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A Promise

 You funny little mortals have no idea what is about to happen to your world. It’s quite amusing to us. At least it is now that we know the curse is finally losing its power. Soon we will be able to return for good, not just make the brief visits we can tolerate at the moment. You’re probably wondering what I am talking about, but like I said, you mortals have no idea. 
 Almost four thousand years ago we lived among you, ruling over you in a benevolent way because you were too puny-minded to look after yourselves. We protected you from some of the other magical creatures, shapeshifters who felt a need to prey on you, ogres who would just eat you, whykers, shilts, gindars, and other creatures who feed on life energy and preferred humans to anything else they could catch. It was a glorious time where every race thrived.  
 Unfortunately, even though my race had lived harmoniously for millennia, keeping the earth in balance and managing the population of each race, a split began to appear. Not all felt we should live as we always had and though our supreme being, the most powerful among us, called for order, he could not prevent his son, Beelzebub, from rallying followers to his side.  
 That’s me by the way. I, Beelzebub will return to Earth shortly to claim my rightful place as your ruler … your God. 
 My race has the power to rule over you. My race always had the right to live better more enriched lives, if we just took a little more than we already were. Neither my father, the supreme being, nor my elder brother, the nearsighted fool set to inherit the mantle of supreme being, could see it.  
 Sure, we all had humans as our familiars; some inevitable interbreeding with your lesser race imbued some mortals with a small amount of magical ability. This was useful because, as familiars, we could use them to perform mundane tasks. It became a symbol of status: the more capable the familiar, the more highly-sought after they became. The higher one’s standing in our community, the more one needed to have a stable of familiars. My father disagreed with the practice of taking familiars but did not ban it and, of course, it was already established long before he was born. Yet he knew my aspirations went far beyond enslaving more humans, I wanted us to rule over all creatures, to bend them to my will.  
 I saw it as nothing more than nature running its course.  
 However, my brother, Godfrey, slowly turned our father against me. Our mother too, though she was never as outspoken as my sibling. Godfrey called my rallies seditious, and he wasn’t wrong. I knew that if I failed to seize power, it would never come my way again and I refused to live the rest of my life in his shadow. 
 Godfrey’s greatest driving force was my popularity. Our race wanted to hear my message. They wanted that which only I promised - a far greater standard of living. They flocked to my side, cheering for me to take the throne. However, my father was far too powerful to directly challenge. Ancient weapons and armour ensured no one could stand against him.  
 Fearing that my father might listen to the voice of the majority and too frightened to let my supporters grow yet further, Godfrey murdered my father in his sleep - a crime for which he had the gall to accuse me.  
 This, however, is where everything went wrong. 
 Our father cast a death curse with his dying breath. It ripped all our kind from the earth, casting us and all magical creatures into a parallel realm for all eternity. It was his greatest punishment, but it didn’t end there. He made our race immortal, trapping us at our current age but leaving all the children on earth where they would grow old, rather than condemning a baby to live forever in that state. Trapped in a parallel version of the earth, we fought each other, the two sides rallying behind either me or my brother, but quickly learning that we couldn’t kill each other no matter what we did.  
 That was the wisdom of the supreme being: we had no option but to live together and for the humans to live without our rule.  
 We didn’t live together though, the two camps parted, forming unique and separate communities. Trapped in a parallel dimension – a shadow version of our home, we couldn’t see the humans on earth, yet we were able to see their buildings and their technology as it developed, able to see their population explode as more and more buildings were erected to house them all, able to see the disproportionate standards of living between those with and those without.  
 None of us could understand it, but it proved one thing: without our rule the humans were lost and unable to manage themselves. My followers saw an even greater need to dominate the humans; to control them with an iron fist.  
 Thousands of years passed with us stuck in that immortal realm. Unable to die, unable to escape, and unable to do anything about it, until, just a few hundred years ago, a shilt found a way through the barrier. Shilts are predatory creatures and unaffected by most of the limitations the curse brought. Subservient to us, the supreme being saw no reason to make them immortal as part of our punishment. They, like the other magical creatures, were removed from the mortal realm either by accident - swept up by the supreme being’s death curse - or on purpose to stop them preying on humanity without control. They were almost starving to death, fighting for survival by taking whatever prey they could from our realm.  
 At first, the shilt’s report that it found a way through was believed to be a ridiculous stunt, but it was too tempting to completely ignore. What if it were true? Brought before me, the shilt demonstrated the ability to open a portal and step through it to the mortal realm. It couldn’t stay long and needed to enter at one of the strongest magical points - an intersection of ley lines. Furthermore, being in the mortal realm sapped his energy, but soon more and more of them were crossing over to feast on the seemingly limitless human race.  
 I sent volunteers forth to find new familiars and to learn. Finding a way through to the mortal realm meant one thing: the death curse was weakening. If it was weakening, then it would break, and when it did we would flood back to the earth and battle for dominion over it.  
 To do that I needed to know what we were up against.  
 Here’s the surprising part: you knew about us. Okay, that’s a little misleading. The human race remembered being ruled over by beings who were able to wield the planet’s source energy. You remembered shilts and shapeshifters and other creatures and each of them had become a legend. The shilts were remembered as creatures who sucked out the life energy of people though you changed it slightly and they drank blood in your legend and were called vampires. You came up with hellhounds, which we call gindars, and you even named werewolves and many other species I could identify even though you got a lot of the detail wrong.  
 It was my race that was the most interesting though. Somehow you were aware of the two factions, the two sides led by me and my brother, yet you turned it into a whole new wonderful fairy tale called religion.  
 Godfrey’s benevolent side, those who wanted all to live in peace and harmony, were called angels. Me? Well, you even got my name right in your legends. You talked about Beelzebub and called us demons. It amused me and I chose to embrace it.  
 Regardless of what you wanted to call us, we would rule the Earth as it should be, with us as the dominant race and the humans serving our needs.  
 More and more of my followers found the strength or will to cross between the realms in search of familiars or to witness what the humans had done to our beautiful planet. We could only do it at night and we couldn’t stay long, but the amount of time we could tolerate grew longer and longer, all of us universally agreeing that the death curse was getting weaker with each passing year. This acceptance demanded preparation because soon the death curse will fail completely, and we will fight the angels for control of the Earth. The winning side gets to claim the human race as its prize. 
 There is much to do, and I have no idea how long I have in which to do it.  
 Sleep well, foolish mortal, for soon you will either die or become my slave. There is nothing you can do to stop this from coming to pass, with our magic we will sweep aside anything you care to place in our path. 
 Beelzebub 






Chapter 1

 The bolt of hellfire fizzled through the air above Cassie’s head.  
 “Jesus, that was close!” she gasped, ducking down behind a car.  
 “Don’t blaspheme,” hissed her older sister, Naomi, peeking out from behind the same vehicle.  
 “Don’t blaspheme? Is that a joke? We already know Jesus isn’t real. That’s the whole point of this fight!”  
 The third sister, Cassie’s twin Jennifer, rose to her feet, exposing herself to the potential of another barrage.  
 “We can debate religion later, ladies. Maybe now would be a good time to focus on staying alive.” Her voice was unreasonably calm; nothing unusual for the teenager. Both hands crackled with power as she lifted them from her sides. “Whenever you are ready, girls,” she teased.  
 More hellfire screamed across the open ground, this time coming straight for Jennifer’s face.  
 “Duck!” yelled Naomi.  
 Jennifer chose to hold her ground, a devilish smile teasing the corners of her mouth.  
 With certain death coming her way, Jennifer focused her attention on the sparkling red orb. Only one human had figured out how to absorb hellfire without dying and she wasn’t available for comment. In fact, no one knew where Anastasia Aaronson had gone.  
 Weeks ago, during a battle in Mostar, Croatia, the tiny former British soldier vanished. Many speculated she was dead, though the more likely scenario was that she’d been captured by the demons. She was powerful, one of the most powerful humans on the face of the earth when it came to wielding magic, but not only did no one know how she came to be so unique, they also couldn’t decide which side she was on.  
 Otto Schneider, the German wizard assembling an army of supernatural humans to prepare for the coming battle – a fight generally considered to be unwinnable – refused to accept Anastasia was working with the demons. In his opinion, Miss Aaronson was conducting her own fight and would be right alongside his forces now if the stupid humans hadn’t labelled her a terrorist and tried to arrest her every time she showed her face. 
 Ignoring Anastasia for a moment, there remained one other person who displayed the ability to survive hellfire. It wasn’t that she could absorb it without dying, instead she could reduce it to atoms before it touched her. Katja Weber, a young German teenager, had done her best to impart the secret behind what she could do, but so far no one, not even Otto, had managed to replicate her ability. 
 Jennifer focused on the orb. It was coming her way and was going to kill her. She had two choices: figure out how to employ the instructions Katja provided, or raise a shield that would be obliterated in a heartbeat but was designed to act as a sacrificial barrier.  
 “Jen!” yelled her older sister, debating whether she ought to tackle her to the ground.  
 Jennifer heard the shout but there was no time to respond. It was now or never. She could feel inside the orb, sense the magic behind it. Where humans pulled on elemental magic by tapping into the ley lines running through the earth, demons employed something far more potent: source energy.  
 It was the very power that caused the planet to spin. Significantly more powerful than elemental energy, a demon would beat a human every single time. For this reason alone, Otto’s ‘soldiers’ were trying to learn how to disarm their enemy.  
 If they could stop the hellfire in the air, scattering its deadly force on the wind the way Katja could, their chance to succeed against the demons would increase exponentially.  
 Through teeth clenched hard enough her jaw was beginning to ache, Jennifer grunted with effort. If she could just tap into the structure of the orb, maybe she could dismantle it. That was how Katja described it. ‘Understand how it is formed and take it apart.’ 
 A bead of sweat trickled from her hairline and time slowed, everything around her dropping away as her world became just her and the orb.  
 “Nope!” 
 At the last moment, Jennifer breathed a sigh of will into one of her barrier shields and held her breath.  
 The hellfire slammed into the shield, dissipating outwards as the energy discharged across the effective surface. The barrier fell, but had done its job of keeping her alive.  
 She threw herself to the ground, hunkering down between her sisters while above them the barrier shield fizzled into nothingness.  
 “Sister,” breathed Cassie, “That was nuts.”  
 Jennifer checked to make sure her twin was grinning. She was.  
 Another bolt of hellfire ripped through the air above their head; the demon was still there, and he wasn’t going away any time soon.  
 Their backs against the side of the old car, an ageing, rusty Oldsmobile from long before they were born, the twins looked at their elder sister, Naomi.  
 “Power merge?” she suggested.  
 Jennifer exhaled hard, the air leaving her lungs ruffling her lips on the way out.  
 “It’s what we always do,” she complained.  
 “That’s because it always works,” argued Naomi.  
 Cassie kicked away from the car, popping her head up to check the demon’s relative position and snatching it back down again before he could throw death in her direction.  
 “All right. Let’s just get this done. I’m getting hungry.” 
 Naomi grunted, “You’re always hungry.” 
 Cassie protested, “Am not.”  
 The car rocked, another bolt of hellfire slamming into it with a deafening thunderclap of sound.  
 Cassie swore. On her knees and ready to leap into action, the shifting car threw her off balance and she dropped the spell she was conjuring as she put a hand down to steady herself.  
 Looking about at her sisters, she said, “Hey, how about this? I’ve got a new idea.” 
 Naomi and Jennifer came closer, huddling in so they could hear.  
 “Naomi and I will go to the left, Jen. You stay here behind the car where you are mostly protected. We will draw his fire, ok?” 
 “Um, ok,” replied Jennifer, unsure what the next part of the plan might entail. 
 Cassie slapped Naomi on her arm, “Let’s go!” 
 Naturally athletic, the sisters were capable of moving fast when they needed to. Naomi and Cassie came out of their crouches like sprinters leaving the blocks.  
 The demon twisted his body, scuffing his boots on the dry gravel in a turn that tracked the two girls. His attention now divided, he readied glowing orbs of hellfire in each hand. Sending one at the car where he felt sure the third girl still hid, he held off with the other, uncertain he could hit them on the run. 
 He knew to be wary of the sisters; word of their ability spread through the demon realm within days of the first encounter. They were not like other supernaturals – the humans who were able to employ elemental magic. The sisters’ skills were still weak compared to that of a demon, but far from inconsequential.  
 Skidding the last yards, Cassie and Naomi found cover behind an overturned UPS truck.  
 “What now?” asked Jennifer, her voice arriving in her sisters’ heads without travelling through their ears.  
 Telepathy was another skill unique to the three sisters. They hadn’t expected it and couldn’t tell anyone how they came to have it. Like the magic, it just came one day. It sure came in useful though.  
 Cassie’s hands swirled. Unlike cowering behind the car, there was room behind the UPS truck to stand which made conjuring far easier.  
 Forming an earth spell in her mind, she ‘spoke’ to her sisters. “Naomi is going to bring fire. My earth spell will open a hole under his feet, rooting him so he can’t escape Naomi when she flash-fries his head.” 
 “I’m ready,” grunted Naomi, thin sparkles of amber following her fingers through the air.  
 “What about me?” Jennifer begged impatiently. “What is my part in your glorious plan?”

 “You’re the distraction. You need to draw his attention so he doesn’t see our attack coming.” 
 Hellfire rocked the UPS truck, shunting it back six inches.   
 “With what? Air spell, more fire?” 
 Cassie had to fight to stop herself from laughing when she delivered her next line dead pan.  






Chapter 2

 “Ready on three? Jen, when I shout, yank up your top and jiggle your boobs at him! Three, two, ONE!” 
 Cassie leapt out from behind the UPS truck, unleashing her earth spell even though she had no intention of using it. Her attention, rather than on the demon, was aimed solely at her twin.  
 Jennifer had jumped to her feet, exposing her upper half from behind the battered car, and her hands were pulling at the bottom hem of her top before she realised what she was doing.  
 A loud voice echoed all around them. “All right, stop. Stop there. Thank you, Asmodeus, I think that’s it for this practice round.” 
 Cassie let her spell drop, descending into a fit of giggles made worse by the look of rage on Jennifer’s face.  
 “You almost did it!” Cassie blurted, barely able to get the words out.  
 Jennifer was fuming. “Jiggle my boobs at him?” 
 Naomi strode past. “Not cool, Cassie.” 
 Cassie tried to straighten her face, but it just wasn’t working. “It could have worked,” she argued through tears of laughter. “He’s a dude, right? All dudes like boobs.” 
 “Except the gay ones,” Naomi, pointed out.  
 Raising her voice, Cassie called out, “Hey, Asmodeus! Are you gay?” Turning to face Naomi’s back, she asked, “Do they have gay demons?” 
 The demon had been walking away, making a beeline for the compound door and didn’t stop when he turned his head to shoot the young woman a questioning look.  
 Jennifer arrived in her twin sister’s face. “Okay, Cassie. Number one: it is not cool to just ask someone if they are gay. Number two: what the heck was that?” 
 Cassie groaned. “Oh, come on, Jen, lighten up. It was funny. We were supposed to be trying to figure out how to dismantle hellfire, right? Did you feel like we got anywhere near to achieving that?” 
 “No,” Jennifer admitted. It was kind of a problem.  
 Behind them a door opened, spilling light out into the combat arena.  
 Jennifer was facing the right way to see who stepped out and shot a satisfied grin at her twin who could only groan and let her shoulders slump.  
 “Ladies,” said Ayla Pendragon, the head of the Supernatural Investigation Alliance, a covert organisation formed many decades ago to monitor and record the increasing reports of ‘special’ humans and unexplained phenomenon. “Is it me, or are you not taking this seriously?” 
 “This is on you,” hissed Naomi.   
 Cassie shot her a look that would melt steel and turned to face the elegant white woman coming her way. She wasn’t about to take any grief from her, but she did want to know how she could walk so effortlessly across the uneven and rubble strewn terrain in four-inch heels. It was bad enough that she looked like a supermodel, but she had brains to spare, a husband and kids, and was in charge of the supernatural ‘army’ that was expected to mount a defence against the demons when they came. She wore a cream satin collared shirt that did nothing to hide her impressive chest, and a black pencil skirt to accentuate her trim waist. Her perfectly straight blonde hair fell to between her shoulder blades and never seemed to get mussed or be out of place.  
 What Cassie and her sisters failed to realise was how envious Ayla was of their gorgeous tan skin. They had youth on their side, they were beautiful, and their hair could be styled in so many amazing ways that hers could not. 
 Squaring her chin, Cassie readied a rebuke. The tests were pointless, no one had figured out how to repeat what so far only Katja Weber could do – nullify the demons’ hellfire. However, when a second figure came through the door a few seconds after Ayla, Cassie swore under her breath.  
 The second person was none other than Otto Schneider, the German wizard behind the army’s formation. He didn’t jog to catch up with Ayla, he rose two feet above the ground, the master demonstrating how to manipulate an air spell to enable flight. Touching back down only when he drew level with her, his eyes were firmly locked on Cassie’s.  
 Getting in first, she said, “Look, we tried, okay? We can’t do it. We need to practice our other skills, the ones that actually work.” 
 Ayla let the young woman get it all out, giving her time to vent before she spoke. Coming to a halt just a few feet from the fiery teenager, she said nothing until Cassie finished ranting and whining.  
 “Do you know how lucky we are to have a tame demon willing to let you practice on him?” 
 Cassie’s lips rippled, the response she wanted to spit only just staying inside. 
 “Asmodeus is betting his existence on our side winning, ladies. The whole of humanity is betting their freedom on you.” 
 Cassie couldn’t stay quiet any longer. “Oh yeah, that’s fair. No pressure then. We can’t do the hellfire thing, okay? We’ve tried, like, a lot.” 
 “Nevertheless, you will try again. If you can master this, the demons’ ability to fight will be severely hampered. This is the only thing you need to be working on. Your other skills will not matter if the demons kill you in the first few minutes.” 
 “No one else can do it either!” Cassie shouted, her desire to remain calm defeated by her natural spark. “Not even Otto!” 
 The German wizard raised one eyebrow. Well into his forties, Otto didn’t have a whole lot of hair left and what remained got shaved down to less than a millimetre of growth. There were lines around his eyes and his forehead bore deep grooves from years of frowning.  
 Where he used to dress much like a librarian with a tweed jacket and leather loafer shoes, his casual non-uniform started with combat boots and continued with hard-wearing materials intended to survive rough encounters.  
 With Ayla and Otto – their bosses – not quite glaring at Cassie, Naomi came to her sister’s defence.  
 “She’s right. No one else can do it. Why are you pushing the three of us so hard?” 
 Jennifer answered before Ayla had to. “Because we can power merge.” She checked Ayla and Otto to see if their expression gave her any reason to doubt she was right. “That’s it, isn’t it? If we can power merge our skills with the ability to disarm the demons when they fling hellfire, whole gangs of them will be caught by surprise. We remove their ability to fight and whoever is with us mops them up.” 
 “We still can’t kill them though,” argued Cassie. “What’s the plan with that? Lock them in a box and drop them in the ocean?” The demons’ immortality was a subject of much conjecture among the supernatural army’s recruits. How does one defeat an enemy that cannot die? 
 Calmly Ayla replied, “There is still hope that the demons will lose their immortality when the death curse breaks.” 
 “Hope,” Cassie jumped on the word. “Hope? That’s the grand strategy?” 
 “No, that is a hope.” Ayla tried hard not to sound patronising. “There are things we can know and things we cannot know. Then there are things we can identify as known unknowns.” 
 “Now you’re just trying to confuse me,” Cassie spat.  
 “Didn’t take much,” whispered Jennifer just loud enough for her sister to hear.  
 Ignoring them both, Ayla said, “We train for what we know and prepare for every eventuality we can imagine. The fight is coming whether we want it or not, ladies. You are among the most powerful supernaturals we have. The familiars all agree the strength the three of you share could prove to be one of our biggest weapons. Even if we cannot kill the demons, there are ways to nullify their ability to kill us. Steps are being taken. As we speak facilities are being built to contain those we capture. But capturing them remains the hardest task.” 
 “And that’s where we come in,” sighed Naomi. “Are we going again?” she asked, glancing around to see if Asmodeus had left the indoor arena or was waiting to restart.  
 Otto Schneider spoke for the first time. “No, I think that will do it for now. There are others who need to practice.” 
 Cassie brightened instantly. “So, we get a break? We can go relax?” 
 Otto pulled an apologetic face. “Not exactly.” 






Chapter 3 

 Anastasia accepted the cup of herbal tea with a nod of thanks. For more than a month, if she was counting correctly - time had little meaning in the immortal realm - she had resided in Heavane with the angels. Today she was in the gathering tent, a marquee sized erection where members of the community would meet either casually or formally if Godfrey felt a need to pass on his thoughts.  
 Serena, the mother of the angels’ leader, Godfrey, had told her she was a demigod. Half human and somehow directly descended from the line of the supreme being. That the race of beings who ruled over the humans from the dawn of time interbred with their slaves came as no great shock. Visually there was no difference between the races. It was only in the ability to wield magic that stood one race apart from the other.  
 Somewhere far in Anastasia’s ancestry, someone from the supreme being’s lineage had chosen to ‘get busy’ with a human female. Normally, a crossbred human was able to wield elemental magic. Not so in Anastasia’s case. The spark of ‘special’ locked inside her genetic code ought to have been watered down to nothing over so many generations, yet it lingered inside her waiting for the right moment to manifest itself.  
 That came after the explosion that almost killed her.  
 No one could explain exactly how she could do what she could, but the angels all agreed on the theory of her ancestry. There was no other explanation that could fit.  
 So she was a demigod and treated as royalty by the angels.  
 Unlike the demons who wanted to rule over the Earth and humanity for their own gain and comfort, the angels wanted only to help the humans to flourish. However, both sides acknowledged that humanity and the planet itself was woefully out of equilibrium and needed to be recalibrated in order to set things back to how they should be.  
 For the demons this meant eliminating ninety percent of all humans. The remaining ten percent would serve the demons and enjoy health and happiness only the wealthiest could expect right now. They believed they were being merciful and from a certain standpoint, Anastasia understood they were right.  
 Nevertheless, she could not allow their plans to come to fruition.  
 The angels saw things a little differently, but only in their stance on genocide. They were not willing to arbitrarily exterminate billions of people, instead planning to curb breeding to bring the population back under control over just a few generations. A hundred years down the line, they would arrive at the same number of humans on the planet, but while their intended method was easier to stomach, Anastasia still couldn’t allow them to enact it. Not least because they still planned to rule over humanity. 
 It left her with something of a quandary. She had to stop both sides, but how was she to do that when it was just her?  
 She had weapons; the only ones that could kill the immortals, yet while the demons feared her, the angels acted as though their destruction couldn’t be further from her mind. They were right, in a way.  
 What troubled her most was the confidence Godfrey and Serena demonstrated in their daily lives. They were unconcerned about the demons even though there were significantly more of them, and their hellfire was more powerful than the less perverted manipulation of source energy the angels used. They called it sinfire.  
 It was for this reason alone that Anastasia chose to accompany Serena back to the angels’ home when she made the invitation. Of course, there was much to learn from the angels; their ability to travel between the realms was one skill she badly wanted to learn. Really, though, her self-appointed mission was to find out what Godfrey had up his sleeve.  
 A weapon of some kind was Anastasia’s bet. He acted unbothered that she wore his father’s magical armour – it bonded with her and existed out of sight until it was needed to defend her body. The same could be said of the sword she carried and the throwing knife. For him to show such disinterest, he had to have something greater in his arsenal.  
 So what was it? 
 Draining her cup, Anastasia reflected on the company she planned to betray. They were nothing but wonderful to her. They wanted nothing but peace and harmony for Earth and humanity. They also wanted to rule over them and saw them as lesser beings. Her status would be the same were she not so clearly more akin to the angels than the humans from which she came.  
 The angels were not her people though, so she tolerated them, moving among them and acting as one of them as she watched and noted. Godfrey harboured a secret Anastasia suspected only his mother knew. Anastasia believed not even his brother, Beelzebub, shared the knowledge, for had he done so he would surely have attempted to possess it for himself.  
 Whatever it was.  
 Leaving the ornate tent, for the angels’ camp resembled a high-end glamping site, she looked about outside. Godfrey was nowhere in sight. Serena was likewise missing.  
 For weeks Anastasia’s attempts to follow them had failed. The need to be sneaky in such a closeknit community made it almost impossible anyway, but when she saw Godfrey slipping away Anastasia did her best to figure out where he was going.  
 Her current theory was to somewhere in the mortal realm which was a problem because she had no way to follow him there. Acknowledging that acted like a gong in her head, reminding her of the key skill she desperately needed to learn.  
 The angels seemed reluctant to teach her; not because they didn’t want her to be able to leave – she was free to do so at any point – but because they believed her human side would prevent such a conjuring, because she was so far unable to channel elemental magic to produce even the easiest spell, and because they were convinced the death curse keeping them in the immortal realm was going to fall imminently.  
 Why bother to teach a skill that would be rendered useless any day?  
 Regardless, Anastasia set off to find someone who owed her a favour. It was time to cash it in.  
   






Chapter 4

 Contrary to Otto’s cryptic response, Cassie, Jennifer, and Naomi were back in their accommodation minutes after leaving the battle arena. He wanted them to have some down time before he hit them and all the others with what he had planned.  
 “You’re really going through with it?” Ayla pressed him. They were in the elevator traveling up to the SIA Headquarter offices.  
 Otto’s expression didn’t change one bit when he said, “Yes.” 
 Ayla waited for more and when nothing further came she waved a hand in front of his eyes to break his concentration.  
 “Really, Otto? That’s it? No need for discussion at all?” 
 Otto had blinked when her hand came near his face, but looked away now.  
 “We already discussed it, Ayla. The clock is ticking, and we have no idea when it will run out. For all we know the demons could be hours away from invading. In Mostar the world saw what they could do with just one beast. Huge chunks of that city lie in ruin and the death toll is measured in the thousands.” He turned his head to lock eyes with the head of the SIA. “We both know it could have been so much worse.” 
 “Yes, Otto, it could, but you’re talking about risking our entire force. Do you really think there won’t be losses?” 
 “Of course there will,” he replied, his tone neutral. “We didn’t ask for this fight, and we didn’t ask that so many of our soldiers would be as young as they are.” His brain supplied an image of Katja Weber, the fourteen-year-old girl he rescued from the demon realm. He had no idea how powerful she was at the time, only that a demon wanted to sell her as a familiar. “None of that will matter if we fail to eliminate the threat before it can wreak havoc on Earth.” 
 Ayla opened her mouth to speak but was cut off when Otto barrelled on.  
 “Right now the hordes are in one place. Or, rather, they are gathered in several places. If we strike before the death curse falls, we can eliminate one of the biggest threats, one that will persist even if Katja does succeed in passing on her skills. With the creatures gone we might stand a chance.” 
 Though Ayla herself had been to the immortal realm, kidnapped by a demon called Daniel to be sold as a familiar, she was there only a short time and knew nothing of the hordes other than from Otto and some of the other familiars.  
 Otto rescued them all when he too found himself trapped there. The ingenious German found a way to break the bond that tied them to their demon masters and mastered the technique of opening a portal, something no other human had ever accomplished.  
 She owed Otto her life as well as her freedom but her position as head of the global SIA effort put her in a difficult position. If Otto’s proposed gamble didn’t pay off, they could lose key members of their force. The supernaturals from around the world had assembled in Washington where they could all train together, learning to use their abilities to greater effect by working as a unified force that became known as SWAT – Supernatural World Alliance Team.  
 Everyone recognised that it was a riff on Special Weapons And Tactics, but the name stuck and the fact that the supernaturals had forged a fighting force made the new name appropriate. 
 But would they blow it all by moving too soon? What if it didn’t work?  
 What if it did?  
 Ultimately, Ayla knew Otto wasn’t someone she could control. Not without locking him up and the SIA tried that once already. It didn’t work the first time - he broke out along with a giant werewolf called Zachary Barnabus, and the two of them proved just how powerful they could be as they smashed their way out of a maximum security, underground facility.  
 Worse yet, if she were to incarcerate Otto, a large chunk of the supernaturals they had were likely to protest in the most extreme manner. Otto saved all the familiars, some of whom were hundreds of years old and knew magic in a way the newbies would never understand. Trapped as demon slaves in the immortal realm, their lives continued long past the normal expectancy for a human. She needed them and they would side with Otto. 
 So, Ayla considered, all in all she was stuck.  
 “When?” she asked. It wasn’t the same as giving him permission.  
 “Tomorrow. I want to give them time to prepare. I need to go over the plan in detail with each of the detachment leaders. We will hit as many of the hordes as we can at the same time, taking out the primary locations and moving on to the secondary ones. The longer we stay in one place the more likely it is that we will get caught and find ourselves in an extended battle.” Otto was lying, but it was important no one knew what he really planned.  
 Operational security was nothing new; every military force on the planet knows that secrets are best kept by not revealing them to anyone.  
 The lift pinged, halting the words in Ayla’s mouth. When the doors slid open, she asked, “Can we continue this discussion in my office?” 
 Otto inclined his head to acknowledge her request and followed her from the elevator car when she left.  
 “You know, there really isn’t anything to discuss, Ayla.”  
 Everyone else in the building and pretty much in her life addressed her as Ma’am or President – the latter an honorific she hated and wanted rid of. Her father was a US Senator, so she had grown up around people who stooped and grovelled, but she married a NYC cop and lived happily in the suburbs with her two kids until fate came calling.  
 She didn’t want to be addressed as Ma’am, but she recognised the need for separation – she needed to stand apart. Letting Otto address her so familiarly went against that, but, yet again, there wasn’t anything she was willing to do about it and, in essence, he was her general, leading the army now under her command.  
 In her office she waited for Otto to pass her, and she closed the door. It still didn’t feel like hers. Her predecessor, Colt Ironbolt, wanted the space to feel like his own and many of the artefacts and adornments she could see around the room were still his.  
 His liquor was gone, that was for sure. He liked the good stuff which, on reflection, might have been his only redeeming feature. What had become of him she neither knew nor cared, but the memory of his sneer lingered when she turned to face Otto.  






Chapter 5 

 Beelzebub looked down at the human sitting to his right. Colt Ironbolt projected a confidence and arrogance he found startling.  
 Around the table, Beelzebub’s generals patiently bit their tongues at their master’s insistence – Ironbolt was to be tolerated.  
 It had been weeks since the former head of the SIA made first contact, reaching out through his own supernatural contacts to deliver a message. He was born to rule, that much Ironbolt knew, and since fortune favours the brave, he chose to take matters into his own hands.  
 Not so very long ago his eyes were set upon the White House. For him it had always been the ultimate seat of power, yet he now understood how small his dreams had been. The imminent demon invasion was the catalyst for the change; they would take over the planet in one destructive swoop. Having seen what the supernatural army back on Earth could do – the SWATs, he sniggered mentally every time he thought of the name - he knew for certain Beelzebub’s forces would sweep them aside. The planet’s conventional forces would last even less time.  
 To that end, Ironbolt chose to be on the winning side. It made complete sense to him. All he needed to do to assure himself of a position of power in the new world was to aid Beelzebub’s victory.  
 He knew key information. He had loyal people within the SIA and a plan that would help to erase any threat the SWATs might have posed.  
 “An attack, you say?” Beelzebub questioned. 
 “That’s right.” replied Ironbolt cheerily, pleased he had something worthwhile to deliver. “I have a person close to Ayla Pendragon. An attack is imminent.”  
 They were having lunch, an abundant platter of meats and breads with wine and fruits all laid out on the table. Lesser caste demons were serving their masters silently, and he, Colt Ironbolt, was sitting at the demon lord’s right. It wasn’t the top spot, but once Ironbolt had been able to bend his head around the concept of having someone above him, it was easy to accept that right hand man to Beelzebub was the best anyone could ever achieve.  
 He was to be leader of the human race. That was his goal, and one Beelzebub himself suggested. Not leader of the world; that honour fell to Beelzebub though he referred to the post as ‘Supreme Being’. It sounded a little pompous to Ironbolt, but he chose to keep that to himself. Once the demons ruled, they would need someone to represent the humans and that was to be his job.  
 Beelzebub would allow Ironbolt to broker a peace between the humans and the demons and would announce the human as the new world leader. All Ironbolt had to do was make Beelzebub’s inevitable conquest a little easier.   
 “You will address Beelzebub as ‘My Lord’, worm!” snarled Mesos, one of Beelzebub’s generals and the demon sitting opposite Ironbolt.  
 Ironbolt stopped chewing, unsure how to proceed with the sudden aggression aimed his way. If he acknowledged Beelzebub in such a way, it would forever colour their relationship: He would forever be subservient.  
 Ironbolt twitched his eyes to check what Beelzebub’s face was doing.  
 It was frowning.  
 “You must forgive Mesos,” he insisted. “He is not used to having a human around.” 
 “Not one that wasn’t a slave!” Mesos growled.  
 “Enough,” Beelzebub warned. The tone of his voice and the slight increase in volume was enough to silence everyone. “Now, Colt,” Beelzebub addressed Ironbolt as though they were on friendly terms, “please tell me more about the attack you believe may take place.” 






