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CHAPTER ONE

          Evie
Evie sighed as she brought up her flaming sword and steadied herself against the She-Devil's next move. Being an angel is not the floaty, feathery, fluffy sort of afterlife most people envision. There is a lot 8more sweating, bleeding, fighting, and swearing involved. In fact, she thought as she parried a thrust from a jagged, curved knife, life after death is much more difficult than being alive. 

The creature was like nothing Evie had encountered before. She looked like she'd flown out of the epic Indian tale, the Mahabharata. Bright blue, with four arms, eagle-clawed feet, and magnificent black hair to her waist. Her wings were as iridescent green and blue as a peacock's and her skin glowed. Shining bright like a 100-watt bulb, lighting up the night. She had scarlet lips and was Bollywood beautiful. Which made it odd that she was dressed only in a few gray rags stretched thinly over her voluptuous body. She was also trailing a thick chain several feet long from one ankle. 

A little earlier that day, three silent spirits had shown up in Evie's tiny apartment at St. Jude's church in Torrance on the south side of Los Angeles. They showed up at a rather inconvenient moment during an afternoon interlude when she and Trick were doing their best to pull all four corners of a fitted sheet off the bed. Her wing flipped out in surprise, as it frequently did, and threw them both off the bed, as often happened. 

The three spirits stared solemnly at them and pointed back the way they came. 

Having spirits show up in her bedroom was not as odd as it might sound. 

Evie was an Avenging Angel, at least until a few weeks ago. In life, she'd been a vice detective in Atlanta. A good one, too. She worked hard and partied hard. She died hard, too. A death that haunted her still. After her transition to an earthbound angel, her mandate wasn't that different from being a cop: avenge the blood of innocents. 

She met Trick, a Reaper with thick brown hair and sea-green eyes, in a West Hollywood bar over a Dirty Martini with extra olives. 
Interesting fact: she fell for him at first sight. Awkward fact: she was supposed to kill him. Life after death. Very complicated. 

Her Celestial bosses sent a Death Mark to the bar singling Trick out as her quarry. He was responsible, they said, for the death of three innocents guarding a fearsome relic at a tiny church in Hungary. A dagger that could only be used once, after that it became nothing more than a decorative letter opener. But for that one time, it could kill anything. 
Even an angel. 
Her mission was clear: draw her sword and execute him. She did her best, on several occasions. Dodging sword blows, Trick kept professing his innocence, for those murders at least. 

What she didn't know at the time was that Trick's master had ordered him to kill her. A deal had been struck between his Demon Lord, the master of his soul, and a Fallen Angel known as the Baron for the price of an angel's wing. Evie's. A fallen Celestial had one wing stripped from him or her as punishment as if banishment to earth were not torture enough. The Baron wished to be whole again. 
There were only two ways to get such a thing. Either the Angel surrendered the wing willingly, or you took it from their dead body. The relic gave Trick the power to carry out the latter choice. 

Trying to kill him several times and coming damn close, she finally followed him along the Los Angeles coastline to an isolated beach near Palos Verdes. There, to Evie's complete surprise, he surrendered himself to death at her hands. His own master had murdered the innocents in the theft of the deadly relic, he explained. Not he. The fact that Trick and his master shared blood to seal their bargain had led Evie's superiors to sense Trick's blood at the scene of the crime and send her after him. 

Against all the odds of heaven and earth, Trick fell for her just as hard and as fast as she fell for him. He could not kill her. Not even to free himself from his devilish bargain and a century-and-a-half of servitude.

Evie and Trick surrendered to each other on that rocky, deserted beach. Making love in the sand, they sealed their fates. When an Angel falls for a Reaper, there's going to be hell to pay. 

By morning, the Baron tracked them down, trapping them in a magic circle and demanding Trick kill Evie and bring him her wing. When Trick's master showed up as well, it looked like he'd be forced to do exactly that. The demon was the master of Trick's soul and could not be disobeyed. Luckily for them, Trick's master was a duplicitous bastard who also planned on betraying the Baron. Why give away one wing when he could have two of his own and reach heaven itself?

