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"Trigg isn't just a breath of fresh air, he is a damn hurricane, and he certainly swept me off my feet. It didn't take long for him to become my favorite underdog ever, despite all his flaws." –The Nocturnal Library
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"Witty, sarcastic and hilarious.” –Michelle at Publisher’s Weekly
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"Inevitably, I end up comparing this series to the Dresden Files and it really does make sense. Both are first person, both have a down-on-his-luck protagonist who's always the worse for wear in pretty much any situation and both tend to be humorous. But, for my money, the Demon Squad series beats the Dresden Files any day." –Only the Best Sci-fi and Fantasy
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"We need more books like this one, bringing a fresh voice to the urban fantasy genre...” –Bastard Books and Other Crap
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"I can't imagine getting tired of this series, because the stories are smart and the characters completely addictive. This entire series has become a keeper for me, and I can't wait to see what kind of trouble Frank lands in next." –BookWenches

––––––––
[image: image]


"Tim Marquitz again shows why the Demon Squad series is his best work...” –Fantasy Book Critic

––––––––
[image: image]


"Half anti-hero, half asshole, Frank is simply a great character to have tell a story." –Wag the Fox

Disclaimer

Since Armageddon Bound was published back in late 2009, I’ve had people be offended by the amount of juvenile sexual commentary there is in this book, hating how Frank, the main character, is obsessed with sex, objectifying women (and occasionally men) and twisting everything into some form of sexual commentary. They wouldn’t be wrong.

For years, I’ve been tempted to go back and excise some of this, toning it down a little for the sake of having more people read the book. But, at the same time, I’ve had a lot of readers tell me the rawness of the book was what made it so interesting to them. There were no censors, no filters to get in the way of Frank’s outlook on life, no matter how crude it was. As such, I’ve been torn as to what to do.

This disclaimer is my solution.

Frank “Triggaltheron” Trigg was raised by the Devil and demons that inhabited Hell before Armageddon Bound begins. He is 500 years old but he has never had to take care of himself, never had to be an adult, never had anything resembling responsibilities or expectations. Even the Devil figured he would amount to nothing so Frank was given free rein to partake of the pleasures of Hell, and boy did he. It isn’t until just before Armageddon Bound that Frank finds himself in a situation where he has to be something other than the old, juvenile delinquent he’s always been.

And while the Demon Squad is a humorous urban fantasy in a gray world with a ton of gray protagonists, all fighting for their piece of what’s been left behind, all predicated on action and off the wall concepts, the series is also a journey for Frank. It’s a tale of maturation, his growing into the man he should have been all along, fumbling and flailing into his best guess as to what adulthood and responsibility means.

And yeah, maybe I went a little overboard and Frank looks like a misogynistic little shit who always has his head in the gutter. I can blame no one but myself for his crass bad attitude. But again, Frank’s story is one of redemption (to a degree) and one of a man who has to overcome 500 years of bad habits and poor nurturing. He slips and fumbles but he gets better and tries harder. Please keep that in mind when you read this book.

Thank you,

Tim Marquitz
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Chapter One: The Enemy of My Enemy
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There was a time when being related to Lucifer was enough to keep the proverbial wolves from the door. Judging by the snarling bastard who stood over me, his meaty fist dotted with my blood, those days were gone.

“Well, good morning to you too,” I mumbled, looking up through watering eyes. My nose throbbed something awful.

The big bruiser—Marcus D’anatello—just smiled. While a pretty big guy myself, certainly not lacking in the muscle department, I had nothing on Marcus. Built like a silverback gorilla on steroids, he hovered over me, enjoying the moment. His Armani-suited bulk blocked out what little light filtered between the buildings. Fortunately for me, his bald head and pearly white teeth provided enough to see by. I didn’t like what I saw.

He gestured for me to get up, taking a short step back to give me room. I did so, hesitantly, expecting to be hit again. He surprised me.

Marcus and I had a history. It wasn’t so long ago I took a 2x4 to that gleaming dome of his. I dented it up pretty damn good. Turns out, he’s not the most forgiving of fellows.

“What can I do for you, Marcus?” I asked, not really expecting an answer that didn’t involve his fists.

