.” 
 
    “That was an accident completely unrelated to the job I finished earlier.” 
 
    “Really? You would’ve never been there if you weren’t hunting the rogue mage. And what about three weeks before that, when a house collapsed on you? But that also doesn’t count, right?” 
 
    And I also got shot sixteen times in the past year, though never anywhere vital. She had a point. “Look, I’m a fallen angel. No matter what I ever do, my life will be like this.” 
 
    “That’s only your stubbornness talking.” She helped me rise and half-carried me to my chair. I was too tired to even feel cold. She sat me down and brought her balms. Given how perfectly prepared she was, she must have expected me to come home roughed up. 
 
    Apparently, I wasn’t as unpredictable as I thought. “And what would you have me do?” 
 
    “Something safer. Can’t you join a SWAT team? Or the Church forces? Or at least become something like a contract killer or a vampire hunter or a demon exorcist? Literally any job in the world where you don’t have to constantly fight other mages? I’m sure Katherine would help you get a position at the Church.” 
 
    I winced in pain as she started cutting off the burnt skin from my shoulder. The wound was shallow, but that also meant the nerves weren’t all scorched, so every slightest touch burned and sent a bolt of pain through my body. “I’m a private investigator, so I do other stuff than fighting rogue mages.” 
 
    She grabbed a patch of burnt skin and tore it off. After I was done yelping, she asked. “Do you? When was the last time?” 
 
    “There was… okay, not that one, but the job I did last…” my words trailed off. I may have called myself a private investigator, but almost all my jobs were Dewin Institute’s cleanups. That meant I dealt exclusively with rogue mages and other types of aether wielders. And nobody else was that dangerous. “I don’t think I’d do anything else for the Church though.” 
 
    “But you’d have a team that’s a lot less difficult to kill than you are. Whatever people you’d be working with would be trying to survive, so they’d never go into stuff as dangerous as you do by yourself.” 
 
    She was done clearing off the burnt skin and now started putting generous amounts of balm onto the wound. That was cold, but pleasant. “Katherine got hit by a crossbow bolt in the last mission, so it’s not like her job’s any safer.” 
 
    “Want to bet that’d never happen if you weren’t involved? Hmm?” 
 
    My heart sank. Yeah, if I wasn’t there, she wouldn’t risk charging in and would have waited for the backup. 
 
    She finished with the shoulder and ducked down to my calf. Since that was further from the brain than the shoulder, the burnt-skin clearing didn’t hurt as much. Or, at least, I withstood the pain better. “My point is that the money isn’t worth this. Plus, how much do you have saved?” she asked. 
 
    “Almost nothing.” 
 
    She moved her hands at my calf like a comb, tearing off all charred flesh in one move. When I was done shouting with pain, she said, “I’m not stupid, Lucas. I know you’re getting paid way more than you admit. It’s sweet how you’re trying to have some savings by protecting them from me, and I’ve been happy playing the game, but don’t lie to me when I ask.” 
 
    With both Vivian and Lucifer calling her a pet, it was easy to forget she wasn’t stupid. Yes, I had a secret account with a card she didn’t know about and yes, there was a huge pile of money in it. Doing about two jobs per week with a fifty-thousand-dollar average pay stacked up through the months. But that was our emergency backup. And, if I was to be honest, I loved the life I lived. “Suppose you’re right, what’s your point?” 
 
    “That you can get a normal job and make up for the loss of income through this reserve. And, if it really gets bad, you can always do one or two contracts on the side.” 
 
    Yeah, I could. I hunched my shoulders. “You’re right. After I’m done with this job, I’ll talk to Katherine to get me a position at the Church.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    Oh, of course she remembered how this worked. I paused for a long moment, and then sighed. In the end, I could do this for her. “I promise.” 
 
    She rose and pecked me on the cheek. “Into bed, now.” She had to help me rise. I was too tired to move by myself. Gingerly, she led me to the bed and put me on the mattress. 
 
    Afterward, she moved her jars and balms and sat next to the bed. She cleaned the wounds on the chest and then started putting balms on them. When she was halfway done, she dipped her fingers into the jar, and they came out dry. 
 
    She scowled. 
 
    “It’s all right,” I whispered. “This is enough. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Yes, why get healed when you can bleed, right? I’ll go get supplies, make more balm and finish the treatment.” She rose and went to dress. 
 
    I didn’t want her to leave. But I lost the strength to speak. My mind clouded and my eyelids became heavier than lead. I heard her close the door a second before I fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    I woke up in the morning with a cobra coiling on my chest, its head raised in front of mine. The snake hissed, tongue touching the tip of my nose. 
 
    Yeah, good morning to you too. Wait a second… no music played. I scowled and rose, knocking the snake on the ground. The move made me dizzy as blood drained from my head. Evelyn’s bed was empty. 
 
    I walked to the living room. Nothing. The bathroom was empty too. 
 
    Evelyn was gone. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    OH, THIS WAS NOT A PEACEFUL MORNING. I put on my clothes, donned the gun belt, tied the holsters to my thighs, threw on my coat, grabbed my hat, fixed my tie around my neck, ate a fistful of painkillers and stormed out of the apartment. 
 
    On the stairs, I called Evelyn. No answer. Why didn’t I keep a permanent tracker on her? Because I thought it would be weird. Being smart was much easier in hindsight. Despite it being pointless, I tried to look for aether. Not a drop. The collar and bracelets that blocked most of her ability to use magic were still working. Fuck! 
 
    I half-dashed through the street toward Washington Square Park. The Nether Mart was a Secret-Societies-only shopping center hidden under the park. I walked to the side of Washington Square Arch and eyed the maintenance door. A display with a numbers-only keyboard was glued to the wall. There were many more entrances to the Nether Mart, but Evelyn always used this one. 
 
    The standard maintenance staff would enter their access number and the door would open. I typed in one-three-three-seven and the door opened. But instead of the stairs beyond leading up, like they would for commoners, they headed downward. 
 
    I entered, closed the door and I dashed down the stairs. The air was dry, the concrete walls, ceiling and floor clean. Dim light from the ceiling illuminated the corridor. Behind me, the room shifted to the standard version and darkness flooded the room. Yes, Secret Societies loved to be dramatic. Lights turned back on and I crossed the room toward the elevator, seeing it was completely barren. I jabbed the button and the steel door opened with a ding. 
 
    The elevator bore no marks of a fight. The mirrors were spotless, the ceiling light shining bright and the floor clean. Once I got down, I crossed a short hallway, I gazed at the Nether Mart. Lights weaved like snakes through the vast underground hall. Hundreds of neon signs worked together with the lights, illuminating the various shops. Every building was different, ranging from a wide tree with doors and windows, to a floating globe with stairs leading to the door, all the way to the modern mall of glass and steel. 
 
    The paths between the buildings were packed full. Among mages, Sundays were shopping days. The crowds were made of the classical Secret Societies blend, marked with clothing ranging from casual jeans, to black suits, dashing dresses, witch outfits, combat armor, and all the way to medieval armor. When hidden from common eyes, mages didn’t bother pretending they weren’t weird. 
 
    I lowered my cowboy hat into my face and pushed through the crowd, heading all the way to the Chinese temple at the other end. The current director of the Nether Mart was Wu Yu Yan, the youngest descendant of Wu Zetian, the former Chinese empress. I had neither the time nor the nerve to deal with her underlings. 
 
    The temple itself was the classical mix of red and gold with a huge archway as the entrance. Sculptures of dragons wove over the columns and another one loomed at the top of the arch. Two guards stood by the columns, but judging by the ceremonially looking armor, they were more decorations than guards. No serious operative would wear that. 
 
    I ignored them and stepped through. They either recognized me or subconsciously realized I was trouble, so they didn’t move, pretending they didn’t see me entering. I took the first stairs I saw and dashed up. A hallway decorated with vases opened before me and I knew I was going the right way. 
 
    The thin carpet swallowed the sound of my steps. I advanced until I saw a door with a real guard. He wore a suit, sunglasses, and reached for the gun holstered by his belt the second he saw me. 
 
    I walked toward him, calm. “I’m here to talk to Yu Yan, now.” 
 
    He gulped, beads of sweat covering his pale face. “Lady Wu is busy. You’ll need to schedule a meeting with her.” 
 
    I stopped straight in front of him, gazing down with my chin inches away from his brows. “Within the next five seconds, I will enter this door and you aren’t capable of stopping me. The only question is if you will live to tell the tale.” 
 
    Now, he may have been a security guard, but that was a job very distant from threats on one’s life. I wouldn’t kill him, of course, but he couldn’t know that. And with all the aether overflowing from my body, dried blood on my torn coat and guns visible by my waist, he was bound to believe me. I doubted he was being paid enough to try to stop me. 
 
    He stepped to the side, motioning to the door. “Lady Wu has a meeting now though.” 
 
    Perfect. I opened the door, crossed the short hallway and entered the office. By a redwood table inside sat six people. Yu Yan sat at the head, wearing a traditional crimsons dress with a golden dragon woven into the cloth. Three men and two women in business suits sat at the sides. They all had laptops in front of them and turned to me when I entered. 
 
    I glared at Yu Yan, and spoke in a steady, low voice. “I need to see your security camera feeds from last night, now.” 
 
    “If you haven’t noticed, this is a private meeting to which you haven’t been invited,” Yu Yan answered, her eyes cold as ice. “Leave or I will have my security accompany you outside.” 
 
    I grabbed the table and threw it at the wall. My strength slipped. The glass covering the paintings on the wall shattered, laptops broke and the people by the table screamed. The table’s frame dented the wall’s plaster. 
 
    I moved my hands to slide my coat backward, revealing the colts on my thighs. The businesspeople shrieked, fell from their chairs and started running toward the door. As they did, I walked to Yu Yan. 
 
    She remained seated, calmer than I expected her to be. “Who do you think you are to enter my domain and threaten me?” 
 
    “Lucas Johnson. Someone close to me disappeared and I need your last night’s camera feed to confirm if she entered Nether Mart or not.” I motioned at the table lying by the wall. “And sorry about this.” 
 
    “Sorry?” She chuckled. “You think saying sorry is enough? The only thing you will ever get from me is a visit from my assassins.” 
 
    “Okay, I tried to be nice.” I smiled. “Give me what I’ve came for or this will turn very violent.” 
 
    “You think you can fight me here? You must have lost your mind.” 
 
    “Oh, I haven’t lost anything.” I stepped to the window, looking over the Nether Mart. “This entire enterprise belongs to Lucielle. Sure, you can fight me. You and your people might lose, or you may win, and you might even kill me. But in every case, there will be massive collateral damage and hundreds will die.” I half turned, glaring down at her with my eyes now turned into pools of darkness. “And then the Devil will come, asking why her sales are down, why her properties are damaged and why her employees are dead. What do you think she would do to you if she were to find out all of that could had been prevented if only you would had swallowed your pride and let me see the security tapes I wanted?” 
 
    We glared at each other. This was why the first thing I mentioned were the security tapes. The people who have already run from her office heard me and would remember that, meaning Yu Yan couldn’t lie about it to Lucielle. Yes, I was blackmailing her, but I didn’t care about the long-term consequences. In light of Evelyn being gone, the rest of the world stopped mattering. I could solve that after Evelyn was home and safe. 
 
    She rose. “Follow me.” 
 
    With a wide grin, I did. We left the room. The security guard stood by the door, pale and breathless. Yu Yan didn’t even look at him as we passed. 
 
    The security room was in the basement of the temple. Inside were three men and a woman sitting by dozen shining screens. 
 
    They all turned when we entered. 
 
    “Show him what he wants and then see him out,” Yu Yan said. 
 
    The people inside bowed and said, “Yes, Milady.” 
 
    Yu Yuan spun on her heel and left. 
 
    With a smug smile, I said, “I need to see the footage of all cameras you have on the Washington Park Arch entrance from yesterday 2100 to 2300.” 
 
    They didn’t fight back. Five minutes, later, they put the feed of the four cameras they had there on one station, one on each monitor. 
 
    I took the seat of a man who stepped aside. “Put it on times eight speed.” 
 
    Nothing happened in the first half an hour. Then a morbidly obese woman came and hit the door with her palm, shouting something. She hit a few more times and then vomited on them. She turned and waddled away. 
 
    Two mages came, both older men in suits, carefully tiptoeing around the vomit, and entered. 
 
    A woman arrived, wearing a loose dress and a hat with a flower. She entered too. 
 
    Two young couples left through the door, laughing, carrying full bags, but then shouting in disgust when they noticed they walked through vomit. 
 
    A group of four men in hoodies appeared. They sprayed a dick on the door, giggled and left. 
 
    The tape ended as the time reach 2300. I was certain I came home at about eight thirty, so the time covered the entire interval during which Evelyn could have arrived at the door if she came here. 
 
    Which she had absolutely no reason not to do. That made my heart sink. If she were to forget herself somewhere, it would be in one of the enterprises here in Nether Mart. She clearly didn’t arrive at her destination. 
 
    I noticed no signs of a fight, no stains of blood or anything else on the way here. Okay, I wasn’t looking too thoroughly, but still. The time I’ve spent working on this job made me remember every pin code I ever saw someone type, every password written before me and everything out of the ordinary. 
 
    Evelyn was kidnapped or murdered. No, kidnapped. Murder made no sense and I refused to acknowledge any such scenario. 
 
    “Thanks,” I uttered and left the room. I headed straight to the elevator leading outside. Perhaps I missed something on the way here since I was rushing. The crowd swallowed me when I left the temple and spat me out at the other end. 
 
    A young man stood in the elevator, wearing a black suit. I entered and stood to the side. Three more men entered the elevator. The door closed. 
 
    Who the hell kidnapped Evelyn? My mind raced too erratically to get any real thinking done. I breathed fast, was covered with icy sweat, and kept shifting my weight. If I didn’t calm down soon, I would solve nothing. 
 
    ‘Would you start paying attention?’ Lucifer said into my mind. 
 
    Fuck o… I looked around just in time to see the men drawing knives. Right, that. 
 
    The first man stabbed at my back. I whirled and hit his throat with an elbow. His spine cracked and he fell to the ground. The other three swung at me at the same time. I caught the arms of the men at the sides and kicked the one in front. My boot sent him crashing into the door with a loud thud, his stomach smashed. 
 
    I whirled and threw the two men around like cloth dolls. One hit the wall with his head and fell unconscious. The second one kicked the wall and tried to yank his hand from my grip. I stepped in, bent his arm upward, shattering his elbow, and guided the knife into his shoulder, pinning him to the wall. 
 
    The elevator beeped and the door opened. I left them to scream in pain, pressed the zero button and walked out of the elevator. Yu Yan must have been angry to throw an assassination attempt as poorly organized as this. 
 
    ‘Not even a word of thanks?’ Lucifer asked, his tone playful. 
 
    If I die, you die with me. 
 
    He laughed. ‘You are becoming entertaining.’ He withdrew from my mind. I crossed the hallway, left through the door, and headed toward my home. 
 
    Tourist groups filled the sidewalks. I scanned every yard of the way home with my aether-imbued vision. Evelyn didn’t leak aether, but her kidnappers may have. Except that it has been over twelve hours, so unless they fought with spells, there would be no trail left. 
 
    I found too many traces of aether, so I had to revert to normal sight. I passed through a group of Japanese tourists. Along the way, there were no tire marks of sudden breaking, no glass shards from a broken window, no sign of blood. With a scowl, I soon stood in front of our house. 
 
    All right, Lucas, think! I reached for my pack of cigarettes and lit one. Nicotine washed through my mind. This was most likely a kidnapping related to the case I’ve been working on. The major parties I angered in the past two days were the statuette thieves, the traffickers, and the Yakuza. 
 
    And then there were two more sides, Sora and the FBSI centered around Agent Miller. 
 
    For this to have been done by another party was unlikely. But I couldn’t investigate five subjects at once. Okay, who had the most to gain? Sora wanted the Yakuza gone, so that wasn’t a good motive for taking Evelyn. The FBSI had no current beef with me and, most importantly, didn’t operate this way. Even if they did, they’d only arrest Evelyn, meaning she wouldn’t be in immediate danger. If I was wrong about this and it was the FBSI, I could find her next week and she’d be alive and well. 
 
    The Yakuza had good cause to get blackmailing material on me. But they haven’t tried to contact me yet, and more importantly, they knew about my connection to Lucielle. I wasn’t the Devil’s agent right now but had good relationships there—as proven by my letters of recommendation—so it would be reasonable to assume I could ask her for help. And the Yakuza wasn’t stupid enough to enrage the Devil herself. 
 
    I broke the gang of human traffickers, but perhaps that was only a part and there were others who wanted revenge for their friends. Yeah, they would have the motive, but they didn’t strike me as capable enough to execute something like this. The Evelyn kidnapping was precise, done when I was wounded in the single opportunity presented. That meant whoever did it was watching me. I didn’t think the traffickers had the means of doing that without me noticing. 
 
    That left the statuette thieves. They had the means to both watch me, to kidnap her and they also had an excellent motive—to protect themselves from me. Yeah, that made sense, so that was where I had to start. 
 
    I grabbed my phone, glanced at the tracking app and saw the trackers were somewhere in the Bronx. I tossed away the cigarette butt, got into my car and drove there. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    I SAT IN MY ANCIENT CAR, watching the house across the street. The trackers were pointing at this two story, house with a For Sale sign standing in the yard. Tall grass covered the small garden and white walls shone in the sunlight. 
 
    All right, how would I play this? I could choose a direct attack, but that’d be extremely risky if they truly had Evelyn as they could use her for a shield. I needed to find a way to sneak inside the house… nah, that would take too long, and I had no time to waste if I was wrong about them having her. 
 
    I drew my guns and hid them under my backpack on the seat next to me, together with my two hunting knives. I got out of the car and walked toward the house. 
 
     After vaulting over the garden gate, I raised my hands into the air, palms up. I reached the door, pressed the doorbell and shouted. “I’ve come to talk.” 
 
    No answer came. I kept ringing until a male voice sounded from behind me. “Why should we talk with you?” 
 
    “Because talking could end with me not killing you.” Yes, they could have run when I approached, but they had no idea how I was tracking them. From what I have seen so far, they had no high-tech equipment and relied solely on their magic. That meant they were well-equipped for dealing with magical tracking, but no way to find the small trackers I hid in one of their companion’s metallic limbs. 
 
    That was doubly difficult for them to figure out because I spent the entire first day tracking the invisible runner. That must have led to them assuming I was tracking him, not the assassin. To run would only mean I would find them again and next time, I wouldn’t be coming to talk. 
 
    The door opened slightly and the runner, Susanoo, tossed out a pair of shackles. “Put these on.” 
 
    I laughed. “You’re in no position to make demands of me. Last time, you escaped because I was tired and busy fighting others. But right now, I’m on full strength while you have two wounded friends you will not be able to save them from me.” 
 
    A silent moment passed before he spoke, and a black Lexus parked in the street at the other side of the house. “What do you want?” he asked. 
 
    “To talk. I promise I will not attack or harm you from the moment I enter until one hour after I leave the house, provided you don’t force me to.” 
 
    He opened the door. “Come in.” His face was pale, khaki pants and hoodie dirty, and dark bags hang under his eyes, visible under the hood’s shadow. 
 
    They couldn’t track me, could they? That’d put them under extreme pressure, because I’ve twice proven I could appear at any time.  
 
    I entered and he closed the door behind me. The power of the word promise apparently worked in Japan the same as it did here. By having to keep themselves combat-ready, they had no good opportunity to rest. When I looked at it through their eyes, they were trying to escape a hunter that always found them and was stronger than they were. Yeah, that must’ve been pretty harsh on their psyche. 
 
    Susanoo led me to the living room with closed curtains. On the two beds they moved here lay his companions. There was little other furniture. They both jerked up their heads, staring at me with wide, terrified eyes. 
 
    I showed them open palms. “I’m only here to talk.” The girl was mostly wrapped in bandages pale as chalk and had unfocused gaze. The man I fought first had a splint over his shattered shoulder and knee. Upon the fast move, he grunted with pain and fell back down. Neither of those two was in a condition to fight me. 
 
    I took a chair and sat down in five feet away from them. 
 
    The man who brought me, still wearing the strange rollerblades, stood between the beds of his companions. “What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    “Let’s start with introductions,” I said, forcing my voice to remain calm. “I’m Lucas Johnson, a private investigator hired to find the statuette you stole.” Since I needed them to cooperate with me, giving away a bit of what would normally be private information was the fastest approach to build trust. 
 
    They stared at me for a moment. “Aiko Amaterasu,” the woman said. 
 
    “Yoshiro Tsukoyomi,” the man with shattered shoulder added. 
 
    “Kenji Susanoo,” the standing man said. 
 
    Okay, so I had the new demigods part right. “Why do you need the statuette?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business,” Kenji snapped. “Tell us what you want first.” 
 
    Fair enough. I nodded. “A year ago, the soul gems of the old gods, the ones that gave you the powers you possess, were scattered across the world. That wasn’t a random occurrence. A woman took these gems from the Void, and when she saw her plan to escape this world failed, she threw them into a portal set at random.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything? And how do you know that?” Kenji asked, his voice sharp. 
 
    “I was there when Evelyn threw the gems into the portal. Last night, she went missing and I’m looking for her.” 
 
    Aiko’s eyes narrowed. “How do we know you aren’t lying and instead, are hunting her down?” 
 
    “You don’t.” I smiled sadly and a lump formed in my throat. “But she’s been my…” my voice trailed off. Vivian and Lucifer kept calling her my pet, but that’s not who she was to me. She was so much more. “My lover and me finding her is more important than you three and the statuette.” 
 
    They exchanged glances. “I believe him,” Aiko whispered. The other two nodded. They didn’t look like they had any idea of who was Evelyn. The odds of them having her zeroed out, especially since they were in no state to kidnap someone. Aiko and Yoshiro were bedridden, most likely unable to move by themselves. 
 
    The house, just like the previous one, showed no sign of them having any more allies and with only one unwounded member, they couldn’t split up. Not to mention they had no way to move Evelyn around to use her as a hostage. 
 
    “So, you want us to help each other?” Kenji asked. “I don’t see how we could do that since we’re rather busy with our own mission.” 
 
    In the gap beneath the curtains, I glimpsed a black Lexus accelerating away on the street. “That’s why I asked about your goals. They might cross with mine.” 
 
    “Elaborate,” Kenji said. 
 
    Even if they didn’t have Evelyn, they could be useful. “I have multiple suspects, one of which is the Yakuza. If I understand your situation correctly, you’re members of their organization who are launching something like a rebellion. Right?” This theory seemed most plausible since it’d explain why they used the Yakuza infrastructure when trying to get rid of me and, at the same time, stole a statuette and murdered the CEO, Miyamoto Musashi. 
 