Much to their mutual surprise, the Baron and Evie ended up fighting side-by-side against an army of demons raised by Trick's master. During the battle, to save Evie, Trick stabbed himself with the relic. She held him in her arms and looked in his sea-green eyes as the light went out of them. Evie went mad with anger, her desire for vengeance blotting out everything else. She burned Trick's master and his minions to ashes. 
The fight was not over yet. The Baron explained he had been shadowing Evie for some time. He needed her wing and no other. Unless she surrendered it willingly, he would kill everyone she knew and after that, start on strangers. 

Evie couldn’t allow that. The Baron had her and he knew it. 
A Celestial can bring back the dead. Even a Fallen Angel remains a being of unfathomable power. Evie struck a bargain with the Baron: her wing for Trick's life. 
Letting her heart rule her mind, she never thought of the consequences.

And there were consequences. Something that went far beyond just the ability to fly. 

When the Baron left, soaring rapturously up to the sky with her white wing and his gray one, a Celestial appeared to Evie. The Heavenly Host, the angel said, was rescinding her angelic Grace. Evie must earn her way back to that higher state. 
Now, technically, she was a fallen as well. Though, as an earthbound angel, that meant “fallen” with a lowercase “f'.” She would never have the power of a Celestial, no matter what her state.

All was not lost, since they trusted her to reform the Reaper, saying she held his contract – though she never actually saw it –- and technically making her his boss. They allowed her to keep her strength, angelic abilities, and power to heal from any injury, plus her shining sword. Her mandate to avenge the innocent was also intact, though now the spirits could find her. Like tonight. 

Evie and Trick hastily dressed and followed the three spirits outside. Pulling a glamour around themselves, they alternated between trance-jumping and truck surfing – as they called hitching unseen rides on the top of speeding vehicles – to follow the spirits as they sped effortlessly ahead. 

The sun was just sinking below the horizon when the spirits led her and Trick to this narrow, rocky beach north of Malibu. The smell of fresh blood was unmistakable. 

Near the cliffs, three women were arranged head-to-toe around a fire burning with black flames. Bloody rivulets led from their wrists and thighs to the fire pit, their blood fueling the magic. 

All spells require sacrifice. The darker the spell, the bigger the bite it takes out of you or someone else's spirit. Some of the dark mages with acolytes to spare got them to sacrifice their bodies to enact particularly difficult and powerful spells. Promising, no doubt, that their spirits would be reborn. Yeah. Right. Like that was going to happen. 

The sorcerer who enacted this spell probably promised the three young women something equally enticing. The shades stood around the circle, their eyes black and empty, pointing at the still bodies. 

When Evie and Trick arrived, the She-Devil was already on the beach, crouched near the black fire. She seemed oblivious to the ghosts, all her concentration was focused on a handful of crystals spread out in the sand. As they watched, she tossed some powder onto the bodies, then flicked flint until it sparked. The powder caught and the bodies burned with flames that gradually deepened from red to the same uncanny shade of black as the fire in the pit. 

Trick and Evie decided they had enough proof of wrongful death and pounced. Evie vaporated onto the beach in a burst of white smoke. Reappearing almost instantaneously, she kicked the crystals to break whatever spell the thing was weaving. As soon as she touched the stones, she wished she hadn't. A shooting pain set the nerves in her leg vibrating uncontrollably from the toe of her boot right up into her pelvis. Her leg buckled and she went down in the sand. 

After that, things didn't go so well. 

Trick leaped in to cover her as she rolled to her feet, his short sword blocking a thrust from the dagger the She-Devil held in one hand. With her upper set of arms, she grabbed Trick by his shoulders and threw him out to sea, a good three-hundred-foot toss. 

Evie attacked. Her sword aflame, she lunged forward in a series of compound assaults. Feinting high and low, and thrusting in what she knew was a blur of speed and strength, the She-Devil blocked her blow-for-blow, using a double set of intricately wrought metal arm guards studded with rough-cut jewels as brightly colored as her wings. 
That should not have been possible. Even in her Fallen state, Evie's sword had the power to slice through virtually anything. It couldn't touch those cuffs, though. Sparks flew, yet her blade did not even scratch them. 

Having four arms gave the She-Devil the advantage of assuming offense and defense at the same time. With the dagger in her lower right hand, her ripostes came so fast she pulled in too close for Evie to effectively use her long blade. Changing her grip, Evie vaporated through and behind the She-Devil, striking her a solid blow on the back of the head with the sword hilt. The blow didn't seem to faze the fearsome creature. She turned and gave Evie an, “Is that all you've got?” sort of look. 