“It’s not what you can do for him, Mr. Trigg, but what you can do for Baalth,” a reserved, measured voice answered from behind Marcus.

I peered around D’anatello’s hulking shoulder to see an older man striding toward us. My stomach tightened into a hard knot as I recognized him; Alexander Poe, Baalth’s psychic enforcer. Dressed conservatively in an understated gray suit, a look of solemn determination etched into his face. I knew then it was business, not personal. Something was going down.

“Where’s the bitch?” Marcus asked, the smile gone, his eyes feral.

As a modern man, relatively speaking, I’ve known many women who would have stood up and declared themselves the bitch he was looking for. However, I knew the instant he asked he could only be looking for one woman; Scarlett. Only she would be so willfully spiteful as to rattle the cage of a demon as powerful as Baalth.

“Why, you looking to get lucky?” It wasn’t like I felt the need to protect Scarlett, she could take care of herself—being an angel tended to help in that department—it just went against my nature to give in to bullies.

The blur of Marcus’s fist smashed into my forehead before I even saw it. There was a meaty thunk, which I heard rather than felt, as my head collided with the brick wall. A whirl of stars filled my vision as the pain caught up to me. I slid to the ground and dropped unceremoniously onto my ass. Immediately, I felt the knot growing in the center of my forehead, easily the size of a golf ball already. I imagined I looked like a retarded unicorn.

“Once more, where’s the bitch?”

I looked up at Marcus, or at least tried to; my eyes wouldn’t uncross. I rubbed them to quell their revolt and through the blur, I saw the bruiser pull his fist back again.

“All right, all right.” I chose the better part of valor. I may not like bullies, but I’m no martyr. You gotta choose your battles. This wasn’t one I was willing to take on. Besides, it’s not like I knew anything. “I don’t know where she is.”

It wasn’t like Scarlett and I were friends. Cousins? Yes, but friends was a stretch. In my book, she wasn’t a whole hell of a lot better than the big ape in front of me, but she served her purpose. Had I known where she was, I probably would have given her up.

Not liking my answer, Marcus reared back to hit me again. Normally, I would have just shot him and saved us both the grief; me from having to take a beating and him from having to live with all that anger rattling around inside. I’d have been doing him a favor, but I promised Abraham I’d play nice with Baalth. My shooting his goon would violate the old guy’s trust no matter how good it would feel. So, I tucked my chin and waited for the hammer to fall. Abraham would be so proud. Yay me.

“Leave him be,” Poe interrupted. “He’s telling the truth.”

As a mentalist whose power few humans could match, Poe knew I wasn’t lying. Though he wasn’t able to read my mind, my devilish genetics distorting his readings, he could still pull off a surface scan, which told him all he needed to know. It worked better than any lie detector I’d ever seen.

Marcus growled like a dog who didn’t want to relinquish a bone. I could almost see the rusty wheels in his head spinning as he mulled over his options. None of them were good for me.

Poe’s icy eyes narrowed. “We’re done here, Mr. D’anatello.” He laid a narrow hand on Marcus’s shaking arm when the big man didn’t respond. “Now is not the time for your personal vendetta.” There was a finality in his voice, which was hard to ignore.

Marcus huffed and lowered his fist with reluctance. He glared at me, straightening his tie unconsciously. It looked more like he was strangling it. “You’ll be seeing me again, Trigg.”

“Always a pleasure.” I tried to give him a welcoming smile, but judging from the look on his face I missed my mark. I probably should have kept my tongue in my mouth.

He backed up about ten feet, his cold eyes on me the whole time, then turned and stormed out of the alley. Poe cast one last piercing glance in my direction before he strolled off after Marcus.

Once they were gone, I pulled myself to my feet, grunting. My head still throbbed on both sides. I ran my hand across the back of my shaved scalp and felt a small cut dribbling with blood, but nothing major. I touched the knot on my forehead and hissed. That was a good one. The bastard hit like a freight train. The things I do for people.

“You better be happy, Abraham,” I shouted, my voice echoing down the alley.

“I’m sure he is, Frank.”