    Kenji paused for a moment. “You came here to verify we weren’t the ones who kidnapped Evelyn, didn’t you?” 
 
    I nodded. “If you have her, this is your last opportunity to give her to me. Should I ever find out you indeed kidnapped her and lied to me about it, I promise I will hunt you to the end of the world and kill you by any means necessary.” 
 
    They all trembled. By now, they had no doubt I was capable of doing that since they must have realized I was intentionally not killing them in the fights we had. 
 
    “I swear on my honor we haven’t kidnapped her,” Kenji whispered with a defiant look in his eyes. 
 
    “And I believe you.” I smiled. “So, what’s your business with the Yakuza?” 
 
    “They are the cancer destroying our homeland,” Kenji said and sat on the side of Aiko’s bed, his eyes becoming glazed. “They spread drugs among the poor, kidnap and enslave girls for sex trafficking, and sell illegal weapons that are then used in further crimes. My sister was taken when she was ten. She was forced into prostitution and then killed herself six years later.” 
 
    I glanced at Aiko. “Then what’s your problem with the Hand of God?” 
 
    “It enables this. Since the head of Yakuza was a member of the Hand of God, he was untouchable by standard means. That was why we had to kill him.” 
 
    “And now, you need to kill the rest of their local leadership so the Hand of God cannot appoint one of them to replace Musashi,” I filled in for her. They were indeed like Neo fighting the Matrix, trying to create a gap in the system. And I haven’t been very helpful to their cause… so far. “What’s the statuette for?” 
 
    “It’s a weapon capable of granting a massive boost in power,” Aiko said before Kenji could stop her. 
 
    “All right.” A wave of tiredness washed over me, and yesterday’s wounds started hurting. I needed more painkillers. “I’ve got an offer for you. At some point, I might investigate the Yakuza for Evelyn’s disappearance. For that, I could use your help. In exchange, I’m willing to let you get away with the statuette if our cooperation directly leads to me finding Evelyn.” 
 
    “You’re not offering much,” Kenji said. 
 
    “I’m not asking for much either.” I rose. This conversation was fun, but Evelyn wasn’t here, so I had to go. “And since the Devil hired me to find the statuette, I’m actually offering a lot.” 
 
    All of their eyes widened. 
 
    “We accept,” Kenji stuttered, and the others nodded. 
 
    I drew my business card and tossed it on the table. “Here’s my number. Send me a message from whatever phone you want me to call later.” I turned toward the door. “Till then, have fun.” I left the house under stunned silence and got straight back to my car. 
 
    With this culprit crossed out, the next ones were remnants of the local traffickers that worked for the Yakuza. 
 
    I didn’t want to waste time with searching for people associated with them. So, after I sat in my car, I called Katherine. 
 
    She picked up after two beeps. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey, how’s the treatment going?” I asked, forcing my voice to sound happy and supportive. 
 
    “It hasn’t been two days since I got shot with a bloody crossbow, so I’m supposed to stay in bed for now,” she said, her tone a touch merrier than it was at the first greeting. “But we both know that’s not why you’re calling me. What do you need?” 
 
    “Evelyn disappeared.” Saying it was harder and harder every time I did so. A small bit of hope died inside me every time I pronounced those words. “And I think it might be connected to the sex traffickers we arrested.” 
 
    Kathrine remained silent for a painfully long second. “Do you still have the cross?” 
 
    I frowned. Yeah, I did. It hung on my neck, pressing against my chest and I had already gotten so used to the damn thing I forgot about wearing it. “I do, why?” 
 
    “Every time you think you need to do something violent, remember it. All right?” 
 
    “What the hell for?” 
 
    “Lucas, I’ve known you for a while.” Katherine’s voice was serious, tone urgent. “You probably haven’t realized it yet, but Evelyn means much more to you than you think. When you get stuck with the search, don’t jump straight to violence. Instead, remember the cross, what it means, and find another way. Understand?” 
 
    I sighed. She knew me better than I had thought. “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Promise me you’ll control yourself.” 
 
    “I cannot promise you that,” I said and regretted my words in the next second. Honesty was not a good strategy in this conversation. 
 
    “Promise me you’ll at least try, okay?” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, but no promises.” This wasn’t going to be peaceful. “Do you know anything?” 
 
    She was silent for a long moment. Then she sighed. “The bar owner. I’ll text you his details. He said he was helping them because they had his daughter. Since she was among the prisoners, we accepted that explanation and didn’t question him further. He might know something.” 
 
    “Thanks. Hope you get better soon.” 
 
    “Good luck and remember, no violence. Just… don’t turn this into a bloodbath.” She hung up. 
 
    I waited with my phone in hand. It buzzed half a minute later. The bar owner was a man named Antonio and lived in Queens. I stepped on the gas and headed in that direction. 
 
      
 
    Antonio’s house was painted beige with a dark brown roof. The garden was well-kept, and a dark red SUV stood in front of the garage. 
 
    At the garden’s other side, a tall man in late thirties played with a young girl, pushing a yellow-painted swing. He was smiling, she was laughing, and I was about to ruin their fun. 
 
    But I didn’t have time to wait for a more opportune moment. I parked on the pavement in front of their house and got out of the car. 
 
    As I did, the man glanced at me and froze. The swing hit him in the hand. He snapped back to reality and rushed to catch the swing. 
 
    This stung, but I didn’t have the time to pity myself. I stepped to the gate in the fence. 
 
    He helped his daughter from the swing. “Emilia, go home, now.” 
 
    “But I want to play more.” She looked around. 
 
    “Hurry.” The father shoved her toward the house. 
 
    Her gaze rested on me. “Look, Dad! That’s the cowboy who saved me!” 
 
    I stared at her with mouth wide open and tears crawling up to my eyes. I wasn’t ready for this. Everywhere I went, during everything I did, I was always the problem. I was the hit man coming to kill, the investigator looking to have someone arrested for life or the unwanted guest intruding to ask annoying questions. No place ever welcomed me. 
 
    But she was genuinely happy to see me. I recognized her in the moment. She was one of the girls upstairs in the trafficker’s house, one of the two on whom I crashed the ceiling. That knocked her out back then, but the next day she woke up and wasn’t a prisoner anymore. 
 
    Yes, in the back of my mind, I knew what I was doing sometimes helped someone. But if I ever met anyone of those people, they were in a terrible state and shocked. It was easy to forget the normal people existed when the people I dealt with the most were the criminals. 
 
    When I woke up from the daze, the gate in front of me was open and the father stood there, greeting me. 
 
    I blinked and smiled. “Sorry to bother you.” I flashed the badge hanging by my belt. “Lucas Johnson, private investigator.” 
 
    “Antonio. Pleasure to meet you!” He offered me his hand, eyes shining and mouth open in a wide grin. 
 
    I shook his hand and smiled. “I need a little help with something.” 
 
    “Anything. Come inside.” He motioned with his hand. “I would offer you a shot, but that wouldn’t be appropriate.” 
 
    “It’s better if we solve it here. The less contact I have with your family, the better for you.” I leaned against the fence. “Someone dear to me was kidnapped. I think it was revenge for breaking up the sex trafficking gang, so I’ve been wondering if you wouldn’t know about any of their members who weren’t arrested.” 
 
    His eyes lost the shine and mouth dropped. He sighed. “I… can’t. They’d kill me if they found out.” 
 
    “For as long as they’re out there, they might always come for revenge or to blackmail you again.” I straightened gazing down on him. “But if you tell me what you know, I’ll find them, and they will not walk away from the meeting.” 
 
    He hesitated for a long moment. A string of cars passed through the street, honking. He nodded with a faint smile. “I’ve got something in the garage. Come.” 
 
    This time, I did. We crossed the garden on the thin, rock path and entered the freshly painted garage. A pickup van passed through the street. He flipped on the light, revealing a garage with boxes neatly arranged in the shelves. I lowered my head when entering to fit through the door. 
 
    “When they came to my bar, I made pictures of them hoping they could be useful one day.” He went to one of the bottom shelves, rummaged through the boxes for a moment before taking out a file. He opened it and stepped next to me so I could see. “All I have are pictures and names.” He flipped the page and showed me the first one.               
 
    The image quality wasn’t impressive. It displayed a front shot of a bulky man sitting by the bar with beer in hand. “Got that one,” I said. 
 
    He smiled and flipped the page. 
 
    Mohawk, shown in the same position as the leader. “Gone, next.” 
 
    “This one was the worst.” 
 
    The next image displayed an older man with fewer chains. I didn’t remember him. “Haven’t seen this one.” I took out my phone and took a picture. The man’s name was Keith Gama. 
 
    Antonio sighed and went to the next man. This one was young, and I recognized him as the guard with whom I ran through the door back when we raided their base with Katherine. “Gone, next.” 
 
    He brightened up and continued. His file contained fourteen people. I recognized thirteen, all of whom I was sure were now on the way to Tul Sar Naar, never to be seen again. 
 
    The momentary disappointment left Antonio and the happy smile returned to his face. This gave him closure. Before I came, he didn’t know how many of the gang members were still around. That only one man was left was better news than he ever expected. 
 
    “If you need anything, this is my number,” Antonio said and dictated his number. 
 
    I understood the request hidden within. He wanted a confirmation that Keith was dealt with. That would complete the closure. “Thanks.” 
 
    He patted me on the back. “Good luck.” 
 
    We shook hands once more and I returned to my car. I drove two streets away so he wouldn’t see me, took out my phone and went to the NYPD website. I logged in with Katherine’s login—nice of me, I knew—and headed to the suspects section. 
 
    I put Keith Gama into search and allowed the website to impress me. By the shorthand notes, NYPD tried to catch him in his home, but he escaped while injuring two policemen. Apparently, Keith was armed. Then they searched for him in his cottage but didn’t find him there. 
 
    Meh, not much to go on. His apartment was in Queens, so too close to the epicenter. The cottage was something I could go on though. 
 
    I put the address into the GPS and started driving. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    THE COTTAGE stood in the woods in the Hudson Valley. That was a two-hour drive away, which was a problem, but not an unmanageable one. The issue with searching for a missing person is that the odds of rescue decrease every hour. 
 
    This was a gamble, but one that made sense since he was the most likely suspect. From the remaining parties, Yakuza and Sora didn’t have a good motivation, and FBSI wasn’t a problem since Evelyn would survive sitting in a prison. 
 
    I still drove above the speed limit. 
 
    Keith’s cottage was a wooden house sitting in the forest. Fallen leaves covered the ground in brown and yellow. I parked right in front of the cottage. If he was inside and tried to attack me, that’d save me a lot of time. I could be careful next week. 
 
    With aether formed in an attack pattern, I approached, hands ready by my colt’s grips, leaves crunching beneath my boots. Trees enveloped the cottage in shadows. But the sun was still in the sky. 
 
    A van passed on the road. 
 
    I fuelled my eyes with aether and looked around. Marks of yellow aether lingered on the door. My heart started drumming a swift rhythm. 
 
    I drew my gun and stepped sideways to the door. The wooden porch creaked beneath my steps. I tried the handle. It was locked. 
 
    What was I doing? I took a step back and kicked the lock. The mechanism shattered beneath the strike and the door flew inside, tearing from the hinges. I entered. 
 
    A large bird rustled in the treetops. Dust particles floated through the air, visible in the sunlight entering the windows. 
 
    Marks of yellow aether led me through the hallway and to the kitchen. Empty pots lay on the stove. The fridge was empty. In the cabined under the kitchen sink lay packs of half liter bottles. I counted over forty. Stacked in the next cabinet were packages of dried meat and vacuum-packed bread. 
 
    Long lasting food, all of it. I passed through the main room, my steps silent on the old carpet, and passed into the next hallway. In front and to the right were doors. The ones in front were locked. With a jab of aether-imbued fingers, I destroyed the lock. They led outside. The door to the left opened freely. 
 
    With the wood creaking beneath every step, I reached the next crossing of stairs to the cellar and opened the door to the bedroom. 
 
    A thick layer of dust covered the old bed. The aether trail led into the cellar. 
 
    Downstairs, the floor was still wooden. By the wall lay four sacks of potatoes, all old enough to have sprouted young roots. I glanced around and saw nothing other than the aether marks. One of the sacks was half empty. 
 
    I shrugged and went upstairs. The tree crowns rustled in the wind. I circled the house and saw a yellow aether trail leading into the forest. 
 
    Good enough. I followed it, my step light and eyes careful not to step in a bear trap. Stepping into one would be inelegant, at best. 
 
    Half an hour later, I reached a bundle of cottages. The aether led into the closest one. Smoke ascended from all chimneys, a woman worked in the garden of a nearby cottage and an old man sat on the porch of another one, reading today’s issue of the New York Times. 
 
    A car came to the furthest cottage and a man got out, soon disappearing inside the house. 
 
    I observed the building where the aether marks ended. A woman stood by the stove, cooking dinner. A man sat on the couch in the living room, watching TV while a young boy lay on the ground near him, playing games on an Xbox. 
 
    I approached the fence behind which the woman worked in the garden. She wore blue overalls and had a scarf tied around her head. 
 
    I stopped by the fence. “Howdy.” 
 
    She froze for a second and raised her head. Her eyes were wide and skin pale. “Hello,” she stuttered. 
 
    They apparently didn’t get many visitors. I flashed the private investigator badge. “Lucas Johnson, private investigator. I’m looking for someone and have a reason to believe he may have passed through here.” 
 
    Her gaze dropped. “Sorry. Nobody passed through here.” 
 
    I showed her Keith’s picture on my phone. “I’m looking for this man. He’s wanted for multiple cases of murder and rape.” I didn’t bother to check what he was wanted for, but a little lie couldn’t hurt. Motivating lies usually worked the best. 
 
    “I haven’t done anything and have never seen anyone like that.” She turned. “Leave me be.” She skittered back into her house. 
 
    What the hell? Something was wrong here. The old man put down the newspaper, looking at me. He must have heard the conversation. I moved my coat, showing the gun holstered on my thigh. 
 
    He smiled and pointed at the house where the yellow aether led. 
 
    Good. From a fifty-foot distance, I walked a circle around that house. The woman was putting dinner on the table, four plates. I approached the house from the side where I couldn’t be seen from the living room or the kitchen. 
 
    The garden fence was low enough for me to step over. The woman I scared away earlier has surely called the police, but I doubted they’d be here in less than fifteen minutes. Still, I needed to hurry so I wouldn’t get dragged into explaining things. The sunset painted the cottage in front of me in crimson. I inspected the nearest window. 
 
    The wooden frame was at least a decade old. I raised my hand to the door in the middle of the wings, filled my body with aether and lightly hit the center. My strength slipped. Instead of only the mechanism breaking, the wood shattered, and the window flung open. I grabbed the parapet and swung inside. I closed the curtains behind myself. 
 
    Dust covered the room around me, including the bed and the plane floating on a string attached to the ceiling. The air was stiff, and the plane moved in the breeze entering through the window. 
 
    I shifted my weight making no sound on the floor. The carpet made that easy. 
 
    I pressed the handle and lightly pushed the door. It opened smoothly, hinges well oiled. I crept through the hallway toward the kitchen. 
 
    The door was lightly open. Soundlessly, I pushed the door open a tiny bit more and peeked inside. 
 
    Three people sat by the table. A young boy, the woman and a middle-aged man. He raised his eyes to look at the moving door. 
 
    Hello, Keith. 
 
    His eyes, widened, he grabbed the knife and reached for the young boy. I stepped into the room, clenched my thigh, drew my colt and shot. One, two, three. Shoulder, shoulder, knee. Blood and bones sprayed into the air. The bullets passed through him. One dug into the floor and two shattered the window beyond. The woman and the boy started shrieking. 
 
    Steps stomped behind me. I glanced over my shoulder. Another man swung an axe at me. I bent my back to dodge and jabbed his chin. He collapsed to the ground like a puppet with his strings cut. This man was in his late thirties, like the woman. She collapsed to the ground, crying while holding her head. The boy fainted. 
 
    I stepped above Keith and aimed my gun at his head. 
 
    No, he wasn’t worth it. He was unconscious from the shock and blood wasn’t gushing from the wounds, so I haven’t nicked an artery. He would live and Tul Sar Naar would become his new home. I grabbed my phone and dialed Katherine. 
 
    She picked up after two rings. “Hey.” 
 
    “I need you to arrest someone, Paladin,” I said with a smile. “I got the last gang member from the sex traffickers and will send you the GPS coordinates.” 
 
    “Did you kill him?” she asked, voice cold. 
 
    “No.” I put my gun back into the holster. “But he’s incapacitated.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll send someone.” She hung up. 
 
    I messaged her the coordinates and pocketed my phone. The woman was still crying while the man with the axe was looking around in a daze. He would need a moment to get up. 
 
    I looked at the woman and showed her the badge hanging on my belt. “Lucas Johnson, private investigator. It’s all right now. He’s not a threat anymore.” 
 
    “You don’t get it,” she screamed. “He’s got my son… he’s got Billy.” 
 
    I scratched the back of my head. So that was how he got the family to hide him. He kidnapped their son and told them that if something would happen to him, they’d never see the boy again. And it almost worked. 
 
    I put on a sour smile. “I know where your son is. Help your husband up and I’ll lead him there.” 
 
    She stared at me breathless. 
 
    I glanced at the food on the table and my stomach grumbled. “Mind if I help myself?” 
 
    “No… please…” she crawled over to her husband to help him. 
 
    I took Keith’s chair and dug into the meal. The boiled beef with spinach and potatoes tasted great. 
 
    “How… how can you eat now?” the woman asked, raising the unconscious child in her hands. She had enough reason not to try to wake him up while her husband was clawing up to his wobbly feet. 
 
    I swallowed and cut myself another piece of meat. “I’ve been doing this for a while.” 
 
    The man poured himself a glass of water and drank it. His eyes dropped to the ground. “I’m… sorry about the axe.” 
 
    I waved the apology away with my hand, hastily stuffed my mouth with food, and rose. I motioned to the door and stepped forward. He grabbed a sports jacket from the hanger and followed me. 
 
    As we stepped out of the house, the old man with the newspaper was watching us. I tipped him my hat. He smiled and turned his eyes back to the papers. 
 
    I led the father through the forest. As I walked, I took out my phone and texted Antonio. Keith is gone. LJ 
 
    A reply soon came: Thank you! 
 
    Good. At least someone had a good day. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the father cleared his throat. “How… how did you find him?” 
 
    “Trade secrets,” I said with a smile. “Did the man leave yesterday for more than three hours?” 
 
    “No… he didn’t leave at all, why?” 
 
    “Someone dear to me disappeared and he was my prime suspect.” I sighed, my heart sunk into the stomach. The other suspects I had were a lot more complicated cases than this one. “What happened?” 
 
    “I... I was taking a walk with my son,” the man said, his eyes glistening. “Then I felt pain from the back of my neck and passed out. When I woke up, that man sat near me. He told me he had my son and that if I wanted to ever see the boy again, I would need to shelter him.” Tears started sliding down his face. 
 
    I let him speak since that would help him make peace with what happened. I was sure I knew where his son was, but didn’t know if the kid lived. 
 
    “He said that if we would shelter him for two weeks, we would get our son back… I didn’t know what to do. We were so afraid.” 
 
    “That’s normal.” 
 
    He sniffed once. “Thank you.” 
 
    We reached Keith’s cottage in silence. I headed straight into the basement. The man followed me, barely breathing. I haven’t even asked for his name. Not that it mattered. 
 
    I entered the cellar and started moving the sacks of potatoes. Once I cleared them, I saw a square frame in the floor. My fingers fit into the gap and I raised the wooden desk. 
 
    Stench of piss and sweat punched my nose. 
 
    Below was a shallow hole inside which lay a plastic barrel wrapped with ropes with a tube in the lid. I loosened the ropes, grabbed the barrel and raised it up. 
 
    I peeled off the lid and gazed inside. The boy huddled within stared at me with wide eyes, his face covered with dried tears. 
 
    I tossed the lid aside and the man looked into the barrel. He burst into tears and grabbed his son, who started crying too. He raised him from the barrel, clutching him in his arms. 
 
    Well, at least someone got the happy ending. I turned and left. I went straight to my car, changed the address on GPS back to New York and started driving. This man kidnapped someone, but it wasn’t Evelyn. And I wasn’t going to get back the five hours this cost me. 
 
    On the way back, I called Sora. 
 
    He picked up after four beeps. “Sora Yamato.” 
 
    “Lucas. Would you happen to know where the Yakuza’s boss, Gonnosuke, lives in New York?” 
 
    He took a moment to answer. “Why would I tell you that?” 
 
    “Because I’m going to pay him a very unfriendly visit.” 
 
    Sora told me the address. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    THE LOCAL YAKUZA BOSS, Gonnosuke Muso, lived in an apartment in Lower Manhattan, straight across the street from their new building. The sun has already set, leaving the city at the mercy of streetlights. I wasn’t lucky enough to catch a blackout though. 
 
    I circled the skyscraper containing dozens of apartments and eyed the maintenance door. The front was access-card only and was visible from the street. Here, in the side street between two skyscrapers, the door was much better shielded from sight. I approached and looked at the panel by the side. 
 
    As if I had time to get an access code. I filled my eyes with aether and tweaked my vision for a moment. After half a minute of effort, I started seeing low, yellow light within the wall. The electricity cables led upward from the panel. 
 
    I was rushing, wasn’t I? 
 
    Time for a cigarette. I took a smoke and let the nicotine calm me down, if only for a moment. There were two ways to approach the Yakuza investigation. I could call Gonnosuke, try to arrange a meeting and attempt to be friendly. The advantage would be that this wouldn’t harm the relationship between me and the Yakuza and could prevent a lot of potential trouble in the case I was wrong about them kidnapping her. 
 
    The risk was that such approach would take a long time and I would trap myself if they indeed had Evelyn because it would tell them I knew. They would prepare for me then, severely limiting my options. On the other hand, violence was sure to produce fast results at the cost of burning all bridges. 
 
    I remembered the cross amulet hanging around my neck. Katherine said something about not choosing violence, hadn’t she? 
 
    She did. And I would follow her advice some other time. 
 
    Not today, not when it was about Evelyn. 
 
    I always tiptoed around organizations like the Yakuza, careful to maintain good relationships with the bosses of Secret Societies. But when it came to Evelyn, I couldn’t care less about anyone else. The Yakuza was about to join the Nether Mart on the list of organizations that wanted me dead. 
 