Chapter 6

 Katja looked up from her tablet; someone had just called her name. Pushing the left headphone cup back and away from her ear, she touched the screen to pause the movie and looked up, her eyebrows raised in question.  
 “Katja?” Robbie called again. “Otto is asking for you.” Katja wasn’t sure about Robbie and his friends. They were older than her by several years, but also the closest to her age among all those garrisoned at the SIA HQ. According to Cassie, who claimed she briefly dated Robbie, the boys were still trying to earn her trust.  
 Robbie was really good looking, with a strong jaw and muscular shoulders for a seventeen-year-old. Katja tried not to think about boys while at the same time recognising that most girls her age would be starting to date and maybe getting to go to the movies or a party at the weekend. For her there were no weekends and being the youngest member of SWAT - she really liked the name – by some three years, she wasn’t about to meet anyone she could realistically hope to date. Was she going to be in her twenties when she got her first kiss? 
 Dismissing the notion as irrelevant; she didn’t like any of the boys that much, she thought about whether she could trust the message Robbie chose to deliver. 
 The boys were seduced, for want of a better word, by a powerful familiar who trained them and coached them and generally brought out the worst traits to be found in a pack of teenage boys. Cassie said the only reason they were walking around free was Otto’s insistence they were needed for the fight.  
 The fight.  
 It was all Katja could think about. Before Daniel the demon snatched her from her house and dragged her into the nightmare that followed, she knew nothing of the supernatural. She had no idea she possessed any kind of power, but after Otto rescued her and showed her not only what she could do but how to do it, her abilities multiplied exponentially. Now the other supernaturals talked about her as though she was the most powerful among them.  
 Katja worried it might be true.  
 Pulling off her headphones, and tucking both them and the tablet under her left arm, she rose from her chair. The Rec room was a place where she liked to hang out. The accommodation they gave her mother for the pair of them to live in was all very nice, but it felt too much like that was the reality and the battle training was a dream. For her own sanity, she chose to spend as much time at the compound as possible.  
 “Is he in his office?” she asked, getting a nod from Robbie who, message delivered, was already on his way across the room to where his buddies were playing pool. They didn’t take the imminent danger coming their way seriously at all. It both annoyed her and made Katja frustrated that she wasn’t able to compartmentalise her fear the same way.  
 At the doorway, she ran into the Stevens sisters. Cassie was unquestionably her best friend since coming to America. Cassie and her twin, Jennifer, were kind enough to take her under their wing. Even Naomi, who acted as though she were a woman and too grown up for childish concerns and conversation, was nicer to spend time with than anyone else.  
 “How did it go?” Katja asked.  
 Cassie mocked her sister. “Yeah, how did it go, Jen?” 
 Naomi went around the blockage of bodies now filling the doorway with a little nod at Katja to say hello.  
 Jennifer blew out a hard breath, a sigh that told Katja everything.  
 “Still not getting it, huh?” Katja guessed. “I’m ready to try something new if you want to practice some more. I’m sure Asmodeus will be willing to help.” 
 “It’s nearly dawn,” replied Jennifer, a yawn splitting her face the moment she said the words and realised how tired she was.  
 The problem with having a demon to help them train was his need to stay away from the sun. He could stay on Earth but had to move with the planet’s rotation to stay in the darkness. Consequently, most of their training took place at night.  
 “Well, maybe later then,” Katja tried to stay upbeat. “Maybe one more demonstration will do it.” 
 Cassie put a hand on the younger girl’s shoulder. “I doubt it, Kat, but I don’t think we will get the chance anyway.” 
 Katja’s eyebrows did a little dance as she tried to unravel Cassie’s remark. “Why’s that?” 
 “Otto has something planned.” 
 Jennifer added, “We heard him talking to Pen the Dragon about it.” Her use of their nickname for the head of the SIA made Katja snigger. It suited her though; she could be quite the tyrant when she wanted. “Whatever it is, it’s happening soon.” 
 A flutter passed though Katja’s core, making her feel off balance for a moment. She knew there would be more fighting – that was inevitable, but was she really up to it? The one time she went with a team to apprehend Anastasia Aaronson, her partner, a vastly more experienced former familiar, died only minutes after they went through the portal.  
 “Katja.” 
 She turned at the sound of her name being called but she didn’t need to look to know who had spoken, Otto’s German accent was easy to pick out.  
 Cassie touched Katja’s arm. “Look we’re going to split. I need some downtime at the very least.” 
 “And a shower,” complained Jennifer, making it sound like she was talking about herself until she added, “You stink,” with a chuckle.  
 Cassie pulled a face, but sniffed cautiously at her body before denying it was true.  
 The girls hurried away, hoping Otto wasn’t going to call them back because he wanted to talk to them too. He didn’t, his focus was the young German girl.  
 “Was it?” asked Katja, slipping back into German where she was much more comfortable.  
 “English, Katja,” Otto frowned. “If you use German in battle, it will add confusion and that’s what gets people killed.” He knew it was a harsh way to put it, but the demons would be playing for keeps.  
 Katja apologised. “You wanted to see me?” 
 He nodded, “Yes. I need to discuss something with you. It is very important.” 
 Katja didn’t get to find out what it was until they were securely behind a closed door in a vacant office.  
 “We are going to the demon realm today, Katja.”  
 “Okay.” 
 He expected the news to jolt the girl or bring a look of fear to her face. In many ways her calm acceptance made him worry. She looked like a child to his eyes. Being the youngest didn’t help her cause, but she was tiny anyway. Katja’s mother was short for a woman and very petite, genetic traits she passed down to her daughter.  
 Katja dressed young too, her combination of jeans and sneakers – the young girl was very taken with American brands – topped with an oversized hoody that somehow made her look even smaller. She wore a little makeup, but only around her eyes. Otherwise her face was as nature intended and her skin possessed that impossible youthfulness that passes quickly once people reach adulthood. 
 Holding her gaze, Otto announced, “We are taking the fight to the demons.” 
 Her brow furrowed in confusion. “But they are immortal and there they have the home advantage, don’t they?” 
 “Yes, they do.” It pleased Otto that his young charge understood so much. “But we are not going to attack the demons. We are going after their hordes.” 
 Unsure what he might expect her to say, Katja merely shrugged, “Okay. What do you need me to do?” 
 Otto turned away, sucking on his cheek a little while he framed his thoughts.  
 “I’ve not told anyone of this plan, Katja. If the demons had any idea we were coming, we could find ourselves walking into an ambush. I have, however, sown a few quiet seeds to see if there are any spies in our midst.” 
 Katja almost gasped. Otto was known for not being a trusting person. He saw the potential for enemies everywhere. However, to suggest there might be some lurking among the supernaturals she lived and trained with every day? It was a horrifying thought.  
 “Why would they betray their own kind?” she wanted to know. 
 Otto pursed his lips. “Jake Starr was one of the familiars I brought back from the immortal realm.” 
 “The one Cassie and her sisters confronted in Chippewa Falls?” 
 “That’s right. Arriving back among humanity, he chose to claw for power. There are others who will do the same. I fear some may even attempt to return to their masters when the death curse breaks. If there are traitors among us, I hope to root them out. When we attack today, I want you to be wary, okay? I promised your mother I would keep you safe. I swore on my life.” 
 “You can’t die,” Katja pointed out.  
 “That just makes it worse. I can be cavalier with my safety, you cannot. And what makes it worse is that the demons will know of your ability to disarm their chief weapon. Your ability to dissolve their hellfire like so much confetti in the rain will make them want to capture you above all others. If there is anyone in our ranks in league with the demons, I fear you may be their primary target.” 
 “But you can’t leave me here because I could make the difference between winning and losing,” Katja repeated something she overheard Otto saying to her mother when he expressed humanity’s need to put her fourteen-year-old daughter in harm’s way.  
 Otto recognised his own words when he heard them. With a solemn nod, he said, “Yes. In a few minutes I am going to call everyone into the briefing room. No one is expecting to go to the immortal realm today which means there can be no ambush waiting for us. You will be with me, and I want you to stay close, okay?” 
 Katja nodded that she understood. Her last trip to the immortal realm had been a bounce – the step they must take to move from one place to another on earth. The shilt gloves Otto fashioned to permit the inter-portal travel could only go from one realm to the other, thus demanding a visit, however brief, to the immortal realm.  
 President Pendragon sent her that time around, disregarding Otto’s instruction that she wasn’t ready. The two allegedly came to blows over it.  
 “How long will it take?” Katja asked. “I mean, how long will we be there?” 
 “I intend to get in and out as quickly as I can.”  
 Katja had to stifle a smirk when a sex joke Cassie had told her came to mind.  
 “It will take as long as it has to, though. The aim is to wipe out the threat of the demon hordes. If we can achieve that, we may save many human lives when the death curse finally fails. Without their beasts to rampage and destroy, drawing our effort to protect lives, we can focus on the demons and just maybe we will stand a chance.” He reached out to place a hand on top of Katja’s. “Especially if you are able to train the others to replicate your trick with the hellfire.” 
 “I’m trying,” she replied, her voice sounding sorry. “I … I just haven’t figured out how I do it yet. It seems easy to me, but when I describe what I do, no one else can take that and make it work for them.” 
 Opting to sound upbeat, Otto stepped back, “We will keep trying until we get it right. I will be your guinea pig too.” Otto was one of the few who were yet to test whether they could produce the same trick. His immortality, the result of exploding a demon during his first visit to the immortal realm, meant his need for the skill was less than anyone else’s.  
 At the door, he motioned with his head. “Are you coming? It’s time.” 
 Katja felt a lump of fear form in her stomach and had to swallow hard to force down the bile that chose to rise.  






Chapter 7 

 Finding the angels she wanted to talk to would be easy enough, but Anastasia knew she needed to get them alone before she broached the subject she so keenly wanted to discuss. Despite their outward friendliness and openness, Anastasia knew that not only was she an outsider in their midst, she possessed the armour and the God sword and it made them all quite wary of her.  
 One of only three beings known to be able to wield the sword, the angels expected her to hand what she so painstakingly collected over to their leader, Godfrey. The eldest son of the previous supreme being was considered to be the rightful heir, the being who would rule over earth when the death curse failed and they were able to return.  
 Considered by most.  
 Not by all.  
 Benjamin got himself banished from the angels’ community when he chose to lead an attack against the demons. Benjamin believed they needed the sword and the armour on their side and when he discovered the lord of the demons had captured Anastasia and therefore possessed it, he formed a raiding party to reclaim the mighty weapon.  
 His attempt failed, costing the lives of several angels who rallied to his cause. Following his banishment, Benjamin found himself with Anastasia and together they rescued Daniel, the demon who kidnapped and enslaved her in the first place. That had been part of a greater plan to retrieve the sword, but Benjamin was captured by the demons while Anastasia escaped with Daniel.  
 She hated that the angel was still there, trapped in Beelzebub’s dungeon and undoubtedly being tortured continually in Daniel’s stead.  
 Godfrey’s decision to banish Benjamin had curbed the sense of insurrection before it could gather pace and life in the angels’ camp continued as though nothing had ever happened.  
 To Anastasia it felt as though the toxic murmurings had merely been pushed beneath the surface where they lingered and multiplied, but Godfrey’s nonchalance continued to be her primary concern. At no point had he ever shown any real concern for his brother’s superior numbers or array of weapons.  
 Beelzebub was known to have hordes of supernatural creatures. She’d seen one of them up close when he unleashed a leviathan on Mostar. Surely, Godfrey understood the destruction they would cause. Why wasn’t he trying to stop his brother? Why wasn’t he pestering her to hand over the armour and sword that would give him the edge against his brother’s army?  
 These were questions she needed to find answers for, so when she saw Samuel separating from the crowd he’d been talking with, she made a point to follow him.  
 The son of Gabriel (yes, that angel Gabriel) had been captured by the demons along with his father. It was Benjamin’s raid that freed them, a secondary reason for him to venture that far into demon territory and a way to motivate the angels into helping.  
 “Samuel,” Anastasia called out, raising an arm so he would see who wanted his attention. Better to make her desire to speak with him public than to do too much sneaking.  
 He waited for her, offering a warm smile as all angels did – they were a friendly bunch on the surface, but Ana wasn’t fooled, she knew what they were capable of.  
 “Anastasia, good day,” he greeted her. Frozen in time by the death curse, Samuel looked to be barely eighteen years old even though Ana knew he was born around the time of the Egyptians.  
 She was aware that they were being watched; the angels were nosy too. Closing the final yards between them, she said, “Don’t panic, but I’m going to kiss you.” 
 She watched the young angel’s eyes flare slightly at the unexpected announcement, but he didn’t flinch when she came in close to his body and stood on her tiptoes to press her lips against his.  
 Sex was an element of angel society she had not expected or anticipated. It wasn’t so much that the angels were horny, a term which cut across the stereotype, but they were open about having sex. Evolving beyond the need for partnerships like humans where two people would enter a committed relationship that might last their entire adult lives, when they found themselves to be immortal, the angels rejected the concept.  
 Who wants to sleep with the same person for the rest of all time? 
 Taking advantage of the angels’ relaxed attitude toward sex, Anastasia broke off the kiss, grabbed Samuel’s hand and dragged him in the direction of his tent.  
 “Anastasia, normally coupling takes place after sundown and by mutual agreement,” Samuel explained patiently. Towed behind the tiny Englishwoman, he said, “I’m not saying no, but we are drawing some strange looks.” 
 Ana twisted her head to face the angel and winked bashfully. “I’m human. I have needs. Will you help me?” 
 Unsure how to respond, Samuel was yet to give a reply to her question when they reached his tent and went inside. In truth, he felt rather awkward about the proposition and was going to turn her down, so was surprised and just a little insulted to discover her advances were nothing more than a ruse to get him alone.  
 Dropping his hand the moment they were out of sight, she spun around to face him and backed off a yard rather than throw herself at him as Samuel expected.  
 “I need your help,” she explained. Seeing the confusion on his face, she added, “Not with that, Samuel. I’m sure that would be lovely, but there are bigger things at stake.” 
 The angel folded his arms. “What are you proposing, Anastasia? What is it that you think I can help you with?” 
 “Godfrey,” she replied, her words blunt. She was either about to expose herself and get into serious trouble, or she was about to gain an ally. “Why is he so calm and relaxed?” 
 Samuel said nothing, his expression passive if a little curious.  
 Sensing she needed to continue, she said, “I’ve been watching him. And his mother. They disappear once a week, always around the same time, always in the middle of the night. They open a portal and go somewhere.” 
 “So do lots of others,” Samuel replied, refusing to comment though Anastasia’s revelation came as news. “I went to earth myself just a few days ago. It does one good to visit what will soon be our home. The sights and smells are different there.” 
 Anastasia considered his answer; he was being cagey, protecting himself by toeing the party line. One of them had to choose to step out of line and she’d spent a lifetime doing exactly that. Why change now? 
 “Okay, let me put it another way, Samuel. Your leader is up to something. I don’t know what it is, but everyone can feel that the death curse will fall soon. Why isn’t he doing anything to prepare for it? If you are all returned to Earth and lose your immortality, how many will survive the first wave of the demons’ attack? Beelzebub believes he can sweep the human defences aside and he’s probably right even if he will be susceptible to injury for the first time in thousands of years. His greatest threat is Godfrey. He will come for you all, so I ask you now, why isn’t your leader worried?” 
 “Because he knows something we do not.” The voice came from behind Anastasia, the shock of it whipping her around. Fear caused her armour to surface, the magical suit manifesting outside her clothing with a thin bluish light.  
 Gabriel cocked an eyebrow.  
 “You scared the hell out of me, Gabriel,” Anastasia gasped, her heartrate spiking from the surge of adrenalin. Samuel’s father had come from deeper within the tent, drawn by the voices to see who was there. 
 Gabriel nodded toward his son as he came around Anastasia.  
 Glaring at Samuel, she said, “Why didn’t you tell me your father was here?” 
 Samuel shrugged. “Why would I? I thought you were bringing me here to have sex.” 
 Gabriel cocked his eyebrow again. “Oh, um, sorry. I’ll leave.” 
 Anastasia put an arm out to stop him. “No, stay.” 
 Now the other eyebrow joined its twin at the top of Gabriel’s forehead.  
 “You want me to stay? I mean, I can arrange for a threesome if you wish, but not with my son.” 
 Groaning, Anastasia grabbed both sides of her head, pulling at her hair by the roots.  
 “My word. What is it with angels and sex?” 
 “Hey, this was your idea,” complained Samuel. 
 Starting to wonder how long it would take their genitals to reform if she used the God sword to cut them off, Anastasia growled through gritted teeth when she tried to make her intentions clear.  
 “I do not wish to have sex with you, Samuel.” Switching her gaze to look at his father, she said, “Or you, Gabriel. Or anyone else for that matter. There is no time, for one thing. I dragged you in here,” she levelled her accusing glare at Samuel once more, “so you could help me to figure out what Godfrey and Serena are up to.” With her heartrate slowing, she took a breath, and doing her best to ignore the voices in her head that wanted to argue for at least a quick sexy break at some point, she started again. “What is it that he knows that the rest of us do not?” 
 Gabriel looked at his son, the two angels exchanging an awkward expression.  
 “Um, well, we don’t know,” pointed out Gabriel.  
 “That’s kind of the point of us not knowing the thing that he knows,” said Samuel, his tone patient as though explaining to a child.  
 Anastasia cracked a knuckle on her remaining hand.  
 “Boys, I have a sword and it is very sharp.” 
 Gabriel relented with a smile. “I’m glad you came to us, Anastasia, I was beginning to believe you had been seduced by Godfrey’s charm.” 
 “Ewww!” she gave a shudder.  
 “No, I don’t mean … What I meant was he can be very convincing. There has been peace among us for so long. It is only in the past few years that events have begun to shift how we perceive the likely future and only in recent months that anyone has really questioned if we are ready for the death curse to fail. Benjamin moved too soon and has paid the price for challenging Godfrey without enough support to defeat or overthrow him.” 
 Samuel said, “I don’t think it was ever his intention to overthrow Godfrey. Benjamin wanted him to reconsider his stance or reveal why he is so confident that we will win.” 
 “Fair to say,” his father agreed.  
 Anastasia interrupted before either angel could say anything else. “So, you are on my side?” 
 Gabriel shook his head slowly to one side and then the other. “No, Miss Aaronson, that would not be correct. We are on the side of the angels, which is not where I see you standing despite your heritage. We are, however, willing to listen to what you think you might know. If Godfrey has a winning strategy, I want to know what it is before the death curse fails and we are all pitched into battle against Beelzebub and the demons. Too many will die on both sides when we could unify and live in harmony instead.” 
 Anastasia knew better than to remark about the angels’ intention to dominate humanity. Their version of rule would be beneficent, guiding the human population to make the right decisions and only forcing them to do so if they resisted. It still sounded like a form of slavery.  
 Seizing the opportunity presented, Ana said, “I want your help to follow Godfrey. I need to go back to the mortal realm to speak with a friend. She helped me find the armour and she can help me find whatever secret Godfrey is protecting.” 






Chapter 8

 The SIA headquarters had a personal address system installed but Otto didn’t want to use it. To start with it would tell Ayla that something was happening and the last thing he needed was her opinion. She would want to see his plan in infinite detail and there was no time for that.  
 He also wanted to avoid Asmodeus hearing the call to arms. He didn’t trust the demon one little bit. Arriving hours after the attack in Mostar, the demon claimed to want nothing but peace with humanity. He expressed that Beelzebub was not fit to rule and would rather die attempting to stop the genocide he planned than to exist in the world that remained afterward.  
 Maybe he was telling the truth, but Otto felt it more likely he was a plant. Inside their camp, he was forced to leave each day when the earth revolved and sun fell on that half of the planet. Where did he go? Well, the only way to know that would be to go with him each time and that was far from practical. He could easily be returning to the immortal realm each night to report to his master, which was why Otto refused to let him interact with the ‘soldiers’.  
 Otto employed the demon to help him coach his troops, honing the supernaturals’ skills in combat situation where they faced real hellfire. That Asmodeus always aimed to miss kept them safe while providing the most realistic experience possible.  
 Having deliberately waited until dawn when the demon was forced to leave, and keeping the training exercises going all night so it wouldn’t seem like he was resting the fighters to be ready for something bigger, Otto knew he’d done all he could to prevent the demon in their midst from having anything worthwhile to share.  
 That did nothing to stop someone else from leaking the information hence the last minute and quite surreptitious gathering.  
 By word of mouth he emptied the rec rooms, the dining hall, the accommodation, and everywhere else. They were to move slowly and quietly to the briefing room on level four and to dress ready for an excursion.  
 There was nothing in this that would spread alarm; the SIA supernaturals had been deployed into the field in small teams many times. In each case they were sent to gather other supernaturals as word of an incident popped up here or there. Or they were tracking down one or more of Otto’s rescued familiars. Whatever the mission, it was only when they arrived at the briefing room and saw so many of their colleagues gathered in one spot that they would question what might be occurring.  
 Stifling a yawn, Cassie said, “He could have told us before I got into bed. I had literally just fallen asleep.” 
 Naomi shrugged. “You want to tell him?” 
 Calling for hush, Otto conjured a manipulation of air that created a small shockwave rippling outward from his right hand to draw the attention of everyone in the room.  
 “You will be wondering why you are here, so I will waste no time beating around the bush.” He paused to look around the room, meeting the eyes of as many of the assembled as he could. There were more than a thousand of them, squeezed into the seats and lining the stairs that ran either side and up the centre of the sloping room. “We are about to embark on a pre-emptive strike against the demons.” 
 The murmurs and comments rose in an instant, silenced again for the most part by another small shockwave from Otto’s hand.  
 “Our target is the hordes.” With a click, the projector sent an image of the leviathan tearing through downtown Mostar. “I attacked one of these by myself during my escape from the immortal realm. They are guarded, but not heavily. So we can expect resistance, but at a level we ought to be able to handle.” 
 “How many of us are going?” shouted a voice from the centre of the room.  
 Otto didn’t see who spoke, but answered, “All of us. Every last one. Our strength is in our numbers.” 
 “But there are more of them,” the same person pointed out and this time Otto was able to pinpoint their position. He was talking about the demons, who outnumbered the SWATs by something like thirty to one. Add to that the troubling fact that every single demon was more magically powerful than any human and it was no wonder there were questions arising. 
 “Yes, Jason, there are, but as I said, the hordes are well away from the demons’ encampment, they are guarded by only a handful of demons at each location, and they are not expecting an attack.” 
 Otto looked around to see if anyone else was going to raise their voice, then pushed on. The force, for want of a better word, of supernaturals was loosely organised into a military formation. There were a dozen familiars handpicked by Otto to lead small portions of the whole. Who they were and who they commanded had been established months ago when the concept of a supernatural army was first conceived. Each was backed by a former military person or a police officer at the very least. The SIA had been recruiting them for years, employing vanilla humans to do the vital work of finding the supernaturals and then, when they figured out that most posed no threat to the people around them, convincing them to help the cause.  
 More supernaturals were arriving all the time, each being added into one of the ‘squads’ to increase their numbers. Within the squads were subdivisions – smaller groups each with their own leader and a deputy to take over if the leader was killed. In some cases wizards were paired with werewolves as each came with their own set of skills and in others the entire squad might be one or the other.  
 There were more wizards than werewolves, a good thing so far as Otto was concerned for a skilled wizard would always beat a strong werewolf. The only exception to that rule was Zachary Barnabus, the Hungarian giant who was last seen in Mostar battling Beelzebub himself. Otto wanted Zac’s help, but the shifter wasn’t of a mind to join the Alliance. He was out there on his own where his efforts were firmly set on banding together the werewolf communities.  
 Zac was imbued with the same immortality as Otto, the two of them standing only feet away from the demon, Teague, when Otto reduced him to atoms. On top of that, Zac possessed a shield that protected him from harm. It was part of the armour of God – the former supreme being’s magical armour that Anastasia Aaronson now wore. Otto didn’t know what she could do if she had it all, but knew she had most of it and had battled with demons and won on many occasions.  
 What he would give to have her and Zachary in his camp tonight. 
 When he finished detailing which group led by which person would attack which site and from what direction, he asked Ezra, a four-hundred-year-old former familiar to come forward to talk about the hordes themselves.  
 Put on the spot, the middle-aged man from, what was in his time, Persia, stumbled a little before finding his voice.  
 “They are all dangerous,” he assured the hushed room. “Do not underestimate their destructive ability or the likelihood that your spells will just bounce off. Leviathans are the worst of them, but the dragons can move fast …” 
 “Dragons?” exclaimed about half the audience as one.  
 Ezra looked to Otto.  
 “Yes,” the German took over again. “Like so many of the fables and legends from our past, dragons are based on real creatures the Earth hasn’t seen for more than four-thousand years. They do not, however, breath fire, and they can be killed using it so keep a fire spell to hand. The point is to not engage. When I destroyed one of the hordes I did so by weaving earth magic to bury them deep underground. I want you to drown them, to bury them, then create lava that will prove too much even for a Leviathan’s armoured hide. This is how you will destroy the hordes and you will do so with minimal risk to yourselves. These are tactics we cannot so easily employ here. Creating a small volcano in the middle of a city to take down a pack of …” Otto leaned to his right to ask a question, “What are those bald dog things called again?” 
 “Gindars?” 
 “Yeah, that’s them.” Raising his voice to address the assembly once more he continued what he was saying. “Imagine there’s a pack of gindars rampaging through New York and one of us applies heat through an earth spell to create a small volcano. What would be the result of that?” 
 He intended it as a rhetorical question but got an answer anyway when a voice called out, “It would make a significant improvement to the road surface for a start.” 
 The comment got a laugh from the crowd, the dollop of humour breaking the tension if only for a moment.  
 Otto laughed too; he’d been to New York and a lava flow probably would improve things. He waited patiently for the room to simmer down, letting the natural hush descend once more before he came to his conclusion.  
 “You all know what teams you are in. You all know what your targets are and what is at stake. We’ve been training together for months now, some of us for longer than that. We can win against the demons. We can beat them and defeat them and find a way to contain them even if they do remain immortal when the death curse fails. That victory starts tonight. Watch out for each other. Work as a team and you will come home. Expect resistance and be ready for it. The wizards among you have shield spells you can employ. Look out for the werewolves and protect them.”  
 Around the room, people seated next to each other were bumping fists or gripping the shoulder of the person in front of them; reassuring physical contact to affirm their comradeship.  
 “I will be leading team Alpha as you know. I want everyone in the combat arena in fifteen minutes. Pack your gear, make sure you have eaten breakfast if you haven’t gotten to that yet. If you have additional weapons, now is the time to fetch them. Good luck, all of you. I’ll see you at the jump point.” 
 That was it. There was nothing left to say and with the assembled supernaturals still staring at the stage, Otto exited to the left and through a door.  
 It closed behind him, leaving him in a quiet hallway, a faint buzz of conversation echoing through the door from the briefing room.  
 They wouldn’t all come back, he was certain of that. The question was how many would he lose? Would one team meet with bad luck and run into a pack of demons? There was just no way of knowing.  
 The door opened again, Ezra slipping through to close it again behind him. He had a question.  
 “How do we know for sure how many hordes there are, Otto?” Ezra wasn’t asking the question to get an answer, for he already knew Otto didn’t have one. As one of the former demon familiars, Ezra had seen as much of the immortal realm as anyone else, and through the network of familiars, had been able to piece together where the hordes were corralled.  
 That was a task Otto set them some months ago when he first hit upon the idea of a pre-emptive strike. However, while they were able to separate and identify more than two dozen sites, it didn’t mean they had them all.  
 Otto accepted the question for what it was.  
 “Ezra, my friend, if we let ignorance cloud our confidence, we might never achieve anything. Maybe we will get them all, maybe what we plan to attack is only a small fraction of the whole. We can only do what we can do. Beyond that we have to hope for the best.” 
 With a nod, Ezra agreed. “Then let us hope we get lucky.” 






Chapter 9

 Samuel and Anastasia remained in the tent when Gabriel left. She considered it unnecessary to continue the ruse of their intimate liaison, but Gabriel assured her she was being watched. Godfrey exuded calm confidence, yet if Gabriel was to be believed, he was paranoid and had dozens of his most loyal followers spying for him.  
 Having quelled one semi-uprising, Godfrey wished to know about the next one in advance.  
 Half an hour after his father departed, Samuel announced it was time for them to set off too. She had been inside his tent for almost an hour by then, far longer than any man could go in her limited experience. However, with no desire to explore the subject with the teenage-looking angel, Ana chose to keep quiet.  
 They walked through the angels’ camp and out into the green countryside beyond. The immortal realm mirrored Earth exactly, the two planes of existence occupying the same theoretical space though one was shifted slightly to the left, as it were. While the race of magical beings was spread around the globe, more than ninety percent were gathered in England.  
 There appeared to be no reason behind this, it was just where they found themselves.  
 Anastasia walked in silence beside Samuel, wending their way through the trees until they caught up to Gabriel. He was sitting on a fallen log, watching birds flitting in the trees.  
 “Why couldn’t we just open a portal inside the tent?” Anastasia asked. “Wouldn’t that have been easier?” 
 “Possibly, yes,” Gabriel conceded, “But that’s not how we do things and changing our behaviour would attract attention when we want it less than ever.” 
 “Okay, so where are we going? Alex was in Italy the last time I spoke to her, so chances are that’s where she still is. You can’t go there though because it will be early afternoon in the mortal realm.” 
 Gabriel opened a portal, the shimmering, round window to the next realm popping into life behind him. “China. It will be evening there. You have a means to contact your friend?” 
 Anastasia puffed out her cheeks. “Not exactly. I know her phone number; it’s committed to memory, but the phone I had was destroyed in Mostar, so I need to obtain a new one before I can call her.” 
 Gabriel held out his hand for Ana to take – flesh to flesh contact was needed to travel through the portal. She heard the barely audible pop as she came through to the street on the other side and the portal closed behind her.  
 The contrast between the realms was instant. Like a shot of caffeine, she felt different, more alert. The sounds and smells were familiar; the immortal realm was too quiet. Here she could hear the thrum of traffic, a toot from a horn, a plane going overhead. It didn’t matter what city she was in, after a month in the angels’ camp, it felt good to be back among humans.  
 The portal had opened into a quiet space behind a restaurant, the smells from within causing Anastasia’s stomach to gurgle.  
 Seeing the small human woman place a hand to her core, Gabriel asked, “Are you all right?” 
 “Just hungry. Let’s get moving. I can eat later.” Stopping for food sounded really good, truth be told, but also more than a little indulgent.  
 Heading directly for the back of the building, Anastasia found the door to be locked. It wasn’t for very long. A small blast of sinfire left a hole where the lock used to be, and she walked through it confidently.  
 Inside, the smell of food trebled, and her stomach grumbled again, voicing its interest.  
 “There’s got to be one here somewhere,” she muttered to herself, working her way past the storage area in the back.  
 A voice of protest in a tongue she couldn’t understand erupted from her left when she passed an open room. The man was speaking Chinese, of course, and unhappy about the Caucasian woman wandering through his premises.  
 Her appearance wouldn’t help, she knew. Dressed in knee high boots with a chunky heel – great for kicking things – her outfit was vastly different to that which the angels wore. They drifted around their fake glamping site in silken robes and flowing dresses as though they were in ancient Greece or Rome perhaps. Anastasia preferred form fitting clothes made from stretchy fabrics and the sword hung down her back from a thick, heavy leather strap that encircled both shoulders. The pommel stuck out past the right side of her head and could be mistaken for nothing else. The angels’ clothes were colourful, hers were black and her current outfit had come from a demon courtesy of Beelzebub when he was holding her prisoner. 
 Anastasia was past his door before she heard his cry and had to backtrack two paces to see who it was. By then Gabriel and Samuel, who were trailing loosely behind, were arriving and she had to put up an arm to hold them back less they startle the old man.  
 “Hello,” she said, offering a smile that she hoped would tell him she meant no harm. He was in his seventies, his head almost completely devoid of hair and coated in liver spots. His cotton shirt had the top two buttons undone in deference to the temperature and humidity inside the restaurant’s back rooms and he had a small fan on his desk that was doing very little to make him any cooler if the pit stains under his arms were anything to go by.  
 Coming into his office, Ana gave a friendly wave. “I don’t suppose you speak English by any chance? I need to borrow your phone, if I may. Just one quick call.” 
 The old man backed behind his desk, jabbering fast and not taking his eyes off the approaching woman though his hands scrambled along the desk – for his phone, Anastasia guessed. He would be about to call for help, but she would take his phone and make her call while making sure not to hurt or overly scare him.  
 “I mean, it’s a long-distance call, but it should be a quick one. I just need to find out where someone is.” 
 The old man’s right hand found what it was looking for and ripped it out from beneath a pile of papers.  
 He yelled something in whatever dialect he was speaking and pointed it firmly at Anastasia’s chest. Then he pulled the trigger.  
 Ana had just enough time to register that she was staring at the business end of an old rotary handgun before the first shot flew from the barrel. Her brain filed a remark: ‘Oh, look, you’re about to get shot.’  
 Anastasia didn’t flinch, she didn’t have time. She barely even reacted. The bullet itself was invisible, moving too fast for a human eye to pick out, but she felt it slam into her.  
 Mercifully, the armour did precisely what it was supposed to do, nullifying the projectile’s impact and dissipating it out across the chest plate. It was as close to painless as it could be.  
 By the time the squashed round was dropping to the floor and the old Chinese man was pulling the trigger for a second time, Gabriel was conjuring sinfire. So too Samuel, though he was a fraction slower than his father and never got to send his orb.  
 Huang Chang, manager and owner of the restaurant was up to his eyeballs in debt and feared the two men and the woman coming through the back of his building were there to kill him. His brain acknowledged that his first shot had somehow failed to find its mark, and he was aware something looking much like an ancient suit of armour flashed into life around the white woman in the moment following his shot. By then he was already shifting aim and snatching the trigger in a panicked attempt to kill all three intruders before they could do the same to him.  
 The bolt of sparkling blue light coming his way seemed to have flown from the older man’s hand. How that could be Huang had no idea, but it called to mind old supernatural tales his grandmother would regale him with as a child.  
 That was his last thought before the blast hit his shoulder, knocking him backward. He fell to the floor behind his desk instantly unconscious.  
 Silence reigned for a second or two.  
 “Um, I thought he was picking up his phone,” explained Ana, cringing at how weak her excuse sounded.  
 Samuel went around the desk to check the old man was alive. The angels used sinfire because it didn’t kill, but with older humans one never could tell what the effect might be.  
 “He’s fine,” Samuel’s voice reported, unseen behind the desk. “I’ll just make him comfortable.” He took a misshapen cushion from the old man’s chair, placing it under his head before rising back to his feet.  
 Anastasia was still checking her chest, feeling the slight bruise where the bullet struck the armour. In her career as a soldier, especially when she deployed to a hostile territory, she wondered once or twice whether she might find herself being shot at. A natural extension was to consider what it would be like to get shot and then whether her wound would be fatal, as they so often are so far from decent medical care, or a Hollywood flesh wound she would be able to show off.  
 Of course, she never did get shot at and didn’t get to fire her own weapon. Her sergeant stepped on a landmine before that could happen and she woke up some time later in hospital with parts of her body missing.  
 Gabriel reached across the desk to collect the handset of the old rotary phone.  
 “You can use this?” he asked.  
 Her daydream broken, Anastasia looked at the phone. “No mobile?”  
 “Not that I can see.” 
 Samuel checked the old man’s pockets. “Nothing in his pockets.” 
 With a shrug, Ana sat her left cheek on the edge of the desk, hooked the phone, and placed the handset to her ear.  
 As a millennial, she had seen such a device used in old movies, but had never actually seen one in real life. Not entirely sure she knew how to use it, she placed the index finger of her right hand into the hole above the zero and cranked the dial around until it hit the stop.  
 Was that right? Is that what she was supposed to do?  
 She dialled the next number and then the next, recalling Alex’s contact details and hoping she had it right.  
 When she dialled the last digit and the tone changed, she bit her lip, praying she might hear a ringing sound next.  
 The angels were watching her, curious expressions on their faces.  
 “You look like you’ve never done that before,” remarked Samuel.  
 She shot him a frown. “I haven’t, dummy.” She had more words lined up, but a sudden ringing sound in her ear almost made her yip with joy.  
 Unfortunately the ringing noise persisted, delivering the one result she hadn’t expected: no answer.  
 When the ringing stopped and it switched to voicemail, her message came out fast.  
 “Alex, it’s me, Ana. Anastasia,” she added, cursing at herself because who else could it be. “I’m in China. I need your help, but I don’t have a phone.” Realising how confusing that must sound, she said, “I mean I don’t have my own phone. I’m calling on a landline. Look, I’m going to go find a mobile and I’ll try again. Okay. If you get this before I call again, expect the next call to be me, okay?” 
 Replacing the handset into its cradle, Anastasia thought it was probably the most garbled, overly long and least to the point message she had ever left. When the phone rang, the sound of it loud in the office, she squealed in fright and almost fell off the desk.  
 Nearest to it, since Ana was now trying to regain her balance, Samuel picked up the phone.  
 “Hello? Yes, hello. My name is Samuel. I will hand you over to Anastasia.” 
 Ana all but snatched the phone from his outstretched hand.  
 “Alex!” 
 “Ana?” 
 “Yes. Where are you?” 
 “Where am I? Where am I! It’s been a month, Ana! A month! I thought you were dead! You were in Mostar when that … that thing destroyed half the city. Where the heck have you been?” 
 “Oh, yeah, that’s a fair point, I guess. Um, sorry?” she tried, her features pulled into a wince. “I was with the angels.” 
 “And for once that isn’t a euphemism.” 
 “Um, no. No, I was really with the angels. I, ah, I found out why I’m different to everyone else.” 
 “Oh?” 
 Gabriel touched a hand to Anastasia’s arm.  
 “We should probably consider moving on, don’t you think? Gunfire tends to draw other humans.” 
 The second the words left his lips a door slammed open. The noise reverberated along the corridor outside the office and a voice shouted what sounded like a question. A question aimed at the old man in the office who wasn’t going to give an answer anytime soon.  
 Getting on board with the concept of being elsewhere, Anastasia blurted, “Alex, tell me where you are. We’re coming to you!” 