I jumped when I heard the voice, and whirled about drawing my chromed .45 from the small of my back. I lowered it as soon as I saw the golden mane and grinning face of the angel it framed. “Goddamn it, Scarlett! Don’t do that.”

“Wow, a gun. That would have come in handy a minute ago.” She smirked, clearly having witnessed Marcus’s assault. The one I’d taken on her behalf. I could feel my anger welling up as I stared at her.

She leaned casually against the wall, her lithe figure defined by the skin-tight leather outfit she wore. Cousin or not, I couldn’t help but follow the swollen trail of her V-neck blouse, her breasts a sight to behold. I have to give it to God, He knew how to make ‘em. How could I be mad at those?

I slipped my gun back into my waistband and pulled my shirt out to cover it. It helped to cover everything else, as well. What can I say? I’m easily aroused.

“Oh, and don’t use the Lord’s name in vain. He doesn’t like it,” she warned, her palm absentmindedly fondling the hilt of her sword, Everto Trucido, loosely translated as Demon Slayer. I looked away from the mesmerizing sight of her hand sliding up and down the pommel, trying to keep my thoughts in check. Having seen the blade in action, I didn’t want to be on the receiving end of it. It lived up to its name.

I couldn’t, however, pass up an opportunity to give her grief. “What’s He gonna do, strike me down?” I raised my arms and looked up to the heavens, chuckling.

Her eyes narrowed and the smile dropped from her face. I stifled my laughter and lowered my arms, not wanting to upset her more than I already had. The last thing I needed was to add a pissed off angel to my list of enemies. I might not get along with her all that well, but barring what I’d do if I found her gagged and tied to a bed, I sure didn’t want to go to war with her. I think the worst part was she knew I could say whatever I wanted and God wouldn’t do anything. He wasn’t around to do anything.

You see, about fifty years ago, the Almighty and Lucifer had a sit down. Weary of the battle for the hearts and souls of humanity, they decided they’d had enough. They wanted an end to the war. Rather than raze existence and start fresh, they decided humanity had, for the most part, come into its own and had too much history and character to simply be wiped away. I guess they felt pity for the chess board pieces they battled over for so long. So instead, they chose to abandon it, letting it evolve as it would. An instant after they made their decision, they disappeared into the void, leaving the whole of creation behind.

The consequences of which were devastating. Connected to God in a way no other creature could claim, the angels were hit the hardest. It was as if the most important part of them had been ripped away, a festering black abyss left rotting in its place. Many went insane. As for the rest, well, let’s just say there are varying degrees of insanity.

I could see the strain in Scarlett’s eyes, their perfect green suffering from the loss of her Lord; herself. Her hand shook as it clutched the pommel of her sword, her knuckles white. I could see the tenseness in her shoulders, the quivering of her lip. Under the circumstances, I did what any gentleman would do for a woman whose whole world, whose life, whose very existence was crumbling down around her.

I changed the subject.

“So, what’d you do to piss off Baalth?”

She glowered at me, putting her hands on her hips. I could tell she wasn’t sad anymore. The snarl on her face kind of gave that away. Mission accomplished.

“I meted out some divine retribution,” she replied, her voice tinged with frost.

“Can you be more specific?”

She huffed. “I intercepted a shipment of guns last night.”

I shook my head. “So, are we talking about the five-alarm fire at the railyard that wiped out at least twenty warehouses as well as destroyed two cargo trains and caused a handful of deaths?”

She shrugged. “What was I supposed to do? Let them deliver the guns so Baalth’s men can use them to kill innocent people?”

“I didn’t say all that.” Subtlety was a foreign concept to Scarlett. “I just don’t think it makes a lot of sense for you to go burning down the city. You’re drawing attention to yourself and that’s not good.”

“Why not?” She puffed her ample chest out. “The humans need to know.”

I tore my eyes from her cleavage and gathered my thoughts, yanking them from out of the gutter. Puppies and kittens, puppies and kittens. “What do they need to know? That God and the Devil have gone on permanent vacation? That they’ve left humanity to the mercy of a bunch of crazed angels and bloodthirsty demons who want nothing more than to bring about Armageddon?”

“Yes, exactly.”