    I donned my leather gloves, fuelled my hand with aether and hit the wall above the panel with two fingers. Steel screeched and my fingers passed through. The panel went dark as I severed the connection. There was bound to be an alarm that would go off if the panel was damaged. But loss of power was unlikely to trigger anything. I jabbed the door’s lock with the same two fingers, destroying the mechanism, and entered. 
 
    Beyond lay a hallway that led to the maintenance rooms. I felt authorized and passed through. Finding the main transistor wasn’t difficult. The machine was locked inside a barred room with a large DO NOT ENTER sign written with yellow letters on a red plaque. 
 
    I never excelled at reading comprehension tests, so I broke the lock and looked at the humming metal case. The static electricity made the hair stand up               on the back of my neck. I drew my gun, aimed and fired. One, two, three, four, five, six. Transistors weren’t constructed to withstand .44 caliber bullets. 
 
    The lights went off. Rumbling and humming echoed through the air and the lights went back up. With a scowl, I prowled through the maintenance rooms and soon found the secondary transistor, locked in the same manner as the first one. 
 
    My right pocket became the new home of the used shells. I reloaded with a full moon clip, kicked out the door and gave the reserve generator six bullets. That knocked it out and the lights went off for good. 
 
    I left the maintenance rooms and rushed to the stairs. This was bound to cause an alarm and, after an investigation, would lead to the electric company calling the police. But by the time that happened, I would be long gone. 
 
    Yes, this was risky and bound to bring future trouble. Yet it was the fastest way to knock out all the defense mechanisms and seal all escape routes. I had no idea how a Yakuza boss would secure his apartment, but most of it was sure to run on electricity. 
 
    I dashed up the stairs. For the people inside, this had to look like a blackout. Those weren’t common in the New York, but also not impossibly rare. 
 
    The forty-three floors of stairs I ran made me pant and my legs screamed with strain. My pulse beat in my temples. Of course, the Yakuza boss had to live on the highest floor of the tallest building around. I started taking long, steadying breaths to calm my beating heart. 
 
    On the plus side, any reinforcements would have to come in the same way, and I doubted many could. As I reached the top floor, I crossed the platform and softly pushed the door open. Beyond lay a hallway with the elevator door. In front of it was the apartment door and nearby stood guards, four men in suits with guns in hand. 
 
    Yakuza apparently owned the entire floor. Since dark clouds covered the sky and there were no buildings of similar height around, nearly complete darkness drowned the hallway. I could see thanks to my aether sight but doubted the others could. 
 
    I snuck through the door and soundlessly crept toward the nearest man. He raised his gun, aiming next to me and whispered something in Japanese. 
 
    All the others tensed and raised their guns. Okay, I wasn’t as silent as I thought. But that changed nothing about them being unable to see me. 
 
    I bolted forward and jabbed the first man’s chin. He fell to the ground and the others fired. Since small caliber bullets couldn’t get past my aether barrier, I stepped to the next one and punched him. My strength slipped. His jaw blew apart, he spun like a top and fell. The last two men followed him in the next three seconds. 
 
    The door to Gonnosuke’s apartment was made of steel. My aether sight revealed arcane symbols etched into both the door and the frame. Great. 
 
    I walked by the wall, knocking. The concrete released a dull sound after each tap. After three minutes, I found a spot where the sound was louder. The concrete must have been thinner here because it contained cables or water pipes or something else of that sort. 
 
    From my aether, I formed a sphere in my palm. I compressed the aether, made the energy spin faster, and aimed at the wall. The explosion thundered through the air. The aether blast shattered concrete to dust, including the five-foot-wide ventilation shaft that led through the wall. 
 
    I gazed down into the shaft, feeling a slight chill running up my back, and leapt through the opening. Candles illuminated the following room with dim light. Two men were rushing toward me from the direction of the door, their bodies filled with aether, katanas in hand. 
 
    As the first man stepped in, I clenched my thigh, drew my colt and fired at his knee. One, two, three, four, five, six. His aether barrier blocked the first four bullets. The remaining two shattered his knee. He fell to the ground, screaming with pain. 
 
    The second one slashed at me. I sidestepped the cut and swung at his head. He ducked. I stepped in, caught his head and launched my knee. My wounded, exhausted calf screamed but obeyed. He raised his hand to block. My strength slipped. Bones snapped as my knee crushed his arm into his face, cracking the skull. His body went limp. 
 
    The men I shot slashed at my leg. I tried to dodge, but my leg had enough. He grazed my right calf, cutting through the pants and scratching the flesh. I stomped on his head. Luckily, my strength didn’t slip, and I only knocked him out. 
 
    Good. I ducked and checked my leg. Blood dripped out of the wound. Just a scratch… phew. I had to start being a lot more careful. With my magical sight, I searched for more traces of aether. The corpses lying around me oozed a dark blue color. 
 
    After a moment of looking around, I found traces of gray aether, most likely Gonnosuke’s. I followed them. This part of the vast apartment was an open space. The dividing point was apparently the elevator and its platform in the middle, where a wall stood across with a door on each side. 
 
    The room around me contained a large TV, several couches, a small swimming pool, a reading table and a small library. I took out my phone, looked up the number of Sasaki Kojiro, the Yakuza’s head of security, and pressed call. 
 
    He picked up within a single beep. “Hello.” 
 
    “Sasaki, I suppose you’re now driving to your boss’s house.” 
 
    His voice dropped down an octave and he took a short pause. “How would you know that?” 
 
    “Because I’m standing in his living room. Call him and tell him I’m there and that we need to talk.” I glanced at the table which contained a picture of a family of four with the oldest man being Gonnosuke. “If he has anyone who he doesn’t want to die as collateral damage, he’s got a minute to come here and talk to me. Afterward, I’ll start searching the place by blasting through walls with magic.” That wasn’t precisely what I was planning to do, but I figured this would be the fastest way to force Gonnosuke to talk to me. Nice of me, I knew. 
 
    “You’ll pay for this with your life.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” I hung up and walked to a cabinet. I poured myself a glass of water and, not even thirty seconds later, one door opened and Gonnosuke entered the room. Even in the dim light, he was visibly pale, but held his back straight as he walked toward me. His white shirt shone from his black suit. “This is a rather strange way to come to talk.” 
 
    I swirled the water in the glass and turned the picture of his family so he would see it. While I didn’t intend to hurt them, he would cooperate better if he thought I would. “The situation is rather extreme, I admit. I have a reason to believe your organization kidnapped someone it shouldn’t have.” 
 
    He sat on the couch five feet away from me and crossed his legs. “And what if we have?” 
 
    “Then I’d hurt you, take your family hostage and not release them unless I get the person in exchange.” 
 
    He measured me with a long, appraising stare. “I don’t think you’re the type of man who would do that.” 
 
    I reached out to Lucifer’s soul. Without asking, I grabbed it and pulled it into my body. I only felt cold, but knew my eyes turned into pools of darkness. “You seem to be forgetting you’re talking to a fallen angel.” 
 
    He gulped and his eyes widened ever so slightly. He shifted in his seat and forced himself into a relaxed posture. “And who would that person you think we’ve kidnapped be?” 
 
    I forced Lucifer out of my mind. ‘Did you just use me like a cheap whore?’ he asked in my mind. 
 
    Yeah, what about it? I pushed him out of my mind and refocused on Gonnosuke. “Evelyn. Crimson hair, orange eyes, lives with me.” 
 
    A smile split his face, his teeth flashing through the darkness. “We haven’t kidnapped her.” 
 
    The amount of confidence he had in the statement convinced me. But that wasn’t enough. “Prove it.” 
 
    He reached into his pocket and withdrew his phone. After a moment of tapping on the screen, he said, “I can show you our operation log from the past week.” 
 
    “Toss me the phone. I’ll search it myself.” 
 
    He smiled. “I’m afraid that is not acceptable.” 
 
    I clenched my thigh, drew my gun and shot the elbow of the hand that held the phone. 
 
    He screamed with pain and the phone fell on the floor. I picked it up, pleased to see the screen was unlocked. With the gun held in my left, I sat on the sofa opposite of him while using my right to go through his phone. “So, where do I find this log?” 
 
    “You’ll die for this.” He snarled, holding his wounded arm. 
 
    “Should I shoot the other one too?” I arched my eyebrow. “Or do I need to go ask your wife?” 
 
    His face twisted into an expression of pure rage and hatred. But he told me. 
 
    I flipped through the files. They contained every name of a person they kidnapped, extorted, or murdered. I ran through their yesterday’s activities and saw Evelyn wasn’t present. They could had kidnapped her and not filed it in, sure, but then they would have used her kidnapping to subdue me after I called Sasaki. 
 
    Going up the folders led me to the top of the file tree. There, I packed the entire tree into an archive. I opened his browser and put in the address of my ftp server. His email would have a limit on the file size, but my ftp server didn’t. And yes, I had it precisely for instances like this and to backup all my phone files. 
 
    I started uploading the archive and watched the speed with a smile. Oh, yes, fourth generation networks had their pluses. With a grim smile, I searched through the phone for the application that managed the entrance code for the safe in his headquarters. I tapped show code and it did. I remembered the ten-character code and went to see how the upload was going. 
 
    Gonnosuke kept whimpering on the couch in front of me, apparently wishing he could kill me with a glare alone. Once the upload finished, I jabbed the home button, locked the screen, and threw him back the phone. 
 
    “That settles this.” I said, rose, and headed to the hole in the wall. 
 
    “Till next time, Mr. Johnson,” he said in a murderously low tone. 
 
    Oh, yes, he would send his people after me. As I walked, I grabbed a statuette of a red fox. The base was painted metal, but colorful gems ran in belts around the statuette, making it shine even in low light. 
 
    When I got to the hole in the wall and stopped by the edge of the ventilation shaft, the sound of steps already echoed from the stairs. That must have been Sasaki since I didn’t think Yakuza had another aether wielder capable of running up forty-three floors worth of stairs in the few minutes he had. 
 
    He most likely beat my time as well. Fighting him would be pointless. I tied my hat’s strap under my jaw, and I jumped into the ventilation shaft. 
 
    I spread my arms and legs to slow my descent with friction, save for my left hand with which I held the stolen statuette. 
 
    Air blew from below as I half-fell, half-descended.  
 
    The narrow shaft turned into a wider one. My fall sped up. A massive fan was spinning down beneath me. Well, fuck. I couldn’t reach any of the walls and even if I could, that wouldn’t help much. 
 
    ‘Leaping to your death.’ Lucifer laughed into my mind. ‘Brilliant plan.’ 
 
    I hope this is your setup for telling me I’ve got wings I can use. 
 
    ‘No, you do not.’ 
 
    How helpful. I pushed aether into my right palm. More than before, more than ever. I formed the globe and compressed the aether. Smaller, much smaller than I had ever made it and then I forced the aether to spin as fast as I could. 
 
    I flipped mid-air and released the spell into the space beneath me. Aether exploded into the shaft. The fan shattered to tiny shards. The energy ricocheted from the floor and bounced upward. I spread my body wide. The blast crashed into me. My entire body screamed under the impact, but the counterforce slowed my fall. My eyes burned and face felt as if it would melt. 
 
    The ground approached. I strengthened myself to the maximum and turned to fall on my legs. Boom echoed through the shaft and pain shot through me. I stood at the bottom of the shaft under where the fan had been, knees-deep in concrete. 
 
    The blast I made thundered above me. I glanced at the statuette in my hand. Still intact. Excellent. After pulling out my legs, I headed toward the maintenance door at the side of the building. 
 
    It was locked. I punched open the lock and crossed the short hallway. I exited into the maintenance room where I had destroyed the generators. 
 
    Four technicians were ducking by the walls, shaking and staring at me with pale eyes. 
 
    “Howdy.” I smiled and passed among them before they managed to say a word. I left the building and got into my car. The police cars were just arriving. Though they were having a hard time finding a place to park since a dozen black vans of Yakuza men were almost blocking the street. 
 
    I packed the fox statuette into my backpack, mounted my steel steed, and started driving toward Queens. As I did, I called Konrad. 
 
    He picked up right away. “What life-threatening injuries have you incurred this time?” 
 
    Was I that predictable? Yes, but he didn’t have to rub it in my face. “I need you to write me a prescription, Doc.” 
 
    He sighed. “For what?” 
 
    My deadline for delivering the statuette to Lucielle was tomorrow at eight. Given that it was nine pm, I had eleven hours left to finish the job. If I didn’t manage to get myself out of it, of course. “I need something to keep me going for at least the next twelve hours, no matter how exhausted I’d normally be.” 
 
    As I thought of the pills, my body remembered how much it was hurting and I almost hit a street pole. “Then I need the strongest painkillers that don’t hamper mental focus or muscle coordination.” 
 
    And I also had to meet with Vivian. I gave her a promise that I likely had to live up to. Sure, I would try to negotiate, especially if I couldn’t find Evelyn by then. But I needed to cover the possibility that all else might fail. “And the strongest pro-erection supplements there exists.” 
 
    The phone remained silent for half a minute. 
 
    “Doc, you there?” 
 
    “So… you’re planning a full night BDSM session and aren’t sure you’re young enough anymore?” 
 
    That was one way to interpret the list. “I wish… Evelyn was kidnapped and I’m not having luck finding her.” 
 
    “Oh.” Konrad took a swift moment of silence. “Meet me at my place.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in ten.” I hung up. 
 
    When I arrived at Konrad’s house in Queens, he already stood by the gate. His round glasses sat high up his curved nose, his mouth was sealed in a tight line and his gray coat fluttered in the wind. The house behind him was dark. 
 
    I parked on the sidewalk, got out of the car, and tipped my hat to him. “Howdy.” 
 
    He scowled and measured me with his cold gaze. His eyes stopped at my blood-sprinkled leg. “Thank you, but I have enough clients even without your monthly episodes of exsanguination.” 
 
    “I’ve barely bled a drop.” I walked to him. “Got the prescriptions?” 
 
    “Will you bleed later tonight?” 
 
    I glowered at him. Transfusions took hours. “I don’t have the time for a transfusion. I need the pills, now, but I’ll be sure to visit you tomorrow to put me back together.” Probably. 
 
    He reached behind the gate and raised a water bottle in his hand. “Drink this and you’ll get them.” 
 
    “What’s that for?” 
 
    “To make up for your future blood loss and to minimize the odds of you dying from the pills I’ve prescribed for you.” 
 
    I shook my head and took the bottle. My body remembered it was thirsty. I emptied the half gallon water bottle into my throat in one go. 
 
    He handed me a large, white pill. “Chew this.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “Sodium, to prevent hyponatremia from drinking too much water at once.” 
 
    At least this pill tasted like strawberries. 
 
    He started handing me the prescriptions. “An amphetamine-based stimulant. This will keep you going, but do not take more than three at once.” 
 
    How did he know I’d take more than the standard dosage? I’ve become far too predictable. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Corticosteroids-based painkiller.” He gave me another paper. “Not that it couldn’t cause nausea, but it’s unlikely given your constitution.” 
 
    Unlikely didn’t sound like odds I’d normally take, but I was short on alternatives. I took the prescriptions. 
 
    “This one will keep your genitalia functional for at least four hours and has a chance of not killing you in combination with the other pills.”  He handed me the last prescription. 
 
    “Thanks, Doc.” 
 
    “Good luck, Mr. Johnson.” Konrad sighed and straightened. “If you survive this, see me tomorrow at my practice. I open at 6 a.m.” 
 
    “Really, thanks.” I forced out a smile, got into the car and headed to the nearest twenty-four-seven pharmacy. Drugs weren’t my first tool of choice, hell, not even the second to last one. But I was running out of possible suspects and the upcoming ones were trouble. 
 
    Or well, mostly trouble. 
 
    After I bought the drugs, I took three of pills of the stimulants in one go and called Agent Miller. 
 
    He picked up almost instantly. “Frederick Miller.” 
 
    “I’ve got a career-making hit for you, Agent.” 
 
    He took a while to answer. Slow, country music played behind him. “Suppose I’d be interested. What is it?” 
 
    “Give me an address to meet as soon as possible. My phone might be bugged.” Well, technically speaking, my phone was bugged by Lucielle’s people, though it wasn’t exactly a problem since I was currently working for her. But I needed an excuse to meet him face to face. 
 
    He told me an address of a cafe in Queens.  
 
    I had two reasons for this meeting. First, I needed to investigate if he knew about Evelyn. Second, the Yakuza was bound to hunt me for what I’ve done to their boss. To spend the rest of my life hiding was not an option and I wasn’t convinced they didn’t have Evelyn. 
 
    The remaining parties—Sora and the FBSI—simply lacked motives. If the Yakuza had Evelyn, then she would be locked up in the safe and Sasaki didn’t use her against me yet because maybe they didn’t know who they had. Yes, there was the option they took her randomly and now I’d told them who she was. 
 
    The safe presented their best spot to hide something and, as I had tested myself, had air ventilation sufficient to house a person and enough space to lock someone in. So, I started making a plan how to cripple the Yakuza to the point where they would be unable to hunt me while, at the same time, I would get to see the safe. 
 
    And that plan involved the FBSI. 
 
    Anyway, I had to settle the last suspect too. I called Sora. 
 
    He picked up, saying “Hai.” 
 
    I assumed that to be a greeting. “Lucas here. Got something you’d die to hear. Which borough do you live in?” 
 
    He took a few seconds to process the information. “Lower Manhattan.” 
 
    “Guess I could use a burger. We meet at Black Tap one hour from now.” I hung up. 
 
    Two pieces set into motion, one remained. I called Kenji from the statuette thieves. 
 
    Silence answered me after he picked up. 
 
    I spoke anyway. “Got a hit on Yakuza HQ at 2300. I’ll text you the address.” I hung up. And sent him the street name. There was nothing I needed to arrange with them. They were bound to show up even if it was only Kenji. 
 
    Time for the fourth call. I licked my lips, wiped the sweat off my palms, and dialed Vivian’s number. 
 
    She picked up the phone instantly, which was never a good sign. “What a coincidence. I have just been thinking about you.” 
 
    The voice was low and melodic, like a requiem. Experience has taught me that this voice meant she was about to do something evil. “Hi, Vivi, sorry, but I’m not sure I’ll make it tonight.” 
 
    “Oh… I am afraid that wouldn’t do. You made a promise, so you need to arrive at my place today.” 
 
    I started sweating a lot stronger. “Is it really that much of a problem if I come at, say, 2 a.m.?” 
 
    “Lucas, darling, that is not how this works. Yes, it would be a problem because I would be sad and lonely when waiting for you.” She took a swift pause and when she spoke, her voice became even lower and intonation slower. “For every minute you make me wait after midnight, I will kill one random person. On top of that, for every fifteen minutes, I will murder someone you know and like. Be on time.” She hung up. 
 
    Okay, that wasn’t too bad. I pocketed my phone. Sure, I had to go see her but it also gave me time until midnight. I drove to the coffee place in Queens where I arranged the meeting with Agent Miller. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    I ARRIVED EARLY on purpose. The cafe had three tables and a tired barista behind the bar. All the tables were visible from the front through the large windows that faced the road with a T-shaped crossroad straight in front of the shop. 
 
    Miller’s reasoning was clear. This way, he was bound to see I was present before stepping out of the car. I ordered a ristretto and waited. 
 
    A black hatchback Ford soon came down the road with Miller behind the wheel and another man sitting on the seat next to him. He parked on the pavement. Miller stepped out, his suit clean and sharp, black tie perfectly arranged on the white shirt. As I observed his perfectly arranged hair and shortly trimmed beard, I realized he wasn’t a grunt. His perfectly kept look was clearly a part of distinguishing himself as a high-position agent, if an agent at all. 
 
    He didn’t take the coat from the backseat and entered the cafe. He greeted me with a smile and sat across the table from me, ordering an espresso. “So, what do you have for me?” 
 
    “First a question, Agent, if I may.” I sipped the coffee, enjoying the strong, bitter taste. “Have your organization been doing anything about this Yakuza problem?” 
 
    He smiled. “Of course, we are, though details of our operations are highly classified.” 
 
    “I got my eyes on some Yakuza internal reports. They contained many entries about their operatives mysteriously disappearing. Was that your doing?” This was a lie, but I needed to somehow question him about Evelyn. 
 
    “I wish.” He formed a sour smile. “We almost never get authorization for anything more than clandestine observation from a safe distance.” 
 
    “Spying.” 
 
    “No, spying is too dramatic a word. Our operations are many things, but never dramatic.” He poured a generous amount of milk into the espresso, making me wonder why didn’t he order a Latte? 
 
    “But I’ve heard of the government capturing suspects. Is there another organization that does such operations then?” 
 
    “Not in the supernatural realm.” He drank from his coffee and ordered himself a chocolate cake. “And even in the mundane one, CIA operates mostly abroad.” 
 
    If a lie hid among his words, I couldn’t find it. What he said made sense, put together a coherent narrative and fit what I have observed. “I’ve got the Yakuza safe,” I said, spinning the topic back to work matters. “The vault contains at least two tons of cocaine, possibly illegal banknotes of both dollars and yens. Maybe more.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “How’d you know that?” 
 
    “Because I was in there few days ago, helping them with security.” My coffee started running out. “The mage setting their defenses botched the job and the Dewin Institute sent me there to clean it up. Thanks to that, I also know that the safe isn’t magically defended.” 
 
    “We still cannot force them to open it for us.” 
 
    “I’ve got the entrance code. The system resets the code every midnight and it cannot be changed outside this procedure.” 
 
    He slowly nodded. “Meaning we have to strike tonight before the code resets.” 
 
    “The time would be 2300. I’ll be present, so will Agent Yamato of the PSIA. On the downside, the Yakuza has probably figured out that I’ve got the access code, so the safe will be defended.” 
 
    Miller took a long pause to eat the cake and drink the coffee. I understood his hesitation. He had no proof the safe contained what I told him. On the other hand, busting a Yakuza safe full of cocaine would be a massive success for him. 
 
    And for me, it would be the verification Evelyn wasn’t locked inside, where I still thought she could be. 
 
    “Since the earlier operation was a success, I should be able to execute the strike. I’ll need you to give me the access code to the safe though, in case we reach it without you.” 
 
    Fair enough. “Got an email?” 
 
    “Frederick dot Miller at gov dot com.” 
 
    Into the message, I put the code I remembered and the link to the Yakuza files on my ftp server. “I sent you a little bonus.” 
 
    He drew his phone, unlocked with his pin and followed the link. His brows furrowed. “Is that… how did you get it?” 
 
    “The Yakuza and I had a falling out, so to speak.” I flashed a grin. “They promised to hunt me down and kill me.” 
 
    “But you don’t feel like letting them do so peacefully, hence you’re going to destroy them through a pre-emptive strike.” 
 
