
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Ace Books by J. C. Nelson

			Free Agent

			Specials

			Soul Ink

		

	
		
			Soul Ink

			J. C. Nelson

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			
			THE BERKLEY PUBLISHING GROUP

			Published by the Penguin Group

			Penguin Group (USA) LLC

			375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014

			[image: ]

			USA • Canada • UK • Ireland • Australia • New Zealand • India • South Africa • China

			penguin.com

			A Penguin Random House Company

			SOUL INK

			An Ace Book / published by arrangement with the author

			Copyright © 2015 by Jason Nelson.

			Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

			Ace Books are published by The Berkley Publishing Group.

			ACE and the “A” design are trademarks of Penguin Group (USA) LLC.

			For information, address: The Berkley Publishing Group,

			a division of Penguin Group (USA) LLC,

			375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.

			Ace Special ISBN: 978-0-698-19211-9

			PUBLISHING HISTORY

			Ace Special edition / January 2015

			Cover art: Empty street at night © Nejron Photo / Shutterstock; Brunette girl with gun © S-lama/Shutterstock.

			Cover design by Danielle Abbiate.

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

		

	








Version_1


		Contents

			Ace Books by J. C. Nelson

			Title Page

			Copyright

			Chapter One

			Chapter Two

			Chapter Three

			Chapter Four

			Chapter Five

			Chapter Six

			Chapter Seven

			Chapter Eight

			Chapter Nine

			Chapter Ten

			Chapter Eleven

			Chapter Twelve

			About the Author


	
		
			One

			It turns out the Fairy Godfather was right; there is in fact a mathematical formula for the likelihood of getting a tattoo. You can basically take age in years under thirty, multiply it by number of shots of dwarven liquor in one night, and divide by proximity to a tattoo parlor. At two shots and twenty paces, I was doomed the moment I walked out of the bar.

			I’m not entirely clear what happened to Monday. I recall collapsing into bed on what was technically Sunday, and the next thing I knew, a woman was sitting next to me, screaming, “Marissa, wake up.”

			I covered my ears, scrunched up my eyes, and tried to make the world stop spinning.

			“Marissa.” Now she hissed like a snake, or at least my brain claimed she did. She halted the hissing and switched to shining a fifty-billion-watt spotlight into my eyes. “I know the rule about not opening your bedroom door, but I was worried when you didn’t show up for work.”

			I felt in my mouth to try to dig out the cotton balls and found only my tongue, easily the size of a whale. “Stop shouting.”

			The aforementioned shouting voice belonged to Ari. Arianna Thromson, my full-time best friend and part-time assistant. Ari walked to the door and clicked on the light, stabbing my eyeballs with sixty watts of blinding light. “It smells like death in here. Oh, sweet Kingdom, what happened in the trash can?”

			“Couldn’t make it to the toilet.” I sat up, watching the world ripple in waves.

			Ari wrapped a pink scarf over her nose and mouth, mercifully muffling her voice. “And the cat bed?”

			I slumped back over. “Couldn’t make it to the trash can.”

			“Get in the shower, or else.” Ari pointed to my bathroom, her arms crossed. Her strawberry blond hair hung to her shoulders in tight curls. The white outfit she wore only served to make her freckles stand out that much more.

			I considered her threat. “Or what? You’ll dump cold water on me?”

			“Lighter fluid, Marissa. If I were going to guess, it’d be the only thing that could remove that smell. If you want to try soap and water first, that’s your call.” She grabbed me by the arm and shrieked. “What happened to your wrist?”

			I looked down at the huge purple bruise that flared out, blue and red at the edges, fading to green and yellow. “Don’t know. Shower.”

			Ari left and came back wearing my kitchen gloves and carrying an empty box marked “priority mail” that I’d stolen just because the sign said not to. “I’m going to dispose of these the responsible way.” She lowered the cat bed and trash bag into the box.

			“Don’t flush while I’m showering.” I stood, testing to see if, in fact, my feet were still attached to my legs.

			“Flush? I said responsible. I’m going to have it incinerated and the ashes buried in the desert in a lead-lined coffin. What were you drinking?” Ari might have been actually shouting.

			I stumbled into the shower, trying to recall everything in the bar that night. A few minutes or hours later, I emerged, damper, redder, and hopefully less smelly. When I made it out to the living room, Ari handed me a pair of sunglasses and a set of earmuffs. “You’re a day late for work. Grimm is ticked.”

			Grimm. The Fairy Godfather. Occasional boss, sometime partner, full-time scrooge. He’d avoided me in the bathroom mirror (I did not appreciate being peeked on), but no doubt he’d be watching from anything shiny enough to hold a reflection. It was his agency Ari and I worked at; though since I made partner, I supposed at least part of it was mine.

			“Grimm, come on out to play.” I figured it was now or later. Might as well be now.

			He appeared in the mirror above the fireplace, glaring at me over black-rimmed glasses. As always, his charcoal silk suit appeared flawlessly pressed. Only his eyes gave away anger or concern. “My dear, while you are welcome to personal days, I would appreciate being notified. What’s the point of owning a magic bracelet or a cell phone if you can’t be bothered to use either?”

			I sat down at my bar and poured a bowl of cereal. “Sorry. I was celebrating, and I’m fairly certain someone spiked my punch.”

			Grimm sighed. “I already checked the auguries, Marissa. None of your drinks were tampered with. What have I told you about dwarven liquor? I don’t want to have to arrange a liver transplant before you are thirty.”

			“She got into a fight with something.” Ari walked over and grabbed my arm, waving it for me. “Check this out.”

			Grimm’s eyes narrowed, and he faded away.

			“Hurry up. We’ve got to get into the Agency.” Ari handed me a spoon and a carton of milk.

			I poured, and clumps of milk fell out, settling on top of the cereal like vanilla pudding. Ari and I had worked a lot of late nights in the past few weeks. I might have forgotten to check dates. “Let me finish my yogurt.”

			“Marissa, we need to talk.” Grimm spoke from the metal spoon, completely ruining my ability to eat with it. “What have I told you about drawing on yourself in permanent marker?” He switched to the mirror and looked at Ari. “Arianna, it is a tattoo. Indicative of a brain injury, perhaps, but not a physical one. I’ll see you two when you get in.”

			•   •   •

			After what had to be the longest bus ride in history, featuring the largest number of noisy, smelly freaks ever assembled on the transit system, we finally arrived at work: the Agency, a twenty-story building, of which three floors belonged solely to Bastard Grimm, the Fairy Godfather, and one floor mostly belonged to me. I went in through the front door, pushing through a crowd of people begging, crying, and pleading with our receptionist.

			That would be Rosa, a Hispanic woman I believe came with the building when we leased it. My standard advice to folks was that if they needed a miracle, go to St. Patrick’s Cathedral on Fifth Avenue. Pat answered prayers more often than Rosa, and he didn’t taser those who got out of line.

			“Morning, Rosa.” I nodded to her.

			She mumbled back, a phrase that according to her meant “Good morning.” For Christmas, my boyfriend bought me Spanish lessons, which, while not great, taught me enough to know what she said involved my parents, a dairy cow, and a sexual act. For Rosa, that bordered on friendly.

			“I’m getting a wish, even if I have to kill someone.” A man’s voice. A large, heavy man, judging from the tone. An ignorant man. He strode through the lobby looking like he drank fresh-squeezed testosterone for breakfast with his three-dozen-egg omelet. He stood more than six feet tall, with golden stubble on his head and chin.

			“No wishes. Fill it out.” Rosa handed him a clipboard and pen, despite the fact that it looked like a toothpick in his hands.

			“I need it now.” The man lowered his voice, staring down at Rosa.

			Rosa, from my experience, had her fear, compassion, sense of humor, and dignity surgically removed as a child. In fact, I believed that she’d gone in for an appendectomy and come out with eighteen anuses. It was the only possible explanation for the sheer amount of crap she gave me. She stared right back. “No wishes.”

			The man flexed his arms. When he did, it looked like a boa constrictor coiling as muscles that you’d normally see only on a skinless cadaver rippled and slid. “I’ll kill someone to get a wish.”

			Rosa glanced over in my direction and grinned. “Start with her.”

			Like a mountain of flesh, he turned toward me, sending the crowd behind me skittering for the corners.

			My head ached. My skin ached, and even the whispers of the crowd still sounded like the end zone section at a New York Giants game. “Pick a fight in here, and the only thing you’ll get granted is a death wish. Take a number, sit down, we’ll get to you when we get to you.” I put my hands on my hips, wondering what was taking Ari so long. As soon as the man turned his back, Rosa would hit him with the stun gun.

			Or not. Rosa sat at her desk, entering a form and completely ignoring me.

			Mighty Beefcake Man leaned over, his oily skin shining under the fluorescent lights. “Little girl, get out of my way. Be nice, and I’ll give you my phone number.”

			If I could stand on the pile of mistakes in that statement, I’d be taller than him. “I’m a woman. Twenty-six. I have a boyfriend, and if you are lucky, he isn’t in the office today. Going to be hard to tone those glutes if he rips them off you. Be polite, or I’ll tattoo your prisoner number on your forehead before I drop you off at the police station.” I had to look up at him, but it wasn’t in my nature to back down.

			He swatted at me, meaning to push me away, I’m sure. That would have worked if it weren’t for the last eight years I’d spent practicing self-defense. Five foot eight doesn’t scare anyone, so I tended to let my actions speak. In this case, my action was stepping just out of the way, pulling on the arm he swatted at me with, and delivering a blow straight to his solar plexus.

			The mountain of man went flying back, crushing terrified bystanders and smashing into the wall. A shooting pain burst from my arm, leaving me barely able to stand, as the office doors exploded.

			“Marissa!” Ari came out, a dog-control pole in her hands. She marched past me, looping it over the man’s head, and wrangling him over. “Are you okay?”

			“Broken,” the man gasped.

			“Not you, idiot.” She looked back at me. “M? What did you do?”

			I held on to my arm until the pain passed and I could breathe. “Just punched him.”

			Ari gave Rosa a glare, then handed the dog pole to one of our contractors. “Walk him out to the curb. The police will pick him up shortly.” She looked back at me, then her eyes went wide. “M, come on.”

			Through the staff door and down the hall she dragged me, straight to Grimm’s office. He’s not there. Well, really, he’s not anywhere, but his office held a desk with a full-length mirror in the chair behind it.

			“Grimm, look at Marissa’s arm.” Ari shoved me up to the desk, pulling back my sleeve.

			The tattoo, which I now vaguely remembered agreeing to, covered my wrist and spread almost to my elbow.

			“Arianna, how may I help?” Grimm swirled into view, then his eyes locked on my arm. “Take her to the Visions Room.”

			I yanked my hand back and wandered out of his office, managing to stop at the kitchen and grab a cup of coffee to go with the migraine medication I kept there. A Visions Room, incidentally, allowed normal folks, such as myself, to see things that weren’t normal (such as almost everything at the Agency). The crystal prisms that covered the walls tinkled as I stepped inside, and a moment later purple light bathed me.

			“See?” Ari stood outside, looking through the window at me. As a seal bearer, the daughter of a royal family chosen to care for a realm seal, Ari didn’t need the Visions Room to see magic. On the other hand, she didn’t see it very well, and the Visions Room acted as a pair of magical bifocals.

			I was going to make a snide comment about her need for contacts when I glanced at my wrist. In the spirit light, the entire tattoo glowed purple, with spidery veins reaching out from the edges up my arm. And it moved, like something alive. Something growing. “Grimm, what is this?”

			“Another bad decision, my dear.” Grimm’s tone left a chill in my stomach. “What exactly did you tell the tattoo artist?”

			I sat on the bench, starting with what I did remember. The weekend began with me introducing Liam, my boyfriend, to a trio of dwarves. Once they’d done the normal manly boasting about who had the larger forge or longer hammer, they took to drinking. Then losing ten straight rounds of poker to me. And that would be the point at which I started drinking. I vaguely recalled claiming that I’d own Liam’s skin if he kept playing. Oh, right. Liam claimed he was going to get my name tattooed on his— “I remember.”

			“Why couldn’t you just get a barbwire bracelet?” Ari opened the door and came in to sit beside me. “Or some kanji for ‘Live free and die hard’?”

			“Because most of the time the kanji says something like ‘Free fried rice with order.’ I wanted something that actually represented my life.”

			Grimm sighed. “Tell me they changed the needles between you and Liam. Tell me that, Marissa.”

			My boyfriend turned out to be harder to tattoo than a greased Russian wrestler. I mean that literally, since the Russian wrestler was fairly easy to tattoo, once I knocked him out. He’d carry around “I am an asshole” written on his forehead the rest of his life for groping me. Liam, on the other hand, couldn’t be tattooed with normal ink, a side effect of a curse I might have been responsible for giving him.

			“Honestly, I’d rather catch whatever Liam’s carrying than anything else in that shop.”

			“That’s fae ink, Marissa. Completely illegal to possess, and absolutely dangerous to someone like you. What was it supposed to be? Liam’s name?” Grimm crossed his arms.

			“A bruise. I figured I get so many of them, I might as well have a permanent one. I’ll go get it removed.” Whether it was my hangover, my first encounter of the morning, or the lights in the Visions Room, I was done.

			“Hardly, my dear. That’s fae ink, as I’ve said. Did you know you broke eight of that man’s ribs?”

			I stepped outside, glaring at Grimm. “I didn’t see you stepping in to help.”

			“I did exactly what needed to be done. I called the police and expected you to simply stall him until they arrived. My point is that what you did defies physics even more than common sense.”

			Ari stepped out after me, looking at the cloud of ink on my arm. “I think it’s shrinking.”

			It was. Easily three inches smaller. As the moments ticked by, I watched a freckle emerge on my arm, as if the ink slowly receded. After another ten minutes, the bruise was roughly the same size. Maybe a little larger.

			“Fascinating. Marissa, I would like to arrange a test of my theory, if you don’t mind. It may require a few moments to prepare.” Grimm rubbed his chin.

			“If it will help get rid of this, bring it on.” I walked down the hall to my office, turned off the light, and sat in the dark.

			A few minutes later, Ari knocked. “Fairy Godfather says this man would like to speak with you.”

			Beside her stood a portly man of Middle Eastern heritage. His beard, his wrinkles, the fact that he smoked a pipe despite our “No Smoking” signs, they all said one thing. Djinn. “The old man said you would grant my wish.”

			I looked, bewildered, at the mirror in the corner of my office. Putting my hand on my bracelet, I called him. “Grimm, I think you made a mistake.”

			Grimm appeared, glanced at me, then at the man. “I made no mistake. I might have been misheard. Sir, all you have to do is force her to submit.” His eyes flitted back to me.

			“Bastard!” Ari and I called Grimm by his first name at the same time.

			The djinn leapt at me, straight across my desk. Lightning fast, with reactions that left me seeing blurs, he grabbed me before I could move, hands locked around my throat.

			Ari screamed, and the air in the room turned cold. Did I mention she could perform magic? A side effect of her curse. Not a normal curse, of course. Ari was a princess, but I forgave her for it. Whatever she was about to throw at him, it would probably knock us both through the wall, and that was harder to forgive.

			Except that as I gasped for breath, a feeling of power radiated out from my arm. I wrapped one arm around his neck and punched him with the other. With each blow, I felt fire blaze farther up my arm, but the cracking noise when I punched his sternum told me he wouldn’t be fighting back.

			His grip on my neck loosened, and I pushed back, letting him collapse to the floor, right as a ball of purple light blasted from Ari straight into me.

			I’m pretty sure what she said would give Walt Disney a heart attack if he wasn’t in suspended animation. I’m pretty sure what I wanted to say would have given her a heart attack. Problem was, I couldn’t find my feet, my arms, or my lips.

			Grimm roared, shaking the mirror, “Arianna, what have you done?”

			I giggled, because it seemed pretty funny.

			“I was trying to put him to sleep.” Ari knelt over me. “I’m so sorry, M.”

			“You are completely incapable of putting people to sleep. You know that.” Grimm disappeared for a moment, probably slaughtering rabbits to ask the auguries what exactly Ari did.

			“Hold on, M.” Ari patted my cheeks.

			I puked on her.

			“Arianna,” Grimm’s voice came from behind her. “You’ve nearly put her into an ethanol coma.”

			“You’re the one who sent the bad man after her.” Ari rippled with lightning, sending static shocks through my cheeks.

			“I was simply testing a theory. As I suspected, Marissa’s tattoo amplifies her strength. However, it appears to be growing unrestrained. This simply won’t do.” Grimm looked down on me from the light fixture.

			“Stay with Marissa while I figure out an antidote. Don’t let her out of your sight, Arianna, and don’t let her within three hundred yards of a tattoo parlor.”

			Ari took her toes out of the open slippers she’d worn, and dumped them into the trash can. “Some days I swear being a princess was easier.”

			•   •   •

			“Marissa.” A man’s voice roused me from what was the worst hangover sleep on earth. Ninety percent of me wanted to sink back into a stupor. The other ten percent recognized his voice. “Liam.”

			Liam Stone. My boyfriend. A man with my name tattooed on his back, and whose name was tattooed across my heart. He brushed his black hair back and rubbed my face. “Grimm said we had an accident of some sort. I brought you something to help.”

			He handed me a wineglass filled with orange juice, then dumped the contents of a silver flask into it.

			“Hair of the dog?” I sniffed it and took a sip.

			Liam shook his head. “More like scale of the dragon. I bought this from a witch before our celebration, but it turns out I can’t get drunk. Well, I mean, Grimm says it’s possible, but I’d need a swimming pool filled with vodka.”

			“You shouldn’t have. Magic isn’t—”

			He held up one finger, then the glass. “I got paid Friday.” Liam had taken a part-time position at the Agency. The first male agent in the history of Grimm’s Agency, he’d cost more in renovations than any employee before. We hadn’t needed a men’s bathroom before. And as far as I was concerned, we could share a shower.