I rubbed my temples. “We’ve been over this a thousand times, Scarlett. If the humans knew what was really going on there’d be wholesale panic, chaos. They’d start killing each other in the streets, destroying everything they could get their hands on. You’d be helping the pro-Armageddon forces bring about the end. Is that what you really want?”

“Would it be so bad?” I could see the weariness, the loneliness wearing on her, the emptiness welling up to moisten her eyes.

“You’re starting to sound like Gabriel.”

She wrinkled her nose at me. “I’m not suggesting we help bring it about like he wants, but maybe oblivion isn’t such a bad alternative.”

“How can nothingness be cruel?” I quoted the immortal words of Bayou poet, Dax Riggs.

She gave me a gentle smile. It made my crotch tingle.

“The truth is I’m not ready to not exist yet.” I didn’t think she was either. “Besides, it’s not our place to make these kinds of decisions. It’s way above my pay grade, for sure. God should be the one to say whether or not to pull the plug on existence. He willed this mess into existence so it’s His job to clean it up.”

She threw her arms up. “He’s not around to make that decision.”

I played my ace. “Don’t you think He’d have wiped it all out before He left if that was what was in His heart?” I danced on the inside when I saw her resistance crumble.

“I guess you’re right.” She had a hard time admitting that, her voice slow to mouth the words.

I resisted the urge to rub it in. “Yeah, so how about we try to minimize the collateral damage and only burn down five warehouses next time, huh?” I tried to look compassionate. She probably just thought I had gas. “Oh, and maybe lay off Baalth a little bit too. I don’t need his goons pounding my head in every time you decide to go vigilante.”

“Get over it.” She poked my forehead, the knot already gone. “It’s not like they can hurt you.”

That wasn’t entirely accurate. I could be hurt just like anyone else. I still felt pain. I could bleed, break a limb, have my head cracked open, jaw busted; I just healed fast. That, and I can’t be killed by any weapon forged by human hands. I guessed that was what she was talking about. She was still wrong though.

“I just don’t appreciate it.”

She rolled her eyes. “Well, I’m off to do some good for the world. Are you on your way to visit the Super Friends at the Halls of Justice?”

“The fact you know who the Super Friends are frightens me.” I shook my head. “And it’s called work. You should try it sometime.”

Scarlett laughed. “To each their own.” She spun around and gave me a lazy wave as she strutted down the alley.

I can’t say I was sad to see her leave, but I sure liked watching her go, or however that song went. Leather does a body good.

After she was gone, I gave myself a minute to get everything composed, then went off in search of some hot coffee. If my early morning encounters were any indication as to how the rest of my day would go, I was gonna need some caffeine.
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Chapter Two: DRAC
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Certain I wasn’t followed, I slipped into the alley behind the abandoned Plaza Theater, a cup of steaming, frothy goodness clutched in my mitts. I stayed close to the building to avoid being seen by anyone in the nearby low-rent apartments that faced the alley and made my way to the rear stage door. Once there, I grabbed the rusted handle and felt the familiar tingle of sensory wards, followed by the quiet click of the door unlocking. After another quick glance about, I whipped the door open and went inside. The instant it closed behind me I felt a gentle wave of mystical energy prickle the hair on my arms as the portal hummed to life. A gentle tickle danced along the nape of my neck as the humming intensified. A second later, the teleportation spell took hold, whisking me away. Less than a heartbeat later, I arrived in the receiving room at DRAC headquarters. 

DRAC, or Demonic Resistance and Containment, was an organization that sprung up in response to the growing demonic threat after God’s disappearance. Though it was later realized the pro-Armageddon forces weren’t limited to demons, the name stuck. Founded by Abraham Solano, a psychic savant whose visions foretold of God’s disappearance, the group had since gathered to their cause the most powerful wizards, psychics, and mystics the human race had to offer. Abraham would soon learn how big a mistake that was.

Only eighteen at the time of DRAC’s formation, Abraham had little practical leadership experience. Without thought to the consequences, he set about gathering the world’s magic and rallying its practitioners. For twenty years, he scoured the planet amassing the largest collection of magical resources and manpower ever compiled, in a single location. He would live to regret the last.