    Pretty much. Okay, not at all since, technically speaking, I struck first by breaking into Gonnosuke’s apartment and threatening him. If this ever got to a Secret Societies’ court, I’d be screwed since I was now using against the Yakuza the knowledge obtained while working for them. That was another reason why I needed them to be stomped into the ground. One couldn’t get sued when there was no one left to fill the lawsuit. 
 
    And even if they did, I could live with that for as long as Evelyn was safely back home in one piece. 
 
    As I didn’t speak, Miller finished this cake. “Well then, we meet before 2300 in front of the Yakuza headquarters.” He rose. “The coffee’s on me.” 
 
    He paid both our bills and left. I walked out of the café afterward.  He did as well, got into his car, and drove away. 
 
    Since his body naturally emitted aether like any other aether-wielder would, a trail remained behind him. On foot, I followed the direction from where he originally came. 
 
    While the tracks were faint, they were clearly visible since they were less than an hour old. Yes, I gave him such a short notice meeting to ensure we would meet close to his home. I wasn’t done checking the FBSI for Evelyn. 
 
    After fifteen minutes of walking, I saw his house, which featured a wide garden hidden behind a neatly painted fence. The lights inside the house were off. No surprise there since this was most likely his fake identity and his family was bound to live elsewhere. 
 
    I fuelled my sight with aether, enjoying the intoxication of power. After a bit of tweaking of the pattern, the electric cables shone to my eyes from beneath the ground. 
 
    The house had two security cameras and the garage next to it had one, all aimed at the entrance. I put on my gloves, tied a scarf around the bottom half of my face and glanced at the neighboring houses. Those had security cameras only on the door, but light shone in the windows. The house left of Miller’s place had a natural fence. That’d be annoying, but luckily, the one to the right had a plain, metal fence to separate the gardens. 
 
    I vaulted over the neighbor’s fence, sneaked through the dark shadows of the garden and leapt across to Miller’s place. I was now behind the garage, watching the ground in front of my feet. 
 
    He wouldn’t have mines here, most likely. But still, he was a senior FBSI operative, so I gave this due caution and proceeded carefully. The house behind Miller’s was dark from this side, so I was out of sight of everyone. 
 
    With my magical sight, I verified the security system was indeed installed on Miller’s ground-floor windows. I glanced up and saw no such system on the higher floors. 
 
    Did I care about him knowing his place was searched? No, I could deal with that after I found Evelyn. I caught the lightning conductor and climbed up to the level of the second floor. My muscles complained but didn’t dare to disobey. Above the ground, I wiped my boots on the house wall so I wouldn’t leave tracks inside. Once I was up, I took a few steadying breaths, filled my body with aether, braced my legs against the wall and leapt sideways. 
 
    I grabbed the edge of the roof, sprung my body in countermovement and steadied, hanging down. I coiled my body to make myself swing. Front, back, front, back, and front, kicking the window with both legs while letting go of the roof. I flew into his house, glass shards scattering around me. 
 
    The bedroom featured a double bed, night tables and wardrobes. The wardrobes contained dresses, suits, jackets and various pants. A lot of detail for a fake identity. The table had a framed picture, young Miller, a blonde woman, and two children. Most likely the family his fake identity was said to have had. 
 
    I crept out, my steps soft on the carpet. The hallway led right, where another room lay. This one was also a bedroom. Two smaller beds lay by the side while broken Lego covered half of the ground. A PlayStation sat by a TV that was fixed on the wall. 
 
    A child room apparently inhabited by two children. Miller said something about losing a son during the nightmare plague, but this didn’t look like a child was missing. 
 
    I left the room and descended. Downstairs lay a living room, well-cleaned and arranged. In the kitchen, the oven burned, baking potatoes. 
 
    A scowl crept onto my face. Light flooded in through the windows. I ducked instantly. A car entered the gate and approached the garage. Damn. I remained crouched and swiftly crept toward the stairs. 
 
    As I was ascending them, the house’s door opened. A child burst into the room, just out of sight, his steps soft and quick. My sweat turned ice cold. 
 
    “Pull off your shoes first,” a woman shouted from behind him, her voice youthful and energetic. 
 
    I swiftly crept up the stairs and headed to the bedroom. I opened the door and steps echoed from the stairs. After I slid inside, I closed the door and heard a child running into the other room. I got to the window, glass grounding beneath my steps, and leapt out. 
 
    My legs gave me burst of pain when I fell on the ground. Hastily, I shuffled my feet to disguise the tracks I created. I picked up a rock and threw it into the broken window. 
 
    In sharp step, I crossed behind the garage and vaulted over the fence to get to the neighboring house’s garden. Stalking toward the road, I glanced into the window. A blonde woman was finishing the late dinner in the kitchen and the two kids were watching TV in the living room. Miller losing his son to the nightmare plague was apparently a lie. 
 
    Well, not that it was a big deal, anyway. The main problem was me finding no trace of Evelyn’s kidnapping, ruling out the option of Miller acting on his own, at least as far as I could verify. Plus, a man with a wife and two kids wouldn’t cross me with a kidnapping. He had too much to lose to go rogue for no apparent reason. The FBSI actions matched Miller’s story, so I had nothing to go on in this direction. 
 
    Time to meet with Sora. 
 
      
 
    I chose the Black Tap because it had a large underground section and limited parking options. This time, I smoked a cigarette to calm myself down. I was running out of ways to find Evelyn and the clock was ticking. Twenty-four hours have almost passed since someone kidnapped her and that was always a problem. 
 
    Whatever trails the kidnapping may have left behind were cold now or would be soon. I was also running out of ideas. The remaining possibilities were Sora and the Yakuza safe. If those didn’t work out, I had nothing else and worse, I had to meet with Vivian at midnight. If I didn’t have Evelyn at that time, I would need to ask the bloodsucker to help me, which would cost me dearly and most likely not help at all. 
 
    A black Lexus parked near the pavement of the opposite street and I hid behind the corner, crushing the cigarette tip against the wall. 
 
    I waited, listening. Sora’s steps soon sounded from around the corner. The door opened and closed. I waited ten seconds and then rushed to his car. 
 
    The black Lexus looked perfectly ordinary. I waited for an elderly couple to disappear further down the street before I drew my knife. I filled it with aether, pressed it into the gap of the door and pushed. I broke the lock and the door opened. 
 
    Yes, Sora would know someone broke into his car, but I needed answers I couldn’t get otherwise. Since he was apparently working alone, he would kidnap Evelyn using this car, which would leave traces. 
 
    I sat inside. The door contained nothing but chewing gum packages. The container in the board has an old photograph of a young girl. She had long, ginger hair and a happy smile. The photo’s back had something written in Japanese. 
 
    No matter how I looked, I couldn’t see a single crimson hair. Damn it. 
 
    Nothing else presented itself, so I pulled the latch opening the trunk, got out, and softly closed the door. It didn’t hold well in position, but there was little I could do. 
 
    The trunk contained a sports bag, a samurai hat, and large amounts of Sora’s sky-blue aether. Not a single crimson hair, no sign of struggle, nothing useful. I opened the sports bag. Inside were piles of clipped files and an assortment of medieval, Japanese weapons. Shurikens, daggers, straight short swords, this bag had it all. 
 
    I took the files and closed the trunk. A van passed through the street next to me. In swift step, I went to my car, sealed the files in the trunk and entered the Black Tap. 
 
    Sora sat inside by a table with a glass of water in front of him. His coat lay on the bench next to him, clearly arranged to conceal his sword. 
 
    I took the seat across the table. “Sorry for coming late.” 
 
    He shook his head slightly. “It’s nothing.” His voice was even, calm, and without a hint of stress or anger or any other emotion. 
 
    The waitress arrived and took my order, a double cheeseburger with fries and coke. 
 
    “I’m preparing a raid on the Yakuza safe,” I said to start the conversation. “But first, I need to ask you, have you seen a crimson-haired woman with orange eyes recently?” I observed him, searching for any reaction to anything I said. He let nothing slip. 
 
    “Orange eyes? That’s a rather unusual color.” 
 
    “Her origin isn’t precisely natural.” I drank from the coke the waitress just brought. “She’s someone close to me and disappeared last night.” 
 
    His expression turned sour. “Well, you’ve got Yakuza in town now, so things like this will be happening.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “This is what they do. You don’t even have to cross them. All that’s needed is that you’re a potential threat and they’ll kidnap someone close to you in case they’d ever need leverage.” 
 
    I lost my appetite. He was correct, of course, but I never thought of it before Evelyn disappeared. “You sound like you know a lot about this.” 
 
    He nodded. “A year ago, I got engaged to a woman named Mizaki.” His face slackened. “But I was already a member of a team investigating the Yakuza. The evening before our planned wedding, Mizaki disappeared. I never found a trace of her.” 
 
    I frowned. “Move so I can sit next to you.” 
 
    With wide eyes, he did. I sat next to him, whipped out my phone, and went to install Japanese keyboard. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” 
 
    “I got a huge file cache from Gonnosuke Muso. If they have a `high-profile kidnapping like your spouse, she may be mentioned in there.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “How did you get that?” 
 
    “I broke into Gonnosuke’s flat and threatened his family.” 
 
    “You’re a madman.” But as he said that, he smiled. “And I hope you’ll survive this.” 
 
    Perhaps. Once I had the correct keyboard, I navigated to the folders I had downloaded from the ftp server and opened the search. “Put in her name.” 
 
    He took the phone and typed in some Japanese symbols. We watched the progress bar under Searching in absolute silence. 
 
    The waitress came around. “Is everything all right with the food?” 
 
    I glanced at the untouched burger and fries at my side of the table. “Sure, sorry, we are fine for now.” 
 
    She got the point and left. 
 
    A file appeared in the search. With shaky fingers, Sora touched the first one. The document was written in Japanese, which wasn’t very useful to me. But a picture of a ginger-haired girl was printed in the document. I recognized her from Sora’s photo. Except here, she was bound and terrified. 
 
    Sora bolted to his feet, grabbed his phone and dialed a number. 
 
    He didn’t look like he would answer questions, so I eyed the burger instead. My stomach turned and sealed itself shut. Was I too anxious to eat? 
 
    Sora started shouting into the phone in Japanese. I didn’t understand a word, but by the urgent intonation of his voice, it was something important. It took about two minutes, during which I sat back in my seat. Sora didn’t kidnap Evelyn. Someone who went through having his loved one taken would never do that. 
 
    He finished the call and sat back down, his face covered with sweat and breath shallow. 
 
    I took a sip from the coke and arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “Right, you don’t understand, sorry,” he stuttered. “The file says Mizaki was kidnapped and is being kept alive, forced to work in a brothel in Kyoto. It even had her new identity and the brothel’s address. I called my friend, a Kyoto detective, to go find her.” 
 
    My stomach clenched. Was this what would happen to Evelyn? To be kept as a sex worker for the Yakuza, ready to be used as an insurance against me? “They already used her against you, haven’t they?” 
 
    He nodded, slowly, his happiness gone. “I know it’s dishonorable, but yes. The reason none of my investigations ever led to anything was because they told me she lived in their possession. They said they would torture and kill her if my investigations ended in any other way than a dead end.” 
 
    “And the reason you beheaded Akiyama back in the docks was to ensure he couldn’t tell his bosses you were involved.” 
 
    “The lower ranked members wouldn’t recognize me, but he could.” 
 
     I took back out my phone. Only now, I realized any note on Evelyn would be in Japanese, meaning my search in English was doomed from the start. “Could you type me the name Evelyn in Japanese?” 
 
    He walked to my side and did. My sweat turned ice cold as I watched the search. Nothing. We tried variations but found nothing else. 
 
    I sighed, my heart sinking. Then again, they would hardly know her name, so they could had filed her under anything. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Sora whispered and took back his seat. “Though if they took her, she’d be in their vault now. Their infrastructure here in New York is still in its infancy, so they don’t have other places to stow away people that someone is searching for.” 
 
    “Okay, well, I’ve got a plan for the safe.” I gulped and took a long, steadying breath to calm down. “I know the rough security detail, that they have no magical protections and I know their today’s passcode. They likely know that I know though.” 
 
    “Can you get help from the FBSI?” 
 
    “Already did. The strike time is 2300.” 
 
    Sora smiled. “That’s in half an hour.” 
 
    We finished our drinks and left. “Meet you there in fifteen minutes,” I said as we exited the inn, “Need to handle something in the meantime.” 
 
    He nodded with a bright smile. “I’ll go sharpen my blade.” With his head held high, he walked toward his car. 
 
    I scuttled toward my car. The time I had wasn’t enough to go through the files. I still drove my car a few blocks away and searched through them. 
 
    Sora didn’t lie about the Yakuza infrastructure. To avoid detection, the local Yakuza spread slowly, having only one affiliate local gang, the one I scattered, and then a handful of safe houses. By the detail Sora captured in the files, the Yakuza spent all their resources on the local headquarters, leaving them an insufficient amount of men to cover all the other locations. 
 
    All right, if they had Evelyn, she was in the safe. That was pretty much my last shot at this. Beyond the Yakuza, I had no other trace, no culprit to follow, nothing to go on. 
 
    With a heavy heart, I left my car a block away from the Yakuza headquarters and walked toward the towering palace of glass and steel. This time, Miller wasn’t being secretive. The street was closed, and black vans covered the pavements. Three SWAT teams were readying their gear and Miller stood in the middle, directing everyone. He sure got the search warrant quickly. 
 
    Sora stood to the side; his sword sheathed by his waist. Atop a tall streetlamp, Kenji stood invisible, the statuette hanging by his waist. He clearly didn’t want to endanger his wounded friends by leaving the statuette behind. Everyone has arrived. 
 
    Time to strike the Yakuza down. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    MY STOMACH WAS acting worse than an emo teen. When I offered it a burger earlier, it refused the tribute. Now, as I stood in front of the Yakuza headquarters, my stomach grumbled from hunger. 
 
    Agent Miller was finalizing the strike plan. The building of glass and steel we were about to enter loomed lifeless. The issue was that the last time I was in the safe, I entered when the defenses were down. The security detail Sasaki gave me back then didn’t cover what the defenses actually were. In fact, all it contained were codes to put into panels of each security system. 
 
    Now, those systems would be on with new codes, so odds were we would have to get past the defenses ourselves. 
 
    Sora walked to me, silent with his steps. 
 
    He greeted me with a nod, murder shining in his eyes. “My friend found Mizaki. She’s safe and being given police protection.” 
 
    How I wished I would find Evelyn as well. I banished the thought since I had to focus on the task at hand. “To get to the safe, there are three defense layers and then the vault door. I’ve got the vault code, but it may not work on the individual defense systems.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” He put on the samurai hat. “There’s no defense that can stop me.” 
 
    Okay, sure. At least we knew who would go in first.  
 
    Miller reached us. “We’re ready and starting in two minutes.” 
 
    “The safe is underground with heavy defenses in place,” I said and straightened my coat. “Sora and I will handle those.” 
 
    “I’ve got specialists for vaults,” Miller said. “But I won’t stop you from going first.” 
 
    I nodded and lowered my hat into my face. Miller left and motioned the first SWAT team to approach the building’s door. The normally automatic door didn’t open. One agent approached the door and placed what looked like a small, brown package on the door. He stepped back and took cover behind the shield wall of his colleagues. 
 
    An explosion sounded from the door and the glass shattered. The SWAT team leader motioned forward, and the unit moved in. I gazed into the opening, seeing the familiar hall with two sets of turnstiles and wide stairs leading upward. The other two teams followed and then so did Miller, Sora, and me. 
 
    As the SWAT teams fanned through the hall, two going for turnstiles and one for the wide stairs leading up to the balconies of the upper floor, a male voice sounded through the hall. 
 
    “Your search warrant is illegal, and you are thus violating our private property,” Sasaki said through the speakers hanging in the hall’s corners. “Leave or we will use our right to defend ourselves.” 
 
    The agents ignored them and proceeded as planned to secure the upper floor, the elevators and the emergency stairs. I fuelled my gaze with aether. A dozen shades of blue littered the floor. 
 
    I paused. It was Sunday, so the building was closed through the day. With how fast aether dissipated, that meant people moved through here recently. 
 
    A chill ran down my spine. “Take cover!” I shouted. 
 
    As everyone stopped in their tracks, the sound of a hundred feet echoed from above. The balconies filled with men who had been hiding. All held assault rifles or machineguns. The SWAT teams dashed toward the columns, Miller leapt over the reception and I bolted toward the left turnstiles, filling my body with aether. 
 
    Gunfire roared into the night. Glass shattered and men started shouting. Over my shoulder, I saw Sora standing straight in the middle of the hall. His sword flashed around him, so fast I couldn’t see the blade. 
 
    I tried to knock aside bullets with a knife once. The challenge lied in the natural inability to being both strengthened for defense and moving fast enough. I still have the scar. Yet Sora didn’t even look tense. 
 
    The few bullets that reached me bounced off my aether-imbued coat. Low caliber bullets had no chance to pierce my defenses. I vaulted over the turnstiles and burst onto the emergency stairs. The SWAT teams could handle the men in the lobby. I was here to find Evelyn, not to do the FBSI’s work. 
 
    My steps echoed through the stairs as I ran down four levels. The steel door in front of me had a control panel by the side. Like I cared. I kicked the door, shattering the lock and making it fling open. 
 
    Sasaki Kojiro and eight men in tactical, combat armor stood in the small hall in front of me. Sasaki held a two-handed katana, a nodachi, and the men had high-caliber rifles. Fuck. I leapt to the side, just in time to dodge as they opened fire from their weapons. 
 
    I needed to start carrying grenades. The fire ceased. 
 
    “You truly have a death wish, Mr. Johnson,” Sasaki shouted from the inside. 
 
    Not precisely. “You took someone from me and for all I care, you will go to hell in the process of me finding her.” 
 
    “What makes you think we took her? Because I don’t remember kidnapping anyone in past two days.” 
 
    Like I’d believe him. I drew my guns, pushed my aether defenses to the maximum and bolted around the corner. Sasaki’s companions had some aether, sure, but their defenses were basic. And while their rifles were higher caliber, they were neither shotguns nor sniper rifles, so my shields could handle them. As I leapt in, I stretched my hands and fired. They did the same and Sasaki stepped forward to swing his blade. 
 
    One, two. Both into the knees of the men standing at the sides. I weaved from Sasaki’s swing and a dozen bullets hit my chest. Each stung like getting hit by a golf ball. Three, four, both into the ankles of two more men. Sasaki spun and slashed. Holy shit, he was fast. I leapt sideways. His blade scratched my shoulder, draining from my shield. The bullets that hit me now hurt more, almost knocking the air out of me. 
 
    Five, six, two more knees and Sasaki kicked me in the chest. I flew to the wall, breath forced out of my lungs. Seven, eight, all Sasaki’s men down. He stabbed. With gritted teeth, I weaved my body away. The blade pierced the concrete wall. 
 
    Nine, ten, both at Sasaki’s left ankle. His shield withheld the shots with ease. He stepped back and kicked me in the stomach. I flew across the room and spat out bile. 
 
    He released his blade from the wall and turned. Half-blind with pain, I holstered my guns and gasped for air. Smirking, Sasaki stepped forward. Misty gray aether swirled in the door and Kenji burst into the room, kicking at Sasaki’s head. 
 
    Sasaki blocked the strike with raised shoulder, whirled and slashed. Kenji stretched out his hands, forming a misty barrier in front of his palms. The blade passed through. 
 
    Kenji sprung his body, but the blade still slashed him across the chest. The cut was shallow, but blood sprinkled out. Sasaki jabbed with his left and tore the statuette from Kenji’s belt. 
 
    Kenji leapt backward. “Don’t let him use the statuette.” 
 
    I glanced at the monkey statuette Sasaki now held. “With me.” I drew my knife and bolted forward. Kenji did too, launching himself into the air. 
 
    Sasaki dropped the monkey statuette, stepped toward me, and slashed. I saw that coming, but the blade was still faster than I expected. I sidestepped the strike and stabbed with the knife. He threw himself against the knife. The blade pierced his suit, but then screeched on the chainmail he wore beneath. Fuck. 
 
    My vision blanked as he hit me with his shoulder. I was hit by a truck once and this was comparable. I flew across the room and hit the wall with a scream of pain. 
 
    Kenji’s kick hit Sasaki in the neck. Sasaki grunted, but whirled and slashed anyway. Kenji flung himself backward, barely dodging the strike but landing outside the room. I tried to get up, but my body didn’t listen. 
 
    I was every bit as incapacitated as the eight of Sasaki’s men who were on the ground, screaming with pain. But Sasaki didn’t pursue Kenji. Instead, he stepped back, tightening his stance with the sword in front of him. In front of the door stood Sora, his hat and blade stained with blood. Kenji bolted upstairs, wreathing himself with the gray mist to become invisible. 
 
    “We still have Mizaki,” Sasaki whispered. “Leave or she will pay.” 
 
    Sora entered. He kicked the man whimpering next to him in the head, knocking him out. “Not anymore.” 
 
    Sasaki kicked the statuette back to the wall and leapt next to it. “Leave or I’ll use it.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” A smile flashed across Sora’s face. “That won’t save you from me.” 
 
    What the hell was this about? I pulled Lucifer’s consciousness into me and stretched out my aether. Like tendrils of darkness, my power slithered through the room. The aether of others, loosened by the fight, latched onto the tendrils, which brought them to me. Absorbing aether wouldn’t heal me, but it had a chance of keeping me going. 
 
    Sasaki let go of the blade and grabbed the statuette. He whispered something in Japanese and black light burst from the gem the monkey’s raised hands held, flowing into Sasaki’s chest. He grunted and lowered himself onto one knee. 
 
    Sora didn’t move, waiting patiently. 
 
    Veins on Sasaki’s neck bulged. He shouted out, aether flooding out of him while his eyes started shining from the inside. Great. Sasaki stood up, dropped the statuette and picked up his sword. “You’re a fool, Izanagi.” 
 
    “Spare me the babbling.” Sora bolted forward. Sasaki slashed, blade so fast I couldn’t see it. Okay, the statuette was an aether reservoir that could boost the user’s power. 
 
    With a bored expression on his face, Sora weaved from the strike and stabbed Sasaki above the knee. The bigger man grunted and whirled. Sora ducked under the cut and slashed his second knee. 
 
    Sasaki’s blade passed through the steel wall as if it was butter, metal screeching. He used the momentum for another blurring slash. Sora parried the blow and bolted forward, hitting Sasaki with his knee to the face. 
 
    Sasaki’s head jerked up, but he didn’t fall. Instead, he let go of the sword and grabbed for Sora. 
 