			Ari, on the other hand, objected. It wasn’t appropriate for unmarried princesses. From what I could tell, the only things appropriate for unmarried princesses were shopping, online shopping, and night class at the local community college.

			Naked men were definitely not on her list.

			This one was definitely on mine. I sipped the cocktail, nearly gagging at the taste. “That’s not orange juice.”

			“It’s orange colored,” said Liam. “Water, tabasco sauce, tomato juice, black pepper, and lime. My special recipe.”

			Liam’s recipes were as bad as the rest of Liam’s cooking. In other words, the best dieting aid known to mankind. The potion mixed in, on the other hand, had exactly the effect I needed. My blurry vision cleared, the billy goats gruff head-butting my skull bounded away.

			I sat up and wiped my eyes, then put my hand on the gold bracelet at my wrist. Part magic, part metal, and my link to the Fairy Godfather. “Grimm, what’s got you so bothered?”

			“Well, let’s see. Having my partner go missing would be near the top of my list. Having a living tattoo in her body isn’t making my day either, but the absolute top would be a sort of contractual obligation.” He materialized in the mirror.

			For a brief moment, my blood turned to ice. “We don’t have a contract anymore.” Though once my work for Grimm had been less than voluntary, I was no longer anyone’s slave or servant. The only will controlling me was my own.

			“Marissa,” said Grimm. “The contract is my own. A government contract of sorts.”

			“With Kingdom?” Kingdom. Home of ogres, witches. Infested with princes and princesses. I don’t think a single royal family still ruled an actual country. These days, they hung their crowns by a fireplace, traded a throne room for a boardroom, and still ruled the world. The royal families regarded raising seal bearers in each generation as an unfortunate side effect of their status rather than the reason for it.

			Grimm shook his head. “Not exactly. If you don’t mind, I’d prefer to discuss this in my office.”

			I wrapped my arms around Liam and whispered in his ear, a private promise to make up for the magic he’d spent, then made my way down the hall to Grimm’s office. With the door safely shut, he’d be willing to speak plainly. “Spill it. This an assassination contract?”

			On occasion, Kingdom’s government would have our agency arrange the removal of someone with major mojo. Usually after they’d left a string of bodies long enough to form a human chain around the palace. And even then, they’d wait until the body of someone blond and beautiful topped the pile.

			“Not exactly. Think of it as pest control. You’ve met the denizens of Inferno?” Grimm’s tone didn’t make it a question.

			Imps, which combined attention deficit disorder and a psychotic desire to kill everyone. Hellhounds, which we relied on to deal with yearly poodle outbreaks. Demons, who I’d managed to avoid thus far, and with any luck would continue to avoid. “Yeah, I’d say we have a decent working relationship. This an extraction trip to Inferno?”

			“Not exactly. Heaven on earth. Are you familiar with the phrase?”

			I honestly thought I’d found a little piece of it. “So it’s nothing from hell?”

			Grimm folded his arms. “I have hobbies to help me pass the time. I call them magical research, the powers that be call them violating the laws of magic. In return for dealing with certain anomalies, I receive no attention in regards to my experiments.”

			The last experiments I’d seen Grimm perform involved animals with six times the normal number of entrails. The result hadn’t been pretty, or even able to hop around. Grimm said reading the auguries with those rabbits was like trying to listen to a whisper in a crowded room. Personally I think he just couldn’t stand bunnies.

			Still, business was business, and Grimm had let slip enough for me to see both the forest and the trees. “Anomalies. As in the heavenly kind?”

			Grimm nodded. “I’m going to bring in Arianna. This will be a good learning lesson for her, and you’ll need her assistance. However, I’d like to keep the business aspects of this matter private.”

			Of course he did. I knew Grimm cooked up some freaky spells from time to time, but violating the laws of magic was a good recipe for a magical disaster that would combine a nuclear meltdown, a hurricane, and a high school dance, without the good parts.

			The door opened, and Ari walked in, having changed her outfit once more, and knowing her, washed her feet. “You called?”

			“Young lady, I believe it is time you learned about denizens of another realm.” Grimm spoke in a deep, sonorous voice, intended to make it an honor.

			“Pffft.” Ari gave me a glance that told me what was coming. “I go to Fae every freaking week, Grimm. Kansas is more mystical and unknown. I’ve never been to Kansas.”

			That made me laugh. “I was supposed to go once, to return a dog. His name was—”

			“Say Toto. I dare you. Say it and see what happens.” Ari’s tone said now would be a good time to shut my mouth, as did the way her face turned red. “Tell me what I’m up against. I’m the agent to shoot it.”

			“No,” said Grimm. “You’re the princess I need to handle this.” At the mention of her title, Ari’s face turned a shade of crimson I’d last seen when I robbed the blood bank. The term “prince” or “princess” had less to do with authority and more to do with a mark on her soul she inherited from her parents. An agreement between the universe and mankind that her family would care for a realm seal. With the mark came abilities Ari had never quite embraced, and privileges she flat out rejected.

			“My name—”

			“Is not in question, Arianna.” Grimm looked over his glasses. “It is your nature. Accept it and move on, as Marissa has her utter incapability to master even the most rudimentary spell. Also, her inability to file paperwork on time. Or to show up to appointments on time.”

			“Hey”—I flicked a pen at Grimm’s mirror—“get to the point.”

			Grimm breathed a sigh and rubbed his forehead. “Perhaps it would be better if you saw for yourself.” He read off an address, which I plugged into my phone. As I rose to leave, he motioned for me to wait. “Do you have any unholy water?”

			I nodded. “Two liters I pulled from the Hudson last week. That stuff will eat through the carpet.”

			Grimm disappeared for a moment, then reappeared. “I must take a call from the treasury; they suspect we have another golden goose on the loose, but I’d feel better if you brought that water with you.”

			“Why?”

			Grimm pursed his lips and rubbed his chin, but after a moment met my gaze. “In case I’m wrong. If I’m wrong about what you will find, someone will die. Don’t let that be you, Marissa.”

			
		

	
		
			Two

			Grimm needed to work on his motivational speech. I collected a jar that contained a sludge that technically passed for water and a princess who only technically met the standards for the title, and took a ride across town. I had my driver’s license, but most of the time the bus or the subway worked better.

			On the way, I relayed the gist of Grimm’s concern. Which was, after all, the extent of what I knew. I took two earpieces from my pocket and handed one to Ari, snapping the other onto my ear.

			“Are these connected?” Ari practically shouted.

			I shook my head. “These are so if you are talking to Grimm, folks don’t think you’re any crazier than everyone else on this train. Now”—I put my hand to my bracelet and focused on the subway window—“if you don’t mind, Grimm, fill us in.”

			He appeared in the window, surveying the mob of people who looked anywhere but at him. Normal folks might be able to see him, even when Grimm wasn’t trying to project himself, but most folks saw what they wanted.

			Most people didn’t want to see an English butler reflected from a subway window. Particularly not when the train didn’t contain an English butler.

			“There’s been an incursion. Normally, the realm seals prevent this sort of thing, but when a being of sufficient power travels between realms, a bit of one realm leaks through with them.” Grimm held out his hand and swirls of light formed, oozing and mixing between them.

			“And?” I’d seen what happened when non-Euclidian realms intersected with Earth. People wound up folded into meat origami. Grimm hadn’t bothered acting then.

			“Some of the denizens of that realm remain on Earth. They must be persuaded to move on.”

			Ari narrowed her eyes and scrunched up her face. “Persuaded with . . . bullets?”

			“Yes,” said Grimm. “If your charms have no effect. In that case, I must insist that you deal with them as the pests they are.”

			I’d never had a problem pulling the trigger before. “You want to tell me what you hope we’re going to run into?”

			“Cherubs,” said Grimm. “A creature of Paradisia.”

			“Oh. I’ve seen those.” Ari smiled. “Like a guardian angel?”

			Grimm shook his head. “Cherubs are more like heaven’s pigeons. If you had one, it would only be cute until the first time it relieved itself on your car. Which is why we also do not let cherubs perch on our shoulders.”

			I nodded. “Evangeline told me about them once. She told me to try shoveling steaming mana from the places where cherubs roosted and then decide if I still wanted one.”

			The train came to our stop and Ari and I disembarked. Grimm waited just outside the station, looking up at us from an oily puddle. Which is why Ari didn’t wear skirts most days.

			“Mana is food,” said Ari. “I read about it.”

			“You got the facts right,” I said, “but your tense is wrong.”

			“Mana was food,” said Grimm. “Then cherubs devoured it. A few hours later, it became mana. Cherubs will eat anything, you know. And no matter what goes in, it comes out the other end mana.”

			Ari’s pale complexion took on a tint the color of lettuce. Her breathing came in gasps.

			I put one hand on her shoulder and felt her forehead. “What’s going on?”

			Ari closed her eyes, one hand over her mouth, then whispered. “Mom took me to a ball when I was twelve. They had a platter of mana at the table. I must have eaten—”

			“That wasn’t fresh. It was chilled,” said Grimm. “And most likely strained to remove the usual chicken bones, shoestrings, and broken glass.”

			“Utshay-upay,” I said, giving him my boss stare. I didn’t actually have a boss stare, but I was working on one. “Ari, what did you have for breakfast this morning?”

			“A deep-fried candy bar.” Ari’s voice wavered.

			Grimm rolled his eyes. “And for dinner last night?”

			“Angel food cake— Oh God, it’s made of something disgusting, isn’t it?”

			“Egg whites,” I said, making sure my glare told Grimm to keep his mouth shut. “It’s just egg whites. Listen, nothing we’re going to encounter is going to be as gross as what you’ve already eaten. Let’s go.” I took her hand and pulled her along the street. We came to an intersection and the GPS on my phone beeped.

			The building we stood before radiated a dark menace, like an abandoned slaughterhouse, or an operational day care. Tall vaulted windows covered in plywood reached to the sky.

			I took out my compact mirror and faced it toward the building. “Grimm, was this a church?”

			“Once,” he said. “Then it was a bus station. Then a butcher shop, an adult video store, and finally a day care. Each transformation degraded it further.”

			“So what’s a realm like Paradisia doing in a run-down dump?” I crossed the street to examine the chained front doors.

			“Hold on,” said Ari. She squinted at the doors in a way I recognized as her Spirit Sight kicking in. “There’s some sort of binding on them.”

			“It’s called a chain,” said Grimm. “Made from links of steel, most effective at barring entry. The bracelet you ladies wear is a relative of it, forged in a similar style.”

			“Does he ever shut up?” Ari held out a hand to the chain, and it rattled. “It’s not just metal. I mean, there’s magic in the chain itself.”

			“Well, a great agent is skilled at finding alternate methods of entry,” said Grimm. “Since Arianna is not capable of breaking magic bindings.”

			“I would be, if you’d teach—”

			“Enough,” I said. “Both of you. We are not having this argument right now.” The two bickered endlessly about whether Grimm had actually promised to teach her magic, or only promised he might teach her magic.

			We scouted the building, finding the back porch haunted by two homeless people and a cat. Every door had chains. According to Ari, every chain sported the same sort of binding. I tried the back door again, pushing it just far enough to not be able to squeeze in. “This isn’t working, Grimm. How about you actually do some magic?”

			He stared out of my compact, his brows furrowed.

			“Come on, Grimm. What’s the point in having all that power—”

			Grimm disappeared from my compact, appearing in Ari’s. “Arianna, I’ve decided it’s time to begin your instruction. For your first lesson, we’re going to perform a simple three-level unbinding with dimensional transference of energy.”

			“Yes!” Ari shouted, nearly jumping up and down. “It’s about time. You tell me what to do, I do it.”

			•   •   •

			Three hours. Two passing rainstorms. A bazillion failed attempts and at least two minor explosions later, I left Ari on the porch, still trying to “draw across the universe,” as Grimm put it, and walked around the building again. The chains on the doors didn’t bother me. The enchantments did.

			See, I’d evicted people more times than I could count, but I always used standard hardware when I changed locks. Someone had gone to a great deal of effort to keep people out. I stopped by the service entrance, studying the high chimney exiting the top of the building. An old-style furnace, it wouldn’t be possible to climb down it.

			But the chimney meant the building had once burned coal for heat. Judging from the tanks outside, they’d converted to oil at some point, then natural gas. But there was this thing about coal furnaces. I put one hand on the building and began to trace the wall, looking at each step along the way.

			“Bingo.” I pulled at a piece of plywood nailed onto the wall. The nails holding it in groaned and gradually gave way, revealing the disused coal chute. I cracked the compact and whispered, “Grimm, if you haven’t gotten it done, tell Ari to come around the side.”

			He looked out from my mirror and nodded. “Clever girl. Not only did Arianna not succeed in unbinding the doors, she’s actually managed to tie the spell up into a Gordian knot.”

			Ari stomped around the corner, her hair standing out from her head like she’d been shocked. The scent of burning cotton wafted from her. “You found a weaker spell?”

			I pointed to the coal chute, then took a penlight from my purse and shone it down. “Normally, dark basements would be off-limits. We don’t go willingly so we don’t wind up dead. However, this door didn’t open on its own, so we’re probably okay.”

			“Probably?” Ari hadn’t been an agent long enough to know that “probably” meant “not.”

			I looped my purse over my shoulder, grabbed the sides of the coal chute, and slid down without answering. The chute ended a good eight feet off the ground, but a pile of chorus robes and a family of rats nesting in them broke my fall.

			Without thinking I rose, gun in one hand, light in the other, and scanned the shadows.

			No glowing red eyes. No skeletal forms or ghostly figures. In fact, the basement lacked almost all the standard haunting signs. “Clear,” I shouted up the chute.

			A moment later, Ari slid down, landing on her feet.

			“How did you do that? I wound up rolling off the pile.”

			“Practice,” said Ari. “Now, what are we looking for?”

			“No idea,” I said. “Let’s find—”

			Above us, the floor creaked, and the brush of wings on wood made my spine tingle. Stairs, I mouthed. With gun in hand and purse on shoulder, I led the way. With every step on the wooden stairs, they creaked and groaned like a senior citizen karate class. At the top of the stairs, I eased the door open—and gasped.

			Behind me, Ari’s murmur of wonder echoed my own.

			“Grimm,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			The inside of the church lay bathed in radiant light without source. The interior radiated light and peace, and despite the fact that the organ lay in pieces, strains of gentle music wafted through the air. Stranger still, in places, the floor bubbled up with soft, billowing clouds. “Grimm, what do you think?”

			He looked out from my compact and caught his breath. “It’s worse than I feared.”

			
		

	
		
			Three

			I’m not sure how long I looked at the transformed chapel. How anything that beautiful could induce fear in the Fairy Godfather was a question I couldn’t begin to fathom. The longer I looked at it, the more the desire grew to simply sit and drink in the sounds and sights.

			I tore my gaze from it for a moment. “This is amazing. What’s it look like to you? Is it magic?”

			“No,” said Ari. “But I love it.”

			“Ladies!” Grimm’s voice came from somewhere distant. I’d dropped the compact without noticing. Or caring. Everything that mattered, everything I needed was—

			I gasped as a wave of magic poured from my bracelet, crawling up my arms like a swarm of biting ticks. Ari cried out behind me, whether from pain or fear I couldn’t say. And magic crept inexorably higher until it burned across my eyes.

			I collapsed on the stairs, choking. When my eyes opened, I stood in a house of horrors. The white cloudlike couches had been replaced with rolls of rotten fat; the soft strains of music, the labored breathing of a diseased beast. Even the stench made me ill. I shook my head, and the world blurred.

			“Don’t move, Marissa. Arianna, keep your eyes closed a moment longer.” Grimm’s voice came from right beside my head. “I need you to accept the illusion I’m generating.”

			Grimm never overlaid our eyes and ears. He’d lectured me more times than I could tell about how I had to trust my senses. And yet, it no longer held sway over me. The cancerous sores and cankerous growths hanging from the ceiling made me want to wretch.

			“Is this real?”

			“In a manner of speaking,” said Grimm. “This is the true nature, if not the true appearance. Earth is easily corrupted by other realms. What you saw is one truth, one which appeals to you. This is another, equally true way of representing what has occured.”

			Ari held out her hands. “Am I clear to look?”

			“Yes,” said Grimm, “but I need you to ignore your Spirit Sight. You could easily unwind my deception, leaving you subject to the effects.”

			A burst of movement near the ceiling left me scrambling to draw my gun. The ceiling itself moved and heaved, shifting.

			I picked up my compact and aimed it at the ceiling. “Grimm, what is that?”

			“Marissa,” said Grimm, “please be precise when asking questions. What are those?”

			Ari swore under her breath. “You didn’t say anything about this. Come here, little guy.” Her voice took on a musical, singsong quality, perfect for charming hellhounds, cabdrivers, and other vicious creatures. “It’s okay. Come here.”

			“Be ready,” whispered Grimm.

			A piece of the ceiling detached, fluttering down on puffy white wings. Beautiful, puffy white wings. A cherub, the first one I’d ever seen. It radiated peace and warmth. Grimm’s illusion didn’t affect it one bit. More than anything, I wanted to hug it. If you took a life-sized baby doll, and gave it a face that somehow looked less human, you’d have a cherub. Its round, flat face housed blue eyes with a piercing quality.

			“Now would be an excellent time to shoot it,” said Grimm.

			Thing was, this creature didn’t look threatening. I’d seen demon children who looked normal and turned out to have fangs and claws. I’d seen normal children who consumed sugar and made demon children look normal. This thing looked less dangerous, way more lost.

			“Shoot now,” Grimm said.

			And he’d never led me wrong before, if you discounted that one time at the blood bank. Blood bank, real bank, putting both of them right next to each other was a planning disaster. On the plus side, someone had three liters of Type O maturing alongside their municipal bonds.