Not fully realizing the scope of what he’d envisioned, Abraham was caught off guard when the pro-Armageddon forces took note of DRAC’s existence. Drawn to the shining beacon of power, which was the organization’s mystical cache, demons raided the compound, laying waste to it. Few survived the attack. Most of the knowledge and artifacts gathered were stolen or destroyed. The organization shattered.

Wounded and ridden with guilt, Abraham would take another ten years to recover and muster the courage to reform DRAC. Nearing his seventies, he had learned the lesson of his past failure. The location I appeared at, just one of many secret facilities, was a testament to that.

Accessible only by teleportation, the receiving room was designed to contain intruders, both supernatural and human, who might make it past the initial portal security. On the floor was inscribed a large silver pentagram, its five points surrounded by the empowered summoning circle in which I appeared. Set upon the walls were an array of defensive wards, each designed to handle a defined instance of magical threat. The specifics were lost on me. Alongside them were small jets that could fill the room with poisonous gas. Above me, the thirty-ton steel roof was held in place by high-pressure hydraulics, which could be lowered to crush everything in the room. That part always made me nervous. 

I stood there staring at the ceiling as I was assessed by DRAC security, my skin tingling from the scans. After what felt like forever, the circle powered down and a seamless door slid open in front of me. I waited for my escort, standard operating procedure, and looked to the door when a shadow blocked the light. My heart skipped a beat when I saw who it was. I took a sip of my coffee to hide my nervousness.

Katon De Peña was DRAC’s muscle, their enforcer, their assassin. He didn’t do grunt work, so I knew something was up. I felt a chill run down my spine as I speculated the reasons for his appearance. None of what I imagined was good. I had to admit, I wasn’t looking forward to being killed. That would seriously ruin my day.

He could do it too. He was damn good at his job. 

Though born human, Katon had long since become something else. Struck down by a vampire, he was rescued by Rahim Alakha, a powerful wizard on DRAC’s High Council. Unable to save Katon’s mortal life, Rahim evicted the vampire’s spirit and corralled Katon’s dying essence, installing it in place of the vampire’s. Grateful for the rescue, Katon pledged his services to Rahim and DRAC. He’d worked with them ever since.

Dressed in black; jeans, T-shirt, calf-high boots, all topped off with a classic biker jacket with studded forearms and shoulders, he looked every bit the heavy metal badass. The hint of a smile etched his dark face. I could just see the points of his eyeteeth peeking out from under his top lip. 

At his waist hung a short sword less than two feet long, its blade a deep crimson. Forged from the tip of the Spear of Longinus, the Holy Lance, which pierced the side of Jesus Christ, the sword was fearsome. It was said Christ’s blood stained the blade, and having met Longinus, I could vouch for that fact. I could feel the power emanating from it. 

“And to what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?” I asked, keeping my tone neutral, or at least attempting to. I took another sip of coffee.

He waved me through the door into the wide, well-lighted corridor beyond. “I heard you had a run-in with Baalth’s men.”

“News travels fast.”

Katon shrugged, his feral eyes peering at me. “Any particular reason why?”

“They were looking for Scarlett. It seems she made a bit of a mess at the railyards. I’m sure you saw all that on the news.”

He nodded. “No other reason?”

I stopped and tossed my cup into a nearby trash can, its taste suddenly bitter, then turned to face him. “Why the twenty questions?” I didn’t like challenging the guy, but I didn’t appreciate the attitude. 

He turned to me, his face cold, emotionless. “There’s a lot of chatter about Asmoday ramping up to take a shot at Baalth. I was just wondering if his men brought it up.”

“Why would they?”

“You and Baalth have a history,” he stated bluntly, staring at me the whole time. “I thought he might be looking to cash in some old favors, what with him saving your life and all.”

I felt my anger boil up to color my cheeks. “He may have saved my life an eternity ago, but I sure as shit don’t owe him anything.” I took a step closer against my better judgment. “Are you questioning my loyalty?”

“You are part devil.”

He had me there.

“But to answer your question, no, I’m not. I’m just passing on a warning. Keep an eye out for a play by Asmoday. The info I have says he’s got a surprise in store that’ll shake up the status quo.” He took a step back and waved me down the hall. “The last thing we need is another major player on the block gunning to be the next Lucifer. At least with Baalth, it’s the devil we know, so to speak.”