    Sora turned his sword and stabbed Sasaki twice, once in each elbow. Sasaki wailed in pain and crumpled to the ground. Sora landed above him. “Told you” He sank his blade into Sasaki’s forehead, ending his life. 
 
    Misty gray aether swirled around the door. Kenji swept into the room, grabbed the statuette, and instantly blasted out. 
 
    As much as I tried to figure out what techniques Sora was using, I couldn’t. Whatever allowed him to avoid all Sasaki’s attacks was internal, so I couldn’t see it through his defenses. And Sasaki was the same, giving me nothing to copy. 
 
    Sora glanced after Kenji, but then shrugged and walked to me. “Are you alive?” 
 
    I made a mental note never to fight Sora. The aether my power gathered had somehow revived my strength. “Just need a moment.” I started crawling up to my feet. Every move hurt like hell. 
 
    Sora nodded and walked around the room, knocking out the men still screaming while lying on the ground. 
 
    Steps sounded from outside and Agent Miller rushed into the room. He wheezed as he gazed over the carnage. “Mother of God… you two sure know how to get your clothes dirty.” 
 
    Sora and I both smiled. While swallowing the grunt of pain, I straightened and approached the door leading to the safe. 
 
    Sora and Miller followed at my flanks. 
 
    I eyed the small panel and then put in the code I remembered from Gonnosuke’s phone. Access Rejected flashed on the screen. Sora and Miller gave me curious glances. 
 
    Whatever. I raised my hand and formed a globe of aether in my palm. I compressed the energy, made it spin, and then released the spell. The room shook and the blast drilled a massive hole into the door. “There,” I said and stepped toward the opening. 
 
    Sora grabbed my shoulder to stop me. I winced with pain as he touched the burnt skin. “I go first,” he said, slid past me and entered. Only when he made two steps into the next room, I exchanged a glance with Miller and we both entered. 
 
    Beyond a short hallway was a circular room. Sora stopped at its edge. We arrived right behind him. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Miller asked. 
 
    Sora pushed the edge of the room’s floor with his sword. The entire floor tilted. Apparently, this whole room was like disc built around a single column in the middle. Between the square pillar and the disc that made the floor was a globe, which made the disc extremely unstable. I tossed a coin into the gap. 
 
    Liquid below us swallowed the coin, hissing. “Acid,” I remarked as if it was necessary. 
 
    Miller shook his head. “Who builds defenses like these?” 
 
    “Someone who doesn’t want aether wielders accessing his safe.” Sora pointed at the holes in the side of the wall beneath the floor level. “When the defenses are off, the disc is held straight by bars exiting these holes.” 
 
    The entire room was made of polished steel. “Can both of you strengthen a knife enough to pass through an inch of steel?” I asked. 
 
    Sora nodded. 
 
    “Why?” Miller asked, eyes slightly widened. 
 
    “The disc is about an inch thick and contains no aether strengthening.” I drew my knives. “I’m the heaviest, so I can work as a counterweight. One of you can then move around and stab daggers into the wall in the places where the original support beams were. Once we stabilize it, we can pass.” 
 
    Miller arched an eyebrow. “You’ve got that many knives?” 
 
    I motioned Sora to follow me and walked back to the previous room. He collected all the daggers and knives we found on the knocked-out Yakuza members. I took four extras, tucking them in my belt while Sora placed twelve inside his coat. 
 
    Sora drew two short swords and Miller stepped aside. They both gave me a doubting look. 
 
    “Are you sure you won’t pass out in the next ten seconds?” Miller voiced the question. 
 
    If I didn’t take the elephant dose of stimulants earlier, I would have. “I’ll be fine.” I strengthened the knives with aether and leapt onto the disc, aiming sideways. The blades passed through the steel and the entire circle tilted to the side with me hanging vertically. 
 
    All my muscles screamed with pain and I wondered why the hell didn’t I take the painkillers yet. I forced my muscles to move, sprung my body, released one knife and stabbed it up ahead of me. Afterward, I released the first knife and stabbed it closer, all while hanging vertically on the disc. 
 
    Foot by foot, I reached to the center. Once there, I stabilized, making the disc flat again. Sora gripped his short swords so tightly his knuckles whitened. He jumped forward and stabbed them into the disc. 
 
    Since he was further from the center, the disc tilted after him. I was prepared, so I let go of one knife, using the other one as pivoting point to turn around not to flip over my head. I grabbed the second knife the moment the disc stabilized. My arms wanted to file their resignation. 
 
    A glance over my shoulder confirmed that Sora hadn’t fallen to the acid death beneath. I started moving upward, releasing a knife, stabbing it through the steel plate, and then moving the other one. After a while, I got high enough to lift Sora up. Two moves later, we found the position where the disc was tilted just enough for Sora to ram a knife into the wall beneath the floor level. 
 
    I moved to the side and Sora mirrored my move, so we tilted the disc under a different angle and Sora could thus place more daggers into the wall by the circumference. About fifteen minutes of repeating this process, and we stabilized the disc. 
 
    We couldn’t place the daggers on the other side from where we started since we couldn’t tilt the disc through the already placed daggers. I moved toward the center and so did Sora. We rose to our feet on the stabilized side and exchanged smiles. 
 
    “You two are both nuts,” Miller said as he stepped onto the disc, careful to stay on the stable side. 
 
    My entire body throbbed, and my arms wanted to fall off. I sheathed my knives. We crossed the room into the next hallway and stopped by the closed door. At least we already tested this step. 
 
    I formed a globe of aether in my palm, made it spin, aimed at the door and unleashed the energy. The blast tore a hole into the door, and we passed through. 
 
    The next room was square with sharp corners, everything made of polished steel with two-inch holes in them. After a bit of looking around, I noticed small, black dots scattered on the walls among the holes. Upon a closer look, the dots were metallic circles with tiny glass lenses, detectors, apparently. 
 
    Sora drew his blade and moved it to the side. The blade glistened red as it crossed the line of one of the lasers. A steel click echoed through the room and a steel rod shot out from a hole in the wall. 
 
    With lightning speed, Sora withdrew the blade. A steel rod passed through the air and landed neatly in a hole on the opposite wall. 
 
    I didn’t need to measure the speed to know this would fly straight through me. All these defenses were clearly made with aether wielders in mind. Acid was generally impossible to defend against as it could pass through the air-holes every personal magical shield had to have. 
 
    These steel rods were heavy enough to penetrate even top-tier aether-based defenses. The sensors were non-magical, which was bad because I could have figured something out if they ran on aether. 
 
    I glanced at Sora. “Any ideas?” 
 
    He shrugged. “This one’s easy.” And he stepped forward. 
 
    Say… what? Miller and I made two steps back, hoping there wouldn’t be any straight projectile that could hit us. 
 
    Metal clicks sounded through the room and steel rods flew from the holes. Sora bent his body, dodging them with ease and kept walking forward. 
 
    I blinked a few times and pinched myself to verify I wasn’t imagining this. Nobody in this world had the right to be this fast. The thing with magic was that it followed the limits of the body. Human reaction time was somewhere around zero point two second, lower when trained, but the hard limit was zero point one second. Sora’s reactions were way faster. Worse, his body moved before the steel rods left the walls. 
 
    Something was seriously wrong here, but tiredness clouded my mind to the point where I couldn’t figure out what. And so, I stared in amazement as Sora crossed the room, easily avoiding at least a hundred projectiles. 
 
    When he reached the continuing hallway, he gave us a quizzical look. Right, he needed to disable the trap so we could pass. 
 
    I fuelled my eyes with aether, tweaked the power to see electricity and scanned the room. After a moment, I saw the thin lines that were the cables feeding the sensors and the mechanisms behind the holes. 
 
    “Stab your sword into the wall to your right, two feet from the edge of the room,” I shouted. “And put on gloves.” 
 
    Sora nodded, donned leather gloves and did as I told him to. Electricity sparked from where he’d sunk the sword and the cables went dim, disappearing to my eyes. 
 
    I eyed the floor in front of me, cold sweat covering my back. If I was right, the mechanism was disabled, and I could pass easily. But if I was wrong, I would get killed by a steel rod. 
 
    With a gulp and aether defenses stacked to the limit, I stepped into the room. Nothing happened. I exhaled and crossed the room. Miller joined me. 
 
    The next door shared the same fate as its predecessors, being blasted with my spell. 
 
    The next room was square, again. Like a web, three-inch high round discs were attached to the ground, the walls, and the ceiling. What the hell was that? 
 
    Miller wheezed. “That’s a lot of claymores.” 
 
    Oh… claymore mines were one of the best ways to kill anything in the world. Each of these discs contained explosives and a whole lot of steel pellets. Upon being triggered, the mine would shoot the pellets in all direction. And I would bet they were too heavy for aether shields to block. 
 
    “Do you see the triggering mechanism?” Sora asked. 
 
    “I don’t need to.” I turned and started walking back. “Come help me.” 
 
    Sora shrugged and followed me. Miller observed us with an appraising stare. He must have gotten the point that we weren’t completely sane and resigned to waiting to see how this played out. 
 
    We walked to the door of the room where Sasaki lay dead. The door of this room was two inches thick and made of steel. Perfect. 
 
    I grabbed the door from the side and Sora drew his blade. He slashed through the hinges and then helped me carry them. By the time we got to Miller, Sora was panting, and his hands shook when he let go of the door. 
 
    After I positioned the door to have only a small hole looking into the room, I said, “Get behind the door and help me hold it.” 
 
    They both did. I aimed through the crack at one mine, readied my entire body, shot and drew the door back to close the gap. The world exploded on the other side of the door we were now using for a shield. 
 
    The doors felt like a train crashed into them. We held, all three of us straining our bodies to the limit while using all the aether we could muster. The apocalypse of steel pellets lasted for an entire minute before the room went silent. My ears rung and head spun. This was way too loud. 
 
    We all exhaled and slowly straightened. I moved the door to see inside. Steel pellets were everywhere, and the wall and our door had dents. We took a good few minutes to look through the room to verify all claymores had indeed exploded. 
 
    Neither Miller nor I wanted to go in first. On seeing our hesitation, Sora shrugged and entered. He crossed the room without causing any explosion. 
 
    With soft steps, we followed. Beyond a short hallway waited the antechamber with the vault’s main door. I stepped to the panel and typed in the passcode. 
 
    Access denied flashed on the screen. Of course, they had a way to change the code outside the interval. Whatever. If I hadn’t seen the vault, there would’ve been a lot of variables. But I knew how thick the door was, roughly what material it was made of and Milhamber took down the defences during his attempt to rob the safe. 
 
    I channelled aether into my palm. Miller and Sora stepped back. I didn’t want to do this twice, so I gathered a bit more than what I thought was needed. Then I made the power spin, and then I sent the blast at the door. The whirling explosion drilled through the vault’s door, creating a hole a car could pass through. A cloud of dust and steel splinters floated in the air. 
 
    With a racing heart, I entered. 
 
    The vault’s sections were as neatly arranged as before. The piles of banknotes were present. Good. The small mountain of cocaine also lay where it should have. Even better. A scent of sweat and piss hit my nose. 
 
    In the formerly free compartment, teenage girls were tied to the bars. They were pale and their eyes were so terrified they didn’t dare make a sound. My heart leapt to my throat. At least a large part of my theory was correct. 
 
    After yesterday’s hit on their shipment, the Yakuza hid all the other girls they were trafficking here to ascertain they wouldn’t be found. Since this was the best hiding spot and there was no way anyone could force them to open the safe, it was their natural choice. 
 
    And right now, it meant Miller would have absolutely everything he could ever need to shut down the local Yakuza. 
 
    As if he read my thoughts, Miller stepped to me and wheezed. “Well, cowboy, you sure scored a big one tonight.” He patted my shoulder. 
 
    I didn’t manage to smile. No matter how I searched the vault with my eyes, I couldn’t see a hint of Evelyn. I walked to the furthest compartment where I figured the woman brought here first would be. I leaned against the cage, looking down at the girls tied up by the compartment’s walls. “Sorry, but have you seen a crimson-haired girl?” 
 
    She stared at me for a few seconds before she realized I was asking her. “Sorry, but no.” She started trembling. “Are you… police?” 
 
    “No, but he is.” I motioned at Miller. “You’ll be free soon.” 
 
    Tears swelled in her eyes and her whole body started trembling. 
 
    Yeah, their nightmare was over. 
 
    But mine wasn’t. There was no sign of Evelyn anywhere and I had run out of suspects. Worse, a glance at my phone confirmed it was 2340. I was out of time. 
 
    With a heavy heart and slumped shoulders, I walked out of the vault. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want a doctor to look at you?” Miller shouted after me. “I called more than a few.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I whispered and kept walking. 
 
    As Miller said, people besieged the building’s ground floor. The battle for the upper floor had already ended. The result were dozens wounded FBSI agents and many more dead Yakuza men. 
 
    Outside, ambulances filled the street and their personnel flocked among the men, treating whoever they could on the spot while taking the seriously wounded to the hospitals. 
 
    I found my car where I left it, sat inside, and popped the painkiller box. I needed more than a few. Staring in front of me, I couldn’t take my mind off Evelyn. Where was she? I didn’t know and had no suspect to follow. She was locked in a cell somewhere, waiting to be rescued. But the help wasn’t coming because I didn’t know what to do. 
 
    Worse, I couldn’t even continue searching. After I swallowed a fistful of painkillers, I drove to Queens. Angering Vivian wouldn’t help anyone, and I had already more than pushed my luck. 
 
    The Presbyterian Abbey lay dark in the small park, illuminated only by moonlight. I got out of the car and pocketed the last set of pills. I didn’t want to take them unless I had to. The last thing I needed was a night-long boner without anyone to peck. 
 
    I got out of the car and slouched toward the abbey’s church. The time on my phone said 23:58. Good, at least no one innocent was about to die because of this. 
 
    I entered the church. 
 
    Vivian and I spent past year reconstructing this place. Since it was just the two of us and we had no machinery, we weren’t terribly quick. But we had rebuilt the roof, the walls, the balconies on the sides and now were in the middle of restoring the statues of saints. 
 
    As I stepped into the church, only darkness lay before me. Not a good sign. I closed the door behind me and entered. 
 
    Fire crackled into the night and two pyres lit up by the far end. A massive cross painted with blood covered the church’s far end. Vivian sat on the scorched stump that was once the altar, her legs crossed. She wore a tight black dress, bright red heels that matched her lips and nails. Her sapphire eyes blazed with inner light. A mixture of duvets and furs lay on the ground behind the altar. Her mouth twitched as I entered. “Well, well, well, looks like someone finally showed up.” 
 
    I drew the pills from my pocket and swallowed half a dozen. I was about to need every card I could play. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Vivian kept looking at me like a man who had crossed a desert would look at a barrel of beer. The technicality of this realization made me sweat – in front of the former vampire queen, I was effectively a self-refilling barrel of liquid she liked. 
 
    “I see you’ve started decorating,” I said as I crossed the church and stopped right in front of the altar, looking up at her. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “This is not the entrance I was hoping you would make.” 
 
    “Had a rough day.” 
 
    “This looks more than rough.” She scowled. “What happened?” 
 
    “Evelyn disappeared.” I leaned against the altar. “And I can’t find her.” 
 
    She softly slid her legs under my arms and caught my head with her hands. Her touch was blazing as if her hands were made of lava. Vivian’s temperature roughly matched the amount of blood she had in herself, since the more compressed blood circulated through her body, the more friction-induced heat it generated. Even the golden bracelets were hot to touch. 
 
    That didn’t mean she wouldn’t drink more though. From what I knew about Vivian, she didn’t have a limit on how much blood she could drink. 
 
    I still relaxed into her hands though. 
 
    “Such a shame,” she whispered. “I am sure the pet will be fine. So, from the important matters, where are the statuette and the thieves?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” I sighed. “I have to find Evelyn.” 
 
    She slowly turned my head to make me look at her. Her eyes shone even brighter and her smile broadened. That sent a chill down my spine. “No, you do not. What you have to do is have the statuette and the perpetrators ready in about six hours. You don’t have much time given what you owe me.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I couldn’t care less about that. The only thing I have to do is to find Evelyn and I don’t know where to look. If it’s about the money, I’ll give back Lucielle whatever she sent me and make up for any incurred loss.” 
 
    “Oh, no, that is not what this is about.” Her tone dropped so low it made my blood freeze. “I promised Luci you would do the job and then kept covering for you, telling the Devil your progress was great. With that, I am responsible for you delivering.” 
 
    “Just lie your way out of it then. Feel free to throw all the blame on me. I don’t care.” 
 
    “But I do.” Two long fangs protruded from her upper gum and her skin paled. In a second, she stopped looking like a person and became a corpse with shining eyes. “You are misunderstanding the situation. The job is your promise to me and choosing to hunt Evelyn instead tells me you care about her more than about me. And that is unacceptable.” 
 
    “Come on, Vivian, you’re too old to be this childish.” Okay, that wasn’t the smartest sentence I’ve ever said, and I realized it about a second after it left my mouth. But the pills kicked in already, so I was hard as a rock and thus severely disadvantaged in this argument. I needed the top brain for this, not the bottom one. 
 
    “You know, if you were to truly choose her over me, I would be hurt. And, despite not being the vengeful type, I could slip into the old habits. You see, I lived in ancient China for a few centuries. There, they had this beautiful method of executing people called death by a thousand cuts.” 
 
    She was angry, wasn’t she? Well, fuck. 
 
    “In essence, it comprised of tying a man to a pole in the middle of the square and trying to cut him as many times as possible without him dying. The old masters got to six thousand. I never tried, but if I tie you in my chambers and have my servants keep you alive, I think I could do tens of thousands of cuts on you.” She smirked. “I wonder, how long would it take before I would get tired of you begging me to allow you to die?” 
 
    She wanted me to choose her over Evelyn. How was I supposed to do that? For Vivian, me not delivering on the statuette was a minor inconvenience. But Evelyn could die if I wouldn’t find her. There was no way I could make such a choice. 
 
    Yet Vivian made it clear she would be extremely vengeful over this and I had no way to avoid her revenge. If she at least had a good reason, I might understand. 
 
    Like a lost son. 
 
    That thought crossed my mind and I froze. I had been blind. The first night I met Miller, he sought me out because he was investigating me for the nightmare plague. Since then, I completely forgot about that and saw in tunnel vision because I was focused on the statuette case. 
 
    Miller never stopped investigating me. The cooperation we had was nice, but he lost his son to the nightmares so in his eyes, I was irredeemable. The same son whose house I visited when investigating Miller. The reason I saw both children there and why the woman matched the age on the picture, despite the man being younger than Miller, was because she was his son’s wife. He must have been staying with them to help her cope with the loss and take care of his grandchildren. He likely slept in a guest room, which I didn’t see because they interrupted me during the investigation. 
 
    And he kidnapped Evelyn because she was living with me. I led them to our apartment by taking the ride from Miller’s agent. They were watching the place and took Evelyn when she walked out to interrogate her. 
 
    Meaning Evelyn was now in the FBSI base, being interrogated for my involvement in last year’s events.  
 
    This was all my fault. 
 
    But I wasn’t out of the game yet. 
 
    I smiled at Vivian. “I need you to help me with something.” 
 
    “Really?” She sneered. “Did you not hear a single word I said?” 
 
    “Sure, I heard your yapping and bickering.” I grabbed her by the hips, raised her and then put her on the ground in front of me. Even with the heels, she was smaller than me. 
 
     She kept her hands around my face and stepped closer to me after she landed, leaning her blazing body onto mine. “You think I wouldn’t do it?” She laughed in a way that would make a corpse run. “As a fun fact, all my previous loves ended with me murdering the partner. What makes you think you’re so special that—” 
 
    I grabbed her nape and pressed my lips against hers, pushing my tongue into her mouth by sliding it between her fangs. She retracted her fangs to be able to kiss properly and pulled herself in, hungrier than I had ever seen her.  My mind blanked for a moment. When I returned to my senses, we were still kissing, but Vivian had already peeled the coat off my shoulders, unbuttoned my shirt and was unlocking my belt bucket. 
 
    I grabbed her shoulders and pushed her off. As I did, she sprung her hands behind my back and dug her nails into my skin. I forced her from me while she scratched me on my lower back, her nails sprinkled in blood. 
 
    She shuddered and looked at me with gaping mouth. 
 
    “Nah, I’ve changed my mind,” I said with a broad grin. 
 
    Her mouth formed a thin line and her fangs slid out again. “For this, I’ll torture to death everyone you’ve ever loved right in front of your eyes before I even consider ending your life.” 
 
     “Perhaps.” I let go of her and stepped by her side, walking by the former altar deeper into the church. I closed my belt and started buttoning up my shirt when I glanced back at her. “So, what would it take me to get two hours of your help?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and stepped toward me. I turned away from her and made two more steps, stopping by edge of the pile of furs and duvets, looking at one of the pyres. The blazing flame refilled the heat my body was losing when I stopped touching Vivian. 
 
    She walked to my side and raised her chin. “With how much you owe me already, you will be lucky if you manage to get my permission to live.” 
 
    “Will I?” I ran a finger from her shoulder down to her waist, tracing her body curve. “You’re cute when you’re angry.” 
 
    She snarled and raised her chin. But she also shuddered at my touch and leaned in closer. “No.” 
 
    I had Vivian figured out by now. Yes, she would fulfill her every threat without blinking once. But she also spent her entire life pretending to be a human, hiding her all-killing nature from everyone she ever called a lover. No wonder, since humans were her food in every meaning of the word. “So, how do I earn your help?” 
 
    “You can’t.” She tilted back her head slightly and spread her legs a bit. “But you can start from your knees.” 
 
    Funny, how she always said one thing and meant another. She didn’t want a slave to lick her from his knees. She could have a thousand men who would do that any time she pleased. I pulled her onto me and kissed her. 
 
    When our tongues met, I grabbed the back of her dress and tore it down from her in one move. She wore nothing beneath, her skin smoother than silk. 
 
    She detached from the kiss, opening her flaring eyes. “That was my favorite, six-thousand-dollar dress.” 
 
    “Guess I should go then.” I turned away from her and made a step toward the exit. As I heard her snarl behind me and felt her magic swell in the air, I spun, tore the golden necklace from her neck, grabbed her nape and pulled her in for another kiss. The golden chain fell apart in my hand and the sapphires scattered on the ground. I tossed away the rest and reached down. Her thighs were unbelievably soft on the touch. After gripping them, I spun with her and tripped her, falling on the furs and duvets. 
 
    She let go of my head. Her wrists split up and blood flew into the air. Her magic turned the liquid into tendrils, which flooded over me and started removing all my clothes at once. 
 