			I pulled the trigger, putting a dime-sized hole through our fluttery friend. It blew apart in chunks of otherworldly flesh, its wings fluttering lazily to the ground.

			“Marissa!” Ari shrieked at me, her tears gathering in her eyes. “Why would you do that?”

			“Grimm said—”

			“I don’t care what Grimm said, you killed . . .” Ari’s voice trailed off as her gaze lifted past me.

			I knew better than to look. Time spent looking could be time spent running, which I did, dragging Ari along behind me toward the basement stairs. Two feet from the door, Ari shoved me to the ground as a flock of cherubs spun down. One of them seized Ari’s hair in a chubby fist, earning it first bullet rights.

			I lunged forward, dragging Ari. Her hair stuck out at angles as the flock tore hanks of it loose. They shoved her hair into gaping mouths with angelic coos. I threw my weight backwards, and Ari screamed as her hair tore.

			As Ari bounced down the steps, I pulled the door shut, cutting a cherub hand off. The hand still held strands of strawberry blond hair.

			“Grimm, do they have teeth?” My compact remained on the floor outside. Probably halfway down the gullet of a cherub.

			“They don’t need teeth,” said Grimm. “Their spittle can dissolve metal. They are designed to clean up after Paradisia’s feasts.”

			“I hate every last one of those fat little bastards.” Ari sat up in the dusty basement, holding her hand to her head. “Open the door.”

			I shook my head. “Bad plan. Try again.”

			“Open the door, Marissa.” Ari rose, little wisps of lightning arcing off of her. “Or I swear to God I’ll blow it to smithereens.” Tears coursed down her face, but I’d seen that look before. It wasn’t sadness. It was can of whoop-ass with a pop-top lid.

			I didn’t know how God would feel about Ari taking her anger out on some of his creations, but wasn’t I a creation too? “You sure?”

			What remained of Ari’s hair stuck out at angles, and even her eyes had taken on an electric glow. “Open. The. Door.”

			I didn’t dare argue with Ari about doing the dishes. No way was I getting between her and a little vengeance. I threw it open and shot the first two cherubs before they could react. I turned to the next two, but before I could shoot, lightning arced over my shoulder, bouncing from one to the other. Above us, the flock of cherubs ceased attacking, instead fleeing to the corners, where Air continued to zap them.

			Gone were the moments of “Oh, how cute”—for the cherubs or Ari, who usually had the term “cute” applied to her. It turned out both of them could be deadly. With each passing blast of lightning, Ari slowed, taking deeper breaths.

			“How many left?” She stumbled, putting a hand down on what remained of a pew.

			I did some mental math. “Way too many. Got a better idea. Blessing? Curse? I could use some help.” See, a while back, I might have made some bad wardrobe decisions—I dressed up like a genocidal maniac known as Red Riding Hood and shot up, well, who’s really keeping count? A lot of wolves. But the positive side was I rescued a fae child, and in return I received what I considered the worst pets in existence.

			Harathakin, spell creatures meant to bring me good fortune, had very little appreciation of my personal safety. What they did have was a destructive streak half a mile wide.

			“Not a good idea,” said Ari. “Those thing—”

			One of the stained glass windows imploded, then another. Lacking Spirit Sight, I couldn’t actually tell if it was my blessings arriving or just some neighborhood kid giving the place a much needed facelift. When the cherubs started screaming, that settled it. Definitely my blessings.

			“What are they doing?” I glanced to Ari, who could see them, if she tried.

			Ari covered her ears as another cherub shrieked. “I can’t use my Spirit Sight. You heard Grimm.”

			Without warning, a cherub went flying face first, backwards, which was good. Downwards. Also good. Straight at me, which I had a problem with.

			I snatched blackened bone from the altar table. The moment my hands touched it, the illusion faded, and I held a silver candlestick. Once used for ornate services, the silver plating had faded to black, but it had exactly what I needed: weight.

			With a swing that would have earned me a home run, I smashed my cherub speed-ball into a line drive straight into the wall. A burst of pain heralded my tattoo helping out, which was unfortunate, but not avoidable. Another cherub screamed, but this time, I knew the rules of the game and was ready.

			I once went to a party where they had piñatas. If you whacked them open, you got candy. My piñata had turned out to contain a swarm of bees, but the principle remained the same. Pick something and whack it till its insides came out. My next swing sent two more crashing to the floor. With my blessings yanking them like balloons on strings and me playing batter up, we smashed cherubs until I could barely stand, and my entire arm was covered in a purple swirl the color of a rotten blueberry.

			When I could swing no more, I called off Blessing and Curse, sank to my knees and took careful aim with my gun. The best shots went to clusters of cherubs. Then one by one, I picked them off.

			“You see any more?”

			“One,” said Ari. “Hiding on the chandelier.”

			I checked my gun. Last magazine, only two shots. “Why are they sticking to the ceilings?”

			“Fear of heights? I mean, lows? You ready?” Ari rose, reaching out with both hands. “He’s slippery.”

			“Just need a clear shot.”

			Ari pulled at the cherub, miming climbing a rope, and with each yank it slipped farther down. I waited patiently. Grimm could say what he wanted about cherubs. Heaven’s pigeons they might be, but the last one had watched us obliterate the entire flock. It clung to the chandelier with all its might.

			Which, for a puffy little baby thing, was a lot of might. Ari, on the other hand, grew weaker by the moment. Each pull she gave moved it only a speck farther. I took a deep breath and lined up a shot, timing it—and pulled.

			A burst of feathers blew out, but the little bastard jerked to one side.

			Ari flung her hands toward the ceiling and shrieked, clawing at the air. It came flying away, spinning through the air toward her, mouth gaping.

			I stepped into line and fired, blasting a hole through it at point-blank range. Its pooched belly exploded, showering us with translucent goo.

			And the chapel from hell (not literally, but close enough) finally fell silent.

			Ari lay on the ground, gasping for breath, but she wiped her eyes. “I hate mana. I swear if I ever see it served again, I’m going to tell them where it comes from.”

			After scrounging in the pantry, I came up with a silver platter and called Grimm. “It’s done. The cherubs are all dead. I don’t know how much you earned from that, but it wasn’t enough.”

			Grimm nodded. “Arianna, are you unwell?”

			“Tired,” said Ari. “Too much magic at once.” She sat up and squeezed the goop from what remained of her hair. “Look at me.”

			“You used magic?” The note of concern in Grimm’s voice became a symphony of worry. “What have I told you?”

			I stepped in to intervene before Ari decided to kill him. “You were just letting her do magic outside.”

			“Under my supervision. When you return to the Agency, we’ll need to examine you. As for the hair, princess, time heals all wounds.” He glanced to me. “Marissa, I’d like you to arrange a barbecue.”

			Arson was such an ugly word, but everyone loved barbecues. “Got it. Though I have a request. Could I have one more look? At how it really is?”

			Grimm sighed. “Now that the Paradisians have been removed, the attraction will fade. I suppose it won’t hurt.” With a shimmer, sickly yellow and grays faded away, replaced with soft white hues and muted light.

			The vision of beauty had lost its shine now. Some essence, like the shine of oil, had leaked away. Also, the mounds of dead cherub flesh didn’t contribute to the ambience.

			“Grimm, I want to see everything,” said Ari as she climbed the stairs of the church to look around.

			“Then open your eyes. I’m no longer interceding.”

			Ari knelt and brushed the stone. “Then this is real?”

			With only a glance, Grimm and I agreed. I carried the platter over to where Ari waited. A charred ring of carpet stood in the center of the chapel. Pumice stone lay in piles within the circle. At the center, a single coal still glowed.

			“Get out, Marissa. Princess, can you exit the way you entered?” Grimm’s tone brooked no argument, not even from me.

			Ari nodded, and together we limped down the stairs to the basement. I piled up enough junk to reach the coal chute and pushed Ari out, then followed. Years of experience had taught me that when Grimm said to get out, getting out was usually justified if I wanted to survive.

			After I’d set a fire and called it in, we called a cab so Ari could sleep in the back. The cabby didn’t ask why we were covered in drying ooze. Or why I had white feathers in my hair. He didn’t even comment when I tossed a bloody pinky in his tip jar. When the driver wasn’t looking, Grimm watched me from the rearview mirror, but he kept his silence.

			After we arrived at the Agency, I sent Ari for an MRI, swore to myself that this time I’d have showers installed, and headed to Grimm’s office. He waited in the mirror, his hands behind his back.

			“You want to tell me what that was?”

			“Not really,” said Grimm. “Some secrets are better kept, but I fear this bodes ill.”

			I thought about his words. Never had been a fan of secrets, but as the Fairy Godfather, Grimm’s secrets had secrets. “Ill for me? Or for Ari?”

			He turned away, and for a moment, the mirror showed his home realm, a distant field of green with an eternal sunset. He almost whispered the answer. “For everyone, Marissa.”

			
		

	
		
			Four

			One can only stomach so much pending doom before someone has to enjoy some pending other-than-doom. So I called my boyfriend, hoping he’d be close enough to the Agency to have lunch. By call, I mean I had Grimm connect us using our bracelets.

			“M, how’s your day?” Liam’s voice came through my ears and directly into my brain at once, lending him an echo.

			“Bloody. Yours?”

			Liam snorted. “I’m wading through sewage looking for a giant alligator. I’d take bloody over what I’m standing in any day.”

			“So lunch—”

			“You know how everything tastes like what you smell?”

			I sighed and hung my head. “Yes.”

			“I’m probably not eating tonight. But if you meet me at my studio, I’ll grab a bottle of wine. Hey, I think I found the lair!” Liam’s excitement at finding another forty-foot crocodile lair never ceased to amaze me. “Gotta run. Love you.”

			Liam cut out, leaving me still thrilled at his last words. I knew he loved me, but it helped to hear it every day. With my lunch plans ruined, I sought out Ari, finding her locked in the Visions Room at the back of the Agency.

			The Visions Room existed purely to take weird to a new level. With walls built from celestial crystal prisms, the Visions Room could let even people like me see ghosts, spirits, and occasionally people’s souls. Which is what Grimm had pulled up on the monitor. He studied it from the mirror, rubbing his chin.

			“Can I come out yet?” The walls muffled Ari’s voice, but not enough to hide her annoyance.

			“Soon,” said Grimm. “This is most fascinating. I had been reluctant to teach the princess magic because I wanted time for her soul to heal.”

			Ari’s soul needed healing because she’d used her natural talents before touching a realm seal. The first time a seal bearer came into contact with a seal, the two formed a bond, which unlocked their magic. Most seal bearers began training young, but Ari’s mother died without initiating her.

			I couldn’t do magic myself, but I helped her decipher just enough to be dangerous before we knew the consequences.

			“Stop regretting, Marissa.” Grimm glared at me, and I returned it because I didn’t like him reading my mind. “You cannot undo what is done. But it appears that using seal magic has positive effects. I believe a regimen of careful seal magic could heal the damage entirely.”

			“And then what?” Ari opened the door, letting normal light destroy the Vision Room’s view of her. “I can use real magic?”

			“Wild magic, princess.” Grimm took on his principal tone.

			“You mean seal magic,” I said. “From the realm seal.”

			“No.” Grimm took off his glasses. “Seal magic is supplied by realm seals to their bearers. It is limited but holds no danger. Wild magic is all around us, unlimited, and many a woman has learned to twist its power. But it comes at a price. Those who use it are marked as witches, their eyes forever scarred yellow.”

			Ari put her hand on her heart. “Then why would I use wild magic at all? I want to get better. Not worse.”

			“It’s perfectly safe, princess,” said Grimm. “When you learn to mix the two, a trace amount of seal magic can allow you to wield untold quantities of wild magic safely. Your power will be limited only by your own reserves and your bond to the realm seal.”

			From what I’d seen, nothing made Ari happier than visiting her seal. I swear she scheduled her visits to avoid unpleasant tasks, like weekly visits to the wolf village in Jersey. Visits that went a lot better since I learned to pack bacon bits as well as bullets. I rubbed my arm, noting the tattoo had grown to cover my forearm. “Back to me. How can I get rid of this?”

			“My dear, are you regretting your bad decision already?” Grimm didn’t bother trying to hide the glee in his voice.

			“Yes.”

			“I’ll find a way to purge the ink. The fact that it hasn’t locked into a shape means it can still be removed.” Grimm frowned and then scratched his chin. “We may have another problem though.”

			“Such as?”

			“It is vital that you do not cause the tattoo to grow any further. On the fae, this ink is bound into patterns which channel power. The human body is simply not capable of holding the spells in check, so it is free to roam.” Grimm motioned for me to hold my arm up for a closer look. “I fear that if it grows large enough, it may decide that it is quite comfortable running the show. Unless you want to be a puppet in your own body—”

			“Got it.” The chills running down my spine didn’t reach to my arm. “How long do I have?”

			“There’s no time limit. Simply don’t exercise the strength it gives you,” said Grimm. “Now, if you don’t mind, I need—”

			Grimm disappeared from the mirror like a switch flipped, turning him off. Not that I worried about him often. According to Grimm, he’d survived several eternities and could take care of himself.

			“You know what I’m thinking?” Ari picked another dried glob from her hair. “I’m thinking the health club has showers. Want to work out?”

			I shook my head. “I already got my upper body in for the day. But a shower? You’re on.”

			•   •   •

			Few things made me happier than attempting to boil myself alive. No more cherub gore. No mana clinging to places I’d rather not have it. But few things made me less happy than stepping out of the shower and finding the Fairy Godfather in my dressing mirror.

			“Go. Away.” I picked up a can of deodorant, threatening the mirror.

			“It’s an emergency. Really, do you believe I’m interested in the particulars of your dress?”

			I once had the bright idea to wear a mirror charm around my neck, which lasted only as long as it took him to point out his view consisted of my limited cleavage and nothing else. “Yes. What do you want?”

			“I was contacted again,” said Grimm. “It’s not a pleasant experience, and I’ll have you know I made it clear that last job went far beyond the bounds. But we have another infestation, and this one is new. Fresh.”

			With my towel tucked around me, I could safely concentrate on something that had been bothering me. “Someone chained the doors to that church. With enchanted chains. What does that tell you?”

			“A great deal,” said Grimm, “but I assure you, the newest infestation is not closed to the public. If an innocent wanders in there, they will, as you did, spend the rest of their limited life appreciating its wonders.”

			Ari trotted around the corner, where she’d been using the blow dryer to turn a wet mess of red hair into a fluffy mess of red hair. “Hey, when I said out of my mirror, I didn’t mean into Marissa’s. Now what was that freaky thing in the chapel? Some sort of satanic ritual?”

			Grimm glanced around, making sure we were alone, even though no one else would be able to see him. “Cherubs accompany other inhabitants of Paradisia. They feed off the scraps of higher beings’ tables. So given the number present, I suspect an angel made itself at home for an extended time.”

			I tried to piece it together. “The burned area looked like hellfire. Demons drove the angel out?”

			“Perhaps,” said Grimm. “For this next one, perhaps going better armed would help.”

			Ari nodded. “This time around, I’ll be slinging lead, not spells.”

			We stopped by the Agency, where Ari kept her handgun in the vault. If she’d bought something that fit in her purse, she could carry her gun with her. I packed six clips of ammo labeled “angel” into my purse and lead the way. This time, we took an Agency convertible.

			Grimm bought convertibles because I’d lost count of the number of times we needed to haul someone who couldn’t fit in a normal vehicle. Also, he got them cheap from people who discovered that it snowed six months out of the year here, and rained garbage when it wasn’t snowing.

			Grimm gave directions as we went. “You’re looking for the Church of Modern Day Apology.”

			I glanced in the mirror. “Apostology, you mean.”

			“I’m sorry, Marissa, but you are incorrect.” Grimm’s smile said he’d been waiting for me to step in that. “My sources say the infestation broke out only hours ago. This time, I’ll veil your sight before you enter. We’ll have no mistakes.”

			I patted the blowtorch sitting beside me. “Burn it down first, investigate later.”

			Grimm’s image flickered. “N-No. My orders are explicit: We need to see what is inside first. What came through.”

			I ran through my knowledge of angelic creatures, most of whom were movie stars. “Another flock of pigeon babies?” I had made it through volume C of the Beast Lexicon, but there were subjects I cared about (sleep) and those I hadn’t made a priority (cherubs, angels, and come to think of it, most everything else in the lexicon).

			“One can only hope,” said Grimm.

			The Church of the Modern Day Apology apparently believed in pre-built metal buildings, neon crosses, and that God quite possibly was a woman. While the preacher and his flock weren’t present, whoever had done the mural out front definitely owed the world an “I’m sorry” at least forty feet long and twenty feet high.

			“I didn’t know that feeding people pizza was a biblical miracle,” said Ari. “Who’s the NFL player?”

			I pointed to his back. “Saint Peter, judging from his jersey. Grimm, what are we going to find?”

			“I’d be lying if I told you I knew. I have a feeling my contract handlers have no idea either. I mentioned my theories about an angelic crossover and our conversation ended. Are you ready for me to veil your sight?”

			I nodded. “Do it.”

			The world shimmered, then reappeared in exactly the same state as before.

			“Go on,” said Ari. “Get it over with.”

			“I already did. With no preconceived notions in your head, I needn’t be theatrical.” Grimm’s smug confidence in his own magic shone through. I had more confidence in gunpowder and steel. It was my kind of magic. I opened the door to the church and stepped inside.

			“Unlocked,” said Ari. “Is that good or bad?”

			I shrugged. “Depends on whether or not it’s unlocked because whatever is inside doesn’t feel threatened, or unlocked because the people inside fled and didn’t stop to lock it, or if whoever was inside never made it out.”

			“So it’s basically bad regardless.”