Chapter 10

 Katja’s feet touched down on the grass as she came through the portal. It was ten degrees cooler on this side and a light breeze played with her hair. She took a second to pull a hairband from her wrist, using it to yank her mane into a tight ponytail.  
 The sun shone high above, her body casting a short shadow. She was back in the immortal realm, a place that haunted her dreams far too often when she ought to be fantasising about boy bands and sneakily getting a belly piercing she would have to hide from her mother for the next twenty years.  
 An elbow knocked against her shoulder, another of the team brushing by as they came through the portal and fanned out.  
 In the practice battle arena beneath the SIA HQ, the entire force of the SIA army had formed up into their squads, Otto counting down so they would all travel at the same time. Each team had a different destination, a different target to eliminate, but it was hoped the radio packs they carried would allow them to stay in contact with each other until the attack was over.  
 Ahead of her now they were in the immortal realm, Otto was talking to one of the radio operators, establishing comms as he put it. His instructions back in the briefing room made it clear they were to enter the realm at a point he called ‘a tactical bound’ away from their targets. They would approach on foot, covering roughly half a mile – Katja struggled with the odd imperial measurements and couldn’t figure out why an advanced nation, such as America, hadn’t embraced the metric system.  
 “Kat? You okay?” asked Cassie, coming alongside her.  
 Katja shrugged in what she hoped was a confident manner. “Yeah, sure. No big deal, right? Minimal resistance. In and out and back in time to have burgers for lunch.” 
 Jennifer appeared on her other side. “I sure hope so. I guess we’ll find out soon enough.” 
 “Enough chit chat,” growled one of the older SIA agents. The girls only knew him as Svenson. He was Swedish and grumpy, a former police officer or secret agent – they weren’t clear exactly what he used to do – but he’d been with the SIA for more than a decade and while he wasn’t gifted with much magical ability, he looked the part and was loaded with guns, knives, and grenades.  
 That he wasn’t relying on elemental magic told an observer everything they might want to know about his magical skill level.  
 “Eyes forward,” he told them, using his left hand like an arrowhead to indicate the direction they ought to be looking. “If you see anything, you don’t shout out and you don’t start throwing magic unless you are absolutely certain it is a demon, you understand?” 
 Cassie snapped her reply, “You’re not in charge here, Svenson, and we all got Otto’s brief.” 
 “Just don’t be giving away our position, okay? Some of us want to come through this alive.” Svenson jogged away, his assault rifle up in a firing position and pointing everywhere his eyes went as he made his way across to the team’s right flank.  
 “Should we conjure?” Katja asked, feeling a little unnerved after Svenson’s interaction. Were they supposed to be walking around with a spell held at the ready?  
 Jennifer murmured, “I’m not sure.” Feeling out for the nearest ley line as she did. It wasn’t far away and it was plenty strong enough.  
 Tapping into it, all three girls drew in the elemental energy they would need to power their magic. They were ready.  
 “Um, Kat, your hair is floating again,” pointed out Cassie. 
 “Look at her feet,” said Jennifer.  
 Cassie flicked her eyes down to see that the young German girl’s shoes were no longer touching the ground.   
 “Damn, girl, how much juice are you holding in there?”  
 Feeling self conscious, Katja let a little of it go, her feet touching back down when she released her air spell manipulation. Flying came easy to her, though she thought of it more as gliding and never went very high. It was just another thing that made her unique.  
 Otto clicked his fingers, calling for those nearest to listen.  
 “We have good comms with all but team six. They are probably furthest from us, and their signal is patchy. I managed to get enough from them to confirm they came through the portal and are on their way to their target. All we can do now is hope the other teams fare okay, and deal with whatever is ahead of us. Everyone, let’s move out.” 
 They didn’t have a uniform, they weren’t trained to obey orders, march in smart lines, and shine their boots until they could see their reflection, but they were an army, and they were advancing into battle.  
 Otto let advance scouts, Svenson and others, move ahead of the main body. The scouts vanished into the undergrowth ahead, leading everyone toward the objective. There was no chatter, no idle talk, which was a pity for it would have helped to break the tension everyone felt.  
 Hanging back until Katja caught up to him, Otto Schneider kept pace with his young charge.  
 “Stick close by me, understand. If we meet resistance, you are to let others take care of it.” 
 Frowning, she asked, “Why am I here if you don’t want me to get involved? I thought I was your big asset.” Couldn’t he see that she was ready? Katja didn’t like to talk about how much more powerful she was than those around her, but she didn’t have to – everyone else did it for her.  
 “That’s precisely why I don’t want you rushing off, Katja. The people around you are skilled and capable. When we come across demons, which we will, I will direct you to help only if it becomes necessary. The abilities you possess must be protected and employed when the time is right. Promise me you will stay close by my side.” 
 Katja pressed her lips together, unhappy about being held in reserve. Would the others think she was getting special treatment? Would they assume it was because of her age? Or her size? She hated that she was so short, but given her mother’s petite frame, she was never going to be tall.  
 “Katja?” Otto prompted, his tone still patient but edging toward insistent.  
 “Okay, yes,” Katja gave in. “I will stick close to you and won’t do anything.” 
 Expecting her mentor to make her look at him while she repeated his instructions, it was only when he thanked her and moved on that she reminded herself he was not her father. It pained her still that her father perished, but he died at the hands of demons because he refused to accept the truth.  
 Otto did everything he could to keep the man alive, to educate him to the dangers coming for his family … A tear slipped from her right eye. He was never a good father. Always too busy to be there for her, and too demanding, too hard to be someone she felt any real affection for. Regardless, he was her father and the only one she would ever have.  
 There was very little noise from the team as they pushed through the trees and brush toward their target. Occasionally, there would come a burst of static and a voice over the radio. It wasn’t loud enough or close enough for Katja to make out what was being said, but she could hear the tone behind the words and so far it wasn’t filled with dread and panic.  
 Perhaps twenty minutes passed before the light coming through the trees ahead started to brighten – they were coming to the edge of the forest.  
 Without warning, the air ahead flashed bright red - hellfire being thrown! 
 Around Katja, team members were shouting and running, those with a position of command giving orders. Katja twisted her head to the left, expecting to find Otto, but the German wizard was gone. She cast her eyes skyward hoping to see him using an air manipulation to fly, but couldn’t spot him there either.  
 More blasts of red as the demons fought.  
 Thirty yards ahead of Katja, as she sucked in fresh ley line power to fuel her magic, the Stevens sisters were running toward danger.  
 “There!” Naomi shouted, pointing through the trees with her left arm. “I can see them!” 
 The twins could see the demons too. Told to expect only two or three, there looked to be twice that number at least. The explanation behind the miscalculation could come later, right now it needed to be dealt with.  
 A flash of flame lit the air ten yards ahead. It scorched the nearest trees, setting fires that would spread if left unchecked. The potential of that problem was eradicated before the girls had time to take a breath when someone else sent a blast wave of air through the forest.  
 The demons were impossible to kill, but there was plenty that could be done to take them out of the fight for a time. The tactics behind capturing and securing demons was a subject discussed and practiced at length. However, until now it had been practiced on dummies and each other, never on live subjects that would fight back.  
 Gunfire filled the air, the rat-a-tat-tat sound loud and unwelcome, but at least the sisters could believe it was coming from someone on their side.  
 Reaching the edge of the wood line, where the trees gave way to a meadow, they stopped running. Pinned in a circle of destructive forces, what appeared to be six or seven demons were being backed into a huddle. It was hard to get an exact count because they were moving targets and at least two were scattered across the ground in pieces where SWAT operatives had landed killer strikes.  
 “Together!” yelled Jennifer, reaching out with her senses to connect to the energy within her sisters. Instantly, the girls stopped communicating verbally, their telepathic ability taking over.  
 The demons were being beaten back, but the fight was far from over. They were flinging hellfire at a rapid rate and those who had fallen, torn apart by whatever combination of forces the SWAT fighters employed, were already reforming. A chilling glow coated their body parts, the magic that ensured their immortality knitting their broken pieces back together.  
 A scream from her left made Naomi look. One of the SWATs, an Irishwoman called Isabel, was being targeted and her last barrier shield had just fallen. The next orb of hellfire would end her life and the demons were aiming her way.  
 It was their greatest strength: knock them down, give them everything you have, and they will just keep reforming and coming back at you. Sooner or later, a human opponent would tire or run out of defensive spells and that would be game over.  
 Naomi screamed something, her voice lost to the noise of battle, and she could do nothing but watch as Isabel, stranded away from the other fighters, threw herself out of the path of one bolt of hellfire only to be tagged by the next.  
 She hit the ground and was still.  
 It was their first casualty. Otto told them to expect losses, but the reality of seeing someone die took Naomi right back to Chippewa Falls and their battle outside city hall. Uncertainty stole over her, freezing her limbs and her mind alike.  

“How are we ever going to win?”

 Naomi hadn’t meant to project her worry outward, but Cassie and Jennifer heard her voice.  
 “By reducing them to atoms!” growled Cassie, the sentiment echoed by her twin.  
 Cassie and Jennifer drew in a feed of elemental energy, sucking it hungrily from the nearest ley line. Pulling the spell individually, their arms a blur as they used their motions to shape and guide what they wanted to conjure.  
 “Naomi are you with us?” Jennifer’s question echoed inside her elder sister’s fractured mind. “We need you!” 
 Stunned into motion by the ferocity of the words, Naomi matched her sisters. With a tug of fresh elemental energy, they wove magic in the air, the three girls communicating silently as they built their spell.  
 The demons were fighting back. Cornered and surrounded, they were being battered by the SWATs, but the humans could only hurt or stun them, the demons were handing out death to anyone exposing themselves.  
 That is until the girls’ conjuring took hold. They were using a water manipulation, fixing their focus on the moisture inside the demons’ bodies. It was a trick Otto taught to everyone, though they had never yet been able to put it into practice.  
 Radiating out from their bodies, the massive amount of elemental energy being channelled began to create a glowing ball around them. For most of the combatants on the field, this was the first time they had ever witnessed a power merge. Few had even heard of it until the sisters arrived in Washington, but even those who had could not explain how it worked or why the three girls could intertwine their spells.  
 What they did know was that rather than multiply the effect, it was more of a case of curbing it.  
 The demons, their blood now boiling, would explode if they pushed the spell any harder. Otto discovered he could achieve the effect by accident while trying not to die. It took every bit of his effort to destroy the demon that first time and more than a minute of constant magical effort.  
 The sisters were able to achieve the same in a handful of seconds.  
 Seizing control before they went too far, Otto landed next to Naomi.  
 “That’s enough!” he bellowed to penetrate their concentration. “Don’t push them any further. We want to restrain them, not look for the pieces.” He looked to his right where more members of the SIA SWAT were waiting to rush in. “When I say go, drop your spell.” 
 He held up his right hand, indicating to the SWATs to be ready. They began to advance, Otto counting down with his fingers.  
 When he reached one, he shouted for the girls to release the spell. The demons were all contorted in pain, steam coming from their eyes, ears, and mouths as the water in their bodies turned to steam. It would take them time to recover enough to fight back and they were not about to get it.  
 Two dozen SWATs rushed in, shield spells raised to protect themselves and people around them in case the demons were able to form hellfire. The measure proved to be unnecessary, the demons too beaten by the Stevens sisters’ efforts to be able even to curse their attackers.  
 For the team looking on it felt like a moment of victory. They were in the immortal realm pitched against superior beings who could not be killed and yet they had won.  
 A cheer went up, one man choosing to whoop his joy when he saw the demons being shackled. His joy was silenced in an instant by those standing nearest. Yes, it was a win, but only a tiny one against a small force. They had everything left to do.  
 Katja, buoyed off the ground by her own power rather than through a manipulated air spell the way everyone else had to do it, landed just behind the sisters.  
 “That was you guys at full power?” she asked. She’d witnessed their power merge before in the training arena, but it was very different to see it out here when the threat was real.  
 Cassie shrugged. “We haven’t figured that out yet. I think we can draw more power, but there’s a trade off of energy against accuracy.” 
 “The spells get harder to control the more juice we put into them,” explained Jennifer. 
 “And it gives us all headaches,” revealed Naomi, rubbing her temples.  
 Cassie winced and did likewise, “Yeah, it does.” 
 The four girls watched with fascination as the SWATs bent over the demons employed an experimental system designed to restrain them. They couldn’t be taken to a holding facility in the mortal realm because they would get sucked back to their own realm the moment the sun rose. And standard restraints like cuffs or shackles wouldn’t work because the demons would generate hellfire and blast their way free – hellfire went through almost anything after a while.  
 Boffins at the SIA, helped by Asmodeus, were able to develop what was essentially a straight jacket with a helmet and a battery. Once fitted it delivered a steady current of electricity directly into the wearer’s brain, a lot like being in the electric chair but at a non-lethal volume. The point was to keep them almost dead, but not quite. In that state they wouldn’t be able to form conscious thoughts and escape.  
 That it had never been tested on a live subject other than Asmodeus, who was willing, made everyone a little nervous to say the least.  
 With the straight jackets fitted, the SWATs surrounding the demons backed away, the shield barriers still held at the ready.  
 Looking more confident than anyone else, Otto signalled for a team of four to remain with the captives and turned his attention to a duo of scouts.  
 The two men, which included Svenson, were returning at a brisk jog. Katja hadn’t noticed they were missing until they returned.   
 “The horde is right ahead,” Svenson reported, sounding very much the eager soldier though there was undeniable trepidation in his voice. “It’s huge, sir. More creatures than it would be possible to count.” 
 Otto remembered well the one horde he saw. Words failed to describe the sheer volume or terror so many terrible beasts could generate. It was Beelzebub’s master plan to corral them all to be unleashed upon the earth when the time came. They would do the work for him, reducing the planet to a wasteland from which he could build again.  
 Otto gave a slight nod of his head.  
 “Let’s get this done.” 






Chapter 11

 Anastasia got to see the horrified face of a sweaty-faced young man in a food-stained t-shirt appear in the office doorway, and watched the confused shock register in his eyes in the half second before the portal closed. Gabriel had opened it inside the old man’s office, taking them from China to New Zealand in the blink of an eye.  
 That Alex was all the way around the other side of the world from where Ana expected her to be required some explanation. What was she doing in New Zealand? Was she chasing another artefact? Why would she be doing that if she thought Ana had died in Mostar? 
 The portal opened into an alleyway next to St Paul’s Church in Auckland. According to the speedily delivered message from Alex, that was the best place for them to ‘arrive’. She was staying just around the corner and was on her way.  
 It was cool in this part of the world, far cooler than China. Anatasia wasn’t dressed for it and wished she had a thick coat to cover her arms and ward off the night air. Thankfully, she wasn’t made to wait too long as, true to her word, Alex came huffing into sight less than a minute after they stepped onto New Zealand soil. Idly, Anastasia thought to herself that she would miss the ease of international travel portal jumping provided. Assuming humans beat the demons and she and the angels didn’t die in the process, she would have to get on a plane to go anywhere. Again, that was assuming the world’s authorities were not still labelling her as a terrorist.  
 The future was something that concerned her; kept her awake at night sometimes, but it was also a subject she found easy to ignore. There was nothing she could do about it anyway and, truthfully, since she believed she was the only person in the world who stood a chance of killing Beelzebub, she doubted she had a future.  
 “Ana!” Alex waved madly as she bustled across the square outside the church. “Oh, my God, it’s so good to see you.” She had on chunky boots that would be suitable for farming and a long coat that came almost to her knees. Between the two Ana could see what was quite obviously pyjamas. Alex’s hair was pulled into an ill-formed bun on top of her head, and she was devoid of makeup, as one would be if they had been roused from sleep.  
 The two women hugged. They didn’t know each other well and only met right before Anastasia discovered her magical abilities, but their experiences, dodging danger as they gathered the scattered pieces of armour were enough to fuse a bond that would be hard to break.  
 Alex broke the hug, pushing herself away so she could look at her friend.  
 “Why didn’t you call?”  
 Ana pulled a face that said, ‘pick a reason’.  
 “Because I couldn’t for a start. I was in the immortal realm. When I left Mostar with the angels, I lost my ability to travel between here and there. I mean, I suppose I could have asked, but there didn’t seem to be a need. I was learning so much about myself.” 
 “Like what?” asked Alex, always thirsty for information.  
 “Um well …” Anastasia looked to her left and right. Gabriel and Samuel had spread out a little, moving twenty or so yards away on either side to watch and listen for any threat. They knew her big secret anyway, but this was to be the first time she had told anyone she knew, and she felt weird about it.  
 “Well, what?” Alex pushed.  
 “Um, well, I’m kind of a demigod.” 
 Alex blinked. Once. Twice.  
 “A demigod?” 
 “Yeah,” Ana drawled, unsure if she should have said anything.  
 “I guess that explains how you can do the sinfire thing and not die when the demons shoot you with their deadly stuff.”  
 It was Anastasia’s turn to blink. She’d just told her friend that she was a demigod and Alex took it in her stride like she’d just revealed she liked eating the middle bit out of Jaffa Cakes first.  
 “Really? That’s it? No questions?” 
 Alex scratched her head. “Well, lots, I guess, but I figure this is probably not the time or place.” 
 “Movement,” hissed Samuel.  
 Anastasia twisted at the waist to look his way. The angel had his arms out from his sides, a faint blue glow forming around the cuffs of his shirt where he readied source energy to produce sinfire if it was needed.  
 Across the square a figure appeared from the shadow of a building. It was the exact same street Alex came from not sixty seconds earlier. 
 Grabbing her friend’s arm, Ana demanded, “Alex is there anyone with you?” 
 “Um, yeah, about that …” 
 The figure stepped into the moonlight and Anastasia’s breath caught.  






Chapter 12 

 Standing a few yards from their sister, Naomi, Cassie and Jennifer looked down at the seething mass of creatures filling the valley below. The horde was precisely what the term indicated. The site itself was guarded by two more demons who were quickly overwhelmed by the SWATs and treated to more of the electrical straightjackets.  
 Corralled inside a natural valley, when viewed from above, the horde of vicious, hungry supernatural creatures roamed and churned like a petri dish full of maggots. The largest creatures, leviathans, were easy to pick out even from far above. The smallest ones, gindars, given their shape and the way they moved, scurried about like ants and were little more than indistinct specks.  
 For a single wizard, the task of destroying the horde would be too great to achieve. Otto got around it by using earth spells to collapse the sides of the valley on top of the creatures. They needed something more complete this time around and with so many of them in one place their combined spells would produce something incredible.  
 The supernaturals stood only a yard or so back from the edge of the valley wall, the wizards all focusing their effort on a single conjuring. Distracted as they were, they had to rely on the werewolves to watch for danger. Fanned out to their rear, the werewolves faced outward, at the ready though they all wanted to see what the wizards were going to do.  
 Coordinating the spell using short-range radios deployed within Otto’s team, just as they were in the other teams, more than seventy spells began to take form. They were reaching down into the earth, the elemental magicians employing one of their most destructive manipulations to erase the horde.  
 Nothing happened at first, the necessary energy needing time to build, but it wasn’t long before the creatures in the valley below began to sense something was amiss.  
 Katja pushed magic into the earth, weaving her spell deep into the bedrock underneath the valley floor. Just along from her, separated by a few of the other wizards, some of them former familiars, the three sisters were once again engaged in a power merge to lend the maximum amount of raw power they could produce.  
 All the wizards, at whatever strength they were able to create and manage their conjuring, pushed heat into the substrate. The atoms inside the rock began to vibrate. Slowly at first, but increasing exponentially as more and more elemental magic pushed the temperature up.  
 “There!” shouted a werewolf, his attention on the valley floor and not outward where it ought to be.  
 His cry made others look, drawn to see what was happening by the trumpeting and growling coming from the horde of beasts.  
 What started as a wisp of smoke rising from a small patch of soil, quickly became a small geyser, flecks of dirt and mud shooting skyward with an eruption of steam and smoke. A second geyser appeared, then a third and fourth. There wasn’t a fifth though because the entire floor of the valley exploded.  
 The SWATs dropped their spells, darting back to get away from the inevitable debris that was still going upward but would soon begin to fall.  
 The superheated rock, forced to find an outlet to vent the pressure created, had turned to lava and burst from the ground to consume everything above it. No one hung around to see the horde of terrible beasts perish, but when the rock and debris had fallen back to scatter across the ground, the SWATs crept back to the valley edge to peer down into the roiling mess below.  
 “Think anything survived?” asked Ezra, staring down into the smoking hole.  
 Otto shook his head. “Unlikely.”  
 They couldn’t see the valley floor; it was completely obscured by smoke and fire where trees too thick to be obliterated by the initial explosion were now burning. In a few hours there would be nothing left but charred stumps.  
 Otto turned away. It was time to move to their secondary targets.  
 “There’s another one,” remarked Ezra, speaking from behind Otto as he followed. “Look, over there.” 
 Otto followed where Ezra pointed, seeing what he meant almost immediately. To the east a plume of smoke not unlike the one they had just created, rose into the sky to be caught by the wind.  
 It would be seen, that was for certain, and the demons would react. The question was whether the SIA army would be able to complete their mission and return to the mortal realm before the demons figured out where they were. Otto thought it likely at least one of the teams would encounter heavy fighting.  
 The instruction in that eventuality was to evacuate immediately. It was that or sustain serious casualties. The demons were likely to retaliate, but with the hordes removed, it might be possible to contain their strike. In previous attacks, human law enforcement and armed forces were foolish enough to place themselves in harm’s way. It could, of course, be argued that their sacrifice saved the lives of civilians who were able to escape the area while the demons fought the police and soldiers. However, the nations of the world were better educated now: Mostar taught them a lot, so the next wave of demon attacks would be dealt with by the SWATs, conventional forces only involved to give coordinated support. 
 At least that was the plan.  
 Team Alpha’s secondary target wasn’t far to go; no more than a couple of miles, but the sensible tactic was to bounce back to Earth and out again, landing half a mile short of their destination once more. It also gave them a chance to take the dead, of which there were two, back to Washington.  
 Otto caught up to his radio operator who began to report before the German wizard could ask.  
 “Six of the teams have reported success, sir. Two encountered demons and have reported losses, but everyone is on track still.” 
 “Which teams have losses?” 
 “Two and eleven, sir. Five dead in total. I have the names here …” 
 Otto waved him off. He didn’t want the faces of the dead playing through his mind, he needed to concentrate on what his teams were doing.  
 “You can give me a full list when this is over, Henry. It’s time to move to our secondary objective.” 
 Raised voices, arguing about something, pulled his gaze in their direction. Why hadn’t they opened the portal yet? It was a simple enough instruction. The longer they spent in the immortal realm, the more likely it was they would get caught. The longer they took between the first attack and the second, the less likely it was to happen. 
 Before Otto could raise his own voice to hurry things along, a portal snapped into life.  
 “What took you so long?” he grumbled, stopping to let a team carrying a body go through. He could see the training arena under the SIA headquarters on the other side, but there was something odd about it.  
 Normally, standing on one side of a portal and looking through is like facing a window. It was still like that now, but the window was smeary, or dirty somehow.  
 In answer to his question, Chuck, a former American ranger said, “It wouldn’t open, sir. I tried six times without success. In the end I got others involved and Nathan managed to open one on his second attempt.” Chuck’s voice came out filled with apology, but Albert didn’t need the man to say sorry.  
 “It wouldn’t open?” he repeated.  
 “No. It was really weird. I’ve never had that problem before.” 
 Nathan, still holding the portal, sniggered, “Well, some guys get performance issues as they age, old man.” 
 Chuck flipped a middle finger, enjoying the banter, but Otto wasn’t paying any attention to either of them.  
 To test it for himself, he slipped on his glove made from shilt skin. With a murmur of will he opened a portal back to the arena, breathing a sigh of relief when it formed instantly.  
 “Here,” he called to divert some of the SWATs through his portal as they all converged on Nathan’s.  
 Nevertheless, when the last person was safely through and he stepped across to the mortal realm himself, he couldn’t help but wonder if this was something the demons were doing.  






Chapter 13

 Outside St Paul’s Church in New Zealand, Samuel reacted to the familiar face by launching sinfire. An orb from each hand screamed across the square heading straight for the newcomer.  
 In the second that took, Anastasia twisted her body around to look at Alex, her eyes wide with disbelief and her mouth hanging open in question.  
 Gabriel, also recognising the newcomer, brought sinfire into each of his hands, but unlike his son chose to keep them poised and ready.  
 The target raised his hands, catching the sinfire when it came to him and absorbing it into his body. There was more where the first two orbs came from, but before Samuel could launch them, the newcomer chose to speak.  
 “I am not here to fight. I mean you no harm.” 
 Anastasia’s mouth still hung open, but she closed it so she could reply.  
 “Daniel, what are you doing here? How did you find me?” 
 Alex mumbled, “Um, he didn’t. He found me.” 
 Ana twitched her gaze to the right again, looking at her friend with curiosity. “He found you?” 
 Alex’s cheeks coloured and a ray of understanding shone through the subtle subtext.  
 “You’re sleeping with him!” Anastasia couldn’t believe it and was having trouble working out who to be upset with.  
 “Dear Lord, Ana, no!” Alex blurted. “Why would you think that?” 
 Daniel had his arms raised on either side and was crossing the square toward the girls and the angels. Samuel and Gabriel were yet to drop their balls of sinfire, both angels ready to attack the demon if he showed any sign of treachery.  
 “Are you alone?” shouted Gabriel. 
 “Because you look like someone who got caught doing something they shouldn’t be doing,” explained Ana to answer Alex’s question. “Why are your cheeks all red if you haven’t been bedhopping the one shag I’ve had in the last year?” 
 “Yes, I am alone,” replied Daniel, answering Gabriel who was no longer paying him any attention.  
 “Wait, you slept with the demon?” Gabriel asked, his voice dripping with judgement.  
 Still waiting for an answer from Alex, Ana chose to reply over her shoulder, “Yes, thank you, Gabriel. Not that it’s any of your business.” 
 Daniel chose to boast, “Apparently, I’m very good.” 
 “You were okay,” Ana corrected him. “And that’s from a woman getting zero action because she’s missing body parts and has a network of scars where her face should be.” 
 “I’m not sleeping with him, Ana, okay?” Alex insisted. “I’m embarrassed because I knew you would jump to that conclusion.” 
 “Can we get back to a more important topic?” demanded Samuel, his tone harsh. “What is the demon doing here at all?” 
 Anastasia knew she ought not to feel jealous about Daniel; they slept together once, and she’d barely thought about it since. It was one of those ‘spur of the moment’ things where the constant danger and threat made her want a way to release the stress building up in her body and brain. If Alex was sleeping with Daniel, she didn’t care at all.  
 And no one could prove otherwise.  
 Exhaling a hard breath, Ana went to Samuel, pushing his arms down and smothering his sinfire with her hands.  
 “There’s nothing to be gained by fighting. Daniel has been nothing but helpful to me. I wouldn’t be here now and certainly wouldn’t have the armour if he hadn’t covered my back.” 
 “I thought he sent rogue demons after you, enslaved you, and tried to sell you to Nathaniel,” pointed out Gabriel.  
 “Did sell her to Nathaniel, actually,” Daniel corrected him with a grin.  
 Anastasia snapped out an index finger, jabbing it at the demon while still looking at Samuel. “Not helping, Daniel.” 
 Daniel’s grin fell.  
 “The point is,” she continued, “since he came to his senses, he has been helping me.” 
 “To help himself,” scoffed Samuel. “Demons don’t do things for others. They do not possess the ability to act altruistically. They don’t know what it means.” 
 Daniel agreed, “You’re right, I don’t know what that means.” 
 Anastasia cracked a knuckle; she was going to punch someone soon and had a wide choice of viable targets.  
 “It means to act unselfishly in the interest of others,” explained Alex.  
 Daniel’s eyebrows twitched. “Oh, okay. Yeah, good call then. I’m not altruistic at all.” 
 Ana fired an orb of sinfire directly into the stone beneath her feet, startling everyone into silence.  
 Twisting slowly about so she faced the demon, she said, “Daniel, tell me what you are doing in New Zealand with Alex, please.” 
 “Oh, um, she found something.” 
 Anastasia hadn’t expected that answer. Spinning to look at her friend, she didn’t need to ask for clarification.  
 Sounding defensive, Alex said, “I don’t know what it is yet. I, um, I found it a while back when I was still looking for pieces of the armour. There is a marker for it that is kind of like the others only different. I was curious, so Daniel said he would bring me to check out whether it was something important.” 
 Ana’s eyes narrowed. “So he was already with you?” 
 Alex’s cheeks reddened again.  
 “Yes, he …” 
 Daniel interrupted. “When I lost you in Mostar and then couldn’t find you anywhere, I didn’t know what to do. After a while, I hit upon the idea that you might try to contact or visit Alex, so I went to her.” 
 “That’s right,” agreed Alex, grabbing onto the explanation like a drowning person to a piece of timber. “He came to my apartment in Italy one night.” 
 “I bet he did,” said Anastasia, her barb aimed at the demon rather than her friend which was pointless because Daniel didn’t care, and Alex was already trying hard to defend herself.  
 “Ana …” 
 She held up a hand. “Sorry.” She sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m being petty. It doesn’t matter what the two of you did.” 
 “We didn’t do anything!” Alex protested instantly. 
 “Or didn’t do,” Ana conceded. “What matters is what we do next. What is it you think you found?” 
 Alex wrestled with her coat to find her phone.  
 “Well, I don’t know what I found to be honest, but the iconography is too similar to that used to label where the armour is hidden for it to be totally unrelated. Whatever it is, I’m willing to bet it was put here by one side or the other.” Alex nodded her head at Gabriel and then Daniel to make it clear which sides she was talking about.  
 “And it’s in the church,” Ana guessed, looking at St Paul’s looming over them all under the moonlit sky.  
 Alex frowned, “Well, it used to be. That’s all a bit confusing because the artefact has to be thousands of years old, and the church was built in the 1850s.” 
 “Someone moved it,” Ana concluded.  
 Alex agreed, “That would be my guess. They moved it again though. At some point someone brought it here; the marker is carved into the wall of the church. Whether they moved it again or someone else did I cannot guess, but it is gone, and the church people had no idea what I was talking about.” 
 “You’re sure it’s gone?” Anastasia questioned. “Did you break in to check?” 
 “No, I did,” announced Daniel.  
 Anastasia wasn’t the only one to spear the demon with a questioning look, both Gabriel and Samuel did likewise.  
 “How can you have gone into the church? Neither angels nor demons can step foot on holy ground.” 
 Daniel flashed them his usual knowing smile.  
 “Can’t you feel it?” he asked the angels.  
 Father and son looked inward at each other, both silently asking what the demon’s question meant.  
 “Feel what?” asked Gabriel. 
 Daniel pumped his eyebrows and grinned. “Exactly.” 
 His response only served to deepen their confusion.  
 With a sigh, Daniel asked, “Would you normally stand this close to a church?” 
 The angels shifted their feet, swivelling around to stare at the old stone building. The truth of it hit them simultaneously though they reacted differently.  
 Samuel took a step back, conscious that he ought to feel the church pushing him away like two similar magnetic poles. In contrast, Gabriel reached out to touch the outer wall, his hand pressed flat against the stone.  
 “I can touch it,” he murmured, his voice little more than a whisper. “How can this be?” 
 “You can do more than touch it,” Daniel remarked. “You can go inside. In fact, I opened a portal inside the church only a few hours ago.” 
 Alex chipped in. “That’s how we know there is nothing there to be found. We arrived two days ago – Daniel has to travel in the dark still, so he left me here and came back when the sun set last night. While he was gone, I visited the church and asked questions. The symbol is there, etched into the stone and we found a hole under the floor where something had once been hidden, but it’s no longer there.” 
 “And you don’t know what it could be?” Anastasia wanted answers now. It was a mystery that needed to be solved. 
 Alex shook her head and said, “Or where it might have gone.” 
 Gabriel asked, “Can I see that symbol again, please?” 
 Alex held up the phone, using two fingers to zoom in a little.  
 “Sorry, it’s not the best shot. The lighting isn’t very good inside,” Alex made excuses but tailed off when it was clear Gabriel wasn’t listening. He’d turned away and was discussing something with his son, the two speaking fast and in an animated fashion.  
 “What is it?” Anastasia cut over the top of them. “You recognise the symbol?” 
 “No,” Samuel shook his head.  
 Gabriel nodded, his eyes locked on the screen again. “I do. I’m not sure where I have seen it before, but it was a long time ago. Before the death curse maybe.” 
 “Where?” Alex pressed.  
 Gabriel pursed his lips, a frown dominating his brow as he strained his mind to find an answer. After several seconds, he admitted, “I don’t know. It was so long ago. I think this is important though. I need time to think. I might need to ask some of my friends.” 
 That meant returning to the immortal realm, which Anastasia planned to do anyway. She felt it necessary to continue snooping on Godfrey and Serena at the very least. Thinking about the angels’ leader reminded her why she came to Earth in the first place.  
 Anastasia took a second to ponder what she ought to do next. The last hour had been filled with surprises, not least the unexpected reuniting with Daniel. The demon was a rogue, no doubt about it, but Anastasia also felt a connection to him. He was without a home. The demons cast him out when his political games backfired and she was, so far as she knew, still wanted by the humans for acts of terrorism. They had more in common than either was likely to admit and how much of the blood running through her veins was actually human anyway?  
 Directly descended from the line of the supreme being. A demigod, no less. 
 Her line of thought might have drawn a conclusion involving a hunt for the missing, unidentified artefact, or a decision to return to the immortal realm had something else not come along to disrupt her.  
 Something most unexpected. 