    ‘Now, I’m getting curious what will you do once you are both naked?’ Lucifer said into my mind, his tone laced with disgust but also amusement. ‘From what I have seen in your memories, this is the furthest you ever got.’ 
 
    I’ll figure it out. I kept kissing Vivian and tried not to think about it. Yeah, I didn’t really have an idea of what to do next. I was kind of hoping she would lead me. 
 
    ‘Oh, will you?’ He laughed ‘Perhaps you could do that with the pet who’s got no experience herself. But this undead whore had thousands of lovers before you.’ 
 
    Including you. Come to think of it, who was the foundation of the phrase ‘devil in the sheets’? You or Lucielle? 
 
    ‘Me, obviously!’ he snapped. ‘That frigid fossil…’ his words died off as he realized. ‘Oh, no, don’t even think about this. Never again am I—’ 
 
    I drew his spirit into my body. His cold power filled my body, blending with Vivian’s blazing heat. Instinctively, I now knew what to do. As Vivian sunk her nails into my back, I got lost in the heat, in the moment, in her. 
 
      
 
    When I forced Lucifer out of my body, we laid still. Vivian was resting on my heaving chest, panting. My body felt like I got cooked in an oven and my back, arms, and thighs were scratched as if I had wrestled a pack of wild cats. The bites on my shoulders and neck burned, especially the one on the scorched shoulder. Yet a smile played on my face. 
 
    And on hers. She ran her blood-stained finger by the edge of my face. “You will have a very difficult life from now on.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow, chill running down my spine. That wasn’t what I expected. 
 
    “You fell in love with the wrong vampire.” She chuckled. “And for that, I will bring you endless suffering.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Because that’s what I love.” She pulled herself up, placing her face right in front of mine. “You are the first man who ever kissed me when I had my fangs out. For that, you will be mine forever.” 
 
    That sounded a lot less romantic coming from her. Mostly because she was practically immortal, so forever had the literal meaning when coming from her mouth. “I’m not going to abandon Evelyn.” 
 
    “Oh, no, of course not. You can keep your pet. There needs to be someone who takes care of your house, cooks for you, washes your clothes, and heals your wounds. I am not into those things. But this.” She jabbed the nail into my chest, straight above my heart. “Will is mine.” 
 
    “Sorry, but I need to keep that. Can’t live without the heart.” 
 
    She snorted. “Nice try, but no. You know what I meant. From now on, you aren’t allowed to kiss or intimately touch any woman I haven’t approved beforehand. And when I said not allowed, I mean that I would kill her and punish you for every instance of disobeying me.” 
 
    I gulped and my stomach clenched. She meant that. Bedding her may have been a mistake. 
 
    “And I will have so much fun toying with you.” Her eyes became glazed. “Especially since you will stop ageing when you merge with Lucifer. Oh, yes, I will have so much fun with that.” 
 
    Okay, I’ve made a huge mistake. All the playing with her for the past year, the fake refusals, coming here tonight, all of that wasn’t as innocent of a game as I thought it was. I played with her heart and this was her way of telling me that stopping wasn’t an option. But I couldn’t exactly turn back time, so I had to at least make something out of the situation. “So, want to go do something evil?” 
 
    “Always.” She gently kissed me on the lips. “I’ve got spare clothes in the refectory.” 
 
    I rose, watching her perfect body in the moonlight that was coming in through the window hole. The air smelled of sweat and burned wood. I put on my pants and shoes and walked to the refectory through the cloister. The old, rotten tables were long gone and racks full of clothes stood within the long hall. 
 
    Since Vivian wore nothing but black, I picked the first black dress I saw and a matching pair of ankle-high boots with a low heel. 
 
    From a golden chest that sat opened in the hall’s center, I took an amulet. Since they were all golden with sapphires, there weren’t any wrong options. 
 
    When I came back to the church, Vivian sat in the furs. In her hand, she held a golden goblet full of red liquid while an opened wine-bottle stood behind her. She smiled, made her fangs stretch out from her upper gums and sank them into the liquid. 
 
    I placed the clothes next to her. “Got something a human could eat?” 
 
    Sensually, she spread her legs and motioned to her crotch. 
 
    I laughed. “Maybe later. We need to go, now.” 
 
    She put the goblet down and returned to the lying position. “Nah, I don’t feel like it. How about you come convince me?” 
 
    My phone displayed 4:06. “No time. If you want to stay, go for it, but you will lie here alone and bored. On the other hand, should you come with me, we might find some time for your entertainment.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    I wish I had a plan that didn’t involve her. “Promise.” 
 
    She got up and started to dress, making a show of it. I loved every second and once I placed the necklace around her neck, we walked outside the church. 
 
    The dawn was almost three hours away. The Devil would arrive in two hours, so if things went the way I hoped, I could still get the statuette and rescue Evelyn. 
 
    I headed to my car and, to my slight surprise, Vivian followed. After I opened the door and sat inside, she stepped next to me. “Nice try, but I always drive.” 
 
    “Not in my car.” I motioned to the seat next to me. We glared at each other for a moment. 
 
    “You will pay for this.” She walked around the car and sat inside, instantly scrunching her nose. “When’s the last time you cleaned the interior?” 
 
    “Never.” I started the engine and headed toward the house of the statuette thieves. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    BY THE TRACKING APP on my phone, the GPS trackers haven’t moved in the past twelve hours. No wonder since the deal I struck with the statuette thieves put them at rest. It was perfect for them… and for me. 
 
    I stopped the car on the pavement and got out. The night’s air flowed calmly, and the house stood lifeless in front of us. By my phone, the trackers were in the bottom floor in the living room, exactly where I last saw the wounded thieves. I got out of the car and took my backpack from the back seat. 
 
    “I need the one with rollerblades unharmed and the rest alive,” I said and stepped to the garden gate. 
 
    Vivian followed, the corners of her mouth twitching. “Should I start feeling jealous?” 
 
    “He’s a man.” I knocked open the gate and crossed the garden to reach the door. 
 
    “And?” Her eyes’ inner light brightened. 
 
    I sighed, fuelled my hand with aether and hit the main door’s lock. My fingers passed through cleanly, breaking through the door with a crash. I burst inside and headed straight into the living room. 
 
    Aiko and Yoshiro, the wounded girl and the assassin, were waking up on the couches. Bandages still wrapped them both. Kenji was just pulling on the second rollerblade. 
 
    I formed a globe of aether in my palm, made it spin and aimed my hand at Yoshiro and Aiko. I looked at Kenji, my eyes cold. “Surrender or I’ll kill them.” 
 
    They all froze, color withdrawing from their faces. 
 
    Vivian entered the room, her heels clicking on the floor. “My, my, it looks like you actually did some work. As they glanced at her, their eyes widened in terror. They clearly knew who Vivian was. 
 
    Shattering of glass sounded from around the corner. I ignored it. A few seconds later, the engine of starting car shouted into the night and then a black Lexus passed behind the window, driving away. 
 
    I smirked. This confirmed one of my theories. 
 
    “Vivian, would you be so kind and make him take off the rollerblades.” I glanced at Aiko. “And make her give me the sword she’s hiding behind the couch.” 
 
    Vivian raised her chin. “Motivate me.” 
 
    “The faster we get through this, the more time we get before Lucielle arrives.” 
 
    That worked as intended. Vivian waved her hand, the eyes of the three thieves became misty and they started doing as told. Once they did, I sheathed Aiko’s sword at my waist and put on Kenji’s rollerblades. They were two sizes too small, so my toes hurt after I forced my feet in. 
 
    “Make him teach me how to do the invisible, flying run and her how to do the teleportation spell.” 
 
    Vivian frowned. “You are overworking me.” 
 
    Oh, how I wished she would spare me this bullshit. Before we slept together, she at least pretended to be professional. Ah, well, this was the new game with me being the toy. “So, you’ll want me to slack once we’re done here?” 
 
    “No.” She flicked her wrist and Aiko started talking. 
 
    Her voice was emotionless, almost mechanical as the spell forced her to say things she never would. The sword must have been passed through her bloodline for centuries. The techniques connected to the artifact were her family’s sacred secrets. To reveal them to an outsider was unforgivable and I would bet she would rather die than to do so. But Vivian’s magic allowed no such option, so Aiko talked. “The sword is named Kusanagi and is the artifact that enables the teleportation. The spell itself is a swap of the locations of the wielder and an object of a similar mass. The maximum range is sixty-two point four feet and the sword runs out of power if used consecutively for five times.” And then she explained to me how to perform the short-range teleportation. 
 
    I waved my hand at Vivian and Aiko stopped talking. Tears swelled in her eyes and flowed down her face in silent weeping. Yes, this wasn’t nice of me. But I had the Devil to satisfy and Evelyn to save. I had neither the time nor the energy for ethical solutions. And yes, I haven’t lived up to Katherine’s cross that pressed against my chest and that didn’t make me happy. 
 
    Next, I made Kenji explain to me how to use the rollerblades, which contained an aether processing engine, could be used to fly and cloak oneself. I have seen him use both techniques at multiple instances, so I learned both spells within fifteen minutes. 
 
    I checked the time. 4:42. The devil was bound to arrive at 6, so that gave me some spare time. 
 
    “Knock them out.” 
 
    “Finally.” Vivian grinned and Kenji, Aiko and Yoshiro collapsed to the ground, unconscious. 
 
    “Will Lucielle land on her tower?” I asked. 
 
    “As always.” 
 
    “We’ll need to bring them there and at least two dozen object that weight roughly two hundred pounds, like sacks of potatoes or something. Got someone to prepare that?” 
 
    “Would that free your time for me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She drew her phone, typed some message into it and tapped the screen. After she pocketed the device, she stepped to me. 
 
    I welcomed her, wrapping her arms around me while kicking Yoshiro from the duvet-covered couch. Heat filled my body, a sign of her pushing her aether into me. I didn’t push it out. After the night I’d had, there was no way I could get my tool up by myself. But since her magic could manipulate blood, she sent it to the correct places with ease. 
 
    Through the window, I glimpsed orange light. I withdrew from the kiss and glowered at Vivian. “Is that my car burning?” 
 
    “I told you’d pay.” She grinned. “And this ensures I will never have to sit into that stinking trashcan again.” 
 
    Really? I shoved her aside with a gut-clenching feeling of loss and then caught her for another kiss. I could hold my car’s funeral later. We fell onto the couch and got back to where we’d left off. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, we stood at the top of Lucielle’s tower. The building beneath us, the US headquarters of Lucielle Legal in Wall Street, stood dark. Harsh wind blew over the roof that featured low railing, a helicopter landing pad and a small, steel hut that contained the elevator. 
 
    I stood by the railing, watching New York City that still lay asleep. Vivian stood by my side and next to her were Kenji, Aiko, and Yoshiro. They were bound with anti-magical shackles. The stolen statuette sat on the floor by my other side, together with my backpack. 
 
    Vivian’s people, who were really Lucielle’s people but didn’t dare not obey the vampire, were already finished with spreading about fifty boxes across the roof. Each contained spare office supplies like pens and notepads and weighed about two hundred pounds each. 
 
    Everything was set. I drew my phone and called Sora. 
 
    He picked up in an instant but said nothing. 
 
    That worked for me. “I’ve got your friends. Meet me atop the roof of Lucielle Legal. I’ll send you the instructions of how to get here. You have fifteen minutes to arrive. Every fifteen minutes after that, I will kill one of your friends.” I hung up and sent him the prepared message of how to get here. 
 
    I expected him to have followed us, so he had no reason not to make it in time. Sora Yamato, a nice name, except that back in the Yakuza safe, Sasaki called him Izanagi. Since I did my homework on the old Japanese pantheon, I knew Izanagi was their highest god, meaning Sora was the leader of this whole murder and theft operation. 
 
    The marks of his aether on the plane weren’t from him investigating inside, but from him killing Miyamoto Musashi. He was the final culprit I needed to capture. 
 
    I walked by the railing, weaving between two boxes and stood at the other end of the roof where my captives were in a straight line in front of me. This also granted me a good view of the elevator. 
 
    Vivian walked to the helipad that was at my right-hand side. 
 
    Rotors sounded through the air and a cloud of mist descended from above. The mist engine was the core technology of all Secret Societies’ aircraft. 
 
    The mist cleared when the vehicle approached the tower, revealing a black and white helicopter, which landed on the helipad. 
 
    At the same time, the elevator dinged, and Sora walked out, his katana sheathed at his waist and the samurai hat concealing the upper half of his face. He glanced at the helicopter, at me, and then at his unconscious friends. 
 
    While he spun in place, unsure what to do, the helicopter’s rotors slowed in their spinning as the pilot turned the engine off. The door opened. 
 
    Lucielle stepped out. 
 
    The Devil wore an impeccable business suit made of a jacket, shirt, long narrow skirt, and pumps. Cross-shaped earrings dangled near her emerald eyes and her snow-white hair flew around in the wind. Everything on her was pale white aside from her black lips and nails. 
 
    Next to her exited a man wearing a traditional samurai outfit with a pair of swords by his belt. Miyamoto Musashi looked almost exactly the same as the corpse on the private jet. 
 
    I smirked as this sealed all my theories. The way this whole murder and theft played out was that Musashi was using a body double for mundane tasks. Both politicians and actors did the same, that was a possibility I considered from the moment I saw the corpse on the jet. That matched the lack of aether other than Sora’s at the murder scene and that the jet wasn’t destroyed during the fight. 
 
    I mean, there was no way anyone could kill me mid-flight without me destroying the plane, which would always be the first thing I would do. And I was nowhere near as strong as members of the Hand of God. 
 
    Sora knew that too. He killed the body double to steal the statuette, which was an artifact capable of giving temporary boosts in power. Sasaki showed me that, after all. Sora’s apparent plan was to use the power boost from the statuette to kill the real Musashi right before the summit of the Hand of God to instantly claim his seat on the council. If he succeeded, it would be as if Neo took control of the Matrix. 
 
     That way, he would be able to destroy the Yakuza from a position of power and find his lover. This was also the reason why Kenji brought the statuette to the raid of the Yakuza headquarters. They didn’t know if Musashi himself would be present to defend the new headquarters and Sora could have needed the power up. 
 
    Lucielle’s emerald gaze bore into me. “What is this?” Her sharp voice pierced the air like a bullet. 
 
    I nodded toward the statuette lying next to me. “I’ve brought you the artifact you sent me for.” With my hand, I motioned to Sora and his wounded friends. “And the thieves.” 
 
    Sora drew his sword and took a combat stance. But he didn’t move from his spot. 
 
    “Why is he waving around a sword then?” Lucielle glowered at me. “You were supposed to bring him captured.” 
 
    “Another thing first.” I drew my phone. “The Yakuza has been making a mess in your lands.” I sent her the email I had prepared, one with all the pictures of the Yakuza and the link to the ftp server where I uploaded their entire backlog. 
 
    Lucielle took out her phone and started tapping on the screen, black-nailed fingers lightning fast. 
 
    Musashi visibly paled as he stood next to her. 
 
    “What is this?” Lucielle snapped, glowering at Musashi. 
 
    He scratched the back of his neck. “I don’t know… I haven’t been very active in my organization in the past fifty years or so, I admit. I’ll need to look into this.” 
 
    “Look into this?” Lucielle turned toward Vivian. “Is this true?” 
 
     “Probably.” Vivian shrugged.  “I’ve been busy preparing the Summit.” 
 
    “It’s all true.” Sora shouted. He apparently understood what this was about and latched onto the chance like a starved leech on a gaping wound. “The sex trafficking, drug dealing, and everything else you see there is exactly what Yakuza does in our home and will do in yours.” 
 
    Lucielle arched an eyebrow. “Who exactly are you that you think you can talk to me without kneeling?” 
 
    “I’m Sora Izanagi, the man who will succeed Musashi’s place at the Hand of God.” 
 
    “You, at the Hand of God?” Lucielle laughed. Her voice thundered through the air, making the entire tower shake. “Not a chance.” She glanced at me. “Lucas, shut him up.” 
 
    Well, I have done more than I should have already by giving Sora a chance to present his case before Lucielle. But now that the Devil has made her decision, I could do nothing but obey. 
 
    Funny, how fate turned out. When I was young, I loved the Matrix and imagined how, one day, I would become like Neo. Yet somewhere along the way, I lost the path. 
 
    Instead, I’ve become Agent Smith. 
 
    I drew Amaterasu’s sword, Kusanagi, and formed a globe of aether in my left palm. Within a split second, I compressed the energy, made it spin, stretched my hand toward Aiko, Kenji, and Yoshiro, and released the blast. 
 
    This put Sora before an impossible decision. From what I have seen, his power was the ability to see a few seconds into the future. That was how he seamlessly went through every encounter with me without ever raising my suspicions, how he avoided the impossible-to-dodge projectiles in the Yakuza safe and how he overpowered every opponent with ease. 
 
    Through this ability, he also knew he couldn’t help his friends when I came for them with Vivian. That incident alone brought me to this thought – Vivian couldn’t be seen through a camera or detection magic. But he, correctly, ran away before she even entered the house. 
 
    Coupled with this foresight, he was unbelievably fast. Yet his speed had a cost of endurance and strength, as I witnessed when he panted after helping me carry the steel door back in the Yakuza vault. To focus on speed, sacrificing everything else, made sense given his chosen skill combination allowed him to avoid any attack. 
 
    Well, almost any attack. The blast I sent was lethal. Now, Sora could ignore the attack, letting his friends die and then he would most likely defeat me. 
 
    But I didn’t think he would do that. The three bound demigods were his friends, the companions with whom he planned this entire operation, his closest allies. If he let them die, he would spend the rest of his days haunted by their demise because he could have stopped it. 
 
    And he chose to. In blinding speed, Sora dashed to get in front of the blast, shielding his friends using his own body. The raw magical energy ravaged his body, shattering his defenses, tearing his clothes. And as he shielded his friends, he also shielded the box lying behind him. 
 
    I gripped Kusanagi, with both hands, stretched out my aether and swapped my position with the box. I stepped to Sora’s back and swung down, putting all my weight behind the slash. 
 
    He spun and blocked, supporting his blade with his other hand. A smirk crept onto my face. At this point, he could’ve chosen to stab me to exchange strikes. Judging by him opting to block, that exchange would’ve ended with his death. My blade clashed on his and the impact sent him to his knee, knocking his arms down, making my blade reach his collarbone. 
 
    I was bigger, heavier, and stronger. But I messed up the blade alignment, so instead of severing him in two, my blade hit him with the flat side. I let go of the sword and rammed into him. 
 
    He released the grip of his sword and reached for his daggers. Too late. My shoulder hit his torso, my hands grabbed his legs, I lifted him up, and slammed him on the ground, pressing my chest against his. 
 
    He shouted with pain and stabbed the daggers into my sides. The blades barely penetrated my defenses, piercing only a fraction of an inch under my skin. I clenched my legs by the sides of his torso, postured up, and punched down. 
 
    Sora raised his arms to block. My fist broke his arm and slammed his head into the roof. I withdrew my right and swung with my left. This one hit the face, breaking his nose and jaw. The next punch of my right made his body go limp. 
 
    Sora was not the chosen one. 
 
    I rose, stretching my neck while I removed the daggers stabbed into my sides. Blood sprinkled out and pain shot through me. I looked at Lucielle. “With this, my delivery is complete.” 
 
    The corners of her black lips curled up. “That’s better. Bring me the statuette.” 
 
    Tiredness washed over me as I walked. Yeah, I haven’t slept in a while. But I wasn’t done yet. 
 
    I picked up the monkey statuette and brought it to Lucielle. 
 
    She looked down and her lips’ corners dropped. “What’s this garbage?” 
 
    Musashi put on an awkward smile. “It’s a priceless artifact, a true relic of—” 
 
    “It’s ugly.” Lucielle snapped and glared at Musashi. “After all the talk about how amazing and precious the statuette is, you give me this?” 
 
    He gulped, apparently searching for words. 
 
    Lucielle waved her hand. “Pulvero.” [Crumble.] 
 
    The statuette turned to dust and the wind blew the dust away. 
 
    “This is my opinion of its value. And since you’ve come up with no explanation for the sex trafficking, I’ll clean this up myself.” Lucielle turned to Vivian. “Zero restrictions. Clear the Yakuza filth from my lands.” 
 
    Vivian’s skin paled to corpse gray, fangs slid out of her gums and eye started shining like two sapphire suns. She grinned and exploded into a mist of blood that flew away. 
 
    Lucielle’s eyes turned back toward me. “And you should have known better than to bring me this shitty monkey.” 
 
    “I did.” With a smile, I walked to my backpack and withdrew the fox statuette I stole from Gonnosuke. “I’ve brought this as a small gift to ease your disappointment.” Originally, I took it as an excuse gift in case Lucielle ended up being angry at me, but this worked. 
 
    A glint shone in her eyes as I brought the statuette to her. She lifted it in her hands and examined it from each angle. 
 
    “That’s a valueless trinket,” Musashi uttered. 
 
    “Shut up.” Lucielle rolled her eyes. “I’ll let you survive this day because I cannot be bothered with the consequences of killing you. But I expect you to stop leaving your organization to body doubles, clean up your own porch and never, ever bring trouble to my lands. The next time you piss me off, you will face Hell’s wrath.” She stepped forward, heading toward the elevator. 
 
    Pale as a corpse, Musashi followed. He may have been a member of the Hand of God, but he was not the Devil’s equal. 
 
    Carrying the fox statuette under her arm, Lucielle glanced at me. “Clean up the rest.” 
 
    I nodded and watched them leave. They had a summit to prepare for. 
 
    And I had Evelyn to save. Vivian being gone to work was a problem. Not a large one though since she would have disappeared the moment the sun came up half an hour from now. 
 
    I took out my phone, allowed myself three long, steadying breaths, and called Agent Miller. 
 
    He picked up after four beeps. “Frederick Miller.” 
 
    “I’ve got something for you, Agent.” 
 
    “Already?” He took a swift pause. “Anyway, I’m all ears. What do you have?” 
 
    “The perpetrators of the murder that happened on the Japanese private jet four days ago.” It took all my strength to keep my voice controlled and steady. “They’re four powerful aether-wielders, so this’d be best handled by your organization.” 
 
    “There’s no way I can get another strike team formed.” 
 
    “No need to. They are knocked out and tied up. You only need to escort them to Tul Sar Naar. Meet me at the Lucielle Legal headquarters in Wall Street, back lobby.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll be there in thirty.” 
 
    “See you.” I hung up. The suppressed rage boiled through me. All my willpower had to be used not to roar out in frustration. This wait was killing me. But he was the fastest ticket to Evelyn, so I had to be patient. 
 