			“Yep.” We passed through the lobby of the church without so much as a pause. No cherubs. No cancerous growths other than the wall hangings, which were standard prints of cats lounging or sleeping. Nothing. “Grimm, this place is deserted.”

			“I doubt that very much,” said Grimm. “If you could see what I see, you would know better. What’s behind that door?”

			I looked at the nameplate. “Inner sanctuary.”

			“Let’s do this.” Ari held up her Desert Eagle pistol. Her clips held a combination of hollow point, armor piercing, and explosive bullets. “It’s payback, birdies.”

			I threw the door open, ready for almost anything.

			With the key being almost. The ravens the size of model planes didn’t bother me one bit. Cherubs disguised by Grimm’s magic, no doubt. I blasted the first two without even blinking. And then my gaze locked onto the pulsing flame of light at the head of the chapel.

			It flickered in and out of existence, through a dozen forms. Some almost gothic horror, some romance novel man. And then it ceased to exist entirely. Beside me, Ari continued to mop up bowling birds.

			“I got them all,” she said. “Grimm, anything else?”

			“Quiet,” I said. “Grimm?”

			He didn’t answer, which was enough for me to know we were in deep mana. “Did you see anything by the altar?”

			Ari shook her head, keeping her back to me.

			I couldn’t shake the feeling of being so close to something it was breathing on me. “You know how Grimm said not use your Spirit Sight?”

			“Yes. I’m getting a bad feeling from this place.”

			“Me too. You thinking of peeking?”

			Ari nodded, took a breath, and fell to her knees, screaming in agony.

			I whipped my gun around, looking for something, anything. Each time I moved my head, Grimm’s illusion blurred. Which gave me an idea. Whatever I wasn’t seeing, it would stand out. From side to side, I snapped my head.

			“You’re not as dumb as that human.” A voice beside me spoke, rich like caramel sauce. “Who hid me from you?”

			“What did you do to Ari?” I spotted the blur and tested a theory. Nope, bullets didn’t harm it one bit.

			“I did nothing. She chose to look at me. I let her behold my radiance.” This time, the voice came from right in front of Ari. I held the gun up, not risking friendly fire.

			“Show yourself.”

			A purr of throaty laughter filled the room. “I’ve been struggling with the power that protects you since you entered. Now that you’ve disavowed his protection by asking to see me . . .”

			The room lit up with fire. Not literal fire, of the “probably unpleasant if allowed to sear you” type, but light that moved and danced like fire. It burst from the corners of the room unbidden, wreathing a figure of golden energy.

			His face melded itself into a man too handsome for words, skin like dark chocolate, eyes of brown and shining white teeth. His radiance flooded me like a warm bath. Somewhere deep in my mind, the urge to shoot him found my arms unwilling to respond.

			“Look upon me, Marissa Locks. I am Haniel, archangel of grace, bearer of glory. Look upon me, and die.”

			
		

	
		
			Five

			When someone says “Do something” and “and die,” that’s usually an excellent hint about exactly what you should avoid doing. And if my eyelids would have cooperated, I would have avoided it. The problem lay in the fact that this archangel embodied his name. Grace and glory given sentience.

			Now I knew why Grimm had rendered him invisible. It wasn’t so he could attack me at will—more likely Grimm’s spell simply couldn’t cope with a being of this magnitude. I couldn’t force my eyes shut, so instead, I bit my cheek until the flesh crunched. Tears swarmed in my eyes, defusing his hold on me. I hunched over, hands over my eyes.

			“Little one, look at me.” He spoke from right in front of me.

			My hands trembled as I fought the desire to obey him. This wasn’t a compulsion, but a craving to do as he commanded.

			“It is your choice,” came his whisper. “You can observe my transformation, but not partake in it.”

			I nudged Ari with my foot, making sure I knew where she was, and squeezed the trigger, putting a bullet where I hoped he was.

			“Fine. Be that way.” My head yanked backwards as he hauled me by the hair toward the altar. And Grimm’s spell couldn’t mask it. Couldn’t hide what lay waiting at the front. Cherub corpses lay mangled on the altar, a wafer-thin disc of black rock, whose crystalline veins seethed. Around the edge, skulls ringed the altar, each holding a rune more blasphemous than the one before.

			“It is time for me to complete this ritual. I will use your blood to consecrate my gateway.” He flung me toward the altar.

			“Grimm, get rid of your spell,” I screamed. Could he hear me? I had no idea. But I had an idea. One dependent on knowing what was truly what.

			“Yes,” said Haniel. “You will die filled with pleasure.”

			Grimm’s spell rippled and dissolved, hitting me with a wave of nauseating beauty. I glanced upward at the walls, tracing the outline of the stained glass windows. They had transmuted into living creatures, acting out the scenes. I bit my tongue until it bled to drive the images from my mind, then locked my eyes on the altar. Strains of celestial music teased the thoughts from my brain.

			Somewhere, Haniel was speaking. And as usual, he was being a pompous ass. His glory. His ascendance and transformation. The skulls surrounding the altar lit up one by one, their eyes glowing red. And was that a knife in Haniel’s hand?

			It was. So elegant and lovely. Perfect for carving with, a pain that would be pure pleasure. With mental strain hard enough to make the thought of my tattoo hurt, I slammed my fist down, smashing a skull. And again, and again. With each crack, a gush of golden mist burst out and evaporated.

			Haniel shrieked, his wail the most beautiful cry ever, but I focused on the pain blossoming along my arm as I repeated my trick, then rolled off the altar. The pain served to shield me from the archangel’s magnificent rage. With my strong arm, I seized the edge of the altar, and with every bit of inhuman strength I had, I flung it like a discus.

			Straight through a stained glass window depicting the Virgin Mary as a goat. The goat bleated a blessing as the window exploded outward.

			Haniel’s eyes glowed with glorious anger, but he tore his gaze from me, and in a burst of mellifluous light, he disappeared. With Haniel’s departure, the radiance leaked from reality, leaving it white, puffy, and plain.

			I put my hand on my bracelet, focusing on a shard of stained glass. “Grimm, we need help. Your little pest control problem just got a thousand times worse.”

			•   •   •

			I spent the whole trip back holding my tattooed arm down. If I let it hang loose, it moved of its own accord, which didn’t bother me while my fingers drummed on the wheel. When my arm decided to throw open the door and drag me out, that wasn’t so amusing.

			Grimm refused to speak to me when we got back. At least he refused to speak to me about Haniel, his contract, or anything else of import. In fact, after examining Ari, he summoned us to his office.

			“Go home, ladies. I order you both to proceed home. Ari, your spell-blindness is temporary. Few have seen an archangel’s true form and survived.”

			“Makes you wonder how angels can walk among us,” I said.

			Grimm shook his head. “Those who remain on this plane choose forms more appropriate. Arianna, in the kitchen are three packets of white salve. Dab one under your eyes and avoid magic for the next three days.”

			After Ari left, Grimm turned back to me.

			“That’s the generic mayonnaise, right?”

			He nodded. “I will need to be absent for a time. The Agency can take a holiday.”

			“That a good idea? Archangel on the loose, and you taking vacation?”

			“I must meet with my contract handler to discuss certain details that have come to light. I won’t allow them to endanger you any further. I believe Paradisia’s problem would be best dealt with by their own. Take a day off, Marissa.” Grimm faded from view.

			“Hello? Tattoo? This thing’s only getting larger. I can barely control it.” I held up my black and purple arm, which had stopped attempting to stab me in the ear with a pencil about the time the tattoo shrank past my shoulder.

			The pen on Grimm’s desk snapped up and began flying across the paper in broad strokes. When it dropped to the floor, lifeless, a note remained.

			See the curator of magical antiquities in Kingdom. Ask for the Press of Aiyn. And don’t make such a mistake again.

			–G

			I pocketed the note, picked up my princess, who had dutifully applied mayonnaise under each eye, and headed home. I can’t say which worried me more: that Grimm would challenge someone holding a contract over him, or that while he did so, Haniel was free to roam.

			
		

	
		
			Six

			Liam came home smelling like a sewage truck. I sent him to the shower and bagged the clothing to burn later. While Ari cooked crepes and sausage, I announced the good news about our day off, and waited for Liam to smile. He loved relaxing.

			Liam bit his lip. “I’d love to take a vacation, but we just found the alligator’s nest.”

			“I thought that was earlier.”

			“Another nest. This is the one with all the eggs in it. If I don’t go back there and make some flame broiled omelets, we’re going to have a disaster in the making.” Liam reached across the table to take my hand. “You understand, right?”

			I understood. Well, part of me understood. Most of me was still either in shock that he’d turned me down or furious that he’d turned me down. “It’s a day off. A whole day of no one watching in the mirror. No emergency calls. No . . . nothing.”

			Liam stood up and walked to the mantel, where he licked his fingers and then touched two candles. The candles burst into flame. “Blessing? Curse?”

			My harathakin didn’t answer. In fact, while Haniel had done his “deprive Marissa of life” bit, they hadn’t so much as tossed a piece of garbage. Then again, two spell creatures versus an archangel wouldn’t be much of a fight.

			“Can you see them?” I glanced to Ari.

			“Still blind to magic, M.” For all Ari complains about how the spirit world distracted her, losing her sight, even temporarily, didn’t improve her attitude. “Grimm say how long he’d be gone?”

			“One day.”

			Liam nodded. “Which could mean the whole weekend, since tomorrow is Friday, right?”

			I hadn’t considered it. “I’d notice if he were gone that long.”

			“Yeah, but no one else would. I’ll bet you get the next three days to sleep late.” Liam rose and grabbed the plates, serving us dinner.

			“You know what that means?” I asked, ignoring the pained expression that spread across Ari’s face. “We can stay up late. Talk.”

			Ari looked like she’d swallowed a chunk of mana. “If you mean talk, I won’t need my earphones.”

			I didn’t.

			•   •   •

			The next morning, after Liam dragged himself from bed and off to truck through the sewers again, I took my note from Grimm and prepared to go into Kingdom. Which meant checking in on my roommate. “Ari. You up for a trip to Kingdom?”

			“Go away.”

			“There will be coffee. And donuts.” As if Ari could resist donuts.

			“Go away. I’m exhausted.”

			I opened the door to her bedroom. “Why? You weren’t the one up all night.”

			“Yes, I was.” Ari sat up in bed. “You need a gag. Or a soundproof bedroom. I need a pair of industrial earplugs and a few hours’ sleep.”

			“We’re not that bad.”

			“You are.” Ari rolled over and put her pillow over her head. “Good night, Marissa.”

			So I left her.

			The gates of Kingdom divide it from the rest of the city, which is convenient, since Kingdom and the city overlap. It’s basically a separate layer of reality, held in place by the gates. And if you thought the city was crazy, Kingdom would push you over the edge.

			Though Kingdom was only open to those with a connection to magic, my harathakin, living creatures given to me by the fae, could let me access Kingdom on my own. One was a blessing, one was a curse, and both were at least mildly psychotic. I turned the corner, passing the gates, and waited for the magic to take hold.

			With each step, a part of the city sloughed away. The air lost the ever present aroma of urine. The concrete shifted to sparkling marble. The crowds—well, the crowds changed, but that’s about all they did. Friday morning in Kingdom was a preparation for one hell of a party. By midnight tonight, the place would be so thick with spells and enchantments you’d have princesses hooking up with farm boys.

			Many a man went to bed with a princess and woke up with a witch. It happened in Kingdom too.

			The shops here sold everything a person might need for a fairy-tale life. Charms for when your prince wasn’t. Long dresses, which didn’t get caught in weeds or wick up mud. Veils just perfect for not quite being able to see a woman’s face, which came in handy if you were secretly passing yourself off as someone else. Or if you just didn’t feel like applying makeup.

			Today, however, I was headed to the museum. Kingdom’s museum, which made it marginally less boring. A banner hung over the sandstone exterior. “Lance-a-lot: The exhibition of pig-stickers.” Unlike the post office, there was no line to get in.

			I tapped on the first ticket window, waiting for the man inside to respond.

			“Pssst. He’s dead.” The man’s voice came from behind me.

			I glanced around to the other ticket taker. “As in—”

			“Dead. Died two weeks ago, just after lunch.”

			On second glance, the ticket taker did look lifeless, even for a government employee. I tapped on the window and he didn’t move. Again, not unusual for a government employee. “If he’s dead, what is he still doing there?”

			“He was only four weeks from retiring. It would kill him to miss it by a few days. Can I help you?”

			I shuffled to the second ticket booth and paid my money. “You’ve still got magical antiquities, right?”

			He nodded. “Just past the display on living with pixies. If you reach the Hall of Warts, you’ve gone too far.”

			With ticket in hand, I entered the domain of evil. Well, not evil, but boredom. Which could be kind of evil. Museum air has a certain quality to it, no matter where you are. It’s a scent that says “Somewhere in this building are mummified bodies. Not the ones outside in the ticket booth. No, old ones. We have them here.” It also says “We’re grinding them up and feeding them into the air-conditioning.”

			The dust on the floor lay thick, only disturbed by a parade of school students being forced to take the field trip tour. They held on to the rope, not so much to avoid getting lost as to be dragged along with the group if they slipped into a coma from boredom.

			I found the side hall labeled “Magical Antiquities.” I could have turned a tractor trailer around inside. And yet the whole thing was lit by five measly light bulbs. The exhibits themselves made watching leaves rot look interesting. Ancient scrying crystals (a fancy term for “glass beads”). Ancient divination pearls (glass beads). The shrunken heads of five hundred gnomes (not glass beads, but still boring).

			Only one display held anything of interest, and that was due to the emblem on the brass plaque. A single rose in a ring of thorns, it matched line for line the scars on my left hand. The handmaiden’s mark. Symbol of the Black Queen. I still couldn’t look at it without feeling the thorns tear into me.

			The case held a single sword, a blade that looked more like an overgrown thorn than metal. So this is what she used to kill people. I reached out to brush the edge of the blade.

			And a light flashed, a siren blared. “Intrusion detected in Magical Antiquities,” said an automated voice. Actually, come to think of it, it might have been a man’s voice, but since it was a museum employee, it was hard to tell.

			A moment later, an old man stumbled into the exhibit, a flashlight in one hand, a cane in another. “It’s true!” He turned and shouted. “We have a visitor!”

			“Are you the curator?” I shouted, hoping he could hear me.

			“I am,” he said. “The exit is right over there, if you’ve gotten lost. I’m so sorry. We used to have a light showing which way it was, but people would just leave.”

			While my first instinct was to leave as well, I couldn’t without what I came for. “I’m looking for the Press of Aiyn. Is it here?”

			His eyes widened. “You want to see something here? And you aren’t, I don’t know, sick?”

			“Not far as I can tell.”

			“This way,” he said, leading me to the far corner. There, a tuning fork the size of a guitar lay in a padded case. “This here is the only magical press ever created. Ansel Aiyn went on to invent the soul sieve, a much more efficient method of extracting spells.”

			“How does it work?”

			He choked out a laugh. “Damned if I know. Using it might destroy it, and the only thing we destroy here is curiosity.”

			I reached out and flicked the fork, but resting in the padding, it didn’t hum. “So do I need to sign something saying I’ll bring it back?”

			“Back from where?” He fiddled with his hearing aids. “The bathroom, you say? That way.”

			I let out an annoyed sigh at all the times Grimm failed to mention details like this. “Do you have any idea who I am or who I work for?”

			“No, young lady, I don’t.”

			“Good.” I seized the fork from its display, setting off an alarm like a howler monkey, and sprinted for the nearest fire exit. As I threw it open, the chorus of alarms became a sea of shrieking. I had to disappear. Grimm would disapprove of killing guards, and based on the size and age of the guards I’d passed on the way in, just chasing me down the alley might kill them.

			Rooftops were out. No way to climb with the fork, which weighed more than a bucket of cat litter. Even Kingdom police could spot “woman carrying three-foot tuning fork.” So I stopped at the end of the alley and pried up the manhole cover, then slipped down into darkness.

			Kingdom’s sewers weren’t built large so women could walk upright in them. They weren’t built large to provide a perfect nesting place for mutant alligators. They were built large because Kingdom’s population of ogres produced more waste than the humans themselves.

			In order to tell you how hot the sewers were, I’d need something to gauge against, like, for instance, the surface of the sun. Which was only a few degrees less hot, and I’m fairly certain less humid. The stench down there was practically a creature of its own.

			You’d think the stink would be the same, and of the same thing.

			You’d think wrong. Oh, the underlying stench was most definitely of toilet, but the scents mingled and mixed like colors on an artist’s pallet. So I tore my sleeve loose and bound it around my head, forming a not nearly effective enough breathing apparatus.

			All I had to do was go with the flow far enough to hit the next pumping station. As I approached the next junction, the theme of stink became “rotten meat.” And a rumble through the tunnels came rolling like thunder. Reminiscent of a passing bus, except that this particular bus had evolved before the dinosaurs.

			Why hadn’t I insisted on Liam coming with me? Oh, right. Because he was a free man. One day, I’d fix that in the normal, socially accepted manner. Maybe. Cursed with the power (and microscopic brain) of a dragon, Liam measured monster alligators in “boots per foot.”

			I snapped open my cell phone. Damned cell towers gave me poor reception on a good day. The roaring, which grew louder by the moment, told me this was not a good day. And I didn’t even bring my anti-alligator ammo.

			The tunnels opened out to a pumping pool, and there, a bad day went worse. At first, I wondered why Kingdom Sewage Services had allowed so many rocks to pile up. The pebbly surface of the rocks reminded me of something else.

			A pile of eggs. A large pile of eggs, belonging to something large and angry.

			I searched for the manhole ladder, because regardless of where I came up, and regardless of whether or not there were police in the area, it would be a lot better for my health aboveground. I spotted a set of iron prongs and clambered over the pile of eggs to reach them.