I started walking, only slightly mollified. “So, what’s the plan?”

“Abraham will fill you in on the specifics, but the goal is always the same. Support the anti-Armageddon factions against the pro and keep DRAC out of the spotlight as much as possible.”

I nodded, my anger still buzzed at the back of my mind. We walked the rest of the way to Abraham’s office in silence. At the door, Katon turned to me. 

“I’ve got a lead to hunt down. If I find anything, I’ll make sure you hear about it.” He patted me on the shoulder. I flinched. “Don’t take it personally, Frank.” With a wink and a sharp-toothed smile, he turned and left.

I took a moment to compose myself. Despite having lived for almost five hundred years, surrounded by death, I never once gave it much thought. But having Katon escort me in got me to thinking. In the old days, when God and Lucifer were in their places, death only meant I’d be recalled to Hell. No big deal in the grand scheme of things. I’d spend some time puttering around the Circles before getting back in line to be returned to Earth. Nowadays though, death was the end, even for me. There’d be no recall. No second, fifth, or tenth chance. I felt a cold chill run down my spine at the thought. I didn’t like the feeling.

I derailed my morbid train of thought before it could run off the tracks and entered Abraham’s office. The subtle scent of aged books hit me as I opened the door. I drew it in with a deep breath. I’d always loved the smell, so I took a few seconds to savor it. 

A devoted collector of the written word, Abraham had more than his fair share of great books. The entire back wall of the large room was covered with shelves of rare books, magical tomes, and various dictionaries and encyclopedias, in a multitude of languages. Even more impressive was they were all hardcover, not a paperback to be seen.

Unlike the bookshelves, neatly ordered and pristine, the rest of the office was homey and cluttered. The oversized chairs and couch were upholstered in soft leather, dyed a deep burgundy. They were covered in a mismatched array of small pillows. Abraham’s oak desk was a disaster zone of epic proportions. Its face was buried under a mountain of files and papers, which encircled his computer monitor.

Abraham looked up from his desk and saw me standing at the door. He waved me over with a subdued smile.

While old in human years, Abraham had a vitality about him, which defied his age. His bright green eyes flashed with intelligence through his glasses, his balding scalp just flashed. He gestured for me to sit.

“Have a seat, Frank. How are you?” He peered at me over the mounds of paperwork as he gestured to one of the chairs in front of the desk. I moved a multicolored pillow that only a grandmother would think attractive, and tossed it onto the couch before I dropped down. It was a day for leather, it seemed.

“Other than a mild heart attack at being greeted by your assassin, I guess I’m doing all right.”

Abraham chuckled. “You should know by now, Frank, if we wanted you dead, we wouldn’t dance around the issue. It would just be so.”

He had a point, frightening as it might be. I took what little comfort in it I could and let it go. “So, what’s the deal with Asmoday?”

He pulled off his glasses, setting them on the desk as he leaned back. “Word has it he’s looking to take out Baalth and has figured out a way to do so.”

Baalth was one of Lucifer’s chief lieutenants until the powers that be went splitsville. Rather than giving in to the chaos caused by Lucifer’s departure, Baalth took advantage. It’s what demons do best. He left the Circles behind to set up his own little Hell on Earth. Entrenched in the mortal world, answerable to no one but himself, Baalth was in no great hurry to usher in the end of existence. As such, he often worked behind the scenes to thwart the pro-Armageddon forces while openly working against the Angelic Choir. That earned him enemies on both sides. Most recently, it had been Asmoday he’d pissed off.

“Any idea how?”

Abraham shook his head. “Not so far. We have Katon hunting down information, but Asmoday has been careful not to let anything useful slip.” He raised a finger as if suddenly remembering something. “We also have Rachelle out testing the integrity of the gates. She’ll be able to determine if anything big has come through recently.” 

Rachelle Knight was the third of the triumvirate who made up the High Council of DRAC. Though human, Rachelle could only be described as otherworldly. Her tall, thin frame moved without effort. She seemed to glide, her head somewhere in the clouds. She always seemed disconnected from reality. Her powers as a mystic though, rivaled those of the angels. She was not a woman to be trifled with.