Chapter 14 

 “Master! Master!” The sound of hastened footsteps brought a snarl to Beelzebub’s lips. They were on the cusp of reclaiming the Earth, a destiny they had waited millennia to begin, yet his subjects were still given to panic. Even the slightest change to the status quo would send some of them into startled fits.  
 The demon behind the shouting voice was Demis, a low caste wastrel sent to provide information to the lord of hell because those above him were bright enough to know the news would be poorly received.  
 “Master! Mast …” Demis found his voice abruptly cut off when he burst into Beelzebub’s chambers to find the seven-foot-tall demon waiting for him. However, it wasn’t shock that stopped his shout, but the hand around his throat.  
 Yanking the demon roughly toward his face, and bringing Demis close enough that he could feel the warmth of Beelzebub’s breath, the lord of hell sneered, “Deliver your message and be gone from my eyes.” 
 “The hordes, master,” Demis squeaked, barely able to croak the words. “The hordes are being attacked.” 
 The news came like a slap to Beelzebub’s face. Since returning Colt Ironbolt to the mortal realm, Beelzebub had pondered his warning. The former head of the SIA believed Otto Schneider planned an attack. It was easy to dismiss such a claim – why would the humans risk such a venture? They could not hope to harm the demon legions, and though Schneider himself appeared to also be immortal since his encounter with Teague, unless he was planning to come alone he would get his followers killed.  
 However, despite his advisors’ convictions that it had to be a mistake, Beelzebub wondered if maybe the humans were more wily than the demons gave them credit. Was there a way they could strike at their enemy without undue risk? Was it possible to score a victory, however small that win might be? 
 Clearly they could and it vexed Beelzebub greatly that he’d failed to consider the hordes as a target. Upon reflection it was obvious. Schneider chose to attack on the night he broke out of the immortal realm.  
 Snapping Demis’s neck with a flick of his wrist, Beelzebub threw his carcass across the room where it smashed through a chair before hitting the wall. Striding from his chambers and leaving the death curse’s magic to repair the broken demon, Beelzebub went in search of his generals.  
 If the humans were brazen enough to come to the immortal realm, they could suffer the consequences; the entire might of the demon population would retaliate as a single force, annihilating the supernatural army in one fell swoop.  






Chapter 15

 In the battle arena beneath the SIA Headquarters, the SWATs handed off their dead, paused to check each other over and opened a fresh portal back to the immortal realm. Now that the teams were attacking the hordes all around the demons’ region, Otto felt certain a retaliation force would form. That meant they had a limited window to get the task finished.  
 In less than two minutes, they were bouncing back to the immortal realm, this time dropping far closer to the target for the element of surprise was no longer theirs.  
 Stepping through the portal and onto the grass, Katja spotted Otto and planned to catch up to him. She wanted to ask about the portal and why they struggled to open it. It wasn’t just returning to Earth that proved to be a problem; once there they needed several attempts to create a way back to the immortal realm again.  
 She was going to quiz Otto, but before she could get both feet through the portal, a zinging red bolt of hellfire came whipping her way.  
 They were already under attack! 
 The hellfire came too fast and too unexpected for her to be able to stop it and it proved a mercy that someone more alert was right on her heels. Alice, a former familiar, raised a shield spell to absorb the hellfire. The orb clattered against the thin wall of elemental energy with a sound like lightning striking a manhole cover. It rang in Katja’s ears for several seconds, but her hearing came back while she was running.  
 Alice, accompanied by Nico, a Greek werewolf with a shocking amount of both muscle and hair, grabbed Katja and ran her along between them. Together they bore her to cover behind a large tree.  
 “Don’t get caught out like that!” yelled Alice. “Stay alert.” 
 A scream lit through the air, pulling Katja’s eyes around. She took a peek from behind the tree. From her position she could see very little of what was happening. The portal had opened into a clearing bordered by thick woodland on either side. The target was beyond the clearing where she could see rocks if she leaned out far enough.  
 The SWATs were advancing under cover of barrier spells and she could see their conjurings were going to tear into the ground to dislodge the rocks. The demons were using the rocks for cover of their own, making it harder for the SWATs to gain an advantage because lightning, fire, and wind were all ineffective. The earth spells would do it, but the demons, half a dozen of them from the look of it, were strategically targeting any one of the wizards who appeared to be getting ready to unleash their magic.  
 It was a delaying tactic at best, but one that was working so far. If the demons could keep it up, the humans would run out of barrier spells and become vulnerable. At that point the battle would change significantly.  
 Katja ducked back behind the tree, twisting around to shout a question at Alice only to find she was no longer there. Tracking where she had gone, Katja could see more than a dozen of the SWATs making a run through the trees a hundred yards to the right of the demons’ position – they were going to try to flank them.  
 Deciding to go with them – she could hardly stick by Otto’s side if she couldn’t find him – Katja started running too. It meant she was close enough when those ahead of her ran into a trap.  
 The demons were ready! 
 How many were they up against? There were thousands of demons, far more of them than there were members of the SWAT. Had Otto led them into an ambush? 






Chapter 16 

 In the square outside St Paul’s church in Auckland, lights from flickering torches appeared from six different directions simultaneously.  
 “Anyone else think that’s coincidence?” asked Daniel, his usual flippant tone in place. He pulled source energy from the ground to power his magic, forming hellfire in each hand as he stepped away from the church.  
 Cloaked figures were coming into the square. Walking two by two, each of the columns carried the cross of Christ at their head and they were all very clearly aiming for the church. Not the front doors as they might if they wanted to go inside, but the small band of individuals standing off to one side.  
 “Any idea who these guys are?” asked Anastasia, filling herself with source energy just like Daniel.  
 “No,” murmured Alex. “What do you think they want?” 
 Anastasia guessed, “Nothing good.”  
 “Mm-hmm. Let’s kill a few of them,” suggested Daniel, raising his hands to show the hellfire he held. “See if that changes their attitude.” 
 Launching himself at the demon, Gabriel forced Daniel’s hands down. “They are mortals, demon!” 
 “Ah, guys,” warned Alex, “There’s more coming from behind us.” 
 While Daniel struggled to free himself of Gabriel and Samuel threw himself in to aid his father, Anastasia spun around to confirm Alex was right. Their one avenue of escape was also cut off. Cut off by humans, which on the face of it ought not to be a big problem, but she didn’t want to have to fight them off and really wanted to hear what brought them to the square in the middle of the night. 
 Walking around the tussling trio of angels and demon, Ana brought sinfire into her palms – now was not the time to draw her sword, that was a whole different level of threat.  
 “Who are you?” she demanded to know, her voice loud and confident in the still night air.  
 The columns of cloaked figures just kept coming. She could likewise feel that they were human but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be dangerous plus she had Alex to consider.  
 Raising her left hand, the prosthetic one which could now produce a bolt of sinfire due to the armoured gauntlet she wore, she fired into the stone ahead of the central column.  
 Their feet refused to falter.  
 “Ana, I don’t like this,” squeaked Alex. “Maybe we should do the portal thing and go somewhere else?” 
 Anastasia shook her head slowly from one side to the other. The humans were here for a reason, and she was about ready to bet it had something to do with the ancient artefact Daniel failed to find when he entered the church.  
 With a grunt of rage and a flash of red light, Daniel shot an orb of hellfire into Gabriel’s face. It was enough to send the angel spinning backward, his body limp as consciousness faded.  
 Samuel cried out in rage, but got no chance to retaliate on his father’s behalf because Anastasia shot Daniel in the back of the head with her own sinfire. He wouldn’t be down for long, but she only needed a few seconds to work out if the humans could be talked to. 
 “Last chance,” she warned. “As you can see, we are having a few domestic issues this evening. Perhaps we can discuss what it is that you want.” The columns just kept coming, the cross held aloft. “Otherwise …” Anastasia filled her right hand with a fresh orb of sinfire and raised both hands.  
 The columns of eerily silent figures kept coming, so with a shrug she began firing.  
 Sinfire wasn’t to be used on humans; that was never its intention, but Anastasia wasn’t an angel for a start, and had she ever been, she would have considered that the time for rules was long past.  
 At the head of each column, the first pair of figures caught a blast of fizzing blue light. Synapses overloaded, they went down in an instant, their bodies turning floppy mid-stride in many cases.  
 Finally, the columns came to a halt, but the figures behind each lead pair began to fan out.  
 “Listen!” Anastasia shouted. “I don’t know what you want, but if someone doesn’t start to speak soon, I will start blasting and I won’t stop until there is only one of you left. That person will get to answer my questions.” 
 Samuel raised his hands too and with two meaningful strides came to stand shoulder to shoulder next to Anastasia. 
 “We mean you no harm,” he assured the advancing crowd.  
 They were cut off now and completely surrounded. The only way out was to go through the wall of cloaked figures. There had to be two hundred, maybe closer to three hundred of them; and they were yet to say a single word.  
 Feeling left out, Alex joined Samuel and Anastasia. Turning her back so the three formed a sort-of triangle facing outwards, she raised her handbag.  
 “Is she serious?” asked Daniel.  
 Anastasia whipped her head around, scared the demon might be about to start blasting hellfire again. She found he was still lying on the ground where he fell, but propped up on one elbow like a lover cozying up to his bed mate.  
 He held up one hand, the little finger and thumb folded in to mimic the girl guides’ salute.  
 “I promise I won’t try to shoot anyone until you give me permission,” he swore. “I was just curious about Alex and her ‘handbag of death’.” 
 “We haven’t all got magic that shoots out of our hands, Daniel,” Alex griped in reply. Hefting her handbag once more and giving a hearty swipe through the air, she snarled into the night. “First one inside my circle of death gets a nasty case of Louis Vuitton uppercut!” 
 Anastasia’s eyebrow twitched. “You bought a Louis Vuitton?” 
 “I sure did. Blew half my life savings. What good is money if the world is about to end? I figured I might as well have something pretty before it’s all done.” 
 “Can we focus?” asked Samuel, cutting through Anastasia’s desire to see the bag.  
 The crowd of cloaked figures had spread out, stepping over their fallen comrades, but coming no closer since Ana blasted the first few of their number. However, their lack of advance proved momentary only. With a banshee cry that signalled their attack, they ran at the small group pressed into the centre of the square.  
 “Bored now,” announced Daniel, rolling onto his back as over his head balls of sinfire whipped out in every direction.  
 Anastasia didn’t see it, but the demon wasn’t trying to employ source energy, he’d chosen to switch to elemental magic.  
 His hands drew shimmering circles in the air, contorting the spell even as he conjured it.  
 Ana and Samuel threw sinfire, doing their best to keep back the advancing crowd, but their numbers were too great, and the cloaked figures clearly knew the sinfire wouldn’t kill them for they ran at it with complete abandon. Like Omaha Beach, it was a simple matter of numbers – Ana and Samuel couldn’t hit everyone, and they were going to get overrun in a matter of moments.  
 “Come on, you slags!” yelled Alex, surprising Anastasia who had never heard her upper/middle class librarian friend utter anything stiffer than ‘drat’ or possibly ‘phooey’. The outburst caught Alex by surprise too, but she chose to go with it, swinging her insanely expensive designer handbag like a medieval weapon even though no one was yet in range.  
 With a sigh, Daniel loosed his conjuring, a shockwave of air exploding outward from the centre of their circle. It floored everyone still standing, sending many of the cloaked figures tumbling backward like dominoes.  
 In the stunned silence that followed, he kicked his legs up and out, performing an athletic move that landed him on his feet. Cool as ever, he acted as though it were nothing and brought hellfire into both hands.  
 Anastasia growled a warning, “Daniel.” 
 Looking around at the mass of idiots trying to untangle themselves, he replied over his shoulder, “Don’t worry, dear. I will only kill them if they refuse to see sense.” 
 Anastasia reached for her sword. She might not relish sticking Daniel with it, but she would do so if he forced her. It wouldn’t kill him, not unless she pushed a constant stream of sinfire through it, but it would put him down.  
 Addressing the mass of bodies sprawled across the square, Daniel spoke clearly, “The first person to get to their feet dies.”  
 Ana held her breath, watching to see if she would need to act: she wasn’t going to let him kill anyone, but if Daniel’s ploy worked, so much the better. 
 The cloaks were no longer covering the faces of the people hidden inside them as they had been. The charge, the dodging and diving and Daniel’s spell especially, had left the figures dishevelled. They were all men so far as Anastasia could see and a little equal opportunities complaint registered deep in the back of her head.  
 They looked about at one another, questioning who was going to be the first to test the demon’s resolve.  
 To make a point, Daniel flicked out his right hand to send the orb it held screeching over heads that ducked unnecessarily to get out of its way. The hellfire hit a lamppost on the far side of the square, the destructive force inside it gouging a path right through one side of the post. The light flickered out and the post, after a second or so to think about it, folded in half to crash into the ground.  
 Anyone thinking they might challenge Daniel’s will changed their mind after his display.  
 Daniel turned to face Anastasia and performed a little bow.  
 “All yours, M’Lady.” 
 She let the source energy in her body relax, the sinfire in her hands reabsorbing into her skin.  
 Releasing a slow breath, she started talking, “Okay, let’s start again shall we. My name in Anastasia Aaronson …” 
 A voice from the crowd cut her off. “We know who you are.” The voice was male and bore a commanding tone. It was the voice of a person who was used to being listened to.  
 Anastasia wondered if the leader of the assembled cloaks had just identified himself.  
 “Good,” she replied. “That should speed things up. Perhaps you would be so kind as to tell me who you all are and why you chose to attack us?” 
 Dripping with confidence, the voice replied, “You are a wanted terrorist. It is our civic duty to attack you. Goodness knows what you might be planning.” 
 A smile creased Anastasia’s face, the tightening skin pulling at her facial scar to annoy it.  
 “Yes, I am a wanted terrorist,” she agreed. She was planning to save the world, but there was no need to venture down that topic of discussion. “I came here looking for something that I need.” Without turning her head, she said, “Alex, please show them the symbol.” 
 “Oh, um, hold on.” Alex fumbled with her phone until she was able to display the photograph with the symbol once more. “Here it is.” 
 Addressing the crowd, Anastasia said, “I’m going to assume from the crosses you carry that you are something to do with the church.” 
 “We are the Order of Jesus the Almighty,” boasted the same voice. “He came to us in person. Our mission is as immutable as it is holy.” 
 “Really?” asked Daniel. “Jesus himself came to give you a job? Was he wearing sandals?” 
 Ignoring the demon, Ana asked, “So you are a gang of religious zealots, fed on lies you happily perpetuate. Why are there no women among you? Is this some ridiculous men only secret religious organisation?” 
 “I’m a girl,” volunteered one of the figures, pushing back her hood to reveal a face that was entirely ambiguous as to which gender it represented.  
 “Are you sure?” asked Daniel, swearing and hissing a second later when Anastasia kicked him in his shins. Hard.  
 While the demon rubbed his leg, Ana continued, “The symbol was carved above an artefact secured beneath the floor of the church. That artefact was removed. I need to know what it is and who now has it.” 
 “We are not going to tell you anything you can use to prevent the second coming,” replied the Order’s spokesperson.  
 Anastasia smiled at him. “I think you are. Let’s backtrack a touch though. You said it was your civic duty to attack me, yet there was no way for you to know I was here unless you were watching for someone to arrive.” 
 It was subtle, but she saw the leader flick a glance at someone else; a nervous gesture. 
 “You were told to expect me?” 
 “We were warned the enemies of God might come here. Jesus told us the likelihood was slim, but that we needed to be prepared.” 
 Anastasia nodded along to the man’s words. When he finished, she asked, “If you know who I am, I’m guessing you also know what I am capable of. What did you hope to achieve in attacking us? What if I had chosen to kill instead of stun? This is a pretty big sword I’m carrying around.” 
 The leader smiled. “Our deaths are insignificant when compared to the glory of God. We would each gladly lay down our lives in his service.” 
 There were some mutterings from the ranks which, while not loud enough to make out, were easy to interpret – they were all sold on dying for their cause. 
 “Listen, I realise this is futile, but I’m going to try to talk some sense into you anyway. There is no God. Jesus didn’t come down from Heaven to bless you with a holy mission, and fairly soon the Earth is going to be overrun with magical beings who plan to wipe out the human population.” 
 “All lies!” snapped the order’s leader. “Jesus told us to expect such nonsense from the tongues of his enemies.” 
 “Why did I go out of my way to not kill anyone?” Anastasia pressed him to answer. “I have a tame demon here …” 
 Daniel screwed up his face. “Tame?”  
 “Yes, tame, Daniel. T A M E,” she spelled it out. “You swore to help me and for once you have stopped acting in your own interest. This is the best of you, and it gives me hope for the future of your race.” 
 “You admit you have a demon and expect us to believe you fight for the side of good?” scoffed the order’s leader.  
 “It’s just a label.” Anastasia was about ready to give up arguing. “The planet is heading for Armageddon, and you are holding the door open to welcome it. Tell me, what did your ‘Jesus’ look like?” 
 “Like Jesus,” the leader replied with another satisfied smile.  
 Anastasia was about to scoff at his response when a thought hit her. A troubling thought.  
 “Would you say he looked like one of the Bee Gees?” 
 This time the response came not from the order’s leader, but from someone else sat way over to his left.  
 “I told you he looked like Barry Gibb from back in the seventies!” he pointed out to the cloaked figure sitting next to him.  
 Anastasia, her eyes wide, stared at Daniel.  
 “What?” he asked.  
 She twisted around to look at Gabriel who could offer only a mystified expression. Even Alex, who knew who the Bee Gees were from her father’s old record collection, had no idea what the significance of the comment could be.  
 “It’s Godfrey,” she explained, her voice quiet. “The person they think is Jesus, is Godfrey. He was here. He set them up to protect his secret. Whatever was in the church is important enough to him that he has been coming here to check on it for a long time.” 






Chapter 17 

 “What do you mean they are struggling to open portals?” Beelzebub demanded.  
 Mesos shifted his feet uncomfortably. “Just that, my lord. I had the same problem myself. The mortals have done something, sire. Some twisted magic that will prevent us from travelling to their realm.” 
 Beelzebub was being attended to by Rachel and Siobhan, two demons he often favoured. They were helping to strap leather armour to his naked torso. He didn’t need it, but was aware enough to understand his need to look the part on the battlefield. He wanted the armour that Anastasia Aaronson collected, and he dearly wanted the sword. It had been in his possession for a time, only to be taken again by the tiny human.  
 He'd intended to use it to kill his brother, ending the opposition leader’s life before Godfrey could even begin his own pointless quest to rule the Earth. How he thought he could pull that off Beelzebub had no idea; the angels numbered only a fraction of the demons’ masses.  
 Beelzebub didn’t have the sword though, or the armour. His best troops - the four horsemen - named after one of the humans’ silly legends, had failed to bring Aaronson back to the immortal realm. Cornering and subduing her ought to have been child’s play for them, yet two died in their attempt, cut down by the very sword they were sent to retrieve.  
 Responding to Mesos, he barked, “Stop your pathetic whimpering! The humans do not have the capability to wield such magic. Whatever is happening, it is not the humans. My brother could be behind it, but I will not tolerate excuses from you or anyone else. The humans are attacking my hordes and I want every last subject under my command to repel them. I expect a high body count this day and tonight we shall toast from the skulls of the fallen.” 
 With his last piece of armour strapped into place and buckled tight, he pushed past Rachel to face Mesos.  
 With his left hand, he conjured open a portal. He didn’t say anything, choosing instead to stare the lesser demon down until he looked away.  
 However, stepping backward through it, he paused, “Are you coming, Mesos?” he spat, jolting motion from his static underling. “You too, Rachel. And you, Siobhan. There are humans to kill.” 
 Arriving in one of his favoured jump points, Beelzebub sniffed the air. He hated what the humans had done to the planet. The Earth he remembered was vibrant and green, filled with life and devoid of pollution. Now it was a cesspit of filth, the surface marred by roads and buildings. The cities were the worst which was why he always came to Mumbai.  
 It wasn’t that it was significantly worse than any other city, it was just the place where he first realised how bad things had become. That was more than a hundred years ago on one of his first forays into the mortal realm when the death curse finally weakened enough that demons could pass from one plane to the other.  
 Now he was back and the sights, sounds, and above all the smells acted as fuel to make him want to crush humanity under his boot. That would come soon enough; he could feel the death curse weakening. Right now his attention had to be on the supernaturals invading his realm to attack his hordes. Thousands of demons had already deployed. Now he would join them in battle, killing as many of their insignificant opponents as possible.  
 Hopefully not Otto Schneider though. He wanted the German wizard taken captive. He would test his immortality, torturing him to insanity if the human failed to die.  
 The portal closed behind him once the others were through and the moment it did Beelzebub conjured a fresh one back to the location of a horde that he knew was yet to be attacked.  
 Only he didn’t. Nothing happened.  
 Bewildered and instantly apoplectic with rage, he tried again. The same motion with his hand, one repeated thousands of times without a hitch, and the same murmur of will that had always worked in the past came to have no effect.  
 “What is this!” he roared, the three demons in his company all flinching away from their master.  
 “Let me try, my lord,” offered Mesos, already performing the spell. His attempt produced a few sparks, but no portal appeared.  
 They all tried multiple times, none of them able to create a portal back to the immortal realm where they needed to be.  
 “Is it the death curse?” asked Rachel, volunteering an idea she felt certain was wrong.  
 Beelzebub shook his head. “No, this is something different. If the death curse had fallen, we would feel it.” 
 Dawn was just a few hours away, he could feel that too – the pull to return to the immortal realm. What would happen when the sun rose? Would they be yanked back to their own plane of existence as they always had been in the past, or would they remain trapped here on Earth? What would that be like? 
 Frustrated, Beelzebub tried once more to open a portal, and failing chose a new course of action. Stuck in the mortal realm in a city he despised? Time to level it.  






Chapter 18 

 Having returned to Heavane, Anastasia was listening to Daniel and Gabriel discuss the portal spell. It had worked for them, but only after several attempts. Like the SWATs and the demons suffering the same problem, they were questioning who was behind it.  
 “It doesn’t matter,” Anastasia cut over them. Seeing their faces, she amended her statement. “Okay, it doesn't matter as much as finding out what was in that church. We can figure out what is happening with the portal spell later.” 
 Alex shot Anastasia a look. “Couldn’t it be just like … um, performance issues?” 
 The men looked at each other, their foreheads creasing as they questioned if the human girl was actually suggesting what they thought she was.  
 “You know,” Alex continued, her voice adopting a soothing tone. “It’s not that uncommon. Lots of men have a blip at some point in their life. I believe it gets more prevalent with age and you guys are …” 
 “What exactly are we talking about here?” demanded Daniel, his fists balled and placed on his hips.  
 Grabbing Alex’s arm so she could steer her away from the immortals, Anastasia said, “Yeah, I think maybe you are getting two things mixed up, Alex.” Leaning in to whisper while behind them Daniel and Gabriel talked big about their cast iron ability to always perform, she added, “You might be right though.” 
 They were back in the immortal realm, Samuel finally managing to generate a portal that opened a short distance away from the angels’ settlement. Bringing Alex with them was fraught with complications. According to Gabriel, Anastasia was the only human ever to set foot inside the angels’ camp. However, they also considered it too dangerous to leave her behind with the religious nutbags.  
 Likewise, bringing Daniel was a dodgy move, but one Anastasia insisted was necessary. He had been by her side through so much of the trauma and fighting, she had no intention of leaving him behind again.  
 So they all went, demons, humans, and angels on a quest to uncover the hidden history behind the strange symbol. Alex had already explored the internet, trawling it for hours when she first found the odd pattern. There were no other references to it anywhere that she could find, and the Order of Jesus the Almighty weren’t going to give up any information.  
 Anastasia felt sorely tempted to drag one or more of them with her, particularly the leader, but despite her base desire to prove they were wrong to trust the being they believed to be Jesus come again, she refrained from succumbing.  
 If they ran into Godfrey, Ana needed him to feel confident nothing had changed. In many ways it hadn’t. An hour ago she believed he was up to something, now she knew he was. There was an artefact which he either already had or was in the process of obtaining. She suspected the former since it had already been taken from the church. The bigger question right now was all to do with what the artefact was.  
 The quest Daniel originally recruited her for, was to retrieve the sword. No immortal could step foot onto hallowed ground and no human could touch the sword without dying. No surprise then that it had remained hidden beneath the floor of Rochester Cathedral for so many centuries until she came along with her unique heritage.  
 Not only could she touch the sword, she could wield it. With great effect.  
 But Godfrey hadn’t tried to get the sword and though he initially showed an interest when she first possessed it, he’d not pushed or even raised the subject since. She wore his father’s armour and carried his father’s sword. He ought to want them for himself, but he didn’t and that brought her right back to her conviction that he was after something bigger.  
 That he was so confident he would beat the demons and claim the Earth for his followers told her the artefact had to be something more powerful than the sword or the armour. Something that would enable him to win and now she needed to know what it was.  
 “We’re really doing this?” asked Alex, her voice a barely audible squeak. At over six feet tall, she knew well enough that she tended to stand out wherever she went. Anastasia proposed to sneak her into the angels’ encampment so they could find some ancient texts.  
 According to Gabriel, it was where the race of magical beings recorded their history. Long before the supreme being was murdered and the race split into angels and demons, they lived harmoniously, ruling over the planet for the benefit of all. The texts were part of the angels’ beliefs and history, but trapped in the immortal realm and unable to age or die, they hadn’t been looked at in thousands of years. Now all Gabriel could remember was that he’d seen the symbol in St Paul’s church before somewhere.  
 With Samuel going ahead with Anastasia, they forged a path through the tents arranged throughout the settlement. The angels came and went as they pleased, their days spent in artistic pursuits, so there was no way to predict who they might run into. People in small villages talk about knowing everyone, but in Heavane it could not be more true. The population had remained static for four thousand years, so Daniel and Alex, even if disguised, would be spotted instantly.  
 To that end they had to get through the camp without being seen and then hope their destination, what might pass elsewhere for a headquarters, would be empty.  
 After two close calls, Daniel proposed a new solution.  
 “That might actually work,” remarked Gabriel. 
 Frowning, Daniel said, “Well there’s no need to sound so surprised. I am a genius.” 
 “You’re an idiot,” countered Anastasia. Before Daniel could argue, she added, “But Gabriel is right, this could work.” 
 “What if he betrays us?” asked Samuel, defending his statement when Daniel cocked an eyebrow. “Well, you are a demon,” he pointed out. “didn’t you create an entire powerbase by kidnapping humans and lying your way to the top.” 
 Daniel conceded the point, but said, “How about if I take Anastasia with me? She can wield hellfire too if I give her the juice to play with.” 
 Alex, who hadn’t really been listening to the exchange, felt the need to interrupt. “Wait, what’s happening?” When Anastasia shot her a questioning look, she said, “I heard something about Daniel giving you his juice.” 
 Anastasia pulled a face. “Firstly, ewww. Secondly, Daniel and I are going to create a distraction that will lead the angels to one side of their settlement. That will give Gabriel the chance to get to the scrolls. You are going with him. See what you can find and meet us back in the forest. Okay.” 
 Somewhat relieved to have heard things wrong, Alex nodded that she understood, and the angels found some robes they could use to disguise Anastasia.  
 “Do you want to leave the sword?” asked Samuel. “It very much sticks out and makes it obvious who is underneath the disguise.” He reached for it only to have his hands slapped away.  
 “I sleep with this thing on, Samuel, and I’m not taking it off until the final battle is won.” 
 He bowed his head in gracious apology and backed away.  
 Face hidden by a hastily arranged yashmak, the spare material used to hide the sword’s pommel where it rose above her shoulder, Anastasia gave Daniel a shove.  
 “Come on, demon, we don’t have all day.” Twisting to walk backwards she delivered a final message to Gabriel. “Wait until you hear us, then be as quick as you can. I don’t want to get overpowered and have to explain what we are up to.” Without giving Gabriel time to respond, she ducked around the corner and headed out of the angels’ camp. It was time to cause havoc. 






Chapter 19

 Katja heard fizzing orbs of hellfire ripping through the trees ahead of her and the humans to her front shouting instructions as they tried to rally. They’d been caught by surprise, that was clear, and the demons’ first barrage took out multiple victims before the SWATs even realised they were running into an ambush.  
 Her stomach threatened to revolt, her breakfast stirring and shifting as though it might make a repeat appearance. Pressing a hand to her core, the youngest member of the SIA army rose to her full height and told herself there was no time to be feeling queasy. Her team was in trouble, and she could do something about it.  
 Raising her hands to either side, she visualised filling her body with elemental energy. It raced through her veins and over her skin, pulsing with potential magical energy as she built and built the amount of it held inside. More and more, she took greedily from the nearest ley line, enjoying the fizzing power rising up through her core … 
 She threw up.  
 The combination of fear, anxiety, and internalised pressure because she knew what she was capable of overwhelmed her. Bent at the waist, Katja emptied the contents of her stomach, one hand against a tree for support.  
 Spitting the last of it from her mouth, she jerked when a stray bolt of hellfire hit a tree not two yards from her. It splintered the trunk, sending lethal shards of wood flying in every direction. Mercifully, none reached where she lingered still trying to get her breath.  
 “Run!” shouted Nico as he passed her. He was in full werewolf mode and a foot taller than he had been, but he sounded terrified. “Get away from here! They knew we were coming!” 
 “Where’s Alice?” she shouted at his back as he whipped through the trees. She got no answer and two seconds later the werewolf was gone from sight.  
 Ahead of her, back the way Nico had come, the SWATs, whoever remained, were still fighting. It sounded like they were losing.  
 Anger replaced the worry she felt, pushing it out so there was no room for anything other than her desire to stop her friends from dying. The Stevens sisters were out there somewhere. If they died … well Katja just wasn’t going to let that happen.  
 This time when she drew from the ley line, there was no sense of nausea. Her hair began to float as the energy inside her body lifted her feet from the ground. Arcs of elemental magic flashed and sparked across her body, arcing in and out of her clothing as she advanced toward the skirmish.  
 The humans were pinned, using the trees for cover but suffering as the demons blasted the trunks to pieces. There was too much smoke in the air from the magic getting thrown around for Katja to see clearly, but each dark red ball of hellfire shone through the smog, and it was this on which she concentrated.  
 Like freezing time, when she applied her will, every orb of hellfire stopped moving. They hung in the air for just long enough for silence to settle and for both sides to begin questioning what had changed.  
 When the humans peered out to see what was happening and the demons sent yet more screeching orbs of hellfire at their opponents only to find they too stopped in midair, Katja reversed the trajectory and sent them all back where they originated.  
 The first time she threw a demon’s own hellfire back at its creator she had been curious to see what would happen. Now she knew and that was why she waited for them to throw some more.  
 Struck by multiple fizzing, red balls of death, the demons were blasted from their feet. Bowled backward half a dozen yards, they landed groaning and in pain, smoke rising from their clothing.  
 They were down but they were far from out.  
 Still unaware the teenager had arrived to save them, the SWATs hunkered behind the trees and were getting up and looking to press home the unexplained advantage they’d been handed.  
 Katja got there first.  
 There are no good ways to beat a demon. You can burn them, drown them, disintegrate them, or even boil them from the inside, but sooner or later they got up again. The death curse spell behind their immortality would put their broken bodies back together time after time.  
 Katja chose to experiment with a new tactic. Now that they were down, she wasn’t going to follow up with a destructive barrage of lightning strikes. She wasn’t going to conjure an earth spell to pull them down into the ground though she would admit the idea was tempting.  
 No, she had something more innocent planned. She dropped a really big rock on them.  
 Pleased to see Alice was still alive when she came out of cover, a flame spell in her hands, Katja shouted to get her attention.  
 “Stay back!” wasn’t much of a command for it failed to give direction, duration, or intention, but it was sufficient to make the humans pause and that was all she needed.  
 Right when the hellfire was knocking the demons off their feet, Katja had pushed out with her senses to find that which she wanted. The rock, which had to weigh fifty tons or more, wasn’t the easiest thing to manoeuvre, not least because this was her first time attempting such a stunt. However, with an earth spell to break the ground’s hold on it, and a manipulation of an air spell to get it moving, she was able to roll it through the forest, tumbling it side over side until it was teetering right over the fallen demons.  
 They’d been given ten seconds to recover and were getting up from the leaf litter coating the ground when the first of them noticed what was about to happen. With a smirk, Katja saw that it was Barron, a demon she fought with in front of her house just a few months ago. Their eyes met for a half second before the rock slammed into place with an earth-shaking thump.  
 Would it hold them forever? No, probably not, but in theory nothing would. Only Anastasia possessed the ability to kill a demon, so a boulder on their heads would have to do.  
 Alice and the other SWATs whooped at having been saved, but the fight was far from over. If Barron was here with half a dozen demons there had to be more, right? 