			My foot slipped, cracking an egg. Inside, a wet form thrashed feebly and let out a dying squeal that echoed through the tunnel. Beneath me, the mound of eggs answered in muffled squeaks. And the world roared around me as an angry mother answered.

			I caught the bottom rung, but the pile of eggs shifted beneath me, crushing more eggs. And the smell of death overwhelmed every other stench. Hand over hand, I climbed up toward the manhole cover and possible safety.

			Two pegs from the top, the thrashing below went silent. I risked a glance into the pumping station below. A single red eye glared up at me, filled with primal hatred. I was safe though. Not even the alligator’s nose could fit in the narrow surface access tube.

			She swung her head like a club, crashing into the pillar holding my ladder, obliterating it.

			And I fell.

			
		

	
		
			Seven

			Falling back into a monster alligator’s lair wasn’t on my list of things to do for the day. Landing in a pile of eggs and obliterating the few that remained ranked even lower. I sank into the detritus of shells and dying alligator-lets, and froze.

			My hunch was that Mama worked mainly on smell. And covered in egg goo and bits of shell, I couldn’t possibly smell like shampoo or deodorant, which were the only two scents Liam admitted to me having. If I ever smelled like anything else, he kept his mouth shut, and hopefully she would too.

			Now, some people will tell you dinosaurs went extinct because they had brains the size of walnuts. I’ll point out that alligators, mutant or otherwise, never went extinct. Scientists would say this was because they were well adapted. I’d say it was because they were too smart.

			This one stopped moving, running a careful gaze over the ruined mound of eggs. It cracked its jaws just wide enough to sift through the eggshells, and began transferring shells into a smaller mound which would contain only broken shells and things that weren’t me.

			Grimm had given me three months of training on how to deal with monsters like banshees, imps, or mother-in-laws, but I’d learned a fascinating trick on the job. Taught to me by a Himalayan Sherpa on vacation in the city, it involved how to handle yetis.

			After many days of tracking one through the slums, we’d camped, building a fire in the remains of a Volvo, and there he revealed his secret to preventing the yeti from tearing his arms off: Hit them with something heavy, and keep hitting them until they stopped moving.

			So when the alligator’s head turned away from me, I sat up, swung the tuning fork like a club, and brained it right across the head.

			It hummed a note to end the world. To tear the ether apart and rend the dead. A vibration which shook all forty of my fillings and made the world shake. So I hit it again, using all the strength my tattoo could summon. It surged up my arm, all too happy to help with violence.

			I suspect the alligator was used to being shot at, grabbed with ropes, or having flamethrowers leveled at it. She was the only one reacting worse to the tone. While it threatened to tear my spirit from my body, a combination of head injury and head-splitting hum left her thrashing upside down.

			And my tattoo danced like something alive. It ran like a river of ink, pooling into puddles under my skin and then spreading out. With each strike of Aiyn’s Press, the strength it gave me faded, but so did the control it had over my arm. When I stopped, the alligator lay still. Only the slightest quiver at the tip of her tail told me she was still alive.

			Now seemed like as good a time as any to split. With the fork over my shoulder, I climbed across the motionless alligator—and froze.

			In the darkness of Kingdom’s sewers, something else moved. Not footsteps, but the slow slosh of something old and patient, or maybe just old and out of shape. Either way, it crept relentlessly forward. How many nests had Liam said he found? Two? And here was a third. Which either meant someone had crossed an alligator with a hen, or we had multiple gators loose.

			The concrete column I’d tried to climb out with lay in ruins, and all the side tunnels might lead somewhere too small for me to climb out, but not too small for me to be eaten. So I waited, ready to swing the fork.

			Two glowing red eyes appeared in the darkness, slithering toward me, hissing with foul breath. Which was saying something, given where I was.

			The eyes closed, giving me no way to know where it was. If it was swimming up through sewage to lunge at me.

			“Marissa?” The voice came from the tunnel. Liam’s voice. “What are you doing down here?”

			With a gasp of relief, I hopped down off the moribund alligator. “I found a nest, but don’t worry. I already destroyed it.”

			“That’s the fifth one today,” said Liam. He emerged from the shadows completely naked, and completely unconcerned about it. With a cough, he spit in one hand, using the flame on his palm as a torch. “How did you get down here?”

			“Manhole behind the Kingdom Museum of Magic. Shouldn’t you be wearing clothes? Or at least boots?”

			Liam blew smoke from his mouth. “Down here’s about the only place I can let the curse run loose. It has a sense of smell that’s amazing—I could smell you from a mile away. I figured it was just another one of your purses. What are you carrying?”

			Liam carried a curse. Which was to say it co-inhabited his body. I’d say it gave him the power to change into a dragon, but it still wasn’t entirely clear who was in control. Liam described it more like a time-share where your co-renter was a six-thousand-year-old lizard.

			I shifted the tuning fork. “Grimm told me how to remove the tattoo. This is—”

			“Aiyn’s Press. Isn’t that in—Marissa.” Liam crossed his arms over his bare chest. “Wasn’t that on display at the museum?”

			I choked, not on the smell, which practically came in chunks, but trying to figure out how Liam knew exactly what had been in Kingdom’s least interesting museum. “Yes. You’ve been there?”

			“Grimm sent me right after I started moonlighting. I have a membership. Did you know what they’re showing this month? Lances!” A wide grin split across his face. “It’s like a horror show. The curse keeps whispering about how this one killed a dragon, who still owed it a thousand gold pieces.”

			“I’m going to return the press. Grimm said it would help me remove the tattoo, and I think I know how.” I swung the fork, clipping the wall.

			Liam winced as the fork went off, holding his hands over his ears. “Stop that.”

			I ran my hand down it. “Does it hurt?”

			“Hurt’s not the right word. It’s numbing.” He walked past me to put a hand on the prone alligator. “You might want to go stand over there. This isn’t going to be pretty.”

			Seeing the alligator defenseless, motionless, I couldn’t stand what I knew he’d do. “Don’t.”

			Liam let go of her snout. “Don’t what? I’ve already killed two of them today. The whole damn sewer’s infested.”

			“Then let her go. I already ruined the nest. It’ll be another year before she lays again. I just—I just don’t feel good about this.” My arm trembled at those words, and I quickly shifted the press to my other hand, in case the tattoo had ideas of its own.

			Liam’s gaze fell on Aiyn’s Press. “You ring that thing with her here?”

			I nodded.

			“While you destroyed the nest?

			“Sort of?”

			Liam shook his head. “Crap.”

			“We’re standing in it.”

			“Very funny.” Liam opened one of the alligator’s eyes. “This sort of thing happens. She’ll associate that noise with the destruction of her nest. Once they get imprinted on a noise, they’ll follow it anywhere looking for revenge. Grimm was telling me there was this one, fixated on the ticking of clocks.”

			“Ate someone’s hand?”

			“Broke into a watchmaker’s convention. Ate several grandfathers, picked its teeth with their clocks.” Liam put one hand on the alligator’s head. “I think we should just kill her. Public safety menace.”

			I didn’t kill defenseless things, other than the blow-up bed Ari kept in her office, and that was not my fault. “Leave it for next year. Grimm will understand. Please?”

			“I doubt—” Liam looked into my eyes and then turned away, shaking his head. “I guess two is enough for one day. Come on. We’ve got a three-mile trek to the out-drain.”

			•   •   •

			We grabbed Liam’s clothes from the mouth of the storm drain then went back to the Agency, because there was no way in hell I wanted that crap on my floor. On the weekends, Grimm had the alarms active, which meant the front door was off-limits, but my aim was the janitor’s closet. There, a mop sink stood in for a shower.

			I checked, and now the tattoo spread clean to the middle of my bicep. Where previously it looked like a bruise, as it spread out, it twisted into patterns that more than anything resembled chains. Though my fear of being enslaved made it near impossible to think, I decided to take comfort in the one person who would always give it to me. I went back in my office with Liam to examine the tuning fork.

			“This thing removes magic,” I said. “At least I think it does.” I gave it a test tap. In response, the horrible tattoo pooled into puddles of dark ink, retracting down my arm. “Now what?”

			Liam unscrunched his face and winced. “That thing really bugs me. Maybe we could make an incision, and let the ink drain?”

			I’d suffered worse, but the thought of having open wounds made me queasy. Particularly considering where my job often led, infection ranked higher than fairy tales on my day-to-day worry list. “I’ve got an idea. This is fae ink, right?”

			Liam shrugged. “I guess. I’ve only seen them once. Their tattoos don’t look like mine.”

			“You aren’t made of pure magic. The point is, this stuff’s got to be expensive. I wonder if the tattoo parlor knows how to remove it. Maybe so they can get their ink back?” I glanced at my phone, looking for the number of the Soul Ink shop.

			“That would be unsanitary.”

			I nodded. “That tattoo parlor makes Froni’s look clean.” Froni’s was Liam’s favorite place to eat. Technically a restaurant, in that people could eat there. By those standards, the garbage dump was also a restaurant, and probably cleaner than Froni’s.

			“Won’t hurt to ask. Not the first time people have changed their mind about getting a little ink.” Liam rose and left to get dressed.

			As I punched the address into my phone, every phone in the Agency rang.

			I held my breath until the ringing stopped.

			Then my phone rang, and only my phone. Which should have been impossible. If Rosa didn’t transfer someone, the call didn’t go through. Rosa acted as a human firewall for the Agency, which was fitting, since she acted like I ought to be burned at the stake.

			After a moment, my desk phone stopped ringing.

			And my cell started. I clicked the Answer button. “Hello?”

			“Marissa Locks, partner of the Fairy Godfather?” The woman’s voice on the other end held a tint of Middle Eastern accent.

			“Yes. How did you get this number?”

			She gave a presumptuous sigh, as if the answer were obvious. “You might say I had it on file. Your Fairy Godfather is unavailable to fulfill his obligations.”

			Obligations. Probably Grimm’s contract holder. “The Fairy Godfather will be back Monday. You can leave a message with me. I’ll pass it on.”

			“Very funny, Ms. Locks. The realm boundaries have been breached again, in twelve different locations. I’m afraid some of our wildlife may have accidentally made their way to your realm.”

			I made a note to demand another pay raise. “More cherubs?”

			“Oh?” The note of curiosity in her voice aggravated me. “Is that what you call the eaters? How quaint.”

			“It’s only quaint because they didn’t pull your hair out. I’d be happy to help, but—”

			“Happy has nothing to do with it. The Fairy Godfather owes us this service. Since he’s currently unavailable, as his partner, his debts and duties fall on you.” Her voice carried no threat, only the cold, calm promise of retribution if I refused.

			“And Haniel? What the hell am I supposed to do about him? Ari— My assistant got an eyeful of him and still can’t see straight.”

			“Haniel is not—” It wasn’t that the line went dead. It was that all sound ceased. Like I’d been cut out of the world. When the voice returned, so did the hum of air-conditioning. “You will deal with the eaters. You may choose to rescue humans at your own peril. Do I make your obligations clear?”

			I didn’t care a great deal about what terms Grimm had signed. Cherubs and people didn’t mix. “I need addresses in English. And what exactly was an archangel doing on earth?”

			The wood of my desk began to smoke, and letters burned into the surface, set in pure gold, which cooled from molten red to shining gold.

			“Got it. And the angel?”

			“Ask again, Marissa Lambert Locks, and contract or no contract, I will judge you myself.” The line went dead.

			The janitor closet door slammed, and Liam came whistling back down the hallway. “Something smells great. Did you set your desk on fire?”

			I pointed to the addresses. “I think we should pick up Ari and go for a stroll.”

			“Might as well. The water just went out here. Main must have broken.” Liam buttoned on another flannel shirt, which he wore rain or shine, summer or winter. From outside the building, sirens began to wail. Which wasn’t all that uncommon within ten blocks of the Agency. Grimm considered himself rougher than the entire neighborhood.

			I walked to the window at the back of our office. We didn’t have one until a few years ago, when a troll installed it by punching through the wall. Below me, the asphalt lay in jumbles, with water gushing everywhere, as though the street itself had risen.

			Not the street. “I rang that fork. You don’t think—”

			Liam put one hand on mine. “All large reptiles can sense vibrations way above or below what we can feel. I’m going to go wrap that tuning fork in a towel and lock it in one of Grimm’s boxes.”

			Grimm kept a wall of magic artifacts handy for preventing or causing disasters.

			“Is the alligator still here?”

			He shook his head. “I can’t tell. But then again, that’s how they get you.”

			
		

	
		
			Eight

			When we dropped by the apartment, I interrupted yet another shopping expedition. Online, that is. Ari had a thing for Internet sales, being personally responsible for the success of several dot-com ventures.

			I ignored the guilty look as she slammed the laptop shut. “Hey, sleepyhead. You up for a turkey hunt?”

			“I don’t know, Marissa. Today’s supposed to be a day off.”

			“Well, consider this a special engagement. You want to introduce me to the hottie you were looking at?” I glanced at the laptop.

			“He’s not—it’s not—ooh, Marissa.” Ari’s face turned red and her mouth pulled down into a frown. Such cute temper tantrums didn’t serve to earn her respect. All they did was make her hair—

			“Hey. What happened to your hair?” I stomped across the room to grab a strand before she could make an excuse.

			“Nothing.”

			“Really?” I put my hands on my hips and fixed her with my boss stare. Then tried the big-sister stare, which I figured had to be the beginning of a good boss stare. “Last night you looked like a strawberry blond Labrador with mange. Now—”

			Ari yanked her hair from my fingers, turning an even deeper shade of red. Which matched the shade of her hair. She’d always been blond with red hints. Strawberry blond in the same way a woman with one smashed strawberry in her hair looked. Now her locks fell in dark red ringlets.

			“Did you use some sort of potion?”

			“No.” She wouldn’t look at me. “It’s not the first time this has happened. You remember the night we found out about my father?” Ari’s father had died a year earlier, at what couldn’t possibly be called a comfortable old age. While I couldn’t prove it, I suspected Ari’s stepmother had a hand in it. I nodded in reply.

			“It changed three times that day. I was sure you would notice.”

			I surveyed the situation and made one of my patented snap decisions. “Come on. Liam’s downstairs and we’ve got work to do.”

			“So you don’t mind my hair changing?”

			“That’s what I like to call a first-world problem. You get a free dye job at random intervals and even if you butcher it, the stuff still grows back overnight.” I opened the door. “Compared to everything else wrong with the world, your bad hair day is chump change.”

			Ari fumed her way through her morning ritual, yanking her hair every which way and succeeding only in making it stand out farther from her head. When we finally left the building, we found Liam basking in the sun outside, soaking up the heat. He nodded to Ari. “Ready for something awful?”

			“Oh, please,” said Ari. “That’s every day in this job. Did Marissa tell you about the cherubs?”

			“She might have forgotten about that part. Do I bash them, burn them, or eat them?”

			“This time around we make Ari do what Grimm wanted the first time around,” I said.

			“Gotcha,” said Liam. “In that case, what do you need me for?”

			I hooked my arm around his and set out. “Oh, I just like having you around.”

			“That’s good enough for me.” He led the way to the first address.

			Unlike the previous infections, this address led to an apartment, specifically to an apartment twenty stories up. The building doorman gave us the evil eye and thought about denying us entry, but a smile and “please” from Ari worked better than a bribe.

			Ari and I took the stairs. Liam took the elevator. We beat him by eleven seconds and worked off breakfast to boot. As we approached the door, the soft strains of celestial music filtered out. They tugged at my consciousness, making me want to lay down and rest more than anything.

			And now we had a problem.

			Without Grimm to veil my visions, I couldn’t risk barging straight in. So I put that damned tattoo to use, punching the door until the frame splintered and it swung open. With the ocean of pain exploding up and down my arm, the inside of the apartment couldn’t lay a geis on me. A clot of cherubs lounged on the couch, flapping their white wings lazily.

			I turned away from the door and stepped to the side. “All right. Time for some princess power.”

			Ari’s lip curled up in a snarl. She hated her title. Most days she hated being reminded of the perks that came with it. Today, however, it was going to come in handy. “What do you have in mind?”

			“Lure them out one by one. Liam, I don’t care what you see come floating out, I want it bashed.” I nodded to Ari. “Go. I’ll keep a hold on you so you don’t get lured in.” My arm reached out of its own accord, but this time it headed for her throat instead of her shoulder.

			Ari wiped the glare off her face and engaged her smile, which had reality-altering properties. I mean, it really did. The seal bearers cared for their seals, and in return, the universe bent over backwards to make their lives easier. Even my murderous tattoo fell under her charm, turning what started out as a choke hold into a shoulder rub.

			Ari sang out in a high-pitched voice, “Come here. Oh, you’re such a cutie! Come over here and give me a great big hug.” She took one step forward, but I yanked her back. Gently, that is.

			A cherub floated lazily out the door, his mouth gaping open, but before he could take a bite out of Ari, Liam seized it by the feet, then swung it straight down, smashing it into the carpet. It went limp, and mana drooled from its mouth.

			Liam stopped to look at the chubby baby face and swore. “Holy—”

			“Shush,” I said. “Get the next one.”

			One by one, we repeated our trick. With each one, Liam grew more comfortable, developing his technique so the cherubs were dead before they knew what hit them. When the last one died, the charms of Paradisia drained away.

			“You could have warned me,” said Liam. “You should have warned me.”

			I pointed to the third one. “You see that? That’s the shoe it was eating.”

			He nodded.

			“There’s still a foot inside. These things are flying garbage disposals. You do not want them left flapping around.” I ducked inside and surveyed the situation. While the kitchen counters had grown soft, fluffy granite, and the floor transmuted to shining marble, it was the pool of blood and torn clothing that made me worry most.