    I tied up Sora to the other three demigods and gagged and shackled Sora with the aether-blocking irons Vivian got me earlier. Afterward, I moved them all to the back lobby of Lucielle’s tower and waited. 
 
    Miller better show up on time. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    THE WAITING was killing me. I had long ago arranged the unconscious bodies by the far end of the back lobby of Lucielle Legal headquarters on Wall Street. I also uploaded a fake archive to my ftp server and cleaned the fresh blood off myself. My sides had stopped bleeding, but I was still slightly nauseous from the blood loss. Sora stabbed me deeper than I thought. 
 
    The lobby itself was a transit room with elevators on both sides, staircases next to the elevators and two doors at the opposite end from the entrance. The glass on the doors was matte. Since I placed the unconscious Sora and his team in the far corner, I stood waiting between the two elevators, leaning against the wall. Normal working hours started at nine, as would the Summit of the Hand of God Lucielle was hosting upstairs, so the staff would start pouring through this lobby starting at roughly seven thirty. 
 
    The cross hung heavy around my neck and Evelyn wouldn’t leave my thoughts. She was kidnapped, interrogated, and imprisoned, all because of me. I had to save her, bring her home, and then figure out a way how to atone for this. My own blindness brought this fate on her and I had to fix it, no matter what. 
 
    At seven sharp, the outside door opened and Agent Miller entered. My heart started beating like mad and icy sweat covered my back. 
 
    He wore his usual suit, arranged to perfection. He greeted me with a smile. “I see you never sleep.” 
 
    “I had to finish this first.” I said with a forced smile and motioned at the four captured demigods. “There they are. They’re all alive with aether-blocking shackles, so all that needs to be done is to take them to Tul Sar Naar.” 
 
    He stepped to me. “Looks good. Got some evidence?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I drew my phone and sent him the prepared email. 
 
    He took out his phone from his inner pocket, typed in the unlocking pin code, and looked at the screen. “That’s a big one,” he remarked. 
 
    Over two gigabytes, so he couldn’t download and check it in the moment. “Lots of pictures.” 
 
    He nodded and pocketed his phone. “Well, I’ll go take them then, thanks.” 
 
    “Think this’ll be all for now.” I smiled and offered him a handshake.  “Pleasure dealing with you.” 
 
    He shook my hand, returning my smile. Even now, when I knew what he had done, how much he lied to me, he still didn’t show a hint of falseness. The perfection with which he faked everything impressed me. 
 
    My knees wobbled and I fell on him. 
 
    “Whoa, careful.” He helped me stabilize. “You need to rest.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered and leaned back against the wall, seamlessly sliding the phone I nicked from him into an inner pocket of my duster. My heart was still beating like crazy, but I had enough experience not to show it. 
 
    He walked to the unconscious demigods, picked them all up and started dragging them through the lobby. 
 
    “Sorry, but I’m a bit too weak to help,” I uttered. 
 
    “No problem.” He flashed a grin. “I got this.” 
 
    I waited for him to leave through the door and then instantly drew his phone. He entered his unlocking pin code in front of me so many times I have long remembered the numbers. I instantly went to email, tapped the magnifying glass icon and entered Evelyn into the search. 
 
    Two emails. 
 
    My heart leapt to my throat. The subject of the older one said Interrogation record. 
 
    I tapped the message, opened one of the eight attachments—an mp3 file—and pressed play. Evelyn’s painful wailing sounded from the phone. 
 
    My blood froze in my veins. When her screaming stopped, she stuttered in weak voice. “I don’t know, I told you I didn’t—” and then she started to scream again. 
 
    They tortured her. 
 
    Rage and despair clashed within me. I opened the second email. For your approval said the text and attached was a pdf document. 
 
    I opened the attachment and skimmed through it. Evelyn Natheast… sentenced to execution… scheduled for Monday 8 am... in the NYC Base. Without breathing, I stared at the screen. The reply Miller sent to the email was approved. 
 
    The agent who took me said something about the possibility of me facing execution about the nightmare plague. He wasn’t exaggerating. 
 
    I glanced at the time. 7:14. Frantically I started searching through the phone for the location of their New York base. Executions were illegal in New York State, so if they were doing one, they had to have a special authorization for it and a black site facility where they could do so. After a bit of searching, I found a document. 
 
    This one the official granting of access for Chief of Supernatural Investigations, Frederick Miller. But it also contained an address in the forests behind New York. 
 
    The door opened and Agent Miller entered. He glanced at me suspiciously. Since both our phones were black, he apparently couldn’t tell which one I held. His hand still moved to the gun holstered by his side. 
 
    The door closed behind him, and he said, “Have you seen my ph—” 
 
    I clenched my thigh, drew my colt anaconda and shot. One. The bullet hit his forehead and his skull exploded. 
 
    Evelyn was right. Once I found my reason to murder, I didn’t hesitate for a split second. My only chance of saving Evelyn was to immediately head there. If Miller realized what happened and told the FBSI I was coming, my chance of success would have been zero. All it would take would be them moving her to any other facility and I would never find her. 
 
    The aether overflowing from my body stabilized and Lucifer’s presence disappeared from my mind. We merged. The next breath I took felt like the first breath I have ever taken in my life. As if my entire being forgot to breathe and only now remembered. My vision cleared to sharpness, sounds I couldn’t hear before arrived at my ears and my entire body lightened. 
 
    My wounds still hurt though. 
 
    Miller had a partner. I walked to the doors. They opened just as I stepped to them. 
 
    Attracted by the gunfire, a man in his forties stood between the wings, staring inside, gun in his hands. The black suit he wore matched Miller’s. Before he could shout, I grabbed him by the face and spun, throwing him at the wall. He pushed aether through his body to lessen the impact. 
 
    I leapt to him and shot him in the foot where his shield wasn’t yet built. 
 
    He shouted out in pain. I put the barrel of my gun into his gaping mouth, pointed up and fired. Two. His brain splattered all over the wall. 
 
    I opened the door and peeked out. Miller’s car stood in front of the building, empty. A black van was just joining the traffic, apparently containing Sora and his friends. 
 
    Not my problem. 
 
    From my backpack, I withdrew Kenji’s rollerblades. After stowing my shoes into the backpack and putting them on, I tied the strap of my hat under my jaw and I rushed toward the door. I had about half an hour until Evelyn was to be executed and Kenji’s flying spell was faster than a car could be in the morning jam. 
 
    Outside, I molded my aether the way Kenji did. The rollerblades hummed and gray mist wreathed me. I leapt up, using more of my aether to form an invisible platform of hardened air. This temporary square served as the foundation for my next step, which propelled me further into the air. 
 
    The whole process was like running up the stairs which I was making before each step. With gritted teeth, I put all my strength into the run. Seconds later, I was running up in the sky above the skyscrapers and Lucielle’s tower disappeared behind me. 
 
    Sharp wind battered my face, making my eyes tear up. I lowered the hat into my face and tilted my head not to allow the wind to hit my eyes directly. I still had to strengthen every fiber of my being and clothes to withstand the wind. This took a lot of strength. 
 
    The FBSI base lay in Norvin Green State Forest, roughly thirty-five miles away. By the way things moved beneath me, my speed was a bit over seventy miles per hour. That gave me less than fifteen minutes after my arrival. Not much time. 
 
    I drew my phone and dialed Konrad. 
 
    He picked up fast. “Not a good time… and what’s with the noise around you?” 
 
    “No time to explain,” I shouted into the phone, amplifying my voice with aether to outpower the wind. “I need you to drive to Glade Road in Bloomingdale, now. Matter of life and death.” 
 
    I couldn’t hear his answer, so I hung up and focused on running. This was the worst plan I’ve ever made. 
 
    But I refused to let Evelyn die. 
 
      
 
    The broadleaf forest of Norvin Green State Park flowed below me. The FBSI base was hidden deep inside. I had no real plan and little strength left. While I hated to admit it, I wouldn’t have had enough aether if I haven’t merged with Lucifer. 
 
    Strange, I always thought it would change me. I was terrified of that. Now, half an hour later, I felt no different. Have I become so much like the fallen angel that his consciousness merging with mine didn’t change anything? Or have I changed without realizing? 
 
    Then again, I was kind of in love with Vivian, easily the evilest woman in the world. My core had to have more than enough darkness inside. 
 
    I spotted the base. From the distance, it looked like a standard, tree-covered hill. I didn’t slow down. Despite my aether defenses, my entire body was freezing. The cross pressed against my chest felt as if it were made of ice. 
 
    When I was approaching the base, I made out the finer features. Tall walls with watchtowers ringed the hill. Black vans and cars stood parked inside and satellites covered the higher part of the hill. I ran straight toward the top. During my run, I searched Miller’s phone for any information about the base. 
 
    From the interesting parts, the execution room was apparently next to the prison in the first underground floor. The base stationed about three hundred personnel, a third of which were agents, all of whom could use aether to some degree. I glimpsed the two combat helicopters on the helipads by the base’s side wall. 
 
    A frontal attack was out of the question. Even without my aether mostly depleted, I had no way to fight through this many aether-wielders. Sure, I killed Miller and his partner with ease, but they were unprepared. I would also catch some agents here unprepared, but then the alarm sounded, and they would form their defenses. 
 
    What I needed were the ventilation exhausts. All complexes like this had controlled airflow and not only to save on the heating costs. Given the hill being high enough to contain six floors, I guessed there were at least two separate ventilation systems with one covering the ground floor and the underground and the second one handling the rest. In case of an attack, contamination of air in the lower floors would have no negative impact on most of the building. 
 
    Like four headless snakes, four ventilation exhausts loomed among the satellites. I tried to stop my run. My legs screamed with strain and I hit the hill much faster than I thought I would. 
 
    My vision blanked upon impact and mud filled the air around me. No time to pity myself. I crawled up to my feet, ignoring the blinding pain, and stepped to one exhaust shaft. 
 
    My fingers formed the pattern Aiko used for the fire spell, I formed the correct sequence and started blowing a torrent of flames into the exhaust shaft. 
 
    Normally, the outward-heading flow of air protected this part of ventilation system from any natural fire. But the spell put force behind the torrent. I didn’t stop blowing like before, instead, I kept fuelling as much aether as I could. 
 
    Sharp ringing of an alarm echoed through the base. Good. The heat from the flame warmed up my frozen body. Fire erupted through other exhaust pipes. 
 
    I didn’t stop. The steel of the exhaust started twisting and melting. Not even a minute later, people started running out of the building, shouting and coughing. Flames burst out from multiple spots in the base. I gave it thirty seconds more and then leapt back. I didn’t bother cloaking myself and, instead, fortified my body with my strongest combat pattern. 
 
    Mid-air, I made a hardened-air tile, and kicked it to propel myself through the door. Two people were running out. I crashed through their midst, throwing them to the side. Smoke lingered beneath the ceiling and the automatic sprinklers were doing their best. 
 
    There was no way they could douse this much magical flame. I searched for the building’s evacuation plan but didn’t see one. A woman and three men people ran through the two-winged door in front of me. Two wore suits, the rest had civil clothes. The second they saw me, the men in suits reached for their guns. 
 
    I clenched my thigh, drew my colt and fired. One, two, both in the head. The other two started shrieking. I bolted forward, grabbed the woman by her shirt, pressed her against the wall and aimed the gun at her head. “Where’s the execution room?” 
 
    She was pale as death, crying, “I… can’t…” 
 
    The other man leapt at my back, putting his hands around me. He didn’t have enough aether to strengthen himself enough to move me. 
 
    I turned my wrist and fired. Three. The brain exploded out of his head and his corpse slid down from me. I turned the gun back to the woman, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Third door to the right… downstairs… far end,” she stuttered. I let her go and bolted through the door. A group of people were rushing toward me, screaming. I dove into the crowd, wrestling through. 
 
    These people had enough sanity to keep running to save their lives. I replaced the bullets in my guns and reached the stairs. After I slid down, a massive steel door stopped me. Apparently, the safety procedure in the case of fire turned the basement into a sealed vault. 
 
    Fuck. I gathered aether in my palm. The woman said the execution was at the far end of the floor, so I didn’t have to bother regulating how much power I put into the blast. With my aether-fuelled sight, I saw faint purple markings on the door. Given how dim they were, they didn’t have too much aether. 
 
    The blast burst from my outstretched hand. The world exploded in front of me as the whirling aether tore through the door like heaven’s drill, the room, the next door, the hallway, the wall and hundred more feet ahead. 
 
    I sprinted forward, gliding on the floor. Twelve mutilated corpses lay at the edges of the blast radius. Whatever. First, I had to save Evelyn, and only then, I would worry about the salvation of my soul and other stuff. 
 
    The steel hallways passed by me. A security door stood in front of me. Fully coated by aether, I rammed my shoulder into it. The door bent and flung from the hinges. I pushed the door in front me as I passed the next hallway. 
 
    The rooms by the sides contained agents. They all jumped to their feet when they glimpsed me, drawing weapons. I kept running and reached the end. Hallways led left and right. 
 
    The agents chased me. I clapped my hands together, formed the arcane symbol in my mind and touched the wall. My aether passed through the wall and made the ceiling collapse behind me. 
 
    Okay, left, or right? Both. I stretched out my arms, formed a globe of aether in each palm and released the spells. The explosions tore through the doors and walls. To my left was a destroyed depot. At my right lay a chamber with a glass in the wall. Behind the glass, Evelyn was strapped to a raised bed, her eyes hollow and face stained with dried tears. 
 
    A man in a white coat was putting an injection to a catheter connected to her arm. 
 
    I clenched my things, drew my colts, turned, and fired. Twelve bullets, all in the same spot. No bulletproof glass could withstand that. The window shattered and the doctor’s arm exploded in blood. The injection fell from what was left of his hand. 
 
    My left colt slid into the holster while I bolted forward, reloading the second gun with a full moon clip. The doctor fell to the ground, unconscious from the shock. 
 
    Three people sat in front of the shattered glass. They had to be there to watch the execution. Two more were inside, near Evelyn, and they all drew their guns. 
 
    Like I cared. One, two, three, four, five. Five corpses fell to the ground and I towered above Evelyn. 
 
    She was staring at me with wide eyes and tears flowing down her face. She wore the standard, orange prison jumpsuit and a white shirt underneath. 
 
    With a smile and the weight of the world falling from my heart, I started unstrapping her from the bed. “We need to go.” 
 
    She kept staring at me, mouth gaping. She didn’t believe this was real. 
 
    And I didn’t blame her. When I finished unstrapping her, I rose and looked around. “We need to get you some other clothes.” 
 
    Evelyn exploded into tears, grabbing me by the waist for a hug, pressing her head against my body. 
 
     I softly stroked her hair. 
 
    “I… I thought… I’d…” she couldn’t form words. 
 
    “You’re safe now.” I did my best not to burst out into tears as well. Heaven knew I wanted to. Later, I would do that when she was safe. “But we have to go.” 
 
    With a gentle shove, I detached and reached for the body of the female agent I killed. Her suit and shirt were stained in blood and brains, but her figure matched Evelyn’s. Each piece that I removed, I handed to Evelyn who started putting them on. 
 
    Her entire body shook as she kept weeping, but she managed to pull off the orange jumpsuit and dress. She put on the shoes, low black pumps, and stood up, her legs wobbly. 
 
    I stepped next to her. “Cover your ears.” I raised my hand above me and formed the rotating sphere of aether. But I couldn’t channel anymore power into it. My aether ran out, not leaving behind enough to finish the blasting spell. 
 
    Not today. I spread out my leftover aether in form of darkness-made tendrils. They wrapped around the corpses, slid on the walls, and absorbed aether from my surroundings. When I used this power to gather aether to heal Katherine, the absorption was slow. Now, I sucked out all the aether in my surroundings in seconds. 
 
    The corpses turned into dried husks. I glanced at Evelyn. Was saving her worth this much death and destruction? 
 
    Logically, no, one life wasn’t worth the dozens I’ve killed. But why didn’t I care? 
 
    The moment I crossed the threshold when I shot Miller, something in me died and I didn’t even notice. My palm started to burn from the rotating sphere of compressed aether. Light around my hand bent into the black globe. 
 
    I let the spell go. The ceiling above me disappeared. So did everything else and I looked through the gaping hole at the cloud-covered heavens. Light shone through a hole in the clouds my spell dug. 
 
    I took Evelyn into my arms and my heart jumped, soul soothing. I ducked, pushed aether into my legs and leapt upward, cloaking us in the misty invisibility. 
 
    The base and the surrounding forest were ablaze. It may have been late October, but the magical flame was too hot, and I summoned too much for the cold air to stop the inferno from spreading. The fire wouldn’t spread too far, but this entire section of the forest burned. 
 
    I kept making the tiles of hardened air and ran above the treetops. 
 
    Evelyn held onto me, staring around in amazement. “You… did this?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered. “Once I crossed the line, I couldn’t stop until I found you.” 
 
    She clutched me tighter. “Thank you.” 
 
    That almost made me cry. We ran over the forest in silence and I landed in the Bloomingdale borough of New York.  
 
    Konrad was already there, standing next to his car, a silver Volkswagen Passat. 
 
    I dispersed the aether cloaking me and stopped in front of him. “Thanks for coming.” 
 
    He measured me with a cold stare. “I suppose the fire trucks rushing up the road are your doing.” 
 
    “Obviously.” I smiled. “I need you to drive Evelyn home.” 
 
    Evelyn’s grip around my body tightened. “You’re not leaving me, are you?” 
 
    “Sorry.” My smile turned into a sad one. I didn’t want to let go. “But I need to settle this.” 
 
    Konrad understood and opened the back door of his car. 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no, no, you’re not going anywhere.” Evelyn grabbed my coat. 
 
    “Sorry. I have to.” With my heart sinking into my stomach and tears sliding down my face, I started pushing her off me. 
 
    “We can run to Europe or Asia or anywhere. We can live somewhere else… please.” 
 
    “I’ll not live on the run.” I forced out a smile. “But I’ll return to you.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Promise?” 
 
    “I promise I will come back to you within a year.” 
 
    She let go of me and allowed me to put her into the car. 
 
    I glanced at Konrad. “Got a pen and some paper?” 
 
    He withdrew a pen from his pocket, tore a page off the note book he always carried and handed them to me. From the secret compartment in my valet, I drew the emergency credit card. I handed it to Evelyn. “This has over four million dollars. That should suffice until I’m back.” 
 
    She held the card with her mouth gaping. Yeah, for all the clean-up work I did for the Secret Societies, I earned a lot more money than I ever told her. “Here’s the pin.” I wrote the number onto the paper and stuffed it into her pocket. “And would you take care of my hat when I’m gone?” 
 
    I unstrapped the hat and placed it on her head. 
 
    She reached out with her hand, grabbed the cross necklace hanging around my neck and pulled out the cross shaped amulet. She clutched it in her hand. ‘Splindo anima mea.’ [Split my soul.] 
 
    Evelyn grunted in pain. “With this, you’ll always find me.” She let go of the amulet, sagged onto the car seat, clutched the hat with her arms and exploded into tears. I closed the car’s door and looked at Konrad. 
 
    His eyes glistened in the morning sun. He pushed his round glasses up his nose, put on a professional smile and stretched out his hand. “It’s been an honor, Mr. Johnson.” 
 
    I shook his hand. “Till next time.” 
 
    He got into the car. 
 
    I watched him drive away. Only now, I allowed myself to cry. 
 
    Thundering rotors interrupted me. I glanced up and saw a combat helicopter flying from above the forest, heading toward me. 
 
    I spread my arms and raised my palms above my head.  The only way to stop them from pursuing Evelyn was to give them another culprit, to give them someone to arrest. Once they arrested me, a single phone call to Katherine or anyone else from the Secret Societies would stop them from executing me. 
 
    Upon my death, Lucifer’s soul would return to the Void from which it could be resurrected. Therefore, killing me would be riskier than locking me up for life in Tul Sar Naar. And I could work with that. 
 
    The bottom of the helicopter opened and a pair of miniguns slipped out, aiming at me. 
 
    They weren’t planning to arrest me, were they? I powered my body with aether. Gunfire roared into the air. I bolted forward, avoiding the bullets. Once I was under the helicopter, I spun, formed Aiko’s patter with my fingers and slashed my hand. A blast of force flew up and bent the helicopter’s tail. 
 
    The helicopter spun and crashed into a fiery explosion. On the main road, black vans were approaching the city. 
 
    Oh, no, they were not going to pursue Evelyn. I formed Yoshiro’s pattern in my hands, ducked, touched the road and channeled the spell. On the main road, the asphalt bent, forming a wall in front of the vans. 
 
    If they wanted to fight, I’d fight to the death, fine, I would bury them all. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    I SAT ON THE BENCH of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Lower Manhattan. Light shone inside through the stained glass and the vast hall lay quiet. A group of tourists just left, and others haven’t entered yet. I breathed in the air, relaxing on the wooden seat. 
 
    With exhaustion clouding my mind, my entire body felt cold and dried blood glued the clothes to my skin. The pendant of the cross felt burning against my chest. 
 
    With a trembling hand, I called Katherine. 
 
    She picked up after a single beep. “Hey.” 
 
    “I need you to arrest someone, Paladin.” 
 
    “Who is it, this time?” 
 
    “Me.” 
 
    She paused. “This isn’t a good time for jokes. I’ve got an emergency here.” 
 
    “Someone burned down the secret FBSI base and then killed everyone who pursued him into the New York City, right?” 
 
    Her voice answered in a much colder tone. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because the culprit is me.” I sighed. “And I need you to arrest me yourself. I’m in the St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Manhattan. Come alone.” I hung up. 
 
    The statues standing at the sides, the paintings of saints gave me peace. I rested but did not allow myself sleep. I could do that later. 
 
    Two more tourist groups entered the cathedral, walked the circuit with a guide, and left. 
 
    The bench next to me creaked. I didn’t notice Katherine coming before she sat down next to me. Beneath her coat and loose pants, she wore full plate armor and her longsword made a bump on her back. 
 
    By now, the cathedral was likely besieged by Church’s forces and the entire area must have been restricted from access. 
 
    She measured me with a cold look. “What happened?” 
 
    “They kidnapped Evelyn, tortured her, and then wanted to execute her after she admitted to crimes she hadn’t committed.” I smiled sadly. “And then, when I wanted to turn myself in, they started shooting without asking for me to surrender.” 
 
     “That doesn’t justify you killing hundreds of people.” Her tone heated up and intonation quickened. 
 
     “Which is why I need you to arrest me.” 
 
    She reached under her robes and tossed me set of irons. I knew them, they were the strongest anti-magical shackles the Church used. I put them onto more than a few people myself. 
 