Chapter 20 

 What Katja didn’t know was that more than half the demons directed to go to the location of the horde her team were attacking found themselves trapped in the mortal realm. They struggled to open a portal to start with, and once they got as far as Earth, their ability to make a portal stopped completely.  
 Obviously, if half found themselves trapped in the mortal realm, the other half made it back even if forming a portal proved difficult. There were two immediate consequences. The first was that Otto, Katja, and everyone else had only half as many demons to fight and they were largely in disarray without their leadership to command them. The second, quite predictable consequence, was that the demons trapped on Earth chose to rampage.  
 Why wouldn’t they?  
 Spread across the half of the planet bathed in darkness, they were even more spread out than those in the immortal realm. Unable to generate a portal to go anywhere else, they had no choice but to stay where they were.  
 Had they all passed between the realms as one, they might have formed a large force capable of untold destruction. Instead, because they were broken down into hundreds of small groups, their capacity for terror was more widespread, but also, therefore, less concentrated.  
 Gathered in Hungary in a small town just outside Budapest, eleven demons argued about what was keeping them in the mortal realm.  
 “It has to be something the angels have done,” insisted Charon, a tall, dark-skinned demon.  
 Rebecca screwed up her face. “The angels? They suddenly worked out how to trap us on Earth, did they?” 
 “That’s the most logical explanation.” 
 “Yes,” Rebecca agreed. “If you are a cretin. The angels don’t want us in the mortal realm. Ever since we started coming here to steal humans, they have been trying to stop us.” 
 Charon fell silent, but his voice was replaced by Malorie, a tall, thin female demon with hair so fine and so white it was almost like strands of glass.  
 “Could it be the humans?” she asked, her question quite genuine.  
 Rebecca, a higher caste demon than those around her, pursed her lips. She didn’t think the humans had anywhere near the capacity to weave such complex magic.  
 “I don’t think so,” she replied.  
 “But you don’t know,” pointed out Charon, scoring a point to make himself feel stronger.  
 “No one knows, cretin,” Rebecca shot back with a bored sigh. Hanging around with lower caste demons always ensured they looked to her for leadership which she liked. It also meant she was stuck with a bunch of cretins half the time. “There is nothing to be gained by wasting any further time trying to open a portal; it clearly isn’t going to work …” she paused to see if Dajjal was listening.  
 Short with ginger hair, Dajjal was always looking for a group that would allow him to tag along. One of the lowest castes in their hierarchy, he was willing to do anything just to have company who wouldn’t reject him. In the current situation, that meant continuing to try to open a portal long after everyone else had given up. 
 “Dajjal,” Rebecca called when the idiot didn’t stop. “Dajjal.” He kept right on going, his eyes closed and sweat beading on his brow from the concentration. “DAJJAL!” 
 He opened his eyes to find everyone staring at him. Feeling silly, he let his left arm come to a halt, the limb dropping back to his side.  
 “I thought perhaps persistence might pay off,” he explained weakly.  
 Whatever Rebecca might have wanted to say next was cut off by the wail of a police siren. Someone had spotted them and called the local human authorities.  
 A smile spread across her face, and seeing it, the rest of her group began to smile too. This was going to be fun.  






Chapter 21 

 In the SIA Headquarters, worrying reports were reaching Ayla Pendragon’s ears. As president of the SIA she was expected to coordinate and control the human response if there was a demon incursion. There had been nothing since Mostar more than a month ago.  
 It was as if the demon threat was all a bad dream and there was nothing humanity needed to worry about, but all she needed was to breathe her will into a spell to know how real it all was.  
 In the middle of the day in Washington, the sun shining through the rain clouds above, she found herself besieged by reports of demons. A trio of aides met her as she left her office, all four of them walking at a pace only just below a jog as they raced to get to the situation room.  
 Her stupid heels were hurting her feet, but she wanted to look the part of the unflappable diplomat and dressing for the role was an unavoidable element. Her aides all wore sensible shoes, she noted. Of course, two of them were men, but the third, a slightly plump woman from somewhere in the Midwest, wore sneakers. Ayla berated herself for forgetting details about her personnel – she couldn’t recall the woman’s name or hometown - it made it seem as though she didn’t think they were worth remembering.  
 Regardless, they needed to hurry and though she wanted to kick her shoes off and run, she could not.  
 Bursting through doors guarded by a pair of non-supernatural SIA agents with sidearms, Ayla’s entrance brought every head around to see who was there.  
 The room was a bustling hive of activity focused around a world map. Operations staff were annotating points on the electronic map, each indicating where something was occurring. They were linked to reports displayed on monitors around the room and on the far wall opposite the double doors a wall of screens could be configured to show just one large image or lots of smaller ones. That was what it showed right now; live footage of demons launching hellfire into buildings. Fires were burning and people were dying.  
 “Well, president?” barked General Carlton ‘Chuck’ Smith. He’d been appointed by Colt Ironbolt to act as the global liaison to coordinate military deployment in conjunction with the supernatural forces. He wasn’t in the slightest pleased that the man had been replaced by a woman. That she was in her thirties and attractive like a Dallas Cowboys’ Cheerleader only made things worse. “Is this what you expected?” 
 Ayla made a point of not looking his way. Forging a path through the room, her eyes were locked on the big screen.  
 The general continued talking. “I am given to understand that you gave authority for Otto Schneider to deploy on an unsanctioned mission with the entire SIA army. What, pray, should we do now to defend the population of Earth?” He was goading her and playing up to the audience in the room.  
 Still staring up at the screen where she squinted to see if she could recognise any of the demons from the footage, Ayla replied without looking the general’s way.  
 “The term unsanctioned suggests I would need your permission to deploy my forces.” Her words were delivered cooly and calmly. “Otto Schneider gifts us with his presence and leadership, and is the sole reason we have an army in the first place.” 
 “An army that is currently AWOL,” General Smith snapped in response. “In our time of need where is the great Otto Schneider?” he asked mockingly. “In the immortal realm, yes?” 
 “Yes.” Ayla turned to one of her aides, whispering a question and sending them away to find an answer. “I think that is Beelzebub,” she pointed to one segment of the screen. “Can we enlarge that?” 
 “What if it is, Pendragon?” General Smith demanded. “What do you propose to do? Sacrifice a thousand soldiers to distract him? With our supernaturals out of the picture, what else is there that we can do?” 






Chapter 22 

 Zachary Barnabus was asking himself the exact same question. He had no idea what was going on or what had brought the demons to Earth in such great numbers, but he was doing his best to coordinate a response.  
 Over the last two years, ever since the SIA first captured him and Otto Schneider helped him escape, he’d been on a silent mission to link up with as many shifters as possible. Being the biggest and baddest of them helped, especially when he made it clear he had no desire to even join a pack, let alone take over as the alpha.  
 Losing Gitta, a woman he barely knew, but grew feelings for in the short period he was with her, lit a fire in his soul that was only going to be quenched when he finally got to kill the demon who ended her life. He’d suffered after her death, blaming himself and wishing he could die. Shackled with the same immortality that plagued Otto Schneider, he found solace in the quest to bring the shifters together.  
 They were everywhere, spread across the globe and too numerous for the SIA to round them all up. When supernaturals started to volunteer for the SIA army following Otto Schneider’s inspired global advertising campaign, the operatives deployed to find his kind were stood down – they had enough to do already and volunteers aplenty without trying to recruit by force. It took some pressure off, but also meant Zac had to give those he approached added incentive to become part of his extended network.  
 Most packs were willing, however, and those who were not were allowed to keep to themselves – there was nothing to be gained by pushing them though Zac made sure he had contact details and checked in on them periodically. 
 When the news of an attack in his home city of Budapest came, Zachary had been asleep, knees pulled up so his feet didn’t hang off the end of his mattress – the penalty of being so close to seven feet tall.  
 The first call came from Victor, a pack leader in Tiraspol, Moldova. He reported demons attacking the city. There was widespread panic, but the call wasn’t to ask for help, only to advise his pack was on their way to see what harm they could bring.  
 Essentially, Zachary knew, it was goodbye. Victor did not expect to survive the encounter, but they all understood what was at stake. Spreading the word had been one major element in his mission. The world governments had long downplayed and hidden the spread of supernaturals throughout human civilisation. For nearly a century they had done their best to hide it from the world, capturing those who displayed supernatural abilities and keeping them separated from the rest of humanity.  
 They couldn’t keep up though and in the last couple of years more and more people discovered they had powers they couldn’t hope to explain. Otto claimed it was the weakening death curse that allowed magic to manifest where it had always before been dormant.  Zac saw no reason to question the German’s wisdom.  
 Out of bed, he flexed his left arm. A shield made of ethereal light snapped into being. Gifted to him by an old priest in Croatia, the shield had bonded with his body and was there to protect him whenever he needed it.  
 Once he was dressed and outside in the street sitting astride his motorbike, his phone rang for the tenth time as yet more of his contacts reported demons in their area. Was it the death curse? Was this it and the great battle had begun? Where were all the wizards now that they needed them? 
 Zachary had no answers to give, only the hope his friends could find a way to win. No one else had his ability to shrug off injury. No one else had a magical shield that would repel hellfire again and again because it was made to do precisely that and had once belonged to the supreme being. He was going to lead the local pack against the latest demon threat and no matter what happened, he was going to keep fighting until the demons figured out a way to kill him.  
 Linking up with the local pack some five minutes later, they didn’t need a compass or a map to find where they needed to be. The sound of sirens and the smell of burning gave them all the direction they required.  
 Local police were doing what they could to give the human population a chance to evacuate, but all they were really doing was giving the demons something noisy to aim at. They fired weapons they kept reserved for riot situations, but against a foe that cannot be killed, they might as well have been using harsh language and a rolled-up newspaper.  
 Forty-three werewolves, led by their Alpha, Constantin, and with Zachary ahead of them all with his shield out for the protection it gave, they came up behind the gang of demons.  
 Zac performed a quick head count. More than a handful for sure though with the streetlights out and fire raging, it was impossible to get an accurate count. Baring his teeth and getting ready to charge, there was just one question in his head: Where was Otto Schneider when he needed him? 






Chapter 23 

 At that precise moment, Otto was lying on the grass with a smoking hole through his chest. What he’d briefly thought to be a well-constructed ambush that would kill half his team or more, was nothing more than a dozen or so demons who got lucky with their positioning. His team had taken casualties, but the demons were faring worse.  
 Rushing into the battle, largely because he knew he was the one human on the field who could survive being hit by hellfire, he suddenly realised he’d lost sight of Katja. In the moment when he looked around for her, a double blast of hellfire slammed into his ribs.  
 It caught him by complete surprise. So much so that he only thought to raise his barrier shield once he was lying on the ground staring down at the smoke rising from his body.  
 While some might think it a trifle late for such a defensive spell, Otto wanted it to prevent any further shots delaying his recovery.  
 Around and behind him, the SWATs coordinated their attack, driving back the handful of demons with a combination of spells. The Stevens sisters leant their weight to the fight once more, proving their addition, despite their tender years, was necessary.  
 One by one, the demons were hit with enough magical force to take them out of the fight, albeit only temporarily. If the SWATs could knock them all out at one time, they could overpower them just like they had at the first target. That, however, was proving more difficult to achieve than Otto might have hoped.  
 Lying on the grass, he tried to sit up, accepted that he wasn’t anywhere near healed enough to get off the ground, and continued to wait. It gave him time to think, and what he thought about was the demons.  
 There were more of them than at the first target, which suggested they were aware of his strategy and were rallying to prevent the SWATs taking out any more hordes. However, it begged him to question why there were not more? Why would Beelzebub send only a handful of his minions to help protect the horde? Was the greater part of Beelzebub’s force at another location? Did that mean one or more of the other teams had been wiped out?  
 Normally, he would assume they would escape back to the mortal realm and daylight the moment they found themselves surrounded or facing superior numbers – that was the strategy enforced over and over again. Never pick a fight with the demons. If you can run away, do that first every time.  
 But with the portals acting up, was that even an option? 
 A screamed command rang out, causing Otto to twitch his head. Nope, he still couldn’t get up.  
 Hellfire whizzed across his vision, zipping through the air with warning shouts that cleared the mortals from its path. Focussing his will, he pushed out with his senses; they were working just fine even if his body was down for the count. Concentrating, he zeroed in on the hellfire.  
 Katja could stop it in midair. She could dismantle it, scattering the magic inside like so much dust on the wind. She could even send it back the way it came to be used against the demon who created it. Such a skill was immeasurable in its power. If he could learn to do the same, if others could, would the demons have any hope of conquering the Earth?  
 The orb of hellfire continued to move away from him, searing the air on its path to wherever. It would stop when it finally hit something, but until it did he could examine it. The way Katja explained it, all he needed to do was see inside the orb to the magic around which it was constructed.  
 The orb slammed into a tree, discharging its killer energy in an instant and robbing Otto of his ability to do anything with it. There would be more hellfire yet, he knew, but before he could reach out with his senses to find another one, a shadow fell over him.  
 “Dead again, eh?” joked Ezra.  
 Otto grimaced. “Ha-ha.”  
 “I found your young charge,” Ezra announced, Katja’s face filling the space above Otto’s head where the sky used to be.  
 “You okay?” she enquired. “That looks like it hurts,” she remarked about the wound in his chest.  
 “Oh, it’s much worse than it looks,” he shot back. “Would the pair of you be so kind as to sit me up?” 
 Taking care, they levered the German wizard so his back was off the ground though he sat in a slumped position. Now that he could see, even if he couldn’t lift his arms, it was good to witness the team taking down the last of the demon threat.  
 The current local demon threat, he corrected himself.  
 “We should make haste,” he managed to say, fighting hard not to dribble while his body continued to heal. “Destroy the horde as quickly as you can. Leave me here and help the others.” 
 It was a simple instruction and ought to have been easy to follow but for one small factor: The SWATs missed one of the demons.  
 A terrible trumpeting sound filled the air just when Katja and Ezra were laying Otto back down on the grass.  
 “What’s that?” he questioned, fearing he already knew the answer.  
 Like the previous hordes, this one was corralled inside a natural valley, the drop off leading down to it some hundred or so yards beyond Otto’s feet. Through the trees that bordered it, he’d been able to see the surviving SWATs overwhelm the last demon, and now he could see them running back toward him.  
 Their faces were panicked and they were shouting and screaming warnings. There would be no chance to destroy the horde his time. The last demon had set it free and sent it stampeding in their direction. 






Chapter 24 

 Anastasia drew in a slow breath, calming her heart rate and taking a moment to think about what she was about to do.  
 “You ready?” she asked Daniel, her eyes fixed not on him but on the angel’s encampment. She turned to look at him when he laughed.  
 “Darling, this is what I do. Wreaking a little havoc now and then is good for the soul.” 
 “You don’t have a soul, Daniel,” she replied with a tut. Exhaling hard, she tapped into the planet’s source energy, fuelling herself ready, then faced Daniel and said, “Okay. Hit me.” 
 “If you’re sure.” 
 “Just get on with it.” 
 Anastasia was remarkable in many ways. Surviving her injuries, especially the piece of shrapnel that went into her brain, recovering from the loss of her limbs to be able to return to work, albeit in a very different job to the one for which she was trained, but those things were just about having an indomitable spirit. Her most remarkable attributes were the ones that stood her apart from everyone else on the planet.  
 She could wield source energy for a start, something no other human could achieve. She could also survive contact with hellfire which killed all other humans the instant it touched them. Okay, so both Zachary and Otto could also survive hellfire but that was due to absorbing a devastating burst of magic when Otto exploded Teague the demon.  
 However, her ability to absorb the energy within the hellfire, spindle it inside her body, and used it in place of sinfire was the most remarkable thing. Demons could shoot their primary weapon at her all day and she just got stronger.  
 That didn’t mean it was a painless process, which was why she had her eyes shut and her jaw clamped when Daniel began to unleash balls of red evil at her tiny body.  
 When the barrage of blasts ended a few seconds later, she coughed and sagged.  
 “Damn that hurt,” she complained.  
 “You asked for it, babe.” 
 She opened one eye, glaring at the demon beadily. She felt a little battered, yet also charged, like a toy with fresh batteries.  
 Turning toward the angels’ settlement once more, she lifted her right hand out to her side, holding it at waist height to form a ball of hellfire. Then the left, theatrically preparing herself to play the role of a demon attacking the angels.  
 Her lips open to expose her teeth, she growled, “Let’s do this.” 
 On the other side of the camp, Gabriel, Samuel, and Alex both saw and heard the attack commence.  
 Alex, more nervous than before for all the waiting and staying out of the way, was keen to get moving. “I guess that’s our cue,” she said, giving Samuel a nudge. “Shall we go?” 
 They were inside a tent, out of sight should anyone pass, but to get to the main tent in the centre of the encampment, they would need to pass through areas where they could reasonably expect to bump into someone.  
 Peering out through the folds of material, Gabriel whispered, “Let’s just give it a few more seconds. I’m yet to hear anyone fighting back.” 
 That changed almost before he could finish his sentence.  
 Over the centuries each side had endured being trapped in the immortal realm there had been few incursions from one camp into the other. Not since they realised their attempts to kill each other were utterly futile. In fact, peace reigned for more than three thousand years, those who followed Godfrey and those who sided with his younger brother, Beelzebub, opting to simply avoid one another.  
 Until recent years, that is. When the death curse’s strength declined enough that they could begin making forays into the mortal realm, the angels saw the need to become involved once more in demon activities. How could they not when the demons allowed shilt to invade the Earth and prey upon its people? Worse than that, the demons were taking humans to become their slaves in the immortal realm.  
 Nevertheless, attacks upon opposing territories were still rare so Anastasia and Daniel’s hellfire bombardment caught the angels by complete surprise.  
 Flinging destructive red orbs with gleeful abandon, most especially on the part of Daniel, they were setting fire to tents in an instant and blasting apart other structures within the camp.  
 By the time the angels were able to retaliate, one side of their camp was a scene of disarray and destruction.  
 “Here they come!” hissed Anastasia, switching target from structure to personnel. The first angel to show his face was Sathariel. Anastasia knew his name but could not recall ever talking to him during her time in the angels’ camp. She hit him in the face with an orb of hellfire.  
 Malach, Zihrun, and Abner came next, all three running into a volley of shots from the supposed demons’ attack. Thus far it had all been easy, but Anastasia knew their position would be overrun soon enough if they stayed put, so they fired off a few more blasts of hellfire, missing their targets deliberately before turning tail and running away through the forest bordering the camp.  
 The plan now was to open a portal they would use to bounce through to Earth and then back to the immortal realm close to where they arrived previously. There they would wait for Alex, Gabriel and Samuel to arrive.  
 “Are you having performance issues again?” Anastasia flipped an eyebrow at her demon companion.  
 Clearly perplexed, Daniel griped, “It’s not working.”  
 “I can see that. Any idea why?” 
 Daniel gave up trying. “None whatsoever. It’s as if the magic just doesn’t exist anymore.” 
 “You think something is blocking it?” 
 Twitching at the sound of approaching feet, Daniel grabbed Anastasia’s arm and ducked, dragging her down with him.  
 “I think we had better run if we don’t want to get caught.” 
 There was no time to argue, no time for debate. The angels were spreading out through the trees, giving their positions away with their glowing, light blue orbs of sinfire. As Daniel said, getting caught would be counterproductive, so staying low, the duo crept away. It would be a long and circuitous route to get back to the rendezvous point but faced with no other option … 
 A mile away, back in the centre of the angels’ camp, Gabriel was hurrying Alex through the gathering tent.  
 “It should be in the back,” he urged her to keep going.  
 Frowning, Alex questioned, “Why didn’t we just come in through the back then?” 
 Gabriel took a turn frowning. “I’m not sure what you mean.” 
 “It’s a tent!” she pointed out. “A nice tent, for sure, but it’s still a tent. The walls are made from cloth. Why couldn’t we have cut a hole and come in through the back?” 
 Gabriel looked at his son. “Um, I guess that never occurred to me. We always come in through the doors. Where would we be if we all went around letting ourselves into places by cutting holes. The place would be a shambles in no time at all.” 
 Alex rolled her eyes. The angels had been doing things the same way for thousands of years, of course they were stuck in their ways. How could they be anything else. Talk about muscle memory.  
 Hurrying onward, she beckoned them to follow. “Come on, the quicker we find these things, the sooner we can get out of here.” Alex wanted to get back to Earth where she felt safer. The immortal realm felt just … wrong. It was too quiet for a start, and she knew from Anastasia that there were lots more creatures like the one that destroyed Mostar. Alex did not want to be around when one of those showed up.  
 The gathering tent was significantly larger than Alex imagined. Gabriel had described it to her, but she failed to visualise the scale of it. It was more a marquee than a tent, and a large marquee at that. It housed multiple rooms, with corridors running between them.  
 “Down here,” Gabriel pointed, guiding the human to turn left and descend a set of steps.  
 Alex blinked and had to shake her head when she found a stone staircase descending into the ground.  
 “What is this? The tent has a cellar?” 
 “We’ve been here a long time,” Gabriel replied by way of explanation. “It’s not far now.” He didn’t add his concern that he only thought he knew where he was going. There would be no reason for him to ever descend into the catacombs beneath the gathering tent, and had only done so a handful of times in his life.  
 At the bottom of the stairs, the air took on a clammy feel Alex associated with basements and the temperature dropped several degrees. The hallway ahead was dimly lit by flaming torches like they had travelled back in time as they came down the stairs.  
 Gabriel plucked one from the wall. “It should be right along here.” He led the way, peering through two openings into the spaces beyond before he found what he was looking for.  
 When she heard him announce they were in the right place, Alex rushed to get around the angel – she wanted to see the ancient scrolls for herself. As a librarian her life revolved around ancient texts, but this was a whole different level. These scrolls would have been written thousands of years ago. That alone meant they had to be handled with care and she was the only one qualified to perform such a task.  
 From her handbag, she pulled a pair of white cotton gloves – tools of the trade which she carried everywhere. She did not, however, put them on.  
 “What the heck is this?” she asked, looking at the neat row of A4 notebooks.  
 Gabriel frowned. “Our ancient texts. The history of our race, the lessons of our forefathers, legends and battles and all manner of ancient writings.” 
 Alex peered at the row of notebooks.  
 “But these are new.” She selected one, carefully removing it from the shelf and opening the first page. “It is an A4 notebook!” she declared, her mind boggling. With a gasp she added, “It even says WH Smiths in the corner. Someone bought this at a newsagent and stationers in England!” 
 Gabriel shrugged, “Well, yes. Surely, you don’t think the original scrolls would have survived this long, do you? They were pieces of crude, rudimentary paper. Papyrus, in fact. The originals might be preserved somewhere, but I would imagine there’s nothing left of them but dust by now.” 
 Alex huffed out a disappointed breath muttering to herself about WH Smiths and how she couldn’t come up with anything less magical if she tried.  
 “All right, well there are too many to carry,” she remarked, and there’s too much information to wade through. Is there an index or something?” She got no answer and turned around to find Gabriel and Samuel looking confused.  
 “A what?” asked Samuel. 
 Alex let out a sigh. “An index, guys. A place where you can look up where a particular piece of information is stored." 
 The angels checked with each other, a glance that told Alex everything she needed to know. 
 “Well you told me you’d seen it before, Gabriel.” She came close to wagging a finger at him. “You said you knew the symbol, so you are going to have to help me find it. Anastasia wants to know what it means and what might have been hidden beneath the floor of that church in New Zealand and I am going to find out for her. It’s what I do. I’ve only got one job,” she continued to rant as she opened books at random and flipped through them, “It’s a stupid job compared to everyone else’s. You can all do magic and produce crazy fizzing orbs with your hands and stuff. What can I do? Nothing much because I’m just a librarian. Oh, here it is,” she announced, holding an A4 notebook open and twisting about to show the angels.  
 Gabriel was astounded. The room held hundreds of books and they all looked the same to his untrained eye. Remiel, the keeper of the ancient texts, would have known exactly where to look and probably had a filing system only he understood. Regardless, the human woman had found the right page in the right book and there it was.  
 Alex squinted at the page. “What language is this?” she asked. “I don’t recognise it. It looks a bit like ancient Greek, but the symbols are wrong, and they are mixed up with a bunch of glyphs I don’t recognise.” 
 “It’s the language of my race. It was developed long before humans cottoned on to the concept of a written language.” He came around to stand on Alex’s left, Samuel doing likewise to stand on her right side. Leaning in they began to read.  
 “It says it’s the marker for the supreme being,” remarked Samuel, his voice betraying his confusion. “Is that right, father? I’ve never seen it before.” He got no response and when he said, “Father?” again, Alex looked up to find the elder angel with a concerned looked etched upon his face.  
 “What is it?” she squeaked, her background worry feeding instantly off his fear.  
 “I know where I saw the symbol before. It wasn’t down here in the catacombs after all.” He turned his head to the right until he was looking directly at Alex. “This was etched into the wall outside the supreme being’s chambers.” 
 “Okay,” she managed to reply. “And what does that mean?” 






Chapter 25 

 The demons were having too much fun and were far too convinced about their own invincibility to notice Zachary coming for them. They expected to meet supernaturals who would show up to resist them, but when they started to blast buildings, kill people, set fires, and nothing happened, they assumed the mortals were suffering the same issue trying to create portals.  
 If the SIA army were unable to travel to stop them, Rebecca believed they could do whatever they wanted. She hoped some local wizards who were not part of the SIA might show up to challenge them; it would be fun to tear their bodies to shreds. Lots of fun.  
 However, all they got was the police and a gang of criminals they stumbled upon who thought their guns might give them some advantage.  
 The gangsters lasted no more than a handful of seconds, the volley of hellfire sent their way killing them, destroying the cover they tried to hide behind, and levelling the building into which one of them ran.  
 The cops were a little more organised and appeared to have been practising for they employed a tactic that ensured the demons were fired upon from multiple directions at the same time. They would then withdraw before the demons could return fire, only to pop up again somewhere else.  
 That was easy in a city where there were myriad streets and alleyways they could take. Plus they had vehicles to use to manoeuvre around at speed.  
 Rebecca tolerated this, right up until one of them shot her. Then she switched to elemental magic and launched herself into the air. The cops could duck and dive in a flat environment, but when she added in the ability to fly, they simply had nowhere to hide.  
 Zachary and the rest of the Budapest shifters arrived too late to save the cops, but the law enforcement officers were just a fraction of the dead left in the wake of the demons’ meandering path through the city.  
 Now fully transformed into his werewolf form, Zac stood a shade over seven feet tall. His skin was a dull black and coated with sparse, wiry, black hair. His head was completely bald, and his face had distended to give room for his teeth which were sharp enough to challenge a shark in a biting contest. His hands ended in claws tougher than steel and sharper than a knife. Curved like talons, they were deadly weapons. He was a creature intended to do just one thing: kill.  
 Approaching from behind the demons, his rough head count gave the pack a four to one advantage. It wasn’t enough, but he expected to level the playing field fast enough by taking out half the demons himself.  
 The pack kept to the shadows, gaining ground as fast as they dared – every minute they took to engage with the demons, more humans died, but if they rushed and perished in their attack, the entire city would lie exposed.  
 Since no one had come to help Budapest, Zachary felt it safe to assume no one would. Until something changed, he and the pack of shifters were the only thing standing between the demons and the total annihilation of every man, woman, and child in the city.  
 With a nod towards Constantin – it was his pack, not Zac’s – Zachary indicated that he was going. The pack would follow, but they all knew what he was capable of and were quite willing to let him do what he could to give the rest of them a chance.  
 With a grunt of effort no one else heard, Zachary pushed off with his back foot. Two paces later he was running and five yards after that he was bounding along on two legs at a rate no human could match.  
 The demons were spread across the street in a raggedly gaggle, each of them firing indiscriminately into buildings around them. Zac corrected his count, making it at least ten targets. It wasn’t possible to be more accurate at the speed he was moving, and it wasn’t as if they were staying still.  
 Unconcerned, Zac leapt, his arms swinging outward and back in as he landed squarely between two male demons. His giant arms severed their heads from their necks in a single swipe.  
 Blood splashed to the ground, but by the time it landed he was already moving to the next nearest target.  
 At the head of the clutch of demons, Rebecca was unaware anything had occurred until a stray bolt of hellfire singed her hair. She spun around to growl a threat at whoever had sent it her way only to see Barron being ripped in two by a giant werewolf.  
 Not just any giant werewolf, but the one she cornered and tried to enslave in Germany almost two years ago. He killed her familiars, the ones she was training, and created a world of problems for her when she returned to the immortal realm empty handed.  
 Too startled to start throwing hellfire at him, she was still rooted dumbfounded to the spot when an entire pack of shifters descended on the rest of her troop.  
 Zac had torn through five of the demons and was attacking a sixth by the time Constantin and the Budapest shifters caught up to him. They wanted some of the action. That they probably wouldn’t all survive the night was a subject none of them were willing to discuss, but they all expected it to be someone else who died and as a hopeful survivor wanted to be able to tell tales of their part in the fight.  
 Zachary howled into the night, his head back and his mouth turned skywards while blood dropped from his claws. He loved fighting demons. He loved how shocked they always looked when they realised they were losing and he never had to feel bad about the awful things he did to them because, well, they were demons.  
 Their ability to repair themselves and grow back the parts he ripped off was a constant source of irritation, but he consoled himself by doing even worse things to whichever demon he next met.  
 A blast of hellfire lit the air as it hurtled toward him. Andre, one of the Budapest shifters, bellowed a warning, but Zac didn’t even bother to flinch. The hellfire, one orb following another, got within a foot of his body where they impacted his shield. Until that point it had remained invisible. He could call it forth at will, but it would flash into life to protect him if he failed to raise it himself.  
 Predictably, the demon behind it had a shocked look on his face. Not for long though. Stunned by the sight of Zac’s shield, for he recognised what it was and had heard the tales of the immortal werewolf, he was still questioning what he should do next when half a dozen of the shifters tackled him. Borne to the ground, Zac got to watch when a severed arm flew out of the melee.  
 Looking around for a new target, Zac discovered the pack of shifters had taken care of the remaining demons. They were all down, their bodies surrounded by a glowing crystalline light as the magic behind the death curse knitted them back together.  
 It would be easy to keep them in that state now, but there was no permanent solution that he knew of.  
 Constantin called his name, “Zachary!” Covered in blood and carrying a demon’s head as a trophy, he sported a wide grin – it had been a thrilling victory over an enemy who, in theory at least, could not be beaten.  
 Without Zachary to lead the assault, the result would have been different, and Zac wondered how others were faring around the world. His phone was in his clothes, left with the motorbikes he and the rest of the shifters arrived on, so he had no way of checking. Not that knowing would do him any good. He had to focus on Budapest and that meant figuring out if there were any other demons here.  
 Constantin was coming his way, raising his right hand to give Zac a high five. Neither of them saw Rebecca step out from her hiding place, and with his back to her, Constantin could not see the hellfire she launched.  
 The shock of dark red light triggered a warning impulse in Zac’s brain, but Constantin was still too far away for him to stop the inevitable.  
 Twin orbs of hellfire struck the centre of Constantin’s back, killing him in an instant. His eyes were locked on Zac’s at the time, forcing Zac to watch the light inside them shut off. Constantin pitched forward, his body crashing heavily into the ground, a literal deadweight.  
 In so doing, he revealed the source of the hellfire and Zac’s heartrate spiked. He knew precisely who he was looking at. Since she escaped him in Germany, ducking through a portal to avoid his wrath, he’d fantasised about meeting her again. She deserved to die, not just die only to come back to life when the death curse repaired her body, but actually die.  
 A snarl burst from Zac’s mouth. He wanted to shout that no one was allowed to kill her but him, only there was no time to say anything. The shifters had just seen their alpha cut down and already in a kill-frenzy, they wanted to tear the one remaining demon to shreds.  
 A dozen of them died in the next second when Rebecca unleashed orbs of hellfire at them. It proved just how deadly a demon could be and removed all doubt that the shifter pack would have suffered heavy casualties without Zachary there to lend his weight.  
 Rebecca was just going to keep killing all the while there were targets for her to hit, so Zachary made himself the target.  
 “Hey!” his shout snapped her head around to look his way. He had the shield out and ready, but took his arm away to the side to expose his body. “Want to try that on me?” he dared her.  
 Rebecca knew the stories, but even though she’d heard the werewolf fought Beelzebub and survived, she remained sceptical that hellfire wouldn’t down the giant brute.  
 She fired half a dozen zinging blasts his way, each one striking Zachary’s chest to leave smoking, charred flesh. He did not, however, flinch or even seem too bothered at the wounds. Nonchalantly, when she stopped flinging hellfire to stare disbelievingly, he looked down at his chest and reached up with his free hand to pat out a small flame where his hair had caught on fire. Raising his head once more, he flashed a big, toothy smile.  
 “My turn.” 
 Overcome with terror, Rebecca turned and ran, trying with all her might to open a portal so she could escape back to the immortal realm. When that failed as she knew it would, she drew elemental energy from a nearby ley line and conjured an air spell.  
 Zachary was closing fast, his powerful legs carrying him across the ground at terrifying speed. He saw Rebecca manipulate her spell and use it to launch herself into the air. With a leap, he threw himself skyward, his body on a course to intercept hers.  
 Rebecca squealed in fright and putting everything into her spell, shot upward to take herself clear.  
 Almost. 
 Able to calculate that he was going to miss, Zac swung his right arm, his claws extended as he reached as far as he could. His talon caught in the flesh of Rebecca’s right foot, slicing it down to the bone. He’d hoped to be able to grip onto her, but his claws passed through the meat and out the other side, shredding her foot into ribbons before he fell back to Earth.  
 Landing with a frustrated, angry scream, he watched the demon he wanted to kill more than any other fly away from him. However, Zac didn’t let that bother him too much. She couldn’t open a portal; he saw that for himself and it explained a lot.  
 It told him why the SIA were not in Budapest or any of the other places where the demons were causing untold destruction. It explained why the demons were so wilfully walking through Budapest, and it made him believe Rebecca was stuck here. For now, at least.  
 He watched her soar above the buildings and out of sight, and with the shouts of the shifter pack calling him back, he ran after her.  