			I stepped out and pulled the door shut as best I could. “There’s nothing left here, human or otherwise. I’m not going to burn down the building just to clean out one apartment. Let’s head on to the next one.”

			We did, walking a few blocks to the next address.

			And there, a familiar scene played out. Ari luring cherubs. Liam killing them. Me trying to make sense of the mess inside. In this one, the remains of a body lay where the cherubs had picked at it, but so little remained I couldn’t tell if the victim had been a man or woman.

			At the third apartment, we found what had definitely been an older woman. The cherubs were still devouring her arms when we arrived, and honestly, were so engrossed in their meal Ari had trouble distracting them.

			I had no one to save, but I did have a sneaking suspicion. A feeling that grew on me with every step. I took the list of addresses and jumped to the bottom. “This one. We’re heading here next.”

			“That’s halfway across . . .” Liam’s voice trailed off as he watched my expression. I was going to get the boss stare down if it killed me. Angry Girlfriend and Big Sister mixed together seemed to do the trick; though with Liam, Angry Girlfriend was usually more than enough.

			I pulled up my phone and figured out the most direct route to the last address. “I can’t help but feel we’re being used to mop up. We can go back and do pest control later.”

			We took a cab, which was only marginally better than walking, and then Ari and I ran. I’d say Liam ran, but his run ended so quickly it might as well not have begun. While the boundaries of the boyfriend/girlfriend relationship weren’t entirely clear, I made a mental note: Motivate Liam to run with me.

			See, Ari and I did daily cardio and long-distance training. I had a gun with real bullets. I had a best friend with real magic. But much of the time, the best thing to do was be off like a shot and keep running. Most of the beasts I encountered were in bad shape, and most of the people, worse. So running wasn’t just an exercise thing. In the Agency business, running was what we called a life skill, as in “it might save my life.”

			Ari and I arrived at the last address, a whole-floor penthouse in a neighborhood way out of my price range. We took the stairs to the top floor, where I prepared to do my best bash-the-door-open impression.

			But the door wasn’t locked. I threw it open right as Ari grabbed me by the hair. She yanked me to the ground in a cursing heap. Three cherubs sailed into the wall. They beat feathered wings in a rush, squealing, and flew straight through the window at the end of the hall. One bounced off the window and fell to the ground, neck broken. The second shattered the window and gashed itself on the shards of glass. The last flew off, leaving bloody feathers on the window edges.

			“That’s not good,” said Ari.

			I nodded. The cherubs in the first church had clung to the ceiling. I’d figured it was to be closer to heaven, but now, I wondered if they weren’t frightened of something else.

			Inside, the remains of Paradisia bubbled, but the atmosphere had shifted. It no longer held strains of music, but echoes of screams . . . and voices. The unholy attraction of Paradisia shifted to a cold queasiness in the depths of my stomach. But I didn’t get paid to get queasy. With Ari at my back, I eased my way into the apartment. This time I had my gun ready.

			Haniel stood in the center of a spacious living room. At his feet, an elderly man with silver hair knelt. And beside him hunkered a creature which could only be the product of psychosis combined with fever dreams. If you started with a person, then pinched down the joints to wasp legs, and stretched the face and ears outward, that would be a good start. We won’t go into the gelatinous red slime bubbling on its skin, or the way its eyes seemed to burn with all the fire in Inferno.

			Haniel glanced our way as the door opened, and smiled.

			Which was the first point where I noticed the black fumes drifting around him. Like cigar smoke combined with octopus ink, it swirled around him, never quite settling.

			“Well, if it isn’t the human and her pet,” said Haniel. “I was planning to hunt you down for disrupting what should have been my crowning moment, but now, I have a better idea.”

			“Master.” The old man looked up and nearly whispered, “I beg this honor of you.”

			“Yes,” said Haniel. “You do. These women, they want to save you from me. Do you want them to?”

			For a moment, the man’s gaze flicked to us, and a look of ethereal horror stole across his face. “No, my master. I wish only to serve.”

			“Then it is done,” said the demon. I hadn’t seen one before, but I couldn’t mistake it for anything else.

			Ari sucked in magic from around me, rattling the windows and shaking the walls as she gathered a spell. With a forceful scream, she unleashed it, a rainbow burst of light that—showered the room in daisies. Ari looked at the flowers, then to her fingers. “Damn it.”

			“We’re working on that,” said Haniel. “Draklor, would you be so kind as to remove the uninvited guests?”

			“Once we’re done,” said the demon. “It would be a privilege.”

			Ari wound up again and this time, snow blasted from her hands.

			It blew across the room in a blizzard, and deflected from a bubble around the angel.

			“You cannot interfere with a mortal’s decision,” said Haniel. “He has chosen well.” And with that, the archangel of grace ripped the man’s head from his body. “Your soul is my final price.”

			The demon Draklor placed both hands over the man’s head, and a cloud of noxious smoke burst out. When it cleared, only the skull remained. Its eye sockets flickered red.

			“You girls have got to learn to wait . . .” Liam’s voice trailed off as he stepped into the apartment. He looked at the angel, the demon, and the corpse, then to me. “This doesn’t look good. Is it good?”

			“No,” said Ari. “I don’t think it is.”

			Haniel ignored Liam entirely, his gaze drifting from me to Ari. “I offer you a choice as well. Die here, or bear witness to my ascendency. Which will it be?”

			Ari seized a sculpture from the table nearby and heaved it at him. She missed and obliterated the flatscreen TV behind Haniel. “I’m not planning to die any time soon.”

			“Then I accept your decision,” said Haniel. “You will come to the midnight chapel, then, tomorrow. Unless you’re already dead.” The music of Paradisia swelled, and the archangel swelled with light, blinding me for an instant. When I blinked it away, only the demon remained. It smiled, an act which split its head all the way to the back.

			And the red slime covering it caught fire. “You are unworthy to observe his glory, mortals. Burn in the flames of agony.” It took a step toward me.

			And Liam took a step toward it.

			Part of the whole dragon curse thing was that he never needed to worry about getting sunburned again. By that, I meant whether he was out in the sun, or on the surface of the sun, fire just didn’t harm him. If it had been me, I’d have used the element of surprise to get in a few blows.

			My boyfriend, on the other hand, was hobbled by an unquenchable sense of fairness. He held up his hands, palms out. “That’s some nice fire you’ve got going there. What, two, three thousand degrees?”

			Draklor curled off a small ball of fire and tossed it under hand.

			“Oh, I get it! This is catch!” Liam caught it and tossed it back. “We can play this if you want. I could get a stick if you want to play fetch.”

			While the demon studied its palms, Liam shot me a glance. “Get out of here before tall, dark, and ugly decides to preheat this place to three thousand degrees.”

			“But—” I started to protest but found myself on the receiving end of a boss stare.

			“M, let Liam play with fire,” said Ari, pulling me by the hand. “We’ve got bigger problems.”

			With some trepidation, I let her lead me out of the apartment. Liam was a big boy, right? And though I hadn’t meant to curse him, being immune to fire meant he had a leg, arm, and scaly tail up on the rest of us.

			“That’s hellfire too,” said Liam. His voice carried into the hall, a deep bass I loved to hear. “Which we’ve already established I’m immune to. No, no, that’s just more hellfire. Can we assume anything that comes out of your hands is probably also hellfire?”

			“You think he’s okay in there with that thing?” I put one hand on the door. Not like I had much hope of contributing.

			Ari attempted her version of the boss stare. Her eyes narrowed, she glared at me.

			I resisted the urge to laugh at her and give her a hug.

			“We need to mop up the cherubs at these other locations and come up with a plan. I don’t know if you noticed, but Haniel is way out of our league.”

			I put one ear to the door to listen, right as Liam shouted, “That was my favorite shirt, you sorry, sad sack . . .” His shouting trailed off into incomprehensible growls and roars, which confirmed two things:

			First, I felt sorry for the demon. I’d seen this happen before, and the first few minutes were all dragon, all the time.

			Secondly, my boyfriend would be down for the count for a while. According to Liam, if all he did was skulk along in lizard form, like he had in the sewers, he could manage to stay awake when transforming back. If he had to breathe fire, or Kingdom help him, fly, the result was total exhaustion.

			From inside the apartment came a sound I classified as “Demon being mangled.” I’d never heard the sound before, but this was fairly unmistakable.

			“Cherubs. We have to deal with them.” So, with much trepidation, I left my boyfriend destroying the top floor of an apartment building, and followed Ari off to do a job animal control should have handled.

			It took the next four hours to clear all them out. At every location, we found the same evidence. A headless body in various states of consumption. Three or four smiling, burbling cherubs eating fistfuls of flesh, and no Haniel, thank Kingdom.

			We’d caught a cab back to my apartment when the rearview mirror glowed, and Grimm’s eyes filled it. If it were possible, even more wrinkles surrounded the edges of his eyes. “Ladies, why do I get the feeling you haven’t been taking a night out on the town?”

			“We’ve been dealing with more”—I glanced to the driver—“pigeons.”

			Grimm closed his eyes and nodded.

			“Also,” said Ari, “there’s Haniel.”

			“Not our problem, ladies. You will avoid any situation which might bring you into contact with that entity.” Grimm’s tone said the conversation was done. He’d failed to realize that didn’t work with me.

			“So he just does his ascension, stops killing people, and we go on with life? And what exactly does ‘bear witness’ mean he wants?”

			At the word “ascension,” Grimm’s eyes grew wide. After a long minute, he finally spoke. “I suspect, ladies, that Haniel may be more of our problem than I thought.”

			“Because you just figured out that letting him kill people is bad?” asked Ari.

			“No, princess.” Grimm heaved a sigh born from eons of worry. “Few witnesses survive the ritual they have agreed to observe, and I’d rather not let him kill you.”

			
		

	
		
			Nine

			We went home and slept in spite of the “deranged angel is going to kill you” threat. This wasn’t some supercharged sense of invulnerability; it was common sense. You can only hunt cherubs, encounter a demon, and get threated by an archangel so much before you need food and rest.

			By the time I got home, I had a voice mail from Liam. He’d woken in the ruined remains of a penthouse with no sign of the demon and gone home. To his studio workshop, where he forged wrought-iron art.

			I wanted to call and explain. To tell him about Grimm’s statement. But I didn’t want him involved any more than he’d already been. After seven years as an agent, I expected crap like this. And Ari, she had the princess thing going for her.

			Liam mixing it up with an archangel could only end badly, and I wouldn’t risk it ending badly for him. So I crawled into bed after inhaling Chinese takeout, and dreamed of smiling cherubs floating just out of reach, waiting with hungry eyes.

			•   •   •

			The next morning, under broad sunlight, the whole demon-angel-threat thing no longer loomed over me. I made a pot of coffee, risked Ari’s wrath by rousing her, and sat down to read the newspaper.

			Except that Grimm was waiting in the makeup mirror on my table. “Marissa, I trust you had a good rest?”

			Wary of a verbal trap, I only nodded.

			“Would you mind explaining what part of Aiyn’s Press is doing in my office? Or why there’s a theft report stating that a hideous hag with ragged brown hair and horrible body odor stole it?”

			“You didn’t tell me how to use it.” I’d rarely gone toe-to-toe with Grimm since becoming his partner, but this was not the morning for him to pick a fight. “It’s not like you’ve had a problem borrowing magical artifacts before.”

			Grimm opened his mouth to give me a retort and stopped. “That’s true. But I expected you to use the most rational method possible. Trigger a fire alarm, then walk out amid the chaos. A great agent models efficiency.”

			“Got it. Now, exactly how do I use it? I’ve seen what it does to my tattoo, but how do I actually get the ink out?”

			“Simple,” said Grimm. “We cut into your arm while the ink is displaced, and siphon it out along with an unavoidable portion of your blood.”

			The hell we would. “Try again. Come up with a better way, or I’m going to keep it.”

			Ari’s door opened and she came stumbling out, resembling one of the walking dead more than a banished princess. “Morning, M.”

			“Only technically,” said Grimm. “And, Marissa, I suspect the tattoo is simply biding its time until it can take over.”

			The thought of the strange, hypnotic ink making it to my brain had me readjusting priorities. “Change of plans, take it out now.”

			Ari grabbed my arm and inspected it. “I can finally see magic again. Grimm’s right. This is starting to move on its own.”

			“Hmmm,” said Grimm. “The problem with fae ink is that it can only be injected with special needles. I suppose it’s possible one could use them to extract the ink as well. I’ve always had the unfortunate recipient run through the soul sieve.” Grimm looked up and caught the incredulous stare Ari and I were beaming his direction. “I mean, if I had ever used it, that would be the most efficient method.”

			Ari sat down at the table beside me and crossed her arms. “What’s an archangel doing with a demon? And don’t try to tell me it wasn’t a demon. I saw what Marissa can’t.”

			I thought for sure Grimm would put her off again. “I suppose it’s too late to keep you from being involved.”

			I nodded. “It was probably too late when I got a call from someone about your contract. Someone who wasn’t too worried about the people being killed, just the mess left behind.”

			“They dared contact you?” The table trembled as Grimm’s image shook in the mirror. “That’s inexcusable. And that, I take it, is how you wound up confronting Haniel again?”

			I nodded. “Got it in one. They said as your partner, I had responsibility for your obligations.”

			Grimm ran his fingers through his hair. When he spoke, his voice shook. “When I invited you to work with me instead of for me, I didn’t anticipate this. I will be amending my contract to ensure your involvement is proscribed, Marissa.”

			“I’m a big girl. Now, about that angel?”

			“Since you are both already involved, I speak to you in confidence. Haniel seeks to defect. To leave his station in Paradisia, but retain his might.” Grimm glanced around the room, then continued. “Without a doubt, this is why he seeks willing sacrifices. He will use their souls to stain himself, corrupting his very nature.”

			I’d cracked some heads back in the church, or smashed skulls. “I might have busted a few heads the first time we ran into Haniel. So he was replacing the ones I broke. And tonight, at the midnight chapel, he’ll—”

			Grimm held up a hand. “How do you know of the midnight chapel?”

			“I’ll give you one guess,” said Ari. “Haniel said we’d either bear witness to his ascendancy or die there. I declined to die.”

			I had a sneaky suspicion that Haniel had nothing good planned for us. “Do we die if we bear witness?”

			Grimm thought for a moment. “Can you be trusted if I leave you alone to perform divination?”

			“No,” said Ari and I together.

			I mouthed Yes to Grimm, then added, “I’ve got an idea. I’m going back to the tattoo shop to see what kind of needles they used. If this ink’s so special, I doubt it gets along with regular steel.”

			Grimm didn’t answer. He just disappeared.

			And my arm began to tingle right where the Agency bracelet touched me. Liam was calling. I put my hand on it and waited for the sensation of sitting right across from him.

			“M? You there?” Liam smelled of wood smoke and aftershave. At least, that’s the impression that came across our link.

			The smile on my face spilled into my voice. “I’m here. Are you hurt from yesterday?”

			“A few bruises. Grimm stopped in this morning while I was shaving. He find you?” I could almost feel the stubble on his chin.

			Find was more a question of waiting until I wasn’t in the bathroom to speak. “He did. I’m going into Kingdom today. Gotta talk to the tattoo artist who worked on us. You want to have lunch?” I ignored Ari’s eyes, which rolled around like she was searching for her brains.

			“I’ll meet you at the tattoo shop. I have a piece of steel in the forge right now that I’ve got to finish. You like red-hot steel, right?”

			Not as much as I liked one red-hot man, but Ari might gag if I said that. “I love you. See you there.”

			•   •   •

			Ari and I found our way through Kingdom, dodging two parades, a pack of singing minstrels, and a pack of ragged orphans, at least three of which were likely to discover they were royalty. In fact, in Kingdom, odds were the occasional prince would discover he was actually a long-lost commoner.

			We arrived at the tattoo shop just as the neon lights came on, highlighting a dozen different designs. Liam leaned against the brick, his hands jammed in his denim jeans. He gave me a kiss. “Hey, beautiful.”

			“Hey, you.” I pointed to the door. “You want to wait here?”

			“I’m with you,” he said. And opened it for me.

			I walked into a shop I only vaguely remembered from before. Checkered black-and-white flooring shone with red neon glare, and the chairs resembled a barbershop gone bad, with leather restraints for less cooperative clients.

			“Come back for more work?” To call the woman who spoke “painted” would have implied there was a bare spot on her skin. From her eyelids to her toes, everything visible was inked. And most everything was visible. “You’re bruise girl. And you’re the one with her name on your crotch.”

			“Shoulder,” I said. “It’s on his shoulder.”

			“Oh, right,” she said, waving a cigarette. “That was the other girl’s name. I normally don’t do names, but figured he already had one, so another ain’t gonna hurt.”

			Ari’s startled “Oh!” competed with the hum of the neon signs as I turned on Liam. “Did I hear that right?”

			“It was a long time ago,” said Liam.

			“Show me.” I thought I’d seen every inch of that man, but obviously, a few things had escaped my attention.

			“It’s not really in a place I can show here. Sort of below the hairline. I used to shave . . .”

			Liam’s explanation drained off under my newly discovered boss stare. I’d never managed it before, which I attributed to a lack of proper motivation. “Okay, we’ll save that for later. Tell me how it happened.”

			“This ought to be good,” said the tattoo lady, until I turned the boss stare on her.

			Liam cleared his throat. “I dated this girl in Art College. She liked ink. I liked her. We wound up in a shop, and she said it was get a tat or call it quits.”

			The sheer stupidity of his decision overwhelmed me. “And you did it?”

			I’d run over deer with better comprehension skills. Liam’s eyes went wide. “You don’t understand. If you’d been there, and seen her . . .” His eyes met mine and his voice trailed off.

			I tapped my food. “Yes? If I’d been there, what?”

			“Well,” Liam swallowed, “I wouldn’t have made such a mistake.”