“What do you need me to do?”

“For starters, we need to do something about Scarlett.” His look made it clear that by “we” he meant “me”.

“It’s not like she’s gonna listen to me. She’s a grown angel who does what she wants.”

“I’m not asking you to put a leash on her. I’m asking you to give her another focus.” His words set my mind off on a tangent. I reined it in.

“Like an angelic hand grenade, you want me to pull the pin and toss her at Asmoday?”

“Crudely put, but yes. We do not need Baalth distracted by her misguided holy crusade while Asmoday waits in the wings. It also wouldn’t hurt for her to cause Asmoday a little grief.”

“Fair enough. What else?”

“I want you to pass this on to Baalth.” He slid a folder across the desk. “This is all the intelligence we have regarding Asmoday’s attempted coup. Make sure Baalth understands the precariousness of his situation.”

I picked up the folder and shook my head as I flipped through it. “I’m all for leveling the playing field a bit, but don’t you think we’re going a bit too far by providing him with firsthand information?” I met Abraham’s eyes. “We’re playing with fire just by tolerating Baalth. We sure don’t need to be hopping in bed with him.”

“Our options are limited, Frank.” I could see the frustration on his lined face. “We don’t stand much of a chance against Asmoday as things are now. If he manages to usurp Baalth’s place, there’ll be no stopping him. Our best bet is to play the factions against each other in the hopes they weaken themselves, giving us an opportunity to take advantage. As it stands, Baalth is our safest bet.”

I hated when the old man was right. It happened a lot.

“I guess I’m playing errand boy.”

Abraham gave a crooked smile, celebrating his victory behind a mask of professional composure. “Be sure you’re fully equipped. If Asmoday realizes you’re playing Baalth against him, you could be in for some trouble.”

And the Understatement of the Year Award goes to...

I stood up, the leather of the seat peeling away from my skin with a perverse sound. I couldn’t help but grin. “I’m already in trouble. You’ve got little old me walking into the wolf’s lair to let him know the jackals are outside.” I threw my hands in the air. “This sheep is screwed.”

“Always the optimist,” Abraham chided.

“I don’t need to be psychic to see my future.” I rubbed my ass as I headed toward the door.

“One more thing, Frank,” Abraham called out before I left. “There’s a rumor Veronica is back in town.”

His statement hit me like a brick. I looked back at Abraham hoping to see a sparkle in his eyes, some indication he was joking. There was none. I hung my head and left the office, my skin clammy and cold, hands shaking.

As I headed off to face certain doom, caught between the two most powerful demons ever to walk the earth, all I could think about was that my ex-wife was in town. 

Death couldn’t come soon enough.
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Chapter Three: Keep Your Enemies Close
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A couple of phone calls later and I had a meeting with Baalth set up. Lucky me.

He agreed to meet at a rundown strip mall in Old Town, at the edge of downtown El Paseo. Even in this one horse town with a bum hoof, Old Town stood out, though not in a good way. The entire neighborhood was one short step from being condemned. The only thing keeping it from being leveled were the healthy bribes that flowed from Baalth’s coffers to the City Council. These under the table transactions also bought Baalth a healthy dose of freedom when it came to law enforcement in Old Town. The only time the police showed up was when Baalth requested their presence or the national news got whiff of something big and it couldn’t be swept under the rug. Even then, the residents of Old Town understood in the end, no matter what, Baalth was pulling the strings behind the scene. He was the law: judge, jury, and willing executioner.

To paraphrase the Vegas commercial, what goes on in Old Town, stays in Old Town, usually in a shallow grave or hastily converted BBQ pit.

Full of rat-infested tenements, immigrant clothing shops, low-end car dealerships, and bustling pawn shops, Old Town was a haven for criminal activity. Those who frequented the area were either crooks or victims, all too poor to escape.

I parked at a seedy pay-by-the-hour lot downtown and walked the rest of the way to Old Town, grumbling about the price. While the car belonged to DRAC and I really didn’t care whether some lowlife snatched it or not, I didn’t want to hear the endless diatribe about my carelessness. I’d heard it way too often.