Chapter 26 

 “Two demons?” he questioned. “But you don’t know who they were? How can that be?” There were so few of their race and they had been around for so long that everyone quite literally knew everyone.  
 “They wore disguises, Godfrey,” explained Annette. “I believe it was a male and a female. The female was very short, but I only caught a glimpse of their backs as they took flight through the forest.  
 “We gave pursuit,” claimed Marcus, but we were unable to find them. “It seems likely they used a portal to escape.” 
 Godfrey turned away. One hand cupping the elbow of his opposite arm which in turn played with the tip of his chin while he considered the news. It was an odd thing to happen; an attack by the demons. But it wasn’t actually by the demons. If the reports were correct, and he saw no reason to question them, his camp was set upon by a lone pair. That suggested their actions were not endorsed or supported by his brother. If Beelzebub wanted to make a point, he would bring everyone and obliterate the settlement.  
 This was something else.  
 “Can we account for everyone?” he asked, looking about. They were gathered at the edge of the camp where more than a dozen tents had been destroyed. It was no more of a problem than a buzzing fly; they had the materials to make new ones and the angels eschewed all concept of personal belongings so there really was nothing lost other than the easily replaced tents.  
 Surrounded by most of his followers, there came reports that Tiffany and Simon were in the mortal realm. They were expected back already but had not returned. Their absence was not considered to be of concern, and it appeared that everyone else could be accounted for.  
 Almost everyone.  
 “Where is Gabriel?” asked Serena, her tone concealing just a soupçon of suspicion.  
 “And Samuel,” agreed Adele, another member of Godfrey’s senior council.  
 Gabriel was well-known for speaking out when he disagreed with Godfrey’s plans or policies. Anything but an advocate of the angels’ leader, his absence at such a strange time was suspicious.  
 His eyes narrowing, Godfrey rotated slowly on the spot to confirm the anomaly he believed he’d just spotted.  
 “You said the female demon was short, Annette?”  
 She replied dutifully, “Yes, Godfrey.” 
 “Anastasia is also absent,” Godfrey pointed out. Jumping to a conclusion he wholeheartedly believed to be correct, he said, “This was a distraction. Anastasia is known to have travelled with Daniel at her side. He could have been the second demon. We know she is able to spindle hellfire inside her body and employ it at will even though she cannot produce it for herself.” Raising his voice, he barked, “Spread out! Find her! If anyone spots Gabriel or his son, stop them; I want to ask why they are not here with the rest of us.” 
 The angels disbursed, half weaving back through the settlement to search the tents, the rest heading into the forest to explore the surrounding area.  
 Godfrey remained behind with only his mother. 
 “Do you think she has been plotting against you?” Serena asked.  
 Godfrey pursed his lips in thought before answering. “Perhaps, mother. I believe we shall shortly discover the truth.” 
 “Is there any way she can know about the weapon?” 
 The worry in his mother’s voice sparked a tinge of fear that ran through his veins like a shot of adrenalin.  
 “Impossible. No one knows about it. Only you and I. My father and his entire line never spoke of it to anyone other than the next in line. Not even my brother knows, or he would be begging me to be merciful. It was a final resort, only to be employed if there was no other choice.” 
 “What if she found out, Godfrey?” Serena agreed there should be no way for Anastasia Aaronson or anyone else to ever know such a weapon existed, but if her son were right and the human demigod had attacked the camp to create a diversion, there had to be a reason behind it.”  
 The potential ramifications of the human woman discovering their secret were too great to consider. Could Anastasia operate it instead? She would surely wipe them all out - the angels and the demons. It was so dangerous though, a human who didn’t fully understand what it was supposed to do might accidentally wipe out everyone and everything.  
 It was still untested, Godfrey seeing no point in using it on the demons when they were still immortal. Doing so to prove it operated as expected ran the risk of tipping their hand and Godfrey’s plan to win required absolute secrecy.  
 Gripped by fear, Serena touched her son’s arm.  
 “We should check on it. It won’t take long to be sure it is safe, and no one will know we have gone.” 
 Godfrey almost argued, but his mother was usually right and today was no exception.  
 With a nod that she should proceed, he waited while she opened a portal.  
 “Mother?” he questioned a few moments later. “What is it?” 
 “The portal,” Serena blurted, now slightly panicked. “It won’t open!” 






Chapter 27 

 Out of breath and the stump of her left leg aching as it always did when she ran, Ana chose to slow down to a walk. The disguise wasn’t helping; the extra layers just making her hotter than necessary. They were well away from the angels now with no sign they were pursuing, so she pulled the yashmak away from her head and peeled it off.  
 Ditching it on the ground in her wake, she called for Daniel to slow down and wait for her.  
 The demon had carried on running when she stopped and was forty yards ahead already.  
 “You’re okay?” he asked, once again showing uncharacteristic care for another person.  
 She waved away his concern. “My stump is hurting, that’s all. We’re nearly back to where we said we would meet them, aren’t we?” Despite her military training, Anastasia hated navigating through woodland. It all looked the same. Without a compass or at least a map to figure out topology, how was a person supposed to find their way? 
 “It should be just a few more minutes,” he replied, waiting for her to catch up. “You want me to try to open a portal again?” 
 “Sure.” 
 He tried but got the same result as before.  
 “Any idea why that’s happening?” she enquired.  
 All Daniel could do was shrug. “It’s not performance related, if that’s what you are thinking.” 
 It wasn’t, but his comment, delivered with a half-smile helped to break the tension and Anastasia found herself grinning too.  
 “Could you use some of your healing wizardry to ease the ache in my leg?”  
 It was a reasonable request. Daniel had healed her dozens of times before, and employing source energy to heal was one of its original uses.  
 Instructing her to rest against a fallen tree, he was about to start the process of pushing the magical energy into her stump when the familiar fizzing sound of source energy ripping through the air caught both their ears.  
 Ana’s instant thought was that the angels had caught up to them. She’d allowed herself to believe they had abandoned the pursuit, but she realised the error in her assumption a moment later when she saw the hellfire coming her way.  
 Crouching to examine Anastasia’s leg, Daniel couldn’t move fast enough. A demon can catch hellfire and reuse it. A demon can stand to be hit with hellfire and keep fighting, but not when they are caught by surprise.  
 Ana tried to shove him out of the way, but succeeded only in pushing his head into the path of the oncoming shots. Blasted sideways, Daniel hit the log, fell to the ground, and lay still.  
 It all happened in the blink of an eye, which was all the time Anastasia needed to draw her sword and begin pushing source energy into it. The mighty weapon thrummed with power, a deep red glow emanating from within the obsidian blade. She was still juiced up with Daniel’s hellfire and all she needed now was a target she could use it on.  
 She got twelve.  
 Emerging from behind trees and through the rampant foliage growing up from the forest floor, demon after demon made themselves visible. Each held a glowing orb of hellfire in one hand and a weapon in the other. Most had swords though not all. One carried a crossbow, another a wicked double headed axe.  
 Sweeping her eyes from left to right, Anastasia confirmed she knew all of them. Acadus and Bitrius, the two remaining horsemen were there. Jezebel and Ezekiel and Ramirez and Dmitry … they were all demons she had beaten at one point or another.  
 With a snarl curling her top lip, Anastasia extended her left arm and formed a stream of hellfire. Using it to hose her targets from left to right, she was startled to find they were ready for it. They either ducked it or used their weapons to deflect the stream.  
 After a few seconds, when she ought to have been able to put down half the number, she accepted the strategy wasn’t working and dropped it. She had very little hellfire left anyway, and chose to save it for close quarter engagements where her opponents would be less able to avoid her blasts.  
 “I told you she would come to us if we were patient enough,” sneered Acadus. His inability to bring the sword and armour to Beelzebub was one of the few failures of his entire existence. Shunned by Beelzebub, he hoped to return to his master’s good graces by finally delivering that which he promised. Thousands of years sitting at Beelzebub’s right hand only to lose it all at the hands of a human freak. 
 Anastasia was responsible for the deaths of both Aksel and Martha, two of the four horsemen who were feared even by the other demons for their ruthlessness and ability to dispense violence.  
 Acadus wanted revenge and it had been easy to find more of his kind who felt the same. They knew she was with the angels; she was seen leaving Mostar with Serena, but they couldn’t just attack the angels’ camp. Beelzebub would torture them for a hundred years if they even tried, but capturing Anastasia away from the settlement … well, that was a perfect strategy.  
 They fanned out, encircling the tiny human who strangely made no attempt to escape. Daniel, a traitor to his own race who would suffer terribly at their master’s hands, was coming around. He was no concern to them; all they needed to do with Daniel was stop him from escaping.  
 The danger in their self-appointed mission was the sword Anastasia carried. That and the throwing knife she used to kill Martha. Both had the potential to end a demon’s existence, overriding the death curse’s ability to heal them.  
 Anastasia didn’t like her odds. All by herself she might willingly take on two or even three demons, but an even dozen? The sword could kill them, but to achieve that she had to be able to push sustained source energy through it for several seconds. They were not going to give her the time for that.  
 Nevertheless, she held the sword aloft. Whether she liked it or not, it was time to find out just how effective the suit of armour could be. It still wasn’t complete – the shield and the helmet were two big pieces she wished she had, but most of her body was covered.  
  Recalling a quote from an old French general whose name eluded her, she smiled at Acadus and relished how much it seemed to unnerve the demon.  
 Murmuring to herself, she repeated the quote, “My centre is giving way, I am being pressed from the left, situation excellent. I am attacking!” 
 On the final word, she thrust off with her right foot and started to run. When facing terrible odds, the thing to do always is make them even. She was heading straight for Acadus, the former horseman choosing to stand his ground which was exactly what she wanted him to do. He bared his teeth, his sword held in both hands, up and ready.  
 At four yards, she jinked right, changing trajectory in an instant. Her left hand dropped to the pouch containing the throwing knife. Dmitry’s eyes, realising she was now coming his way, flared wide, and then even wider when the knife sliced through his throat.  
 Anastasia made no attempt to embed it in his flesh so she could push source energy through it – the knife was attached by a lanyard so she could swing it, flick it, and bring it back to her hand.  
 As blood started to flow and Dmitry toppled backward, she threw it hard at his brother, Ramirez. The two of them had been among the first demons she ever met, the pair engaged by Daniel to scare her senseless and make him seem like a safe haven. She still hadn’t made him pay sufficiently for that and doubted she ever would.  
 Still running, she used the knife as a distraction to throw Ramirez off guard. His attention followed the blade as it whipped back to her hand and too late he saw Anastasia swing her sword. His own weapon came up to deflect her blow, but she had too much inertia and the advantage that came with surprise.  
 When he tried to parry the blow coming for his head, Ana dropped to her knees. The sword swept through the air at the demon’s waist height, continuing its path unabated. She slid two yards across the leafy dirt of the forest floor, popping back to her feet behind Ramirez.  
 His body obscured her for a second, until the top half fell to the ground and his legs collapsed to the side, that is.  
 The circle that surrounded her just a few moments earlier now had a hole through it, and she was on the outside. Two demons were down and though they would get up, Anastasia had bought herself a little time.  
 Snarling her defiance, she asked, “Okay, bitches, who’s next?” 






Chapter 28 

 Otto’s wound was still healing, but his body was working well enough for him to get up and conjure magic. The horde was loose, a literal nightmare for the SWATs because they were right in its path and nothing was going to stop it.  
 Otto’s shout to, “Get clear!” was entirely unnecessary, everyone was doing everything they could do to be somewhere else.  
 In dire panic, some of the SWATs were once again trying to open portals, the seconds some wasted on the futile task costing them dearly. Trees were battered aside and crushed into splinters by the larger creatures, but they were slower moving. The faster animals burst through the underbrush, falling upon the humans they found in a fury of teeth, claws, and horns.  
 Right in their path, the Stevens sisters saw the horde coming. They were fast runners, all three girls track stars back at high school, but human speed wasn’t going to save them.  
 Always the more aggressive of the three, Cassie chose to launch a flurry of spells at the beasts baring down upon her. “Hit them with lightning!” she screeched at her sisters using their telepathic link. She didn’t hear their reply though, whatever it was, for there was too much noise around her.  
 The ground shook beneath the trampling hooves, claws, and whatever else the unspeakable beasts used to propel themselves over land. To her right, another wizard threw fire at a small pack of gindars, striking home but to no avail. They overran him in an instant, his terrified scream of horror and pain cut off a moment later.  
 Cassie pushed everything she had into an earth spell, raising the ground ten yards to her front and then tearing it open. The gindars heading her way fell into it, unable to stop and finding it too far to leap, but like a physical threat rising from the depths, the head of a leviathan crested the mound. It would simply step over her freshly created trench and the giant brute carried murder in its eyes.  
 Nervously, Cassie took a step back, questioning what tactic she could try next.  
 Above her, a manipulated air spell carrying him away from the danger, Otto checked left and right to make sure Katja was with him.  
 “I’m here,” the young German girl gasped, unable to take her eyes from the terrible scene below. “We have to help them!” she yelled. Their team numbered more than a hundred supernaturals and SIA agents when they left Washington. A third or more were either dead, injured, or missing now and worse was to come if they couldn’t figure out how to open a portal home. The horde was loose, its destructive power unleashed upon the immortal realm.  
 In the next instant, her eyes picked out the frail form of Cassie, launching a storm of lightning at a giant leviathan. It ignored the blasts careening from the air into its hide as though the lightning were nothing more than an irritation.  
 Cassie was about to get squashed and Katja wasn’t going to let that happen. With a grunt of rage and furious hand movements, she began to cast a spell of her own. Her ability with hellfire made her a formidable opponent for the demons, but the creatures of the horde were something else entirely. Horrified by the nature of the spell she wanted to unleash, Katja knew it could be the difference between winning and losing, not just now and her quest to save Cassie’s life, but for the war to come.  
 Seeing his young charge close to the leviathan shot a bolt of panic through Otto’s heart. What was she thinking? No one had been able to touch the leviathan in Mostar. Had it not been for the sun rising, the beast might have lumbered onward through the city and beyond, killing and destroying unchecked because the humans were unable to do anything about it.  
 “Katja! Get back!”  
 Otto’s voice reached her ears, but Katja chose to ignore him. Much like the hellfire, she could feel inside the essence of the leviathan. Its existence was underpinned by magic; source energy running through its veins. No air spell or fire conjuring was going to harm it, but maybe there was a different way to defeat such a powerful creature. 
 On the ground a short distance away, Cassie looked about for her sisters.  
 “Jen? Naomi?” she used telepathy to call them. All three were in the path of the horde when it burst into the open. Brainlessly, Cassie realised now, she tried to stop it, firing lightning and earth spells to deflect and bury the deadly creatures blithely unaware that her sisters had done the sensible thing and fled.  
 She could employ elemental energy to fly, a trick she experimented with before the SIA found her family, and had since sort of perfected, but the leviathan was so close now, did she even have time to get out of its way? 
 Backing up a step, her heel caught a rock and she tumbled, falling backward. Pushing against the air with a fresh spell, she shunted herself back a dozen yards, but before she could get back to her feet, the leviathan was bearing down on her. Cassie didn’t think the thing had even seen her. It was simply responding to the fire, lightning, and other spells the SWATs were throwing at it and the horde of hellish creatures still pouring out of the valley.  
 “Cassie!” she heard her sisters’ voices resounding inside her head, but could see there was no chance she could escape now. Had she taken flight sooner, had she run when the horde first burst into the open, she would be safe now.  
 Cassie found it odd that she wasn’t afraid. She was about to be squished or eaten, and it didn’t really matter which. Pulling in more juice from the ley line, she swore to the sky and chose to go out fighting.  
 Hands high, she conjured a white-hot lance of flame. Maybe she couldn’t penetrate the leviathan’s hide, but she could give the damned thing heartburn! 
 The strike to her left side was completely unexpected. It stole her breath, making her gasp in both pain and surprise. Looking back over her shoulder, she watched the lumbering beast crash through the spot where she had been standing less than a second before. 
 “Girl, you have some thrill issues,” remarked Robbie with a shake of his head.  
 They were airborne, her almost boyfriend from Chippewa Falls having flown in to save her at the last possible second.  
 “I was about to kill it!” she shot back.  
 Robbie levered his head around so he could look her in the eye and see if she was being serious. He didn’t get to find out because Cassie chose that moment to shout and point.  
 “Oh, my God, look!” 
 He twisted around, bringing their flight to a stop. They were safely above the horde as were many of the SWATs. Others – those unable to conjure an air spell and manipulate it to give them the notion of flight had run away, fleeing at speed to escape the horde. Some had made it, others were not so lucky, but almost everyone’s attention was now on Katja and the leviathan.  
 Otto was just behind and to her side, staying silent though he desperately wanted to shout encouraging words. She was doing something he’d never seen, never dreamed of. She was so powerful, so different from everyone else, and yet again was demonstrating how she wasn’t bound by the same set of rules that controlled elemental spells for the rest of the supernaturals.  
 Katja could feel sweat trickling down her forehead.  
 She could feel the source energy inside the leviathan. It was different in some ways to the energy inside hellfire and sinfire, but it was also very much the same thing. The question in her head was all to do with how she could use it to stop the creature.  
 For the last thirty seconds she had been trying various ways to control the energy. With hellfire, she could deconstruct it, scattering the magic into the wind, or send it back to where it came from. It was hellishly dangerous stuff to play around with so she was yet to figure out if she could do anything else with it. The tricks she learned came when she was about to die outside her house in Bremen, but now she found herself faced with a whole new challenge.  
 Finding she wasn’t able to dismantle the source energy inside the giant beast, and couldn’t kill it by sending the magic back into the ground, she was trying something else.  
 She was converting it into hellfire.  
 With no idea what that might do to the beast, and mildly worried she might create a brand-new creature that was twice as deadly as a normal leviathan, she did something no other human had ever been able to.  
 She created hellfire.  
 The leviathan slowed its lumbering pace and stopped moving. The SWATs had no idea what Katja was doing but could see the young German girl was winning. A bellow of rage-filled pain escaped the leviathan’s mouth, and steam began to shoot from the cracks between its armour plates.  
 Otto could scarcely believe his eyes. She was doing it. He’d known for a long time Katja Weber represented their best chance to beat the demons. There were other powerful supernaturals among the SWATs numbers, but what she could do with hellfire went far beyond the ability of anyone else.  
 Had she now figured out how to defeat the demon’s second greatest weapon as well as their first? It was too good to be true.  
 Getting ready to celebrate for surely the leviathan was about to explode or disintegrate or something, Otto’s full attention was on the enormous creature writhing and shuddering on the ground below. Had it not been, he might have seen the demon.  
 In the maelstrom of confusion following the appearance of the stampeding horde, the demons received the one thing they needed – the chance to recover. Torn apart by the SWATs, the magic in the death curse wove them back together.  
 Hellfire struck Katja on her right hip and left shoulder, tossing her backward like a paper bag caught on a stiff breeze. Disbelieving eyes tracked her limp form as it fell to earth, crashing into undergrowth where she vanished from sight.  






Chapter 29 

 Zachary ran through the city, bounding over roof tops to keep his quarry in sight. Rebecca flew high above the buildings, heading east though she was not choosing to do so with any deliberate intention. She was easy enough to pick out against the night sky, but until she returned to the ground all he could do was follow. 
 For her part, Rebecca looked around for the werewolf, convinced he must be somewhere behind her even though there was no sign of him. She tried repeatedly to open a portal, her frustration mounting with each failed attempt. When finally she gave up and allowed herself to believe the shifter must now be left in her wake, Rebecca altered her trajectory to drop back to the ground.  
 The gang of demons she crossed into the mortal realm with had all failed her. None had made it through a simple encounter with some shifters, the weakest of all human supernaturals in her opinion. Wherever they were, she cared not if she saw them again; she was done surrounding herself with lesser caste losers, from now on she would make sure to surround herself with demons of higher standing.  
 That she was trapped in the mortal realm didn’t worry her. Rebecca assumed she would be pulled back to where she felt she belonged when the sun rose. In the meantime, she figured she could make use of her time and find herself a new familiar. Ever since Daniel vanished from the game of supplying slaves to the demon population, she had been trying to establish herself as the new player. The biggest challenge in that was how difficult it was to catch and keep them.  
 The trick was to find them when they were just coming into their powers or were yet to even realise they had them. That should mean the thread of ley line energy visible through the use of second sight, would be a weak one, not the strong, pulsing channel a powerful wizard would have. Unfortunately, a weak thread could also mean the supernatural was just weak, their ability to wield elemental magic watered down by centuries and generations of breeding.  
 Rebecca had found far too many of those and the demons looking for new familiars were disinterested in what she had to offer.  
 Perhaps she could change all that tonight. Maybe she wouldn’t even use what she found to barter for position or favour. She could keep it for herself and gain recognition that way.  
 Scanning the quiet city far from the burning mess she created and left behind, she almost jumped when her second sight locked on a powerful vein wending its way up through the ground like a fat, golden rope. Whoever was pulling that much juice had to be worth taking. It would be an experienced wizard, Rebecca anticipated, and with a gasp questioned if she might have just found one of the escaped familiars.  
 That would change everything. She wouldn’t be able to keep them, but returning a former familiar to their rightful demon owner would get her the attention she wanted.  
 It was only when she took a pace forward, that a worrying voice made her question who else could be pulling that much power.  
 A ‘STOP’ sign flew out of the darkness, complete with its post and two hundred pounds of concrete still attached to the bottom end where Zachary ripped it from the street. It made almost no noise as it parted the air, and was thrown with accuracy despite not being designed for aerodynamics.  
 Rebecca detected it at the last moment, too late to use hellfire or any other kind of magic to deflect it. All she could do was throw herself out of its path.  
 Zachary never expected it to hit her, it was intended to keep her on the ground which is precisely what it did. Before she could get back to her feet, he was on her, closing the distance between them in a handful of fast bounds.  
 Waiting two years to exact revenge on the female demon had given him plenty of time to fantasise about how it would feel, but there was no joy when his right hand slashed across her torso, tearing through her clothes and flesh. All he felt was emptiness and defeat for there was nothing he could do to bring back the woman Rebecca took from him.  
 The demon cried out in pain and fear, creating hellfire reactively. Falling backward and away from the werewolf’s claws, she fired twin orbs into his chest. At that range she couldn’t miss, but the shield flared into life, absorbing her weapon to save the shifter from harm.  
 Zachary used the shield now that it was there, thrusting out hard to whack the demon in the face before driving his claws into her gut.  
 She screeched in pain, grasping at his wrists where they were buried to the hilt in her skin. If he tore his hands apart now, he could effectively rip her in two. Choosing hellfire again in the moment wasn’t conscious, once again it was reactive, but this time, without the shield in the way, it worked.  
 The destructive power in the orbs tore into Zachary’s flesh and bone, drawing from his clenched teeth a grunt to acknowledge the agony he felt. Staggering backward, he lost his grip. His hands were still attached, but he had no control over them.  
 The death curse began to heal him instantly, but it was doing the same to Rebecca. Right before his eyes, the first cuts he slashed into her flesh were closing and she was already trying to conjure elemental energy to create an air spell.  
 Half mad with rage and determined that she would not slip through his grasp, he launched himself at her. If she could manipulate the spell, she would be airborne again, but he needn’t have worried. Though Rebecca could just about manage to make the spell, her body was too ruined for her to fly. She needed time to heal, and the werewolf wasn’t going to give her it.  
 Unable to use his hands, Zac delivered a headbutt that converted to a bite when his face landed against her shoulder.  
 Refusing to accept defeat at the hands of a lesser creature, Rebecca formed more hellfire, the next blasts aimed into Zachary’s gut, the only place she could easily reach with his body pressed against hers. He was big and so heavy his weight threatened to crush her, but the hellfire drove him back even though the shield caught most of it.  
 She fired again, trying to get around his defences, trying to inflict enough damage so that she could get away. The shield was attached to Zac’s left arm which wasn’t working as well as he might have liked. Another ball of hellfire got past his guard, lighting up his senses like high voltage electricity. His hands were coming back to life, the death curse magic fixing him, but he was on the ground and Rebecca was getting ready to take flight again.  
 If he didn’t move, she was going to escape, and Zac knew for sure she would keep going this time. He shoved with his right arm, throwing his body off the tarmac street, but he could calculate relative time and distance and knew he wasn’t going to make it. 




Chapter 30 

 No one moved when Katja Weber’s body fell from the sky, tumbling like a ragdoll only to vanish in the undergrowth when it hit the ground. Otto’s heart refused to beat, the Stevens sisters could barely believe what they had just seen, and the silence that ruled while they all watched her tackle the massive leviathan continued now.  
 The creatures of the horde were past them now, the danger almost entirely gone, but the demon threat was back and there was no choice other than to deal with it.  
 While Otto continued to stare at the spot where Katja fell, fresh hellfire came his way. The demons below knew who he was and how he took their familiars from them when he found a way to break the bond between demon and slave. They wanted to hurt the wizard and test his immortality, but their shots fizzled into nothing on his barrier shield.  
 With a murmur, he brought a new shield into being, the spells for them locked deep inside the rings he wore on his fingers. His head felt blurry and confused. How could Katja be dead? She was their hope. She was the one who would make victory possible.  
 The SWATs, terrified and angry, were throwing all they had at the demons once more, beating them back by numbers and through sensible strategy. Using barrier spells and working together the way they practiced in the SIA battle arena, they could easily overcome a small force.  
 When they sensed they were losing, the demons chose to flee. Without the option of a portal to open, they had to do this using elemental magic to achieve flight. The humans could have given pursuit, but there was no benefit to be gained. What they needed to do instead was lick their wounds, figure out who was still alive, and try to come up with a plan to get back to the mortal realm.  
 Otto made his way to where he saw Katja fall. He didn’t want to see the teenager’s broken body, but he wasn’t prepared to leave her behind either. He paused, his feet grinding to a halt and his eyes closed.  
 A short while ago they were mopping up after destroying the horde at the first site. They had been halfway through the mission and success loomed. That was when they first began to struggle with the portals and everything had gone sideways since.  
 Their radio was smashed, reduced to scrap by a loose blast of hellfire that almost killed Henry. He got lucky when the orb hit the radio instead, but it meant they had no way to communicate with the other teams now. Were they stuck here too? Were they meeting strong opposition? Were they losing? With no way to open a portal, Otto feared the demons were behind it somehow and the other teams might be on the run, chased on foot by the demons who would hound and kill them, reducing the SIA army to almost nothing.  
 Or was it just his team and the rest were fine? 
 Otto was giving himself jaw ache chewing on the ramifications of his decisions. It was he who led them into the immortal realm, he who chose this course of action. The deaths were on his hands.  
 Katja Weber’s death was on his hands.  
 He knew there really hadn’t been any choice; to wait until the hordes reached earth would have been so much worse, yet guilt plagued his mind like a pit of concrete into which it had fallen. It weighed him down, smothering him and taking away his ability to fight.  
 Pushing the senseless emotion away, he forced his feet into motion. To his left and right, more of the SWATs were converging on his location. No one had anything to say, and he didn’t dare meet their eyes.  
 “Did anyone see where she fell?” he asked, unsure exactly where they would find her, but having already walked over to the spot where he thought her body would lie. 
 He got a smattering of replies, most saying they thought they were all in the right spot already.   
 “This is where she fell,” announced Svenson, only his head showing above the undergrowth where he crouched.  
 There was a small dent in the soft ground and the stems of the plants were all broken. She’d hit at an angle, her body sliding a few yards before friction stopped it.  
 Naomi peered at the spot where Katja should be. “So where is she?”  
 “Where’s who?” asked Katja. “You guys all looking for me?” 
 Startled, everyone spun around to find the diminutive teenager approaching.  
 “What the hell?” asked Cassie. “Why aren’t you dead? We all saw you die!” 
 Her sentiment echoed around as other members of the team voiced their confusion.  
 “And where were you?” asked Jennifer. “What were you doing over there when this is where you fell?” 
 Katja’s cheeks flushed red, and she shot dagger eyes at her friends.  
 “I needed to pee, okay? I came to with a need to go and you were all heading my way. I found a tree over there, thank you very much, Miss Nosey.” 
 Otto placed a hand on Katja’s shoulder. He was close to being overwhelmed with relief. A moment ago he’d been trying to figure out how he was going to break the news to Katja’s mother. A moment ago he’d been calculating the likely impact on humanity’s chances of defeating the demons. Now he was overcome with joy and doing his best to keep it inside.  
 “Were you able to deflect the hellfire at the last moment?” he asked, guessing that was how she pulled off her unexplained survival?” 
 “What? No. Goodness, I never even saw it coming. All my focus was on the leviathan. Hey, did that work? Did I manage to put it down?” 
 Naomi shook her head. “No, Kats, I’m afraid not. It looked like you were winning, but when the hellfire took you out it gave itself a shake and lumbered off.” 
 “Forget the leviathan!” interrupted Cassie. “How the heck are you still alive?” 
 Katja was about to give a shrug for she really didn’t know, but Otto spoke first.  
 “I think I can provide an answer.” It was something that hadn’t occurred to him until that exact moment. When he pushed so much heat energy into Teague’s body that the demon exploded, both he and Zachary were in the room and caught the outgoing wash of magical energy.  
 It went through their bodies, somehow latching onto the magic it found within them to leave them immortal too. Teague’s body knitted itself back together before their eyes and they would have needed to fight him again had Otto not struck a bargain to enslave himself in place of the little girl he went there to rescue.  
 The little girl was Katja Weber and though she wasn’t in the room when Teague exploded, she was inside his house. Sold to him as a familiar, she was locked in a cage in the basement where she must have been hit with the same wave of magical energy.  
 When Otto finished explaining, Katja asked, “So I’m immortal?” 
 Otto could only shrug. “I don’t exactly want to test the theory, but it makes sense. I don’t know how else to explain the hellfire failing to kill you. It might also explain why you are so powerful and can do what you do with hellfire.” 
 “Ha!” spat Jennifer. “You see? It’s not just the rest of us being unable to recreate Kat’s ability to deconstruct hellfire. She can do it because she’s imbued with demon juice.” 
 Cassie pulled a face. “Eww.” 
 Leaving the girls to talk for a moment, Otto walked a few paces away to sit on the stump of a tree. There, he tried to focus on what needed to happen next. They were trapped in the demon realm and in severe danger. If they couldn’t find a way to open a portal, they would surely all be captured or killed. But why were there so few demons? They faced more than double the number at the second target than the first, but still no more than he could count on his fingers and toes?  
 Where were the rest? 
 The answer hit him like a sucker punch.  
 “They’re trapped too!” he blurted.  
 Standing nearby, Ezra questioned, “Who? The rest of our teams? How do you know that for sure? Have you been learning telepathy from the Stevens girls?” 
 Otto frowned. “No. No, I don’t mean our teams, though they might be. Why were there so few demons here? They must have suspected we would move from the first target to a second one, and Beelzebub deployed his minions to stop us.” 
 “That makes sense. We always knew there was a danger of strong resistance at the second targets. 
 “Yes, but that’s the point.” Seeing the confusion around him now that the SWATs were gathering to hear his latest theory, he explained, “We didn’t meet strong resistance. There were more demons granted, but if they expected us, why was there only a handful more? Why wasn’t there a hundred? Or two hundred? Beelzebub has thousands to command.” He let that sink in before explaining, “They made the jump to Earth, but like us they then struggled to open another portal. They are trapped there just as we are trapped here.” 
 Naomi’s eyes flared as the possibility of that reality hit home. “Oh, dear Lord. If we are here, the people back home are completely defenceless!” 