			I had to give it to him, pulling that out at the last possible moment. And follow up for sure, not because I was jealous, I told myself. Well, maybe because I was a little jealous. To avoid any more awkward discoveries, I turned my attentions on the tattoo artist, whose tank top showed off a tattooed nameplate reading “Cheryl.” “Cheryl, we’re here about the work you did the other night. I want to know where you got the ink, and how you injected Mr. Stone and myself with it.”

			Liam winced at my use of his last name. I hadn’t called him that—well—ever. Cheryl, on the other hand, began to sweat in a shop so cold I could hang meat in it.

			After an age of uncomfortable silence, Ari piped up. “We’d really like to know.”

			I glanced over and caught the grimace. Ari knew what she was doing. Your average person couldn’t any more say no to a prince or princess than they could stop breathing. While Ari avoided using her charms when possible, they came in handy every so often. Thank Kingdom I was mostly immune.

			“Look,” said Cheryl, “I know I’m not supposed to have this, but sometimes we get hard cases.” She waved for us to follow her over to her wall of supplies. There, she removed a battered metal ammo case and unsnapped it. “I got this from my father. He got it from his father. He got it—”

			“We get it,” said Ari. “From your father’s umpteenth father and so on.”

			Cheryl frowned, making the tattooed mustache on her lips crease. “No. I was going to say his uncle won it from a stranger in a game of Go Fish.” She opened the ammo case and untied a rag bundle.

			“You reuse these between jobs?” said Liam, looking a little pale.

			Cheryl shrugged as she splayed the bundle open for us to see. “Not like I can replace them. These aren’t needles. They’re—”

			“Thorns.” I recognized them. A long, thin point that swelled to a bulbous base. I’d had several erupt from my flesh when I killed the Fairy Godmother. “How old are these?”

			“Four hundred years, at least. And we got a bottle of fae ink with it.” Cheryl held up a brown glass bottle. The contents crawled up the walls on their own, forming fractal patterns which dared me to lose myself in them. “The thorns will pierce anything. And they don’t hurt at all. If you hadn’t been such a wimp, I’d have used regular needles.”

			Liam took the bottle and shook it. “How do you replenish the ink?”

			“Oh . . .” Cheryl looked toward the door like she wanted to run. “Most folks who get tattooed with this stuff come back wanting it gone. They say it brings bad luck. The thorns are hollow, and I swear, the ink is drawn to them. It siphons out into the knob at the bottom, then we pump it back into the bottle. Doesn’t hurt a bit.”

			My memory said the thorns hurt in ways she couldn’t possibly imagine. “We’re going to have to confiscate these. You either hand them over, or I bring in the Kingdom police. I’m guessing that isn’t incense I smell.”

			Cheryl cursed in several ways I hadn’t heard before, insulting my lineage (fine by me), my mother (equally fine), and an innocent goat. Ari took out her phone to take notes. Ari considered herself a journeyman curser, but she had aspirations of becoming a master.

			I took a thorn and tentatively jabbed it at my wrist. Anytime someone says “it doesn’t hurt,” they are lying. It hurt. And worse yet, the ink remained under my skin. “Hey,” I shouted, interrupting Cheryl’s tirade. “It’s not working.”

			She studied my arm a moment, then shook her head. “It wasn’t this size when I did it. Trust me, you wouldn’t hold still long enough. Maybe knead the skin?”

			As we exited the shop, Grimm waited in the “Check yourself out!” mirror. “Ladies, I have good news and bad. Which would you prefer first?”

			“Bad,” said Ari and I. We’d spent enough time with Grimm to know the good almost never outweighed the bad.

			Grimm nodded. “The good news is, as his witness, Haniel is not allowed to directly harm you. That is the purpose of the witness. To spread word of what happened.”

			Liam blew out a ring of smoke. “And the bad news?”

			“The bad news,” said Grimm, “is that no archangel in history has succeeded in retaining his power when corrupted. At the completion of the ritual, he will go on a rampage. While Marissa and Arianna may be safe, no one else may count themselves so fortunate.”

			
		

	
		
			Ten

			Crazy archangels killing people for fun was new, even in my book. After seven years in the Agency business, that said a lot. Still, the key thing about working with the Fairy Godfather was, he always had a plan. Always. “All right, Grimm. You slaughtered some bunnies and came up with a way to avoid a massacre?”

			“Not exactly.” Not exactly was the closest Grimm ever came to saying he didn’t know. “I’ve determined what your roles as witness must be. Marissa, you must bring an offering. The usual accepted one is a human head from an unwilling victim. Arianna, you will ring bells at the midnight chapel to celebrate the transformation.”

			“Why do I have to be the bell ringer?” Ari’s tone came dangerously close to whining.

			“Fine,” I said. “You get to carry the head.”

			Grimm nodded. “There are no bells at the midnight chapel, which will make fulfilling that requirement difficult. I’d prefer that any risk be conferred on Marissa.”

			Liam growled, a rumble which matched my opinion, then spoke. “Bells are easy to make. I don’t do much casting but that doesn’t mean I can’t.”

			“It isn’t a question of capability, but material,” said Grimm. “The midnight chapel’s original bell wasn’t accidentally lost. It was destroyed to make it a place of dark magic. Any replacement would need similar qualities to the original.”

			“You find the metal, I’ll make the bell,” said Liam. “Listen, this rampage sounds like it’s going to make a real mess out of the city. I just got my studio rebuilt from the last fire, and I’m fairly certain my insurance doesn’t cover ‘acts of archangels.’ At least, not without a large deductible. Any ideas on how to stop the ritual?”

			Grimm shook his head. “The part which matters is not a ‘speak now or forever accept your damnation.’ It’s the inscription of Inferno’s creed on the angel’s skin. He will use the souls given him to stain himself forever.”

			I barely managed to contain my version of “That’s stupid.” Because the archangel wasn’t the only one to draw on himself in permanent marker. Instead, I decided to tackle something I could actually help with. “I’m going to go chop off a head.”

			“Marissa!” Ari’s tone matched what I called her “about to smack Marissa” state.

			“Chill,” I said, nodding to the frost forming around her. “I’ve got a plan.”

			•   •   •

			While Liam went back to his studio to build a casting mold, and Grimm consulted the auguries to determine a location of magic metal, Ari and I took a trip across Kingdom. When I arrived at the museum, I headed straight for the ticket-booth door.

			“He’s still dead,” said the other ticket taker.

			“Good,” said Ari. “We need his head for an unholy ritual.”

			The young ticket taker shot to his feet and pounded on the glass. “No way in hell would Fred agree to that.”

			“Perfect. I wouldn’t have it any other way.” I looked around for a chainsaw and came up blank. Ditto on pocket knives, and in fact, butter knives. With one hand, I dragged the deceased ticket taker out of the booth and flopped him in the museum lobby.

			And an idea occurred to me.

			I met the gaze of the terrified ticket taker, now huddling in his booth. “Is the exhibit on battle axes still in the west wing? If so, I’ll take three tickets, please.”

			•   •   •

			A few minutes later, while the fire alarm blared on one end of the museum, I helped Ari stuff the body back in the ticket booth.

			“He’s missing his head,” shouted the young man. “Don’t you think people will notice?”

			Ari carefully put the museum uniform hat in place atop the bloody shoulders. “There we go. Just tell folks he’s dozing and put his head down for a nap. On the floor.”

			She caught up to me on the street, and folded a set of museum passes into her purse. “Next week is Gwendolyn’s birthday. I’m hoping she dies of boredom.”

			Gwendolyn, Ari’s stepmother, ranked near the top of people I’d rather see in a ticket booth without a head. She’d kicked Ari out of the family, and if it weren’t for Grimm, Ari wouldn’t even be allowed to set foot in Kingdom.

			Speaking of Grimm, I called him from a nearby window. “I’ve got the housewarming present. Any idea on bells?”

			Grimm nodded. “I do, but you’re not going to like it. I’ve located a source of suitable metal to cast a new bell for the chapel, but doing so may destroy the only way to remove your tattoo.”

			“Aiyn’s Press?” I asked.

			“Indeed. The brass from which it is carved is blessed, and will serve perfectly for a new bell.”

			Ari gasped, and bolt of static electricity jumped from her hand to me. “I know what to do!”

			“Bell ringers pull the rope,” I said. “People have managed it for years.”

			Ari actually had a fairly decent “assistant stare,” when she worked at it. “No. I know how we can remove that stupid tattoo and still deliver the bell.”

			Grimm raised one eyebrow. “Well?”

			“Let’s see.” Ari stopped and leaned up against a building, her lips moving in soundless words. “If it’s the metal that makes that fork work, shouldn’t a bell made from it have the same properties?”

			“Perhaps,” said Grimm. “I can’t really say. The press is effective due to proximity. A bell would not be. And in order to avoid damage to Marissa’s arm, the process of removing the tattoo would take hours we don’t have. Master Stone should be casting now if he is to have it ready by midnight.”

			“Do it,” I said. “I picked up something from the tattoo shop which should make extracting the fae ink possible, but the ink isn’t cooperating.”

			Grimm nodded. “I’m sure it’s clinging to you. When this over, I will find a way to break it down. Assuming you survive, my dear.”

			•   •   •

			We spent the rest of the day at Liam’s forge, while he worked. By the time Ari and I arrived, Liam had a large clay mold set up, and Aiyn’s Press glowed golden white in the forge.

			Grimm observed the work from a shaving mirror I’d brought from Liam’s bathroom. “Arianna, how would you feel about attempting a spell with my blessing?”

			Ari sat in the corner, flipping through a shopping catalogue, but at “spell” she sat up. “That didn’t go so well last time.”

			“Indeed,” said Grimm, “but I was thinking a less complex spell. One more in line with your nature, perhaps easier for you to fold and shape the magic.”

			“I’m game.” Ari stood. “What do I do?”

			“I’d like to improve the odds the metal retains its magic disrupting capabilities. To do so, when Mr. Stone casts the bell, you will bless it. It’s a minor spell, meant to enhance qualities which already exist. We’ll practice on Mr. Stone first.”

			“Try again,” I said. Practice on Liam was something I disagreed with, whether the practice was magic or medical. “Practice is what corpses are for. Malpractice is what Ari does with magic.”

			“Princess, let us discuss this in private,” said Grimm. He jumped to Ari’s compact and began to instruct her in whispers.

			Liam stirred the foundry pot where Aiyn’s Press had become Aiyn’s Puddle. After what felt like hours, he tested the metal and nodded. “It’s ready.”

			Ari stood and drew in power, but this time, it flowed toward her with purpose. She stared ahead, her eyes unfocused as her hands trembled. Light took shape on her fingertips, then sparked between her and Liam.

			“What did you just do?” I shot to my feet, standing between them.

			“Calm down, M,” said Liam. “That didn’t hurt a bit.”

			Easy for him to say—he didn’t wind up with ethanol poisoning from Ari’s last spell. “What did you do?”

			Ari looked to Grimm. “Did I do it right?”

			Grimm nodded. “She’s only enhanced his finer qualities. He was a calm, gentle man before. He is more so now. It should allow him better control of his curse.”

			Liam cast him a doubtful glance. “I can’t tell a difference, but if you two are done playing magic, I’ve got metal to work.”

			“Arianna, now is the time,” said Grimm. “Exactly as you did with Mr. Stone, but focus, and hold this thought: The bell disrupts magic. Not destroys. Disrupts. You must focus on this aspect.”

			A wind rose from nowhere, blowing from the corners toward Ari. Her hair rose, and the pile of papers on Liam’s desk scattered into the forge.

			Liam hefted the foundry pot and poured it slowly into the casting. Wax poured from the vent holes as the metal boiled in, until the last molten drop slipped out. Once Liam returned the foundry pot, he banked the forge and sat back, sweat pouring from his skin.

			And Ari continued to draw power, until her skin glowed an unhealthy white.

			“That’s more than enough, princess,” Grimm shouted over the gale.

			Where light grew on Ari’s hand before, it blasted this time, exploding out into the bell, shattering the casting vent, and soaking into the metal like rain in the desert.

			Ari took two steps forward and stumbled, landing on her knees. She gasped for breath, then looked up, a look of wild triumph on her face. “Ring it.”

			“Can’t,” said Liam. He broke the cast away from the bell, ignoring the fact that it was still hot enough to burn through the floor. “I need to fix the clapper in place, but we can’t ring it until the metal cools. That’ll take an hour at least, and if you rush it, it’ll crack.”

			Grimm tapped on his mirror for our attention, and waited. “Ladies, we have less than two hours to reach the midnight chapel. I must insist we leave now.”

			“I’m coming,” said Liam. “I’m sick of Marissa having all the fun.”

			“Very well,” said Grimm, “you may at least accompany Marissa to the chapel door.”

			Liam, escorting me to a church? It felt a bit sudden, but I could get used to the thought given time. We took a cab to Williamsburg and stopped in front of an abandoned sugar factory.

			“Ladies, you want to enter the basement, then the subbasement. You’ll find the chapel entrance at the back.” Grimm motioned from the side windows. “Mr. Stone, you may find the chapel will not admit you, because you are not considered a witness, and I doubt Haniel has you on his guest list.”

			“Seriously?” Liam pounded the factory door in frustration, accidentally knocking it out of the door frame. “Why don’t I ever get the fun parts?”

			“Because you are considered half of an endangered species,” said Grimm. “Marissa and Arianna cannot be harmed by the archangel while they bear witness, but even reaching the chapel door can involve facing horrors most men quail before.”

			“How’d they name this place?” Ari asked as we walked through abandoned factory lines.

			It took Grimm several minutes to find a place that could hold him. A green glass bottle outside the basement stairs caught his reflection well enough for him to answer. “Built in utter blackness, the sunlight can never shine. In this chapel, it is always midnight. Once, monks held services here to deprive darkness its home.”

			These sorts of stories didn’t end well, in my experience. “And?”

			“The usual. A bellboy betrayed them in return for a chance to see the sun again. He smashed the bell and threw open the chapel doors.” Grimm faded from the bottle as we entered the subbasement, but not before he added, “The carnage left their order much like the brothers. Ruined.”

			Subbasements, for the record, exist to house machinery which services other machinery. The rot of ages lay on the machinery, where roots had grown through the walls and hung in tangles from the ceiling. In the darkness, whispers of movements proved to be albino rats the length of my arm. With blind eyes, they fled even my penlight.

			“Be,” said Ari. A foxfire burst into existence, lighting the basement in pale green light.

			A familiar tug on my spirit said I was in for trouble. My blessings had apparently slept in, but the presence of free magic was like dangling a steak in front of a pair of bulldogs. “Blessing? Curse? Easy, now.”

			Speaking their names fed them in a different way, but I suspected it was the difference between dog food and steak. They might accept the names, but what they really wanted to do was tear Ari’s creation into screaming scraps of pure magic.

			At the back of the subbasement, behind a pile of burlap bags, lay a rusted door. At least, I told myself, it was rust, and not dried blood. With one kick, Liam broke the top hinge, with the second, he flattened the door completely.

			Darkness leaked beyond it, fouling the light, hissing, searing where my penlight swiped it like a blade. And to my surprise, Liam stepped through the door without problem. From beyond, he called, his voice muffled. “M, sweetheart, this is not good.”

			Taking a deep breath, I stepped through and walked down a tunnel of rock that pressed me lower and lower with each step. With the last step, I emerged into a cavern the size of a football stadium. And at last I understood Liam’s statement.

			Liam set down the bell gingerly, taking care to not let it ring, and took my hand. “How do you plan to deal with that?”

			It wasn’t the chapel. It was a chapel in name only, with dark spires that stabbed the inky ceiling, and walls washed in bloodred torches. Like the designer of a quaint country church went insane, and built his next creation from the bones of ancient creatures.

			I owned a time-share in Jersey that was way worse.

			The line of horrific creatures waiting outside the chapel, on the other hand, constituted a problem. I opened my purse and flipped out my compact. “Grimm, you see this?”

			He surveyed the chapel, and whistled, long and low. “I see.”

			“And you have a plan for how to get in, right?”

			He shook his head. “Not yet.”

			“I hate to interrupt,” said Liam, “but we’re not exactly drowning in time. And we’ve been spotted.”

			
		

	
		
			Eleven

			One by one, creatures composed mostly of eyes, or without any eyes, or composed of improbable geometry turned to look at us.

			“Magic?” I glanced to Ari. She had a habit of throwing the odd elemental blast on demand. And also the occasional shower of daisies.

			“No way. Not if you want me to be able to ring that thing when I get in.” Ari picked up the bell with both hands, grunting.

			“Mr. Stone?” Grimm flickered in my mirror. “I was wondering if this might meet your qualifications for fun. You should be aware, those serpentine creatures on the far side are ice drakes. You should avoid direct contact, or, in fact, any form of contact.”

			I’d never looked them up in the Beast Lexicon, but the ice drakes resembled silver anacondas with stumpy legs. Frost formed on the rocks around them.

			Liam wasn’t used to encountering anything that could harm him. While it was true that having the flu nearly burned down his house, in general, the bonuses outweighed the downsides. It wasn’t like men didn’t think with their primitive hindbrains most of the time anyway. The dragon portion of him just did it more often.

			“Okay,” said Liam. “Here’s how it works: When you see the signal, you run like hell for the doors.” He sauntered toward the line of creatures, rubbing his hands together.

			“You should have asked him what the signal was,” said Ari.

			I took the bell from her and handed her the bag with the head. “I have a feeling we won’t be able to miss it.”

			Liam shouted, his voice echoing in the mist. “Gather round, folks. Gather round. You—” He pointed to an ice drake. “Come here for a moment.”

			With each step, the chorus of horrors surrounded him. And yet, he remained calm, his voice level.

			“Go,” whispered Ari, bumping me toward the chapel.