Once on the strip, I pulled the hood of my dirty sweat jacket over my head and tried to appear inconspicuous, stuffing the folder Abraham had given me into my back pocket. Face toward the sidewalk, I peeked out of the corner of my eyes as I strolled down the walk. Harangued by the scads of shopkeepers trying to sell me everything from velvet Elvis paintings to generic prescription drugs, I pushed my way past them. I could smell the stinging aroma of green chili peppers being roasted nearby. It did nothing to hide the biting stench of the trashcans, which overflowed with rotting meat and decayed vegetables. Worse than either of those, I could smell the desperation of the Old Town residents, thick in the air. The cloying scent, like a losing high school locker room after a big game, stuck with me as I walked. Combined, it all smelled like Hell. I felt a little homesick.

As I neared the dilapidated electronics store where our meet had been set, the tinny sound of Black Metal being blasted from an inferior car stereo drew my attention. I glanced over my shoulder and saw a beat up gray Chevy van driving slowly down the street, its windows down. I caught the gaze of the passenger as the van approached, his long black hair bouncing up and down as he mouthed the words to Emperor’s “Inno A Satana.”

He stopped singing when he saw me. His eyes turned cold and locked on mine. As the van rolled by, his gaze shifted to the mirror, watching me in the reflection until they rounded the corner. You gotta love the bravery of today’s wannabe Satanists. They still think they’re going to Hell.

“Forever will I bleed for thee, forever will I praise thy dreaded name,” I muttered, catching the rhythm of the vocal line as it faded away. I laughed as I wondered what those kids would think if they knew Satan had made up with God and moved on, leaving them behind. That’d ruin their whole world view.

At the shop, I put on my serious face. I had work to do. I pulled the door to the electronics store open and the sound of ringing bells cleared the song from my head. That was fine with me, I much prefer Venom anyway. 

I glanced about and spotted a handful of tables and wobbly shelves covered with ragtag blenders and low-watt microwaves. There were a few old TVs and FM radios scattered about the shop, along with a couple of turntables, but nothing I could see was worth a damn. To top it off, a thick layer of gray dust covered everything. For a front, this one was real obvious. I guessed they didn’t have to try all that hard with Baalth’s money lining the local constabulary’s pockets. Corruption breeds apathy.

I looked to the counter and a short, fat guy wearing coveralls glared back at me. The sweat on his bald head reflected the sickly glimmer of the fluorescent lights. His hands were out of sight behind the counter, his arms wiggling. I was hoping it was a gun he was fiddling with down there and nothing else. Deep inside my head, I heard banjos playing. It brought a smile to my lips.

I stood there a minute before I realized he didn’t intend to say anything. “I’m here to see Ba—” I caught myself. “I’m here to see Mr. Smith.” That was the name they’d given me, seriously.

The fat guy gestured with a meaty thumb toward a curtained alcove at the back of the store. I gestured back. I don’t think he appreciated it.

Without waiting for the limbed bowling ball to decide whether he was offended enough to get up, I slipped past the curtain. Beyond it stretched a narrow hallway that led to a closed door. I knocked and heard a muffled, “Come in.” I turned the handle and stepped through.

Inside the cramped room full of battered merchandise set on rickety shelves, a round wooden table sat in an opening near the back. Behind it sat Baalth. His flunkies D’anatello and Poe stood on either side of the door. I winced as Marcus pressed the barrel of his 9mm Browning against my temple.

“Make a move, I dare you,” Marcus growled. His attitude hadn’t improved any since the last time I’d seen him.

I could see his trigger finger quivering. “No, I think I’m good. Thanks.” I stood as rigidly as I could. Even though Marcus’s shot wouldn’t kill me, it sure as hell would hurt more than just my feelings.

Disappointed, he pressed harder.

“You’ll have to forgive our rudeness, one can never be sure these days,” Baalth commented, sounding almost sincere.

The grin on his tanned face told a different story, however. Dressed in a high-dollar suit with a fancy tie, Baalth looked every bit the Wall Street financier. Most demons did.

You see, contrary to popular perception, demons and devils don’t have horns and tails and run around wielding pitchforks.
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