Chapter 31 

 In the SIA situation room, Ayla Pendragon was keeping her cool if only on the surface. General Smith had nothing constructive to offer, his only input so far to suggest she step down so that someone with experience in military operations could take over.  
 She chose to ignore his barb while keeping one eye on what he was doing.  
 They were hearing reports of non-SIA supernaturals taking their fight to the streets. Specifically, this appeared to mean werewolves though there were some reports of wizards conjuring magic to battle the demons.  
 With America bathed in direct sunlight, all the fighting was on the other side of the planet. Japan was suffering, as were India and China. Certain parts of Europe were also under attack, however the moving sun had not given rise to new outbreaks as it brought the darkness east.  
 There had been no communication from Otto Schneider or any of the team for more than an hour. The strike force bounced back into the battle arena they were using as a forming up point, so she knew they were claiming victory over their initial targets. At the time it was great news, but that was before the reports of demon strikes began to arrive.  
 Most worryingly, she heard they were having issues opening portals. Was that why no one had come back from their secondary targets? Otto had deceived her regarding his intended targets along with the when, where, and how of his plan, but though Ayla had been hopping mad when she first learned of Otto’s deception, she knew why he did it: he didn’t trust anyone.  
 Looking around the situation room, she worried he had good reason.  
 General Smith was making far too little noise about her inability to coordinate a response. Maybe they could open portals and maybe they couldn’t, but it made no difference if there was no force to send.  
 The entire world was a sitting duck, and the demons were tearing it apart. Ayla knew for certain the only reason the US President wasn’t on the phone barking for her to act was because the attacks were not on American soil. The moment it came closer to home her time would be up. The SIA was the Earth’s only line of defence and as things stood she was failing.  
 “Ma’am?” called Ellie, the aide from the Midwest whose name she temporarily forgot earlier. Ayla still couldn’t recall the name of her hometown, but had more important things to worry about. “It’s from our office in Budapest, Ma’am.” 
 Ayla gritted her teeth, waiting to hear what terrible news they might have.  
 “Go on,” she encouraged.  
 “They report the demon threat there has been neutralised.” 
 The announcement got some attention, those nearest pricking up their ears to hear the news.  
 “Do they say how?” Ayla fervently hoped to hear the SIA army was there in sufficient numbers to make a difference.  
 “A pack of local shifters, Ma’am. Their attack was led by Zachary Barnabus if the report is accurate. They have six demons in a state of semi-permanent death.”  
 Ayla believed the report. She was yet to meet the immortal werewolf, but had heard about him from Otto and knew of his exploits from SIA files. They captured him once though it sounded more like he let them take him at the time. They wanted to recruit him, but a few years ago the methods employed largely involved taking individuals by force.  
 So Zachary Barnabus was in Budapest taking care of demons? Could he be relied upon to continue doing so? Would he team up with the SIA and help them? These questions and more roamed through Ayla’s head to distract her from what General Smith was doing.  
 Across the other side of the situation room, he’d just received confirmation from Colt Ironbolt that he was arriving. The moment the situation started to look out of hand, Chuck Smith contacted his former boss. They had all the people in place, everyone poised to stage the coup they all knew had to happen.  
 The fate of the world could not be left to soft, liberal civilians who might ruin everything. General Smith believed he and Colt Ironbolt were of a singular mind. The demon threat could be viewed as a problem or as an opportunity, how a person saw it said everything about their ability to cope with tough situations. General Smith was a winner above all else, his attitude and determination had seen his career flourish and nothing had changed.  
 Having waited for Otto Schneider to try some foolhardy mission – Smith respected that the German wizard had managed to hide his intentions so well – he activated the first stages of their plan.  
 Men, not women, Smith couldn’t abide women in positions of responsibility, were moved into strategic positions around the SIA headquarters. He needed his men at the gate, his men managing the armoury and operating the terminals in the situation room. Now that they were, the final piece of the puzzle was the arrival of President Ironbolt himself.  
 Now that the true head of the SIA was about to enter the building, it was time to activate the countdown.  






Chapter 32 

 In the forest clearing many hundreds of miles from Otto’s position, Anastasia tried not to wet herself in fright when a crossbow bolt struck her armour. It was moving too fast for her to stop, and though she heard the weapon fire, there was no time to duck or bend out of the way.  
 Aimed at her core, it hit a spot two inches to the left of her navel. The armour did its job, deflecting the projectile so she felt little more than a light tap where it struck, but it hammered home a question about the parts of the magical armour suit she was yet to find. What if the bolt found one of the unprotected spots? Where would she be now if the crossbow had been aimed at her head? 
 She swept her sword up and out, blocking Acadus when he thrust at her. Bitrius was closing on her left, the two former horsemen wanting to be the ones who took her down.  
 Beyond them she could see Daniel. He was held captive, a sword at his throat ready to remove his head if she attempted to intervene.  
 Bitrius got through her block, his next strike hitting her armour high on her left shoulder. Two inches higher and the blow might have taken her head clean off. Though she could wield hellfire like the demons, she was far from immortal and had almost died more than once since discovering her abilities.  
 Dropping her left hand from the sword, she used the right to take a rough swing at Acadus. It forced the demon to dodge backwards and that gave her the room she needed to fire a blast of hellfire into Bitrius.  
 It caught him in the groin, doubling him over, but her hope to follow the blow up with a swipe that might ‘kill’ him for a while, was thwarted by the double headed axe.  
 Thrown from twenty yards away, it tumbled end over end on its path toward her body. With almost no time to react, she had to use hellfire, the last of her reserves, to deflect it. Even so it hit her right arm, the kinetic energy enough to throw her backwards.  
 The armour saved her once again, but she was on her butt now and would be skewered if she didn’t get up fast.  
 Acadus roared and leapt, his sword held high and pointing down like a spear. Anastasia rolled at the last moment, avoiding injury, but Jezebel came at her from the other side and she had her partner, Dmitry, right on her shoulder.  
 They were closing in, the demons using their numbers to press Anastasia back. Screaming with defiance, she swung her sword to take out Jezebel’s feet just as Acadus thrust his sword to skewer her again.   
 Jezebel saw the move coming and leapt, avoiding injury, but placing herself in the way of Acadus’s sword which went through her left shoulder.  
 Anastasia heard Jezebel’s squeal of pain and rolled again, this time knocking the female demon’s feet out from under her. Coming clear, and with Jezebel blocking Acadus so he couldn’t get to her, she still had Dmitry to deal with.  
 The fight was only a couple of minutes old, but Anastasia’s lungs were already beginning to burn. The adrenalin combined with the required exertion had emptied her tanks and her sword was getting heavy.  
 When she tried to get off the ground, Dmitry blasted her with hellfire. It hurt like hell, the same way it always did, and though she knew to be thankful to be charged up again, she knew his decision to hit her with it was tactical. Both Dmitry and Acadus were closing in on her from two sides. There was no way to defend herself against more than one and the other demons were running to surround her. 
 They wouldn’t kill her, of that Anastasia was fairly certain, but they could injure her, and she would be their captive yet again. Beelzebub would get the armour and the weapons, making her attempt to save the world little more than an errand to collect the armour for the demon who intended to rule over everyone.  
 She fought on, lashing out with the sword to deliver a wicked cut to Dmitry’s leg, but as she knew it would be, the swing proved to be her last one.  
 Acadus arrived, his sword finally finding a gap in the armour. Anastasia felt every inch of his blade when he pushed it down through her body to pin her to the ground. Crying out, she tried to fight, but he stamped on her flailing sword, trapping her right arm beneath it as he glowered above her, triumph in his eyes.  
 For about half a second.  
 Knowing she was beaten and about to lose everything she had fought for, Anastasia saw the sinfire before it hit Acadus. It wasn’t just one bolt of it though, it was dozens.  
 The angels had found her. It was both good news and bad for simple arithmetic told her it wasn’t Gabriel and Samuel coming to her rescue. 
 Lifted up and over her body by the walloping shockwave of sinfire striking his back, Acadus flew yards before crashing back to the ground where he bounced and skidded through the dirt.  
 Daniel seized his chance to fight back, joining the angels as they fired at the demon ambush party. Once free, he scrambled through the underbrush, keeping low as he fought to get to Anastasia.  
 Levering her head off the dirt, Ana looked about. The demons were being routed, running through the trees to get away. None of them were hurt, the effects of the sinfire so less destructive than the demons’ hellfire.  
 “How you doing?” asked Daniel, sliding in next to her.  
 “How am I … Well I have this sword sticking out of me,” Ana chose to point out, her tone flippant.  
 With a devilish grin, Daniel winked, “Come on, babe, it’s not the first time you’ve been impaled by a demon.” 
 She wanted to slap his face. No, she wanted to pull the sword from her body and cut off parts she knew he could manage without. It wasn’t like they were all that impressive. There was no time for that though because the angels were approaching.  
 Gabriel and Samuel were with them, but their downward cast eyes confirmed what Anastasia anticipated – they had been caught. Whether it was in the gathering tent or as they tried to get out of the village made little difference. She hoped they’d been able to find the symbol and now knew what it represented, but with Godfrey coming straight for her, Ana knew she was no longer going to be able to act as she pleased in Heavane.  






Chapter 33 

 The SWATs tried again to open a portal, but the spluttering and intermittent grainy portals they endured when the problem first emerged, were now something they could only hope for. Otto removed his shilt glove, tucking it away in a pocket and wondering if he would ever get to use it again.  
 The conclusion he kept coming back to was one that both scared him and made him hope: the death curse was falling. He was guessing, but though there was no empirical evidence on which to base such an assumption, his gut told him he was right.  
 The demons always talked about the death curse as if it was growing weaker all the time. Sooner or later, they believed it would simply cease to exist. Like the ripples on a pond after a stone has been thrown, they gradually diminish to zero. A scientist will tell you that they can never truly become zero, and that they merely become too small to be detected. Otto felt that was nothing more than a load of old guff, but the point was that once the power of the death curse, itself like a very large stone thrown into the same hypothetical pond, had dissipated to a level where it could no longer be noticed, the demons and indeed the angels would all find themselves snapped back to the mortal realm.  
 The two worlds would collide and there would be nothing to stop the battle that had to follow. He did not relish what that would mean for the people of Earth, but currently trapped in the immortal realm and believing Beelzebub and many of his demons were busily rampaging across his planet, Otto wanted nothing more than the death curse to fall so he could get home and fight back.  
 “So what are we going to do?” asked Naomi.  
 There were fifty-seven of them, some injured but most in one piece. It meant their team had suffered almost fifty percent casualties and none of them wanted to voice how likely it was the other teams fared as badly or worse. With no method of communication, for all they knew they were the only ones left.  
 Ten minutes had passed since they found Katja alive and unharmed, her body magically healing after hellfire knocked her from the sky. In that time, they had performed a head count and discussed next steps. There really were only two options on the table:  
 
	
    Attempt to find other teams and link up with them to see if they could find and destroy any more hordes.  
	
    Use the horde the demons set loose to raid and destroy the demon stronghold.  

 Had it gone to a vote, Otto would have found the team about evenly split with half in support of each plan. Only one person thought they should stay where they were until someone came to rescue them, but he had the common sense to keep his opinion to himself.  
 It fell to Otto to make the choice and he directed the SWATs to attack. There might be more hordes out there but what if there were not? What if they were the only team stuck in the immortal realm and all the hordes were destroyed? When they added in the amount of territory they could conceivably cover looking for their other teams or an untouched horde, it just didn’t make any sense to try.  
 The path of the horde that tore through them was like a highway across the countryside, the hooves, feet, or whatever the creatures moved on, torn the ground up good in passing. With air spells to keep them airborne, Otto believed they could catch up in no time. The werewolves would have to be carried, but that was easy enough if the wizards paired up.  
 Feeling that they were doing something worthwhile at least, Otto’s team took to the sky and once they found the horde, they kept it moving in the direction they wanted by the simple expedient of creating a channel. To the left and right of the creatures, they sent lightning, fire, and other obstructions. The beasts did as expected and charged down the gap between.  
 With scouts to the front and flanks watching for any sign of demons, Otto and the remaining wizards drove the horde to a level of frenzy. They had miles to cover and only a general sense of which direction they needed to go, but Otto wasn’t the only one in the group who knew where Beelzebub’s palace stood, there were former familiars, including Ezra, to help zero in on its location.  
 They expected to meet resistance when they got there, but at the same time, didn’t think they would need to get all that close. They were tired, battered, emotionally drained, but also more than ready to give the demon lord a taste of his own medicine.  
   






Chapter 34 

 Ayla sensed that something was about to happen in the seconds before General Smith launched his attack. She noticed a changeover in personnel at the stations in the situation room; that was what sowed the first worrying doubt into her mind. She knew almost all the SIA agents by name, making it a task to memorise them when she first took on the job as their boss.  
 Ten minutes ago the desks had been staffed by a blend of what she would call recruited supernaturals and the original SIA agents who were mostly taken from law enforcement or the military. Almost entirely devoid of supernatural abilities, they had formed the backbone of the SIA until Otto turned up with hundreds of familiars. Almost overnight, the non-supernatural SIA agents were relegated to desk jobs and placed on a non-operational footing.  
 It hadn’t gone down well. 
 It was, however, the obvious step to take.  
 Now, looking around the room, Ayla could see almost all the remaining supernaturals – picked for desk jobs because their powers were limited or, in some cases, because they were trained or well-suited to such a role – were no longer at their desks.  
 A quick glance at her watch confirmed it was nowhere near the top of the hour when a shift change might naturally occur. Another of the old SIA agents approached one of the supers, murmuring something and pointing to an open box of donuts placed on a counter at the back of the room where the coffee pots stood.  
 With a nod and smile, the unsuspecting super got to his feet and the old SIA agent slid into his chair. It was slick, it looked innocent, but Ayla wasn’t buying it for a second.  
 Quietly, she pulled on a ley line; there was a big one running under the Potomac. The elemental energy from it filled her, making her feel lighter. She wasn’t a powerful wizard, but she could cast a spell when she needed to.  
 Angling her feet toward the door, she stopped to speak with Bruce and Bryan, her two male aides. Both were shifters with limited ability and both formerly employed within the political arena which made them great advisors. She didn’t currently need advice though, she needed someone to have her back.  
 “Gentlemen.” 
 “Yes, Ma’am,” replied Bruce, speaking for both he and Bryan.  
 “I believe General Smith is about to …” 
 That was as far as she got.  
 The general tapped the shoulder of a man sitting at a nearby desk and a Klaxon sounded throughout the facility.  
 In an instant and operating as one, the SIA operatives drew handguns each had concealed in their clothing.  
 The bank of screens shifted to form a single image – that of Colt Ironbolt’s head. He started to speak immediately. 
 “All SIA agents, this is President Colt Ironbolt. I am resuming command of the SIA both here and globally. The planet cannot afford to lose this fight and I am the only one capable of leading the human race into the new era …” He continued to bark instructions, ordering those loyal to him to seize anyone who sided with Ayla Pendragon, a person he referred as a pretender to the crown.  
 Ayla wasn’t listening, the general was on his way, two lieutenants at his shoulders, all with weapons aimed her way.  
 The idiots would start a war that would render the planet a ruin even if humanity were able to win, but ultimately, Ironbolt couldn’t be allowed to control the supernatural response because he didn’t believe in it and Otto Schneider viewed the man as the fool that he was. Ironbolt would be forced to resort to conventional weapons when Otto refused to obey orders and led the SIA army to wage the war they needed to fight. Ayla couldn’t let that happen.  
 Whispering, while acting nervous, Ayla murmured to herself, “Air spell with heat. Go for their guns.” It was an old trick she’d seen Otto employ and it worked every time. Talking to herself when she conjured was a way to help her focus. It was a little embarrassing around the more powerful wizards, especially the young ones but now was not the time to care about such trivial things.  
 The general ought to have known better, but he couldn’t see the frantic hand motions Ayla made behind her back and only realised what was going on when he was forced to drop his gun.  
 It clattered onto the hard floor alongside the weapons of the two men either side of him. Wishing she was more adept with her spells so she could affect all the guns in the room at the same time, Ayla knew disarming them was only the first step.  
 Sucking his fingers where the hot steel burned them, General Smith yelled, “Get her!” 
 The SIA agents were rising from their seats, more than two dozen of them now that they had carefully replaced the supers to ensure they dominated the room.  
 Most still had their guns, but in the confusion of people no one was going to start shooting. Thankful to have someone on her side, Ayla sidestepped Bruce and Bryan to let them block the path to her. They were transforming as she turned away, another conjuring flying from her fingers. 
  A whoosh of paper filled the room, a simple air spell launching a stack of loose A4 sheets to flutter and flap like giant pieces of confetti.  
 Ayla grabbed Ellie and gave her a shove along with a shout of instruction, “To the door!” The situation room was lost, but Colt Ironbolt could have it. Ayla would contact the actual president and have her predecessor arrested this time, not just fired.  All she had to do was get to somewhere she could barricade and make the call.  
 Her race for the exit might have worked too had it not been for the gun pressed into her stomach. Shocked, she looked at the face of the person holding it.  
 “Ellie?” Ayla didn’t understand why her aide would side with the military goons.  
 Ellie backed up a step and used both hands to control her gun.  
 “Yes, Ellie. You think I should be on your side just because I can tap a ley line? Sorry, babe,” she smirked, “I’m in this for the money and President Ironbolt needed someone who could find out what you and that German have been plotting.” 
 The delay Ellie caused was all General Smith needed to seize the room. The supernaturals were forced to surrender at gunpoint and soon after had their hands bound behind their backs.  
 Producing a radio, the general confirmed they had the operations room and listened to reports from around the building that all key stations were under his control.  
 “What is your plan now, Smith?” Ayla raised her voice to ask the question. “What will you do to defeat the demons?” 
 General Smith came to stand right in front of her and immediately regretted he had for in her heels she was more than an inch taller and he had to look up to glare into her eyes. He settled for an amused expression.  
 “Defeat them? Who said we were even going to fight them? The plan is to broker a peace that will keep us safe.” 
 Ayla thought for sure he was joking, but needed only a moment to see that he wasn’t.  
 “Are you mad? The demons will enslave you all. That’s if they don’t kill you. They’re not going to gift you with …” 
 “With what?” asked Colt Ironbolt, striding into the room. “With land? Yes, they will. With servants? Again, yes, they will. I have negotiated with Beelzebub himself. The humans cannot defeat the demons and the angels number too few to stand any chance of winning, so it really is a one-horse race. Why place your money on a different bet when there can only be one outcome?” 
 Ayla couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Ironbolt was known for surrounding himself with his own people but to have woven his claws right through the SIA headquarters … it was she who had failed, she realised. How had she not seen what he was up to?  
 Dismissed so that Ironbolt could resume command and take over in the situation room, Ayla and the other supernaturals who saw fit to resist, were escorted, their hands bound, to the elevators and from there down to the SIA holding area.  
 Ironbolt was alert enough to recognise the danger and the opportunity Otto Schneider represented. With Ayla Pendragon locked safely out of the way, his troops would be in the battle arena waiting to receive the German wizard and the rest of the SIA army – his army – when they returned.  
 Otto Schneider would be sent into battle where the odds were stacked heavily against him. He would perish in the line of duty and Ironbolt would honour him posthumously. At least, that’s what people would hear. Beelzebub wanted to deal with the German wizard himself, so Ironbolt had something entirely different planned from the story he would tell.  
 Otto’s inevitable demise was also part of Ironbolt’s plan to remove all opposition so only he would be left on the playing field at the end. Beelzebub would reward him with Montana as his kingdom and make him leader of all the humans. The people would serve the demons and serve Colt Ironbolt who would have a place at the master’s table.  
 He wanted more, but the reality was that the demons were going to win. Especially since Ironbolt was going to betray his own troops and lead them to their slaughter.  
 With Pendragon out of the way and order resumed, President Colt Ironbolt left the situation room and the deployment of assets in the capable hands of General Smith. He was most pleased to find his office almost exactly as he’d left it. The air inside carried the tang of Pendragon’s perfume, but an open window would see to that.  
 He lit a cigar and put his feet on the table.  
   






Chapter 35 

 Looming over Anastasia, Godfrey looked from her to Daniel and back at her again.  
 “I shall assume we have you to thank for setting fire to the tents and rendering several of my brethren unconscious. I would ask as to your motivation, but I can see you are injured. Your explanation can wait.” 
 As usual, Godfrey was speaking calmly and without any sense that her actions had caused him any bother.  
 Eyeing the demon again, Godfrey said, “Please move away, Daniel. It displeases me greatly that Anastasia continues to side with you when we have shown her a much better way.” 
 Daniel flipped an eyebrow. “Have you? From my understanding, you are showing her only what you want her to see and hiding the truth.” 
 “Yeah, guys,” Anastasia interrupted with a wince-filled grunt. “Can we save the discussion until after the sword is out of me, please? I think I’ve lost quite a bit of blood, it is really rather painful, and if I’m not mistaken, it has punctured one of my kidneys.” 
 Serena interjected herself into the conversation. “For goodness sake, Godfrey, help the poor girl first.” 
 Ana saw the fleeting irritation in the angels’ leader’s eyes, but he complied, weaving source energy to ease her pain and, once the sword was out, to heal her body. It took only a few minutes, the process repairing the damage both inside and out without leaving a scar. It annoyed her a little that it couldn’t be used to grow back her missing limbs, but was assured it was only good on new wounds, not ones that had long since healed.  
 Through the crowd of angels, Anastasia could see Alex. She was unharmed, as one would expect from the angels, but her eyes were cast down the same way Gabriel and Samuel’s were. It was a look of guilt if ever she saw one.  
 Had they found something? Ana already knew she was going to accuse Godfrey once she was back on her feet, but what was she going to accuse him of exactly? That one she didn’t know. He’d formed a cult back on Earth but only in a city in New Zealand so far as she knew. He had uncovered another ancient artefact, but she had no idea what it was or what it did.  
 Though the pain had gone, Anastasia waited until Godfrey announced he was finished and offered his hand to help her up.  
 She took it, a voice in the back of her head suggesting, not for the first time, that she could use the sword to kill him and though it was treacherous and barbaric, it might be the thing that saved millions of human lives.  
 The chance went when Serena stepped in to guide her. Placing an arm around Anastasia’s shoulders, Godfrey’s mother aimed her back toward the angels’ settlement.  
 “Please, Anastasia, walk with me. I wish to express that there will be no judgment upon you, but we must know why you sought to steal our ancient texts.” 
 The arm around her shoulders met with resistance when Anastasia kept her feet firmly rooted to the spot.  
 “Are my friends your captives?” she asked, her question aimed at all the angels.  
 “Of course not,” replied Serena, a little too quickly. “Gabriel and Samuel must explain their actions, of course, but they are part of this community.” 
 “And Alex?” Anastasia snapped before Serena could say anything else. 
 “She is free to return to the mortal realm and would have already been taken there were it possible to open a portal between the realms.” 
 Ignoring her, Anastasia called to her friend, “Alex, why don’t you come and stand with me. I don’t think I’m returning with the angels this time.” 
 Serena reacted as though her face had been slapped.  
 “Oh, yes you are!” 
 Her reaction drew a smile to Anastasia’s face. “Ah, there it is, the true face of angel leadership.” She shifted her gaze from Serena to Godfrey. “Not quite so benevolent as you would have everyone believe, are you?” 
 Godfrey gave her a sorrowful look, as one might to a fool who failed to understand a basic premise.  
 “My dear child, you have perverted the nature of two members of our community, attacked our settlement with a demon, and brought a human, the first ever, into our home. Do you think it unreasonable that we demand an explanation.” 
 “No, I think an explanation is very much in order.” Anastasia hadn’t planned to do things this way, but things went her way so rarely she was used to acting off the cuff. “Please explain to everyone what your secret weapon in New Zealand is.” 
 A silent void hung heavy on the air. Behind Godfrey and Serena who were closest to Anastasia, the angels began to exchange glances.  
 “Come on,” she encouraged. “You set up a human cult, pretending to be Jesus so they would protect it and warn you if anyone ever came poking around. Of course, by then you had already removed it from their church and placed it somewhere else. It’s why you are unconcerned about your brother, isn’t it? It’s why you haven’t tried to take your father’s armour and weapons away from me too, no doubt. What does it do? I’m sure your brethren will be only too keen to hear how you will use it to beat the demons since they have all been asking that very question for … well, for ever now, I guess.” 
 Godfrey, his cool demeanour rarely anywhere but firmly affixed for all to see, was visibly seething.  
 A fleck of spittle appearing on his bottom lip, he barked, “You dare to question me?”  
 “I do, actually,” replied Anastasia, taking her turn to be the cool one. Her entire life she had always fought authority. She wasn’t entirely sure why, but if pushed to give an answer would have to plump for something like, ‘Because everyone she’d ever met in a position of authority was an idiot’, or possibly that ‘anyone who wants to be in charge should automatically be dismissed from consideration’.  
 “You are a mortal,” Godfrey spat. “You are a little girl. A speck. An insect over whom I will rule.” 
 Anastasia punched him full in the face and she did it with her prosthetic hand because although it would send a jolt up her stump and hurt like hell for hours, the prosthetic hand was made from carbon fibre and was a lot more solid than bones and flesh. What she hadn’t counted on was the armour to activate, the gauntlet over her left hand coming to life in the split second before the punch connected.  
 A collective gasp rose from the assembled angels, none having ever seen their leader challenged in such a way. The additional power delivered by magical armour lifted Godfrey from his feet, belting him over backward to land sprawling in the scrubby plants that coated the forest floor.  
 Breathing hard as adrenaline once again flooded her bloodstream, Anastasia drew her sword. This time there were cries of alarm from the angels and dozens of them formed sinfire in their hands.  
 Using the hellfire spindled inside her body, Ana powered up the sword, her ability to create a sustained stream turning the sword from a handy weapon into something that could kill Godfrey.  
 It wasn’t what she intended when she got up this morning. The notion that she might one day have to end Godfrey’s life little more than a passing thought at the back of her mind until that very point, but following his outburst and knowing he was hiding something devious and deadly enough to win the battle for dominion over Earth, she accepted her role for what it was.  
 Her powers made her utterly unique among all the creatures in either realm. Not stronger or faster or more powerful, but unique in that she was the only human in existence who could kill one of the immortals.  
 She was a god killer.  
 Godfrey, knocked flat by the punch, had bounced and needed a second to find his feet. Now he was getting up but rising from the ground was going to place him directly in the path of Anastasia’s thrust. Holding the sword in her right hand, she lunged forward, her left hand on the base of the pommel to give additional thrust.  
 Serena screamed something, her voice filling Anastasia’s ears before everything turned sideways.  
 For a moment it felt as though someone had switched off gravity. Ana couldn’t tell if her feet were on the ground or not. Her whole body seemed to have been disconnected from her brain. It lasted for a second, or so, just long enough for Ana to question if Serena had just hit her with something that was ending her life.  
 Was she dying? Was this what that felt like?  
 She changed her mind a moment later when the sludgy slow motion feeling vanished to be replaced by a rush of noise, lights, and vibration. Her vision blurred, dizziness invading her senses until her head slammed against something solid and her eyes registered dim sunlight.  
 Utterly confused, she blinked, trying to make sense of the changes. It was cooler now, and damp, a fine mist falling on her exposed skin. The hard thing her head struck turned out to be cobblestones. The sword was still in her right hand, a vicelike grip keeping it from being taken, not that anyone was trying to.  
 “Oh, dear, God,” moaned a familiar voice.  
 Anastasia swivelled around to confirm it was Alex and in so doing saw where she was.  
 She had only seen St Paul’s church in Auckland the one time and that was at night, but that was only a few hours ago and the memory was fresh in her mind. She was back there now, and so was Alex.  
 Pushing herself off the ground, Ana called out, “Alex, are you okay?” 
 “She’s fine,” groaned Gabriel. “She landed on me.” 
 “Oh, shut up.” Alex levered herself off the angel. “I’m not that heavy.” 
 Gabriel chose discretion rather than argue.  
 “I’m here too,” announced Samuel, wobbling into view while rubbing his head.  
 “And me.” The final voice belonged to Daniel, the demon only out of sight until then because he was behind Anastasia. “Anyone want to guess what happened?” 
 No one said anything because no one had to. They were back in the mortal realm at the exact point they last opened a portal. Not only that, the sun was rising and both angels and the demons were suffering no ill effects. Combine that with the inexplicable ability to endure close proximity to a church the previous evening and the uncomfortable fact that portals stopped working hours ago, there was only one conclusion to draw: The death curse had just failed.  






Chapter 36 

 The stampeding horde covered ground at an alarming rate. The leviathans, of which there were three, brought up the rear, but were made to go far faster than they liked through constant jabbing. They could do nothing to prevent their tormentors prodding them onwards, trumpeting their hatred to the skyborne supernaturals sending lightning and flame their way.  
 Katja continued to examine her ability to see inside the creatures. Now that she had done it once, and had an explanation for why she was so different from everyone else, she knew she could do it again.  
 The leviathans were the most destructive creatures in the horde, but the others would all kill and create havoc if loosed upon a city.  
 The SWATs were about to get a first hand look at exactly how bad that could be because they had found sufficient geographic markers to guide them to where the demons had their base. Spread out across a swathe of what would be southern England in the mortal realm, the demons inhabited plush homes in a wide area around Beelzebub’s castle.  
 That was where they were taking the horde and it was right ahead.  
 Sending a flash of lightning to spark under the back end of the rearmost leviathan Otto swung closer to Katja.  
 “Do you think you can kill them?” he asked, raising his voice to be heard above the wind.  
 Katja nodded solemnly. “I won’t know for sure until I try again, but I think so.” 
 Otto let her response give him calmness and confidence. He could not recall a day when his mood had been so up and down. From thinking they were going to win, to seeing Katja blasted from the sky and believing all was lost, to the euphoria of finding her alive again. They were stuck in the immortal realm while demons probably rampaged on Earth, but when the death curse fell and they were all fighting on a single, global battlefield, they would have the tools to win.  
 Much of it came in the form of a fourteen-year-old girl from Bremen in Germany, but despite how perilous and fragile that sounded, Otto told himself that it could be enough.  
 Beelzebub’s giant castle loomed before them, but just as the leading creatures at the head of the horde reached the outer fences, Otto felt his world go sideways.  
 His vision blurred, nausea threatened, and the next thing he knew he was hitting the ground. Convinced he must have been shot from the sky, he was startled to open his eyes and find he was in the SIA battle arena. All around him, hundreds upon hundreds of the SWATs were groaning and complaining. Some were throwing up which made his own nausea all the worse.  
 “Katja?” he called out her name, praying she would respond. He couldn’t see her, but she had to be here. She had to be! 
 “Over here!” she called out, a small arm held aloft to help him pinpoint her position.  
 Running feet and shouting voices stirred a defensive need until he saw it was just SIA operatives coming to their aid. Dozens of them appeared with first aid kits to tend the wounded. They brought food in the form of high protein bars and fruit, plus water and a promise of hot food to come.  
 Otto checked Katja was unharmed and left her with the Stevens sisters. Moving about the arena, Otto estimated most of a thousand of their number were now gathered in groups shaking off the effects of being yanked back to Earth without the benefit of a portal. The death curse had fallen, no one doubted it, and the ramifications of that needed to be explored.  
 The fighters needed time to regroup first, if that was possible, and he wanted to hear how the other teams had fared.  
 It struck him as strange that Ayla didn’t appear to see how the demon horde gambit had gone, but imagined she had to be busy if the demons were on earth.  






Chapter 37 

 Back in Budapest, Rebecca pushed power into her spell, aiming the air cushion down to lift her feet off the ground. Direction didn’t matter, the only aim was to get away.  
 Launching himself off the ground, Zachary bellowed with rage. He got a victorious grin in return, Rebecca giving herself a moment to relish beating the werewolf.  
 Consequently, she was looking the wrong way to see the trio of Budapest shifters dive off the roof above her head. They fell, arms and legs outstretched for a two count before slamming into the demon. Each grabbed a different part of her, their combined weight more than enough to overcome the power in her air spell.  
 Shocked, Rebecca’s eyes flared. She was being borne to the ground and could do nothing about it. Instinctively fighting to increase the power in her air spell, she missed the chance to employ hellfire to dislodge her attackers.  
 Zachary had no idea any of the shifters chose to follow him; his moment of defeat converted to victory in a heartbeat by their actions. Lifting his arms above his head to catch the demon, he was sure to plunge his claws into her chest as she fell onto him.  
 The shifters twisted their bodies in midair, angling around so they would land on their feet. All three landed smoothly in a circle around Zachary where he held Rebecca above his head still, his face inches from hers.  
 He wanted to relish the moment, but if he didn’t put her into a state of semi-death, she would start throwing hellfire and his shifter friends were too close to risk that happening.  
 There was something he wanted to say though before he ‘killed’ Rebecca, a name to be whispered to remind her why she needed to suffer. The word formed on his lips, but never made it any further.  
 The world shifted suddenly sideways, like the whole of reality was given a shunt. Zachary’s vision blurred and he could feel himself falling. He wanted to rage and cry, to shout that he wouldn’t be denied, but he could do none of those things. 
 His head hit the ground and he laid still, his breathing ragged and confused. He wasn’t out for long, and when he came to it was with a jolt of consciousness that demanded he move fast. Expecting to find Rebecca gone, Zac was startled to find her lying on the ground next to him.  
 Had she not just pulled some clever trick to knock him out? Wasn’t it her magic that rendered him momentarily unconscious?  
 A little bewildered, but savvy enough to know she was just as deadly now as ever, he raised an arm to restart the fight. His claws reached the apex, but there they stayed, his eyes deciphering what he could see.  
 The demon was struggling to breathe. The wounds in her chest were not healing and there was no unearthly glow coating her injuries where the death curse would otherwise be repairing the damage.  
 What was he seeing?  
 “What’s happening?” Rebecca stuttered and spluttered the words, trying to get them out through the blood in her throat. “Why am I so cold?” 
 Watching for any sign that she might try to form hellfire, Zachary lowered his arm. He didn’t know the answer for sure, but his gut told him there was only one explanation for what he now bore witness to: the death curse had failed. The strange, old magic making the demons immortal had fallen away and Rebecca was dying.  
 It answered one question at least: would demons still be immortal after the realms were united. Looking at the demon fighting for her last breaths, the answer had to be a resounding no.  
 Cupping her jaw, Zachary turned her face until her eyes were looking into his.  
 Forming the word clearly, he said, “Gitta.” 
 He thought there was a flash of understanding in the demon’s eyes, but it was gone a moment later, along with the light inside them. He checked her pulse to confirm it.  
 “Wait, did you just kill a demon?” asked Josef.   