			Though I kept one eye on the door, I spent most of my time watching a cluster of nightmares gather tighter and tighter around a man I had no intention of letting go.

			A screaming shriek rose through the chapel as one of the ice serpents whipped backwards, its eyes ruined pits of charred flesh. And the snickers of monsters seeing an easy meal became the shrieks of hunters being hunted.

			For one moment, I caught sight of Liam. Well, the dragon curse that inhabited him. It rose, swiping with stubby claws on a creature with at least a thousand eyes. The cost in contact lenses for that many eyes would bankrupt a small nation.

			I left monster-mashing to my boyfriend and ran for the chapel as fast as I could.

			Strangely, even the denizens who saw us didn’t bother turning to come after us. They simply watched us run with grins on what I hoped were faces. When we reached the stairs, I understood why a parade of horrors waited outside. A shimmering wall of swirling darkness covered the doors.

			“This is what Grimm meant when he said Liam couldn’t enter,” said Ari. “This is the equivalent of a magical turnstile.”

			I hefted the bell and ran straight for it. Either I’d be right or my face would ring a bell.

			The barrier loomed above me, oozing back and forth as I leaped toward it—and beyond. Beside me, Ari choked and sputtered.

			“Your mouth must not have been open.” She spat again. “That was like swallowing spiders.”

			“How many spiders have you swallowed?”

			“I had three older sisters with a nasty sense of humor. Spiders were practically a snack food in our house.”

			I’d never thought being an only child might have advantages. The inside of the chapel couldn’t have contrasted more with the outside. The tile sparkled with immaculate white glitter, and soft elevator music played overhead.

			Ari opened her mirror and called Grimm “We’re in. Where does the bell go?”

			“The same place a princess goes,” said Grimm. “The tower. Don’t fear—you can both observe the ceremony from the loft.”

			“Check on Liam. Is he okay?” I would have tried to contact him by bracelet, but the dragon had never really embraced speech of any sort. Violence and fire were its native tongue.

			Grimm didn’t answer for far too long. “He’s not dead. You may thank him later. Though Haniel may not harm you, I am certain the guests for his ascension ceremony would not be so constrained.”

			Of course not. No wonder Haniel hadn’t minded my presence. “I’ll make it up to Liam. Why is the inside of this place not trashed?”

			“Everything about the midnight chapel was designed to withstand the test of time, except the people who inhabited it.” Grimm pointed to the left. “Up the stairs to the belfry. Though I should warn you—it is unlikely to be empty.”

			I shifted the bell in my grasp. Large, heavy, and metal, I considered it perfect for clubbing in confined spaces. Ari slipped the bag over her shoulder and pulled her gun out. And up the stairs we went. Midway up, the stairs opened to a loft, where I assume a choir once slept through services. The bell rope hung down all the way to the loft floor. We continued on up toward the belfry with caution.

			Grimm said the belfry wouldn’t be empty. Empty can mean good things. “No, there are no monsters in here.” Or mean bad things like “Your gas tank is on E.” Empty in no way described the room at the top of the tower. Though I’d never heard about the siege of the midnight chapel, I had a good feeling I knew how it ended: with brother after brother climbing the stairs, desperate to ring the bell. And brother upon brother killed by knife blade as they entered the room. Their dessicated corpses littered the room, sunken sockets still staring toward the ceiling. And what remained of the last bell lay shattered on the floor.

			I loved Liam. His art was his life, and he could bend and twist metal to make shapes and designs I could only imagine. But bell-work was not his forte. Liam’s bell shone a dull brass color, without decoration or enhancement. Only a thick metal bead at the lip adorned it.

			The original bell, on the other hand, had been made by a bell master, spun from the inside, balanced, and then engraved with runes which no doubt enhanced its power. Even the shards called out to be rung.

			The bell mount waited, a long cord descending to the loft below. With Ari’s help, we lifted the bell into place, letting it rest in the rocker.

			“How did Liam know this would fit?”

			Grimm appeared in the surface of a broken bell shard. “I gave him the dimensions. Since I commissioned the original bell, matching the specifications was trivial.”

			“Ari, you want to give it a try?” I gave the rope a test heft.

			And nearly collapsed as an iron blanket of evil descended on the chapel. Imagine a quilt made of lead, and the inside of the quilt is lined with wiggling roach legs. That’s the feeling that covered me as Haniel entered the chapel. I couldn’t see the chapel sanctuary from the belfry, but instinctively, I knew this was the case.

			Ari sagged for a moment, then stood up, exerting her will. For all the times I made fun of her as a princess, she had an advantage here.

			“Let it begin,” shouted Haniel from below. His voice shook the floors, yet the bell didn’t so much as hum. “Who bears witness to my ascension?”

			“That is your cue, ladies.” Grimm pointed to the stairs. “I wish you luck.”

			What I wished for was an angel-slaying sword, or better yet, an angel-slaying fully automatic rifle. But luck would do in a pinch. We dashed down the stairs two at a time and peeked our heads over the chapel loft railing. “I’m here,” I shouted.

			And that was about the moment where I got a good glimpse at Haniel. If I’d worried about falling prey to his unearthly aura, I feared it no longer. No, from his appearance, there were so many, many more things to fear.

			His once-perfect dark brown skin now played host to a wasteland of cankerous sores, and he’d bloated. Not become fat, but the type of ripening a corpse gets when laid out in the sun for three to four weeks. Where when you pick it up, the arms are going to pull lose, and you wind up shoveling it into a wheelbarrow. I knew this from experience.

			“Bow before my magnificence,” said Haniel.

			As one of the sores on his chest ruptured, Ari gagged, which looked close enough to a bow.

			“Where is my ascension gift?” He looked from me to Ari.

			I tossed the bag, head and all, over the railing, where it bounced to his feet.

			Haniel glared at the dessicated head and hissed, “Where are my guests?”

			The demon we’d seen before stood behind Haniel. I thought Liam had torn him to pieces, but apparently demons were more durable than I thought. “Master, the ritual must be completed soon.”

			“So be it,” said Haniel. “Ring the bells to announce my decision.” Haniel took out the knife I’d seen him hold before and sliced the top off a skull. The glowing eyes went dark, but inside, a puddle of liquid night oozed.

			And Haniel’s body began to glow, shining with brilliant golden runes, even among the sores.

			“Marissa,” said Ari. “We’ve got to get out of here. You can’t see magic, but what’s happening down there is going to stain everything in the chapel with evil.”

			I couldn’t look away as the demon dipped Haniel’s knife in the blackness, and then began to trace a rune, carving into the flesh. As the demon cut, Haniel’s skin blistered and crisped.

			“Marissa.” Ari yanked me by the hair. “We agreed to ring the bell. So do it now.” One day she’d make a great boss. I followed her over to the thick bell cord. Ari gave it an experimental tug, then threw her weight against it.

			The answering tone stopped time. Where Aiyn’s Press had made my tattoo burn with fire, the tone of the reforged bell tore apart my mind. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe. If the chapel had fallen on me right there, I would never have known.

			Somewhere in my head, a voice began to whisper. A crowd of voices, in a crowd of shapes. That damned tattoo was choosing now to assert itself.

			“M?”

			I opened my eyes to see Ari kneeling over me. “What?”

			“I don’t know what that bell is doing to you, but it’s not good. Thank Kingdom I’m a princess. And if you tell anyone I said that, I’ll say you lied.”

			With a feeble flail I gestured to my purse. “It’s not just the bell. The tattoo.” My lips went numb as the whispers in my head rose to a roar. “Get needles.” Because while the bell had rung a number on me, it’d left the tattoo a puddle of glowing ink just under my skin, a puddle which now stretched out along my arm, twisting and arcing in a mesh pattern. A net, meant to capture me.

			Ari took the box of thorn needles out and stopped. “I’m going to ring it a few more times. Don’t bite your tongue.”

			I steeled myself for a tone that shattered my consciousness. Pain is a word. What it did to me didn’t have words. It had only the end of existence. And then, somewhere in the distance, something pricked me, over and over.

			“It’s working, M.” Ari took out one thorn and stabbed another point. Each thorn dripped with glowing fae ink as she removed it.

			After several seconds, Ari pulled on my arm. “Sit up. I need you to hit something.”

			I gave the floor a punch, and fell over. My fist throbbed, and my arm bled from a dozen punctures. But the floor remained unbroken.

			“Yes,” screamed Haniel. “Finish it.”

			I risked a glance in his direction. Only a few golden runes remained, and Haniel, well, he wasn’t the angel of grace anymore. More like the angel of gangrenous sores. The chapel began to shake, and the floor crumbled in places.

			“What the hell?” Ari looked back at me

			I finally understood. “Keep ringing the bell. I’m going to rain on Haniel’s parade.” I took the thorns, cradling them with care, and tiptoed along the edge of the loft until I stood over Haniel. The thorns didn’t cause pain, said the tattoo artist.

			The ink couldn’t be removed once set, said Grimm.

			Haniel held up his arms as the demon began carving the final runes on his chest.

			I picked up a thorn, throwing it like a dart, right as Ari pulled on the bell.

			If I had to, I couldn’t tell you where the thorn went. As my head cleared, I pushed myself up. This time, I was ready for the next blow. If I held my breath and concentrated, I could almost think. Again, the bell rang its peal of dissonance.

			As the effects wore off, I seized a thorn and hurled it at Haniel.

			Again, and again, I let the noise wash over me and hurled more thorn darts in between. Most missed, but three struck the archangel’s back. I held up a hand to Ari, signaling for her to stop, as the fae ink bled out into Haniel’s skin. It arced and stretched, filling two of the runes and turning another from the sign for “power” into the sign for what I hoped was “surly disposition.”

			“I choose a new name,” roared the thing that had once been Haniel. “I am Belzior, the defiler.” With those words, the dark runes smoked, burning. Locking. When the fumes cleared, a misshapen beast hulked where the angel once stood. The runes that had danced with liquid magic now formed solid black scars against his scaly skin.

			Belzior looked at his claws, then at the demon. “Where is my power? What have you done?”

			“Master,” said Draklor, “there appear to be minor flaws in the inscription of your creed. Fear not, you are still hideous and frightening. So there’s that.”

			Belzior’s roar of rage was our cue to leave. I couldn’t say if he was still bound to not harm us, or if my interference with the ritual had voided all warranties. I crawled along the loft edge till I reached Ari.

			A wet ripping sound filled the room, and I glanced down into the sanctuary. Belzior held the pulsing heart of his guide demon in one claw, and with glowing eyes, he scanned the loft for us.

			“We’ve got to go,” I whispered to Ari as she gave the bell pull one last heave.

			The floor of the chapel exploded as a misshapen beast rose from the depths. A beast I recognized, since I’d smashed its nest. The only thing working in my favor was that alligators worked on a “chomp first, ask questions later” mentality. It took one look at Belzior and lunged for him, jaws snapping.

			Was a demon a match for a mutant alligator? My money was on yes, so the smart plan of action began and ended at “Get the hell out.” After all, I could claim it went either way later.

			Down the stairs we raced, throwing the door to the chapel open. I tried to ignore the roaring of infernal beasts behind us. Looking back would only slow me down, so we sprinted at full speed across the chapel cave.

			“Pit stop!” shouted Ari, as she jogged right and slid to a halt. There, Liam crouched, buck naked, with his hands over his ears. A mutilated ice drake thrashed a few feet away. I pulled Liam to his feet, hoping his lethargic reactions were the result of the bell, not head injuries. Not until after we left the subbasement, the basement, and in fact, were halfway back to my apartment, did I start to think maybe, just maybe, we’d won.

			If not a victory, a stalemate.

			The cabby pulled up at my apartment building, and I opened the door to exit.

			Liam didn’t move.

			
		

	
		
			Twelve

			In a panicked haze, with Ari’s help, I pulled him from the cab and called Grimm. “I need you. I need help now.” I showed him Liam. In the light of the apartment building doorway, now I could see the bruises and cuts that covered his body. Worst of all was the wound on his back, where the skin lay gray and lifeless.

			Grimm appeared in the glass of a burned-out porch light. “Get him inside. He’s suffering from hypothermia more than anything. Unless you’d like to explain how he has tooth-marks from an extinct creature on his skin, we’ll have to treat him at home.”

			Ari and I dragged Liam to the elevator, which I allowed myself to take this one time. My issues with elevators dated back to a job Grimm gave me early on. Faced with a haunted elevator, Grimm’s solution was to give me a safety harness and let me ride it until the ghost burned itself out trying to kill me. Which took three and a half days. I liked to think of it as loving stairs instead of hating elevators.

			When we got to the apartment, I turned on the shower and flopped Liam inside. And we sat together in the scalding boil.

			It must have been over an hour before he began to shake and convulse.

			“It’s a good sign,” said Grimm, watching from the fogged up mirror. “He’s warm enough to know he’s cold.”

			A few hours later, Grimm pronounced him ready to be loaded into bed, under an electric blanket. I planned to join him, adding my meager body heat, but a knock at the door sent me searching for my gun.

			Outside the door, a young Indian man waited. He knocked again. “Ms. Locks, I have a delivery for you.”

			I opened the door, gun in hand. “Who are you? How did you know where to find me?”

			He looked at the gun in my hand without a care, and took out a bottle that must have contained liquid sun. It shone like a spotlight, throwing shadows behind me. “Call me Gabe. I heard about what happened at the chapel. We didn’t mean for humans to get involved, or get hurt, so give your friend two spoons every three hours. And don’t spill it, or you’ll have a six-thousand-alarm fire before you can blink.”

			I uncorked the bottle and winced as a blast of heat singed my hair. “What is this?”

			“Liquid hellfire. Comes in handy every now and then. And your other question: Your boss? He’s under contract to my boss. Have a good evening, Ms. Locks.” He didn’t wait for an answer, which was just as well, since I didn’t have one.

			I’d seen Haniel. But what Gabe implied was that an angel could look, well, as human as I did. Either way, I wanted to try his medicine. When I got back to the bedroom, I did my best to rouse Liam. He shook and shivered, even with the blanket on high, but with Ari’s help, I sat him up.

			“I need you to take this,” I said. After a moment, I opened his mouth and poured in a swig of liquid fire. Not like I had a spoon I could pour it into without melting.

			Liam gasped and choked, but managed to gag it down. “More,” he said, his voice weak.

			I hesitated until he slipped an arm out and put his hand over mine. “More.”

			This time, he swallowed half the bottle. His skin gradually turned a healthier tan, except for the wide swath of gray on his back, and he sank back to the pillow, no longer wracked by shivers.

			And I waited through the night.

			•   •   •

			It took three days for Liam to wake up fully. Another two days before he felt like telling me what happened outside. That he’d killed one ice drake and mutilated another, but only after taking several direct blasts from their arctic breath. A true dragon, a cold-blooded creature, would have died on the spot, but Liam’s human side saved him. The waiting guests had either fled or fallen as collateral damage.

			The doctor’s prognosis said Liam would wear scars from frostbite the rest of his life, just below the letters in my name. I went back to work that week, and when I arrived, Grimm already waited in my office mirror.

			“Morning, Marissa. It’s good to have you back.”

			“Good to be back. Any sign of Belzior?”

			Grimm shook his head. “No. And the chapel collapsed in what can only be called a most terrible disaster.”

			“The bell?”

			“Buried under the rubble. Probably smashed beyond recovery. The bell was unimportant. What matters is that my agents have survived.”

			“We didn’t stop Haniel from becoming a demon.”

			Grimm looked from side to side, then shrugged. “Every being has the right to make their own decisions, Marissa. Even bad ones. Like yours.” He glanced down to where my tattoo had been.

			“I was able to undo mine.”

			“Were you?” Grimm looked to my other arm, where the handmaiden’s mark lay traced in white scars. Now solid black.

			I held up my hand, which shook violently, and tears filled my eyes. “I didn’t—I mean—”

			“Marissa,” Grimm spoke softly. “Traces of the fae ink remained in your system. The handmaiden’s mark was traditionally inked in when the handmaiden swore herself. Given the Black Queen’s apparent interest in you, I hardly consider this surprising.”

			I rubbed the scars again. The Black Queen was dead. I’d destroyed what remained of her when I picked a fight with a fairy. This had to be the echoes of her curse. “What are we going to do about the museum? Don’t they still have a watch out for Aiyn’s Press?”

			“Not to fear, Marissa. I made arrangements while you were on leave. Simply take the box on your desk back to the museum, smile and nod when they thank you for recovering it. Your boyfriend is trying to reach you, you know.”

			I put my hand on my bracelet and waited. “Liam?”

			“Hey, beautiful. I’m thinking about coming into work.” Even through our link, I could practically feel his smile.

			I glanced to Grimm, who made sure I was aware just how disdainful he found acting as our private-chat operator. “Meet me at the museum of magical antiquities in Kingdom.”

			“Got it,” said Liam. And he was gone.

			Grimm crossed his arms. “What shall I tell Arianna? She was expecting your assistance with a trio of pigs who’ve invaded the zoning committee building.”

			“Ari can make bacon on her own,” I said, grabbing my purse. “I’ll be back after lunch.”

			“I doubt that very much, Marissa.” Grimm faded out without giving me a chance to reply.

			•   •   •

			At the front of Kingdom Museum, I found my boyfriend. He wore a flannel shirt that obscured the bandages on his back and neck, and a smile that warmed me to the core. “I bought us tickets already. You say this place is boring. I say you haven’t really seen it.”

			I reluctantly took his hand and let him drag me toward the door. “Didn’t we prevent an archangel’s rampage? And get rid of my tattoo? We’re supposed to be enjoying some happily ever after.”

			Liam chuckled and pulled me close. “We’ll start in the Hall of Warts. Four hundred years of fungal growth, including one from an ogre.”

			“That’s your idea of happily ever after?”

			He leaned down to kiss me. “I’m with you. That makes me very happy.”
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