    I raised them and stared at the metal. “I have three conditions.” 
 
    “You’re in no position to make demands.” 
 
    “So the FBSI thought.” I smirked and forced the cold power out of my heart. My eyes turned into pools of darkness. “I am wounded and exhausted, but I’m still far from defenseless. Yes, you and your men would eventually overpower me. But thousands innocent people would die as collateral damage.” This is why I chose this cathedral in particular. Lower Manhattan was so densely populated there was no way to have a fight here without a massive loss of life. 
 
    “Are you blackmailing me?” 
 
    “No.” I smiled and withdrew the power, letting my eyes return to normal. “I’m only making sure you’re making an informed decision.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Fine. What do you want?” 
 
    “First, I want all crimes with which Evelyn has ever been charged or suspected written on me. I’ll make any needed testimonies, sign any required papers and admit to everything I both did and didn’t do. I don’t care what you pin on me as long as Evelyn ends up cleared of everything.” 
 
    A long pause hung heavy in the air. Katherine observed me with narrowed eyes. “Suppose I agree, what’d be the second condition?” 
 
    “That you, in person, see to me being transported to Tul Sar Naar, not executed or killed.” 
 
    “That’s what the Church would do anyway. It’s how the Secret Societies’ law works.” 
 
    “I know.” I smiled. “But I want to be sure and I trust no one more than you.” 
 
    Her face slackened and eyes became glazed. “This is not how I expected things to end when I brought you into this life.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I’ve failed you.” 
 
    “All right.” Tears glistened in her eyes and she rubbed them clean with her hand. “What’s the third one?” 
 
    I raised the amulet of the cross that hung around my neck. “I need you to keep this safe until I return. And my guns.” 
 
    “You’re not escaping from Tul Sar Naar.” She shrugged. “But whatever. I agree to your conditions.”  
 
    I gave Katherine the necklace, unbuckled my belt, untied the holsters from my thighs and handed all of it to her. After she accepted the items, I put on the aether-blocking shackles. 
 
    She arrested me. 
 
      
 
    Things went fast from then on. I signed a mountain-worth of papers, went through two dozen recorded testimonies and spent my time sitting in a windowless, maximum-security cell. 
 
    Five days after my arrest, a swift trial sentenced me to seventeen thousand, five hundred and forty-three lifetime sentences in Tul Sar Naar. One for each person whose death they wrote under my name, everyone from the nightmare plague, all victims of the past week and everyone else they needed. 
 
    The day after that, I was placed on a chopper in a Church’s base outside New York. There were eight seats in the combat helicopter, two for guards, six designed as full-restriction seats for the prisoners. Four men brought me into the chopper. They put me into the seat, removed the irons from my legs and attached my lower limbs to the shackles of the seat. Another shackle went by my belt, two more caught my arms, and one my neck. 
 
    I couldn’t move an inch and the cold metal bit into my skin. Two men stayed behind, and soon more soldiers brought the other prisoners who were to share the transport. 
 
    The soldiers brought Sora first, followed by Aiko, Kenji, and Yoshiro. Misery indeed loved company. All four of them stared at me with wide eyes, not knowing what to say. They tied them into their seats. 
 
    When the two soldiers closed the door and strapped themselves into the guard seats, Aiko broke the silence. “I love the irony, but still, how did you end up in here?” 
 
    “I’ve sinned.” 
 
    Sora shook his head. “That’s not the point. There’s no way they could ever capture you alive unless you wanted them to.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. That wasn’t how I understood this. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Back on the roof, I went through eighteen thousand possible futures. There wasn’t a single one where I could defeat you.” 
 
    I frowned. No matter how the start of the fight began, I would’ve always fired the blast at his friends. Up until now, I thought that if he chose not to save them, he would have killed me. 
 
    But if he didn’t, the spell would have murdered his friends, which would’ve caused me to merge with Lucifer. I guess us becoming one did more than I thought. 
 
     No, that didn’t sound right. “And in how many of the scenarios did you lose control of your body for no reason at some point?” 
 
    “Most, why?” 
 
    Yea, he could have killed me. Vivian didn’t fly away, but, instead, lingered around and wasn’t planning on standing idle watching me die. She would have saved me if Sora abandoned his friends and chose to kill me instead. 
 
    Oh, that bloodsucking psycho sure knew how to make me smile. 
 
    The helicopter started trembling and rotors roared above us. We lifted off. 
 
    From the window on the opposite side, I watched the forests disappear from sight and clouds take their place. I relaxed into my seat. Everyone was awfully quiet. I mean, Sora and his team were whispering in Japanese before, but now they stopped. 
 
    Blood started pouring into the helicopter from the roof. 
 
    Right, this. 
 
    The crimson liquid formed the shape of Vivian, sapphire eyes shone in the sockets and there she stood, wearing a dashing black dress and killer heels, looming above me. Everyone else in the chopper was staring blankly into space, clearly knocked out by her. 
 
    “This almost feels nostalgic.” She placed her legs to my sides, clenched my torso between her thighs and put her face in front of mine. I raised my chin and we kissed, the heat of her body dispelling the cold that has settled in mine. 
 
    My mind blanked for a moment. 
 
    When we finished kissing, she put on a wide smile. “I have talked with Lucielle and she is willing to arrange your pardon under a few conditions.” 
 
    “Which ones?” 
 
    “You join the ranks of her agents as my personal pet, I mean, my direct subordinate, for at least the next hundred thousand years. You will also swear Lucielle your unconditional loyalty and receive standard agent wage.” 
 
    “Not interested.” 
 
    She frowned. “Are you certain?” 
 
    “I’m not becoming Lucielle’s puppet.” 
 
    The corners of her mouth dropped, and her voice turned to a lower tone. “Do you have any idea where you are being taken?” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “When Lucielle wiped out the original Greek pantheon, she struck a deal with Hades to let him live in exchange for him running her prison. Tul Sar Naar is the modern name for what was once called Tartarus. No one has ever gotten even close to escaping.” 
 
    “So Lucielle says, which is why a full pardon will be given to anyone who manages to escape. I know.” 
 
    “That’s a pointless taunt.” She clicked her tongue, her eyes shining even brighter. “No one can escape that place.” 
 
    “Then why aren’t you there?” 
 
    She paused. 
 
    “If escape was impossible, I’m sure Lucielle would have long ago locked you up in there. That she hasn’t means you would be able to escape and Lucielle is unwilling to risk that.” 
 
    Her face split into a wide grin, baring her teeth. “Oh, you cheeky bastard.” She leaned in for another long kiss. When she detached, she spoke again, her voice melodic and cheerful. “Not by much, but you are more fun as a free man than you would be as my pet. Fine, I will give you a chance to prove you can live up to your ego. But first, I am going to punish you refusing my generous offer.” 
 
    Heat filled her body as she pushed her aether into me. The chair I was tied into did a perfect job of stopping me from using my aether, leaving me utterly defenceless. The blood flowing through my veins sped up and fuelled straight into my crotch. 
 
    That made my dick so hard it hurt. She slid open the pants, positioned herself and sat on it while still kissing me. I didn’t bother telling her to be reasonable. 
 
    The flight took two impossibly long hours. When I bedded Vivian, I used an excessive amount of aether to protect my manhood. Now, I had no such option. The first fifteen minutes were a lot of fun as she rode me in a frenzy, scratching my back and moaning. The remaining hour and a half were pure agony. I screamed, I shook, I begged, I whimpered. 
 
    Normally, the male genitalia protected itself by the blood flooding out when excitement faded. Since she was using magic to get the blood into the correct places in the first place, that couldn’t happen. 
 
    When the helicopter started landing and she finally stopped, my crotch was a butchered mess of blisters and my own blood. All I could do was to whimper in a broken voice. 
 
    She cleared the dried tears from my face and looked me in the eyes. “Now, I will go back to being punished. When that is over, about two years from now, you better be back. If you are not, well, this was a small preview of how the rest of your life would be.” She kissed me, closed my pants, and turned to blood. 
 
    I panted, mind-numbing agony pouring through me. 
 
    The blood seeped out through the floor and the other passengers woke up. I tried to make out the details of where I was but all I could see behind the window was a snowstorm. 
 
    The two guards put on gas masks. One walked to me, took what looked like an oxygen mask from above my chair and put it over my face. I passed out in an instant. 
 
      
 
    I woke up lying on a steel platform that was rising up. Sora and the two men from his team were next to me. We all wore orange jumpsuits and had thick, steel collars on our necks. I reached for my aether and there was almost no response. I smiled. Almost nothing was something I could work with. 
 
    Someone changed my clothes for clean ones, bandaged my crotch, and gave me powerful painkillers. Standing up still sent me blinding pain. 
 
    We were in a long shaft, rising toward bright lights. I exchanged glances with Sora. We both tensed our bodies. The ceiling with lights split apart and the platform rose up into a hall. 
 
    Around us were dozens of men in orange jumpsuits, all looking at us curiously. I saw quite a few familiar faces. Over the past year, I sent over seventy men here. Many were present. 
 
    Most men averted their gazes and went back to minding their business. We apparently impressed no one. Judging by the basketball hoops that rimmed the walls, this was the sports hall. 
 
    The prisoners were in surprisingly top shape and everyone had the aether-blocking collars.  
 
    From the people who remained behind, the ones on whom my gaze stopped were the sex trafficking gang members I arrested back in Queens. My gaze instantly locked with Mohawk’s. His green hair now lay on his head. 
 
    He grinned and started laughing. “Talk about fucking irony. You’re so dead, you bastard.” 
 
    I ignored him and stepped into the hall. First, I needed to get an idea of how this place worked. 
 
    “You’re dead, you hear me?” Mohawk stepped to my side and grabbed my shoulder. 
 
     Shut up. I whirled, grabbed his nape, pulled his head down and planted my knee into his face. He tried to block with his hand, but its bones broke upon the impact. My second kick broke his nose and teeth. The third one crunched his skull. The fourth one shattered the bone and squashed the brain. The fifth one was to make sure he stays dead. The corpse fell. 
 
    Ringing alarms echoed through the air. Doors opened in the walls and men in full tactical body armor flooded the hall. The other prisoners started cursing and dropping to the floor, lying still pre-emptively. 
 
    A slender man with short, brown hair stepped toward me, shouting over the alarm. “I see you’re going to fit right in.” 
 
    “I won’t be here for long.” 
 
    Guards grabbed my arms from behind and forced me to the ground. They did the same to the brown-haired man, pushing him to the floor, his head close to mine. 
 
    “Welcome to Tartarus,” he said, irony seeping from his voice. “The place nobody ever leaves.” 
 
    “I’ll be the first to escape.” 
 
    “So everyone says.” He laughed. 
 
    The guardsmen started shackling our arms and legs. 
 
    “Anyway, I forgot to introduce myself. I’m the man nobody trusts, the one and only, Loki.” 
 
    “Sounds like we’re going to be friends.” I smiled. “I am Lucifer.”


 
   
  
 



Lucas’s imprisonment continues in Infernal Contract. You can read the first chapter here: 
 
      
 
    THE ONLY entertaining part of my prison sentence was planning the escape. Since I’ve been sentenced for over seventeen thousand lifetimes, I didn’t lack motivation. Though here in Tul Sar Naar, formerly known as Tartarus, time possessed little meaning. 
 
    I got out of the bed, my skin itching beneath my steel collar, and started stretching. The prisoner sharing my cell, Loki, was already finishing this morning’s warm up. Well, technically speaking, he has been sharing his cell with me since the Nordic god has been imprisoned here for two years while I arrived less than a year ago. Our cell featured little other than the two bunk beds and a tiny lavatory embedded into the room. The steel floor chilled my feet as I started the basic workout. 
 
    “Another day in damnation,” Loki said, mischief playing on his lips. “Still planning your grand escape?” 
 
    The bastard asked me this question every day for the past half a year. I should have never told him I was working on that. “I wouldn’t call it grand.” 
 
    “What’s the rush, Lucas?” He stood smaller than me, leaner and less muscular, with short brown hair and an unremarkable, clean-shaven face. He had the same steel collar I wore, which limited his ability to use magic the same way mine did. 
 
    Telling him anything may not have been strategic, but I couldn’t hide everything from him. Especially since he was a part of the plan. “I promised someone I would be back in a year.” 
 
    “And you still believe that whoever escapes this place and reaches the shore will be pardoned of all crimes?” 
 
    He asked in a joking manner, but desire bubbled underneath. Yes, the Hand of God was so confident in their prison they taunted everyone with the promise of a pardon. “The Devil herself told me.” And in the supernatural world, her word was an unbreakable law. 
 
    Sirens thundered through the air, the official alarm clock. The cell’s steel door flung open, displaying the abyss beyond. Like in a twisted beehive, cells were built inside the walls of a massive tower-like column with no paths leading from the door. The male part of the prison housed about four hundred prisoners, a wild mix of old gods, newly reborn demi-gods, rogue mages and witches, werewolves, and pretty much everything else supernatural that the Hand of God deemed fit for imprisonment. 
 
    The air in the tower blew upward in a strong current. With heavy rumbling, a steel contraption unwrapped like a blooming blossom above us.  As if not having a path from the door wasn’t enough, the only exit—the corridor leading to mess hall—had its own, special door. 
 
    This place wasn’t merely a prison, but also a factory where we were the basic materials. Everything magical in the world ran on aether, the arcane energy that powered all magic. The main purpose of this prison was to extract aether from the prisoners, liquefying it into aether batteries, which were a prized commodity in the supernatural world. 
 
    Sirens changed their tone into a staccato. Time to go. I glanced over my shoulder. “Remember when I told you what the first move would be? We’re doing it today.” And like all the other orange-jumpsuit-wearing prisoners, I leapt into the open space, letting the magical updraft carry me.  The air was wet and lifted me up as if I weighed nothing. 
 
    The spell allowing us to leave the cells was a simple one, but quite effective given the updraft ended at the only exit, the tunnel leading into the mess hall. 
 
    I enjoyed the short flight, watching the other prisoners floating nearby, and landed into a wooden hallway. Thousands of oak-made cubes formed the walls, floor, ceiling, and sculptures within the tunnel. The sculptures were a wild mix of animals, men in armor, and women in dresses. A smile crept onto my face from the pleasant change of scenery. This was by far the prettiest place in our prison. 
 
    Yet like everything else in Tul Sar Naar, this had a purpose. The corridor presented the only path to and from the cells and contained powerful detection magic, which scanned the prisoners for any object we weren’t supposed to have. Wood was the material that interfered the least with magic and cubes were a shape that was easy to filter out. The sculptures themselves served for the scan’s contrast, like the black background on a negative. 
 
    Loki landed next to me and we walked ahead. The detection tunnel’s magic made my fingers tingle. 
 
    Ignoring the ever-present stench of sweat and misery, we entered the mess hall. The usual set of angry glares welcomed me into the near-barren room. I loved being popular. Iron tables and chairs made rows like in a school dining hall and we stepped into the waiting line. One by one, the prisoners walked to the small window in the steel wall where a machine served breakfast. 
 
    The prisoners were spread into their usual groups. The gods and demigods—who were all really just humans with immortal souls—grouped up by their pantheons, fallen angels sat together, and so did the werewolves, mages, and everyone damn else. And most were here for the same reason as me. Divine souls would eventually revive if killed, so ending our lives was suboptimal. Imprisoning us forever, however, was much more efficient. Given we also produced large amounts of aether, which this facility was built to extract, jailing us here was also a lot more economic. And if the Devil, the prison’s owner, loved anything, it was money. 
 
    Loki and I took the trays carrying our portions and sat at the far end of the furthest table. I chose this spot because we would be alone at the table, but also because a group of prisoners concentrated around the Aztec pantheon sat at the table behind Loki. 
 
    We weren’t very popular. Nobody wanted to talk to Loki because he was, supposedly, a treacherous bastard, at least as far as his legend described him. I, on the other hand, used to work as a private investigator. Over seventy people were imprisoned here because of my short-lived career. The man I arrested last, Sora Izanagi, was giving me the usual glare. I threw him a wide grin and he looked away. 
 
    We dug into the cereals drenched in milk. Next to an apple, a banana, and a small bottle of orange juice, this breakfast was so boringly healthy it made my stomach twitch. But hunger didn’t care. 
 
    A tray clanged on the table next to me and a man sat down by my side. His hair grew wildly to all sides, as did his rugged beard. Sun Wukong smiled at me, motioning at my banana. 
 
    The usual trade. I nodded. 
 
    With a swift move, he switched his apple with my banana. Satisfied, he dug the spoon into his cereals and began eating. His mouth stopped around the spoon. Air swirled around his face, revealing him biting into an apple he now held. 
 
    Wukong tore the apple away, spitting out. “You had to do this, didn’t you?” 
 
    Loki and I chuckled. While the collars blocked most of our magic, we could still do minor tricks. This illusion was Loki’s. 
 
    The chair on the opposite row screeched and a bulky man stood up. Wukong’s spit hit his back and he turned, glaring at us. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Your face.” I smirked at the man and bit into my newly received apple. Keith arrived here after I arrested him. He used to run a sex trafficking gang on Long Island. I found him hiding next to a family whose son he kidnapped and buried, keeping him alive for blackmail. Back then, I shot him in both shoulders and the knee before rescuing the kidnapped son. “Heard your mom killed herself when she first saw you.” 
 
    Keith glowered at me, fuming. 
 
    Come on, Keith, punch me in the face. I needed a fight to happen and he happened to be good friends with Ricardo Xolotl, who sat behind Keith and would join. I needed to fight Ricardo but couldn’t engage him straight since that would be too obvious. “What? Want to prove you give the best head in the prison?” 
 
    His face turned red and the veins on his neck bulged. “You’ll pay for this.” He pivoted, grabbed his tray, and turned away. 
 
    “Sure, run to your butt-buddies,” I shouted as he walked away. Meh. Hopefully, Keith would gather more of his buddies later and come show me who’s the boss. 
 
    Loki snorted, but Wukong’s features froze. The monkey king glanced at me. Yeah, he knew a bit more about the escape plan than Loki did and now, he recognized the first move. “Our lovely stay seems to be coming to an end.” 
 
    “One way or another.” I returned to the breakfast and continued eating. Awkward silence marred the meal’s remainder. There was only so much to talk about when going through the same routine every day. The light shining in the center of the ceiling turned from green to orange. 
 
    That marked the start of our free time. We gave the trays to the designated machine and turned toward the sports hall. I gave Keith another smirk accompanied with an insult as I passed him. 
 
    The sports hall was one of the three facilities we could use. For our bodies to produce maximum amount of extractable aether, we needed to remain in top shape and of a healthy mind, so the prison was designed to keep us that way. Our free time thus offered exercise and sports as the only possible sources of entertainment. Over time, everyone gave in as few things were worse than boredom. The three facilities we could use were two sports halls and the arena. But there was little to do in the arena unless a match was being held. 
 
    The first sports hall itself was a vast, square dome with three exits. One led to the mess hall, one to the local bathrooms, and one to the second sports hall. This hall offered dozens of exercise machines, basketball hoops, football keeps and, sets of mats, benches and weights. By the end was a fence-guarded platform, which served as the delivery point for new prisoners. Water fountains rimmed the walls. 
 
    Loki split from us, heading for the rowing machine he favored. The story had it that when he was in high school, he was on a rowing team. The machine wasn’t quite the same, but a small reminder of the good old days was better than nothing. 
 
    Wukong and I went for our usual mat by the far wall. There was no truly secluded spot in the prison, but this one was the furthest from the basketball hoops. “I start on top today,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah.” I began to stretch and so did he. 
 
    Before obtaining the soul of the monkey king, Wukong was an agent of the Chinese Ministry of Defense. I tried to pry from him what precisely he used to do, but never got exact answers. Not that I cared much. Plus, I only ever told him the general idea of what I did as a private investigator. The important part was that he had martial arts training, so we had something to do. Since punching each other would be a problem without gloves, we focused mostly on wrestling, Judo, and Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. Sure, we pulled a muscle from time to time, but that was much better than breaking each other’s faces. 
 
    I lay onto the mat and he got on top of me. The jumpsuits somehow simulated the traditional kimonos. We made for decent practice partners. While I was bigger, heavier, and stronger, he had better technique as he possessed a much larger degree of experience. 
 
    We spent the entire morning with him trying to catch me into submission and me defending. In the afternoon, we would switch, and I would be on the top. Sweat covered my body as I rose, and the water fountain provided blessed sustenance. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I spotted Keith glaring at me. Finally. Things would be awkward if he swallowed the morning incident and did nothing. I turned off the water fountain and headed to the bathroom to answer the call of nature.  
 
    Much like the rest of the prison, this hallway was also made of barren steel. After nine months of living here, I got used to it. Though the lack of windows still annoyed me. 
 
    When I finished with the bodily needs, I grabbed two toilet brushes, steel rods with stinking brushes at the end, and walked back toward the sports hall. As I did, I flipped the brushes in my hands and hid them behind my back. 
 
    In front of the sports hall’s door stood Keith, flanked by four of his friends. Three were his fellow gang members and the last one was an Aztec demigod, Ricardo Xolotl. Good. This was going to hurt, but also went exactly as planned. I promised Evelyn I would come back to her within a year. Now, nine months later, this was the first step of fulfilling that promise. 
 
      
 
    To continue, you can buy the book here: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07W1F67HX 
 
   


  
 


 
    GET TWO NOVELLAS AND EXCLUSIVE LUCAS JOHNSON MATERIALS 
 
      
 
    One of the best things about writing is building a relationship with my readers. I send monthly giveaways, information about my new releases (including ARCs), and regular free chapters, all related to Lucas Johnson series. 
 
      
 
    And if you sign up to the mailing list, you’ll get from me all this free stuff: 
 
      
 
    
    	 A copy of Lucas Johnson introductory novella, Demon Hunt. 
 
    	 A copy of my Requiem for Fallen Gods novella, Crimson Cobra 
 
    	 A copy of a leaked, highly classified report the Hand of God has requested on Lucas. This is exclusive to my mailing list as you cannot get this anywhere else. 
 
   
 
      
 
    You can get the novellas and the report for free by signing up at https://tinyurl.com/ybufcsfc  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Did you enjoy the book? You can help me a lot. 
 
    Reviews are some of the most helpful things an author can get. I’m a starting author, so I don’t have the financial strength of a New York publisher.  
 
      
 
    But I have the will to fight and one of the greatest weapons I can get are honest reviews from readers like you. 
 
        
 
    If you’ve enjoyed this book, it would help me a lot of you could spend two minutes leaving a review (it can be really short). 
 
      
 
    Thank you! 
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