Chapter 38 

 Dawn broke, heralding a new day. The city of Mumbai lay in ruin, the law enforcers who attempted to stop Beelzebub from raining down Armageddon were dead along with more than half the civilian population.  
 It was only the beginning.  
 The death curse had fallen, Beelzebub understood that he was mortal again. He could be injured and he could die, but it was as he expected. Over the centuries, much conjecture came and went as to what might be when the death curse fell. Beelzebub believed everything would return to as it had been. Why would it not? Why would they continue to be immortal now they were returned to Earth and what greater curse could there possibly be than to live forever? He was already tired of existing. It was only to fulfil his destiny and return his race to their rightful place that kept him going.  
 The war had to happen, the human stain poisoning the planet could not be allowed to continue, but when that was done, he longed for nothing more than peace. He would find a mate … maybe two or three, he considered, but he yearned to settle down and live the rest of his life without the need for constant conflict and challenge.  
 His followers would all be given territory where they could flourish and the humans, those who were left would live without the trivial need to worry about careers, deadlines, or profit. He was going to make it all so wonderful.  
 Once most of them were dead.  
 Around him stood more than a dozen demons, others had gravitated toward him when they realised they were not alone in being trapped in the city. Two were injured, their wounds coming as a shock to the rest of the group, but the injuries were far from life threatening and served as a stark reminder to think defensively from now on. Such a concept had long been forgotten; immortality will do that to a person.  
 It was time to gather his followers together. Their return to the Earth had not been as he hoped or intended, but he was not one for crying over ruined plans. The demons were the most powerful beings on the planet and now they got to show it. If they could figure out opening portals between two places on Earth, they would be utterly unstoppable.  
 There was a rally point just in case they got separated; Beelzebub was certain the demons would all make their way there. Enough of them would for sure, and then the conquest could begin earnestly.  






Chapter 39 

 Like everyone else in the immortal realm, the angels were yanked back to the last place they’d been on Earth. For Godfrey and Serena, it meant they landed in New Zealand, but not in the same location as Anastasia. They landed a few miles away, crashing disoriented like everyone else ripped from one reality to another with no warning.  
 In their case, they arrived in a safe place, a room they had been using for more than a century to travel back and forth. It was designated as his private quarters inside a plush building, erected in his honour not long after he first appeared to a man called Jeremiah Stanley. Jeremiah went on to become the first leader of the Order of Jesus the Almighty and Godfrey played the role of their religious icon to create a following he knew would pay dividends many years later.  
 That time was now. 
 Anastasia was right that he had a weapon. It was one his forefathers devised to be used only if the humans were to rise up against them ever. Like ants, the humans were plentiful, and their numbers gave them strength. It was deemed prudent to have a weapon to quell an uprising if they were ever to figure that out.  
 Getting it from the church proved simple enough, he simply sent some of his loyal human followers to collect it. There was no easy way to test it, not without accidentally killing all human life on the planet, for that was what it was designed to do, but he wanted to know that it still worked since he’d obviously never seen it in operation. 
 To his knowledge, it had never been used. 
 He planned to refine it, first to be used to wipe out the demons, then retuned to kill the humans though not all of them. Without the humans to worship them, what was the point? There was work to do; experimentation at the very least.  
 It was time to win the war. 
   
 The End 
 Don’t stop here! Keep scrolling to read Steve’s bestselling urban fantasy series that’s even better than this one! 
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 Mrs. Cambridge took very little time in getting to the task. In her hands, she held a plastic carrier bag from a national supermarket in which she had placed the blood-stained clothes found this morning. I pulled them out to inspect more closely, using a tool rather than my hands to avoid putting my DNA on them. 
 There was a black shirt and a pair of dress trousers like one might find with a dinner jacket. It was hard to make out, but the fabric of the shirt was definitely stained with something. I rubbed at the fabric just a little with the thumb of my white latex glove. It came away with a distinctive pink tinge. It was sufficient to convince me it was blood. I placed the bag on the floor by the front door to collect on our way back out and asked Mrs. Cambridge to show us to her grandson. She showed us the stairs which led down to the cellar and invited us to proceed.   
 I edged tentatively down the cellar stairs, not because I was concerned about the dark of course, but because I wanted to find Jim asleep or at least be able to catch him off guard.  If he was down there, he was being very quiet, and all the lights were off. Big Ben waited at the top of the stairs to turn on the lights upon my signal. I reached the last step. There was enough light coming from the stairwell to see the basic layout of the room, but little more than that. Mrs. Cambridge said his coffin - because of course he slept in a coffin - was against the far wall adjacent to the small window that used to let some natural light in. 
 I clicked my fingers and Big Ben hit the switch to bathe the basement in light. The room was a gothic temple to all things vampire. Jim clearly had little imagination and an account with ‘Vampires R Us’ because there were candles, black and red velvet, and occult looking silver artifacts adorning every surface. The floor was covered in rugs and furs, there was a large mahogany sideboard/altar-looking thing with dusty tomes arranged on top. There were also Buffy the Vampire Slayer comics though, so perhaps he wasn't completely committed to the ‘crypt look’ after all. 
 The coffin was exactly where Mrs. Cambridge had said it would be and there was a figure in it. I took all this in during the first second or so, by which time I was moving across the room and Jim was coming awake. 
 “Bwwwah?” said Jim, his hands gripping the sides of the coffin and his feet beginning to flail. The coffin was set a couple of feet off the floor on top of a structure sheathed in black velvet. The coffin looked high end to me, not that I had much experience when it came to coffins, but it was made from a shiny black material and looked expensive.  
 Jim was getting up, which is not what I wanted. I wanted him incapacitated or immobile while I asked him a few questions. I crossed the room in two paces, raising my hands to my sides to show they were empty. “Take it easy, big fella. I am a private investigator here at your grandmother’s request. I just want to ask you a few questions.” 
 “You dare to disturb me from my slumber?” He certainly got into character pretty quick. His voice was pitched somewhere between angry and disbelieving. “You will perish, foolish mortal. Be gone while you still can.” He was half sat in the coffin now with his hands gripping the sides. What I noticed though was that he didn't seem to want to get out and deal with me.  
 I crossed my arms and gave him my stoniest look. “Jim, tell me, do you really think you are a vampire? Or are you just being a moron?” Above me, I heard Big Ben snigger. 
 Jim was not tall, perhaps five feet eight inches or a little more. It was hard to tell with him in a coffin. He was also skinny as if the diet of blood was not very filling. I reminded myself that he was potentially guilty of several murders, but it was hard to imagine the brutal murders being carried out by the gimp in front of me.  He was wearing black drainpipe jeans, no socks, a black silk shirt open to the waist nearly, heavy eyeliner and black nail varnish on his fingers and toes. He also wore an abundance of silver jewellery. 
 “Not exactly Robert Pattinson, are you?” I was goading him unnecessarily.   
 “I will suck your soul out!” he screamed, rising from the coffin. I placed a firm hand on his chest and pushed him back down. 
 He swatted at me and then ducked his head to bite my forearm. I pulled my arm away, no telling what he might do, and bites are painful. “Behave now, Jim.” 
 “My name is Demedicus Solomon,” he interrupted me, his voice an angry growl. “Jim Butterworth was my useless, pathetic human form before I was transformed into a vampire.” He looked quite pissed off, but he didn’t attempt to get up. 
 My time in the army provided plenty of opportunities to learn when a person was going to fight and when they were not. A lot of chaps want to sound tough and threaten and make a lot of noise; their nervous energy manifests as general agitation causing the would-be protagonist to stay in motion, hands clenching, body vibrating. One soon learned that these types pose very little threat. The ones to watch were the calm ones; the ones that said very little, choosing to observe instead. My analogy was that of a sword being drawn: Drawing a sword makes very little noise, but means it is going to be used. The noisy man who simply rattles the sword in its scabbard has no intention of drawing it at all. Jim/Demedicus was just rattling his sword. But looking at his seventy-kilogram frame, I wasn’t sure he even had a sword. 
 I'm not much of a fighter myself; I’ve tried a lot of boxing and martial arts but found I didn’t have the temperament required to endure people hitting me. Constant effort at the gym, plus years of fight training, means that I look the part though, and I use this to my advantage when I need to. 
 “You are a vampire hunter? Come to destroy me in my crypt? I see the stake sticking out of your belt. You won’t find me easy to kill mortal.” 
 “Jim, I have no intention of causing you any harm and will be gone as soon as I can confirm that you are a true vampire…” His eyebrows lifted. “…and once I have answers regarding your supply of blood.” Jim seemed caught between anger at my intrusion, excitement that I believed he may be a vampire, and indecision about what to do next. 
 “Do you want to get out of the coffin and do this over a cup of tea?” Tea makes for a relaxing atmosphere, probably because it is such a normal activity, but my hope was that I could prove he was neither a vampire nor the crazed murderer and get out of there. 
 “Vampires don’t drink tea,” he stated snippily.  
 “How about a Bloody Mary?” Big Ben called down from the next floor. Clearly Big Ben was enjoying himself. 
 “Jim.” 
 “Demedicus,” he snapped again. 
 “Okay. Demedicus,” I relented, “My name is Tempest Michaels, my colleague upstairs with your grandmother is Ben Winters. I am going to invite him down now.” I made it a statement rather than a question - no need to invite his opinion. 
 “Ben, come on down. Demedicus is willing to let us test him to prove that he is a vampire.” Again, it was a statement - it is happening. 
 “What do these tests involve?” Demedicus asked, eyeing the stake in my belt once again. His eyes were bugging out a bit and he was starting to sweat. To my mind, the sweat had already proved that was not a vampire, but I proceeded to explain the tests anyway. 
 “Nothing that will harm you in any way, Demedicus. Your grandmother wants me to prove to her whether you are a vampire or not because she is concerned about you. As everyone knows vampires are part of the undead and therefore have no heartbeat, their body temperature is far below the human normal range, and they have no breath or reflection.” My years of studying Buffy, Charmed and True Blood was clearly put to good use. “My tests will merely confirm your status as positive or negative.” 
 His eyes were bugging out even further now and he was beginning to look quite unsettled. The prospect of having one’s ridiculous illusion exposed I assumed. 
 “I’m not happy about this,” he muttered. 
 Behind me, I could hear Big Ben coming down the stairs, but he clearly had someone else with him from the pattern of footfalls. I turned to see Big Ben arrive in the basement accompanied by Mrs. Cambridge. Mrs. Cambridge had a bible clutched to her breast and a crucifix in her left hand. 
 “I can’t allow you to do these tests,” stated Demedicus in what was a fairly authoritarian tone. “I am a vampire and won’t be subjected to ridicule by lesser mortals.” He was still sat in the coffin but appeared to have finally found some gumption. 
 “You do as you are told, foul hell beast,” spat Mrs. Cambridge. 
 Caught between Demedicus and Mrs. Cambridge, I found myself moving my head like I was watching tennis. “I thought Mrs. Cambridge had gone to her neighbour, Ben,” I pointed out with a degree of exasperation. 
 Mrs. Cambridge then clearly decided that progress was not being made fast enough and despite her advancing years, she grabbed the stake sticking out of Big Ben's belt and launched herself across the room at her grandson. 
 Big Ben and I both lunged at her, catching a shoulder each. She twisted and kicked, wailing that the hellspawn had to be destroyed. 

Where do these people come from? 

 Big Ben and I had to hold on for dear life, despite each of us weighing twice as much as her. Demedicus meanwhile had pulled a mobile phone from somewhere and had already connected to someone. 
 “Obsidian? Obsidian, you must help me. There are people in my crypt trying to kill me,” he was yelling into the phone. I assumed that Obsidian was another vampire-wannabe. Do vampires have friends? I could remember Buffy and Faith taking out nests of vampires, so I suppose they cohabit or something. “It’s my grandmother and friggin’ Van Helsing man. Get over here!” There was a pause while whoever was on the other end spoke. “Don’t give me the daylight rubbish, man. Get over here. Get everyone and help me out before they put a stake through my chest!” his voice was a desperate squeak. 
 Big Ben and I had finally subdued Mrs. Cambridge and had settled her onto a chair next to the stairs without popping her hip completely. “You must kill the beast while the sun shines,” she ranted. “They are weakest then. If you won’t do it, then I will. Just hold him for me.” She was full on bonkers at this point, eyes fixed firmly on her grandson. This was getting way out of hand. I needed to calm her down, grab the blood-stained clothes and leave before it got any crazier.  
 Big Ben was the next to move though. “Vampires burn in sunlight, right? So, let's prove dummy here is not a vampire and then maybe we can move on.” With that, he crossed the room, flipped the handle on the small window to the outside world and flung it open. The window had been painted black on the inside, but now natural sunlight was flooding the room. 
 “AArrrrgghh!” screamed Demedicus. “Arrrrggh! I’m burning.” He was sort of dancing around a bit, flapping at his face. Then he grabbed at the velvet sheet under the coffin, gripped it with both hands and yanked it out from under the coffin which flipped over and crashed onto the floor sending up a fog of dust. He then threw the sheet over his head to keep the sun off, not that I was buying into the charade.  
 Mrs. Cambridge jumped back up. Actually jumped! “See! I told you he was a vampire. Kill him now!” She came at Demedicus again. Big Ben and I both moved to intercept her, which left Demedicus with a direct path up the stairs and out of the room. And that's exactly where he went. Still screaming and cursing, he ran, flailing the velvet behind him like a cape; but a cape wrapped around his head, in a position which must have affected his vision because an almighty thump swiftly followed. 
 Now what? Neither my time in the army nor private investigation training had prepared me for situations such as this. It was all getting quite ridiculous.  
 “I'll go see to vampire boy, you take care of Mrs. Cambridge,” I yelled at Big Ben as I headed for the stairs. “Mrs. Cambridge?” I called to get her attention. “Mrs. Cambridge, I want no more crazy vampire talk and attempts to kill your grandson.” I thought it necessary to put this point across in unambiguous terms before she went ahead and stabbed him with something. 
 “Jim is no more vampire than I, which should be perfectly obvious to anyone. You must calm down so that Ben and I can ask him a few questions.” I headed up the stairs to the living room where I could hear Jim/Demedicus groaning and moving about. Sure enough, Jim was on the floor in the living room. He appeared to have run headfirst into one of the oak joists supporting the upper story of the house. There was a cut to his head and blood leaking out of his hairline and down across his forehead. The oak joist would have been an odd feature in a modern house but seemed perfectly at home in the middle of the room in this quaint little cottage. Jim had clearly forgotten its location in his haste. 
 I knelt and gently removed the velvet sheet from his semi-inert form. His skin, now exposed to daylight, was not crisping or bursting into flames, which seemed conclusive enough proof to me of his mortality.  
 “Let’s get you up and into a chair, shall we?”  

Please let me get this over with and get out of here with no further madness. 

 Jim was conscious, perhaps a little dazed, but he accepted my hand and let me help him up and into one of the chintz-covered armchairs. As he was settling back into the chair, Big Ben appeared at the top of the stairs leading up from the basement. 
 “Mrs. Cambridge promises to behave now. Wow, what did you do to him?” Big Ben asked as he saw the blood now dripping down Jim's face. 
 “I didn’t do anything. The thump we heard was Jim running blindly into the oak joist over there,” I replied, motioning with my head. Down on one knee I checked what was a convincing wound on Jim’s head. The skin over the scalp is thin and has a great supply of blood, so even a small cut will bleed profusely. This was not a small cut.  
 “Mrs. Cambridge promises to behave if I let her come back upstairs,” Big Ben repeated his previous sentence. “She looks a little exhausted from all the excitement actually, I doubt she will give us any more bother.” 
 “I sure hope so.” 
 “First-aid kit?” Big Ben asked. 
 “There is one in the car,” I advised, then turned my attention to the old lady. “Mrs. Cambridge?” 
 “Yes, dear?” She had taken a seat by her small dining table and although she was still eyeing Jim suspiciously, she appeared to have calmed down and did indeed look quite exhausted.   
 “Mrs. Cambridge, my associate is going to pop out to my car to fetch a first-aid kit. Jim has a nasty cut to his head and may need treatment at A&E. First, though, I need to do what I can to stem the bleeding. Can I expect any more trouble from you? You will observe, I hope, that Jim is now in daylight and has not burst into flames. Furthermore, the presence of blood should convince you that he is not a vampire since vampires have no heartbeat and therefore don’t bleed.” I had stepped slightly to the side so that she could see Jim bleeding and not burning. 
 “Yes, dear. Sorry about before. I’m not sure what came over me. Are you alright, Jim?” 
 “Demedicus,” he slurred quietly, still not quite ready to let his fantasy go. 
 Big Ben had been bent over next to me examining the inch long cut to Jim's head. He stood up now though and moved to the door to get the first aid kit. My back was to the door, but I sensed it opening as light flooded into the room. Big Ben gasped quite audibly; a noise of inrushing breath followed by the sound of the door being slammed shut. 
 “Tempest, we have a problem,” he squeaked. I looked up to see him bracing the door with his body. Back to the door, feet planted firmly on the wooden floor. “There’s, like, fifty morons dressed as vampires outside, man.” His eyes were showing way too much white for my liking. 
 Before I could get off my knees and ask him any further questions, faces started appearing at the windows. The faces each wore too much eye makeup. One had a bleached flat top haircut, another wore his hair in black spikes, yet another was a girl with black lips and a dozen facial piercings. I scanned the room, it had four windows positioned on two different sides. At each window, I could see more faces appearing so that now they were several deep in places. They were cupping their hands to the side of their faces like people do when they are looking into somewhere dark and need to shut out as much peripheral light as possible. 
 “They’ve got Demedicus!” I heard one of them say. “He’s friggin’ bleedin’ man!” 

Oh, nuts!

 The call to Obsidian that Jim made downstairs. I had totally forgotten the call for help. 
 Big Ben had bolted the door and was looking out the small window above it now. “There's more arriving, Tempest. A whole bunch of them just got out a van. This is not cool. I can’t be murdered by a bunch of vampire-wannabe losers. I'm supposed to die underneath a pile of dirty women while celebrating my ninetieth birthday. I promised myself I would.” Big Ben was looking genuinely nervous, which in turn was beginning to affect my efforts to stay calm. 
 I reminded myself that this was not my first time in an uncomfortable situation. Not my first time trapped in a building with hostiles outside for that matter. Panicking gets you nowhere. The only thing you can do is breath and focus. I did a mental checklist: Have we secured the premises? And that was as far as my mental checklist got because I heard the back-door open.  
 Big Ben and I reacted together, or rather we failed to react, but we did that together. For a heartbeat, we just stood looking at each other, but then the spell was broken as vampire-wannabes began to stream in through the door from the kitchen to the rest of the house. Leading the bunch was a hefty, hairy man with black hair and a beard, wearing a full-length, black, leather coat he could have stolen from Morpheus in the matrix. He had kept with convention and was wearing a ton of black eyeliner, probably mascara too, and a plethora of silver rings and chains. Obsidian perhaps? Let’s call him ‘Vampire-wannabe number one’ for now. 

‘Vampire-wannabe number one’ was running. It took nanoseconds from the time he rounded the door to the time he was into the room and moving towards me. He was a lot bigger than me and had a face that meant business. 
 My adrenalin spiked instantly and since flight was not an option, I adjusted my stance for fighting. I had fought big guys before, although I don't make a habit of it and try to avoid fighting altogether if I can. When they rush you, it is easy to convert their momentum and throw them. This was my intention, but I never got the chance because Mrs. Cambridge punched him in the nuts. 
 Just like that. 
 She didn’t even get out of her chair, she just flung out a fist at his crotch as he drew level with her. He folded up mid-run and crashed to the wooden floor at my feet. Behind him, a small sea of advancing vampire-wannabes screeched to a confused halt. In front of them, Mrs. Cambridge got to a wobbly, standing position from where she had been sitting in silence during the few seconds that all this had been playing out. 
 “Now just you stop all this,” she commanded, her voice that of a grandmother admonishing some unruly children. “I have had quite enough nonsense for one day already.” 
 In the doorway that came from the back of the house into the living room, were rows of vampire-wannabes. Those at the front looked like they wanted to be elsewhere and were being shoved forward by those behind that could not see. From somewhere in the crowd came a voice that still felt they had a purpose here. “We came to rescue Demedicus from those vampire hunters,” he said, aiming for forthrightness and not quite making it. 
 The faces I could see had all been focused on Mrs. Cambridge, but, as if remembering why they were invading someone else's property, they now looked across at me as one mass. What they saw was Big Ben and I still poised for fighting, wearing Kevlar and combat boots. Behind and to our side were their fellow vampire-wannabes still pressing their faces to the window and probably trampling Mrs. Cambridge's geraniums. Just next to me was Demedicus still covered in blood and looking dazed. 

Not good. 

 Crowds are stupid. It was something I had learned long ago in Bosnia, but back then a short warning burst from the gun mounted on my armoured vehicle would get their attention and split them up pretty quick. I did not have that option here.  
 “Ben?” I enquired. 
 “Yeah?” he answered. 
 “Just checking.” Time to try talking my way out of this. I dropped my ready-to-fight stance, straightened myself and attempted to combine a look of relaxed and non-threatening with absolute authority. 
  “Assembled vampires…” (might as well play along with them and try not to upset them any further) “…my name is Tempest Michaels, and I am investigating the recent spate of murders associated with vampirism. It was reported that this man,” I pointed to Demedicus, “may be able to assist with my enquiries. His injuries are self-inflicted and not of our doing. We intend him no harm, but now that he is injured, my priority is to tend to him before continuing any line of questioning. I ask you to go about your business, but to elect one member of your party to remain here to aid Demedicus and to report back to the collective.” I didn't actually want any of them staying here, but this was my best shot at calming the situation and getting them dispersed. 
 The sea of faces was all fixed on me and no one was saying anything.  
 “It’s a hive,” came a voice from somewhere near the kitchen door. 
 “What?” I found myself forced to ask. 
 “A group of vampires. It’s not a collective, it’s a hive,” the voice advised. 
 “No, it's not, you plonker,” argued another voice. “It's a nest.” 
 “What? Whoever heard of a nest of vampires,' asked the first voice again. In the gloomy room, I could not make out which of them were speaking, but the heads were turning away from me and towards each other as the subject came under greater scrutiny. 
 “In Buffy the Vampire Slayer, episode seven of series four, Faith tells Buffy that she has found a nest and they proceed to clean it out. It's a nest,” returned the second voice, who I could now pinpoint as a scrawny, ginger vampire-wannabe with glasses, and what looked like a Count from Sesame Street doll sticking out of a coat pocket. 
 “Joss Whedon's ridiculous view of vampires as aggrandising master villains with plans for world domination was an insult to us all. How can you respect yourself in this company if you look to him for reference?” The new voice was from a large woman, well probably a woman, but kind of hard to tell really. She/he had purple lips and eyes, crazy black and purple hair and stood a foot taller than most of the other vampires around her/him. “All the greats say it is a hive of vampires and I shall give a lecture on this subject at next week's meeting.” 
 The discussion was quickly turning to a fight between the vampires, and I wanted to leave. It was not that I was scared necessarily, although I recognised the potential danger in my current situation, it was more that the only fight you really win is the one you don’t have. The army teaches you a lot of things when you join up and there is an inevitable change to your personal characteristics, but it took me a while to realise some of the changes the experience had made to my personality. How can I explain this adequately? If you cast your mind back to school, there was probably one kid in your class whose first reaction to any situation was to just thump someone. Generally, people have a natural resistance to harming other people; they need to be wound up or motivated to break social boundaries and strike out. The army removes that natural resistance, so that like a sociopath, the need to factor in the other person's emotions and concerns is not present. At some point many years ago I saw the truth of this and recognised that I was quite able to switch from well-mannered and polite to aggressively deadly with little thought involved. Nevertheless, I would rather avoid thumping anyone today. 
 I looked down at Demedicus, who just shrugged up at me.  He was still sat in the chair holding a rag to his head. He still looked deathly pale and was still leaking blood. I was not going to get any answers here. 
 “Mrs. Cambridge, I think it best if we take Jim to hospital. The cut to his head is quite deep and will need stitches. Would you like to come with us?” I wanted to get the hell out of there before any more trouble started and I wanted to isolate Jim as the ever-more-unlikely murderer. 
 Big Ben was hovering near the door. “Time to go?” he asked. 
 “Yup. I think it best, but watch for the idiots outside.” I turned to Demedicus and gave him a hand up. He got shakily to his feet and with my arm around him for support, we moved to the door. 
 “Coming, Mrs. Cambridge?” I asked back over my shoulder. We were at the front door and ready to leave. I needed her because the blood-soaked clothes had been moved and I wanted to take them with me. I suspected it would lead to nothing, but I knew I would forever regret not checking if I failed to follow up what might stop a killer. “We really need to go, Mrs. Cambridge,” I called again. 
 “You go ahead, love. I need to get this lot out of my house and tidy up the mess.” Mrs. Cambridge looked royally upset about the house invasion and very ready to grab a broom to start whacking people. I elected to get Demedicus out of the house and off to hospital with Big Ben. Then I would come back for the blood-stained clothes and help Mrs. Cambridge disperse the crowd. This was partly out of a sense of duty to little old ladies everywhere, even those that could put a big man down with one punch, and partly because I was now getting concerned about negative publicity. How long before the cops turned up? Or the press got hold of the story? 
 “Ben get the door. We get Demedicus to the car and you get him to A&E while I clear up this mess, mate. Sound good?” 
 “Any plan that gets me out of here will be good enough.” Big Ben opened the door and went out but following close behind with Demedicus propped against me, it all went to hell again. 
 The vampire-wannabes waiting outside had not been waiting patiently it seemed. As I stepped over the front doorstep, Big Ben disappeared under a pile of them as they all rugby tackled him as one. I hardly had time to register this and react before Demedicus was ripped from my grasp and I too felt hands grabbing me. 
 Anyone who has ever been in a fight knows that it is probably going to end up on the ground within a few seconds if the first flurry of blows does not end it. It is not a comfortable place to be, but there are advantages to it. The weight of my attackers bore me to the concrete, but I turned as I fell to get my back against the ground and thus my limbs available for striking out.  It was a sea of black all around me and any number of ineffective blows were landing on my skull, arms, and legs while I protected my face and waited a few seconds for an opening. It was hard to see where one person ended and the next began, but then I spotted a nose and whipped out my right leg. It connected just under the target, and I drove my leg hard off the solid surface beneath me. Suddenly daylight streamed in where the now departed vampire-wannabe had left a hole and I caught a foot that was trying to kick my ribs. The blow hurt but I was now able to angle my body and punch the attacker in his stationary groin. 
 Then the sweet sound of police sirens filled the air and as heads went up. I sent a stiff hand into the throat of the now doubled-over, sore-groined vampire-wannabe whose foot I still held. 
 I glanced over to see Big Ben's feet poking out from between someone else's legs. As the police neared, the hands clutching me let go and I was able to stand up and take in the scene. Demedicus was sitting on the garden wall accompanied by two female vampires, one of them cut quite an attractive figure in her tight leather trousers, but he seemed to be okay if a little pale still. His head was covered in blood from the head wound and it had run down over his face and onto his clothes. Big Ben was also getting up, so he was okay. I doubted his attackers were feeling too clever though. All around him were injured people, people holding themselves, people bleeding, people tending to someone else who was probably bleeding, and they were all dressed as vampires. I had a fleeting premonition that I was not going to get a great deal done today. 
 A police car screeched to a halt in front of the property, and I could hear more coming. First out of the car was PC Thinks-he’s-funny from yesterday morning at the river. Out of the driver's side emerged PC Hotstuff. Both PCs looked nervous as if expecting trouble and prepared to deal with it. They had their hands on their batons and were ready for action. The fight was over though, the danger gone. I stepped forward to speak with them but was immediately jostled by ‘Vampire-wannabe number one’, as he tried to get to the police first. I guess his nuts had recovered. Perhaps this was a shrewd move on his part - point out the perpetrators and lay the blame early. I wondered if he would turn out to be Obsidian - the man Demedicus had called. 
 We were in a tiny front yard laid to lawn with a few rose bushes now bereft of flowers in the mid-Autumn. To beat Obsidian to it, I would have to trample the flowers which seemed unfair, and I had faith that the truth would be revealed by Mrs. Cambridge soon enough. I let him crack on. 
 PC Thinks-he’s-funny
spoke first though, possibly giving Obsidian no chance to voice his side of the story. “Nobody move. Especially you, Mulder!” (Still funny then). He took a few steps to his right, never taking his eyes off the people in front of him. “You lot, move around to the front of the house.” I guess he had seen more of the vampire-wannabes lurking at the side of the property which was confirmed when they began trudging around to the front as instructed. Clearly not all of them though, as he yelled after someone that had elected to hop the fence and head for freedom. PC Thinks-he’s-funny
leaned his head down into the radio pinned to his lapel, spoke with someone else and the lead police car coming down the hill towards us swept straight past the property to head off anyone fleeing the scene.  I doubted it would be too difficult to spot them given the outfits being worn. 
 Two more police cars pulled up, the rearmost containing a Chief Inspector going by my limited knowledge of insignia. He stood up and turned to face us, putting his hat on as he did so. 
 The rest of the morning turned out to be distinctly boring.  An ambulance arrived to take Jim away. Before leaving with him, the medic on board treated several minor injuries, mostly cuts, and bruises from the scuffle. Big Ben and I were handcuffed and left sitting on the garden wall for more than an hour while the Chief Inspector spoke with Mrs. Cambridge and several of the vampire wannabes.  
 PC Hotstuff had taken preliminary statements from us as we were handcuffed, which had at least given me a chance to explain that we had reacted to a request for our presence and that neither the property damage, if there was any, nor any of the injuries sustained, were our fault. My statement was received with little emotion until I got the part where Mrs. Cambridge believed she had blood-soaked clothes that could tangibly make Jim the serial killer. At that point, she had hustled off to find the Chief Inspector, leaving us with PC Thinks-he’s-funny. Then there was much radio squawking and in less than fifteen minutes two more police cars arrived on the scene followed by vans with SOCO looking chaps and cases full of equipment for gathering evidence. 
 It was not an easy task to check my watch with my hands cuffed behind my back, but I always felt more balanced if I knew the time. I stretched my arms as far to the left as possible, hooked my right hand upwards to snag my sleeve and wriggled to get a look at my watch: 1143hrs. Nearly three hours had passed since we arrived, so my thoughts were turning to lunch and to what my dogs might be doing. They would have happily spent the morning asleep but would need to go out soon. 
 “What do you think will happen next?” Big Ben asked me.  
 “You will be taken downtown and spend a night in the cells while we try to work out why you started a riot in a peaceful village on a Saturday morning,” PC Thinks-he’s-funny
offered. I really didn't like him. “You need to learn to leave investigative work to the professionals and take up something you are better suited to.” 
 “What are you doing, PC Hardacre?” Ah, the voice of tranquillity and reason. At least I hoped it was. PC Hotstuff was speaking from behind us as she left the house and walked down the garden path. “A word, if you please.” She came into view as she left the garden, motioned to PC Thinks-he’s-funny and continued to the other side of the road. 
 I wanted to say, “Run along now,” but it seemed too juvenile and unnecessary. I let him go without a look in his direction. 
 “Is it me or is he quite difficult to like?” I asked Big Ben. 
 “Tempest, my friend, he is a practicing dickbag and should be ass-banged to death in public by donkeys.” Goodness. Not much grey area there. Big Ben had little tolerance for people he didn't like. 
 Across the road there appeared to be an exchange which looked less than friendly. I could not hear it, but it looked like PC Hotstuff was berating PC Thinks-he’s-funny. I liked her even more, although I doubted she was doing it for me. She finished speaking and left him across the street as she came back to us. As she approached, I tried hard to focus on ignoring the voice in my pants and his ideas about handcuffs and police uniforms.   
 “It seems your story checks out. The Chief Inspector wants a word, but I expect you will be released soon.” 
 “Any chance we can have our handcuffs removed?” she turned to look at Big Ben who flashed her his most winning smile. Usually, the smile is enough to get him into a girl's pants, but he must have suffered a misfire or something because it had no effect at all. Her face registered no emotion, but she shifted her focus to look behind him just as we heard male voices exiting the building.   
 “PC Harper you can release them.” PC Harper then, not Hotstuff, but perhaps my name was more apt. My guess was that the voice came from the Chief Inspector which was confirmed when I turned my head to look. Big Ben and I stood and turned so that our handcuffs could be removed. “Gentlemen, you have had a busy morning,” the Chief Inspector said. 
 “Not really,” said Big Ben. “We have been sat on this wall for most of it.” Probably not the time for annoying the nice Chief Inspector but too late now.   
 He seemed not to notice the comment though as he introduced himself: “I am Chief Inspector Quinn.” Chief Inspector Quinn was a shade over six feet tall and modestly built, like a triathlete perhaps. I judged that he had been born locally given his accent. I guessed his age as early forties, but perhaps older given that he appeared to look after himself. There was a small scar on his nose that probably had an interesting story but could have been from a childhood accident and he had the air of patient authority that senior public officials must develop in order to survive. “You are being released, but you may be called for questioning later so don't leave the area. You have not committed a crime, but what you should have done is called the police.” Inspector Quinn was displeased clearly, and his voice had an angry tremble at the back of it that I felt he was doing well to suppress. “The suspect has a head wound that may complicate the investigation and you have contaminated the building, which may have contained key evidence. Thanks to you there are dozens of additional fingerprints that we now need to catalogue and eliminate. Mrs. Cambridge appears none the worse for her eventful morning; a tough old bird that one, but I want to make this completely clear - I don’t like what you do. You strike me as charlatans with all your paranormal nonsense. Stay away from this case, or I may find the time to investigate your business. I believe I will enjoy that more than you will.” 
 He was stood directly in front of me, speaking directly at me and giving additional emphasis with his eyes to show me that he meant it. This was a bust. I would not get paid for responding to Mrs. Cambridge's request, nor would I get near Jim again. If he was guilty, which to be fair seemed unlikely, I would not be involved or credited. 
 “Very well, Chief Inspector. Are we free to go?” 
 “Yes, Mr. Michaels.” There was no point in trying to get in the last word.  He was wrong about me, about my motives and about my business, but I would only be able to prove that with actions. 
 “Let’s grab our gear and get out of here, Ben.”  I hated being on the losing end. Who does? I was going to be in a crappy mood for a while, but just as I turned to go, PC Hotstuff winked at me and gave me just a little smile. It was fleeting, but I didn’t imagine it. I paused to see if there was more, but she turned her head away to speak with a colleague and was already walking away. 
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