The She-Devil's wings bent inward and slapped Evie right off her feet. Evie vaporated again, spinning mid-air to land in front of her, gambling the creature would be looking behind. 

She gambled wrong. 

The She-Devil was already waiting on one knee. Coming in under Evie's guard, she scored a long cut across Evie's ribs with the dagger. 

Swallowing down the pain, Evie hit high and low with a combination of blows trying to force some distance between them. A whirlwind of sand spun up from the beach and Evie was fighting nothing but air. The creature had spread her wings. Evie trance-jumped, but the She-Devil easily maneuvered out of reach. 

Trick, Evie saw, was manfully stroking back to shore and almost on the beach.  

'That's it,' Evie thought watching the She-Devil hovering above. Airborne, she could flip them off and fly out to sea. 

Instead, she swooped and dived at Evie, trying to drive her away from the fire. Evie's foot touched something and a shooting pain numbed her toes. The crystals. The She-Devil must not want to leave them behind. 

Throwing himself into a series of trance-jumps, Trick leaped out of the waves and across the beach. "Evie, catch!" He threw an amulet of glowing stones at her. 

Evie let go of her sword with one hand to jump for the shining bracelet. Trick was a Reaper of many amulets. He used and understood magic in ways Evie probably never could. The Reaper's magic was dark in origin, the polar-opposite of her angelic power. 

The She-Devil had the same idea as Evie. Folding her wings back, she dove at the ground, two hands outstretched for the amulet. Evie vaporated in the middle of a trance-jump, throwing everything she had into reaching the bracelet first. As she reappeared, Evie lashed out in a high roundhouse kick that connected solidly with the She-Devil's stomach. Her fingers grasped the bracelet and she let herself fall to the beach. As she landed lightly, she realized she had no idea what to do with her prize.

“Oh, for God's sake, put it around your sword handle!” Trick shouted, throwing a series of glowing green sigils at the creature with both hands. The magic knocked the She-Devil all the way into the cliff face. 

Evie did as Trick said. As the band slid down the blade, purple beams of light burst out with a bone-jarring shock. Evie held tightly as a long string of bright hexes followed. The words spun around the sword's blade, up and out the tip. Evie swung the sword over her head, flinging the spell straight at the She-Devil. The hexes snaked out to knot over the claws of her feet. Evie yanked, jerking the creature's legs together.

The spell rope must have burned like fire. The She-Devil pulled wildly, trying to tear it loose. Unable to free herself, she screamed like a banshee, diving at Evie with the talons on one set of hands outstretched, while another hand twirled her blade. 

Inches from Evie's face, she got pulled up short as a golden rope wrapped itself over and around one of her wings. Trick had thrown his spell-cast lariat, one of his favorite weapons, and very appropriate for a former cowboy from Arizona. Digging in his heels, he took several loops of the rope around his shoulder and pulled. 

Evie did the same, jerking hard on the hex spell, her one wing flapping to create a downdraft. She and Trick pulled in different directions, trying to drag the creature back to earth. 

The She-Devil had a different idea. With a massive effort, she swept her peacock-colored wings down and pulled both Evie and Trick into the air, leaving them to dangle below her. Evie hung desperately onto her sword with both hands as her feet left the ground. The spell from the amulet was tight and firm. Not so Trick's lariat. He swung wildly as he struggled for a better grip. 

“Both wings would have been better, Trick!” Evie shouted as he swung by. 

“Next time you try lassoing a flying devil!” he replied as he swung back. 

The She-Devil twisted and turned, while the two of them flew in wide arcs. They looked like a Vegas circus act. Trick was a tenacious fighter. He began shinnying up the rope, probably, Evie guessed, to grab hold of the other wing. The She-Devil was not going to let him get away with that. 

Trick barely had enough time to shout, “Ohhh fuuu...” before she swatted him against the cliff face.

Spinning, she hit him again starting a small landslide of dirt and boulders that tumbled onto the beach far below. 

Finally, with a noise that sounded like an exasperated sigh of an adult confronting misbehaving children, she grabbed the rope with one set of hands, swung it around, and snapped. Trick went flying into the cold waters of the Pacific – again. The She-Devil scrabbled at the rope trying to remove it. The thing was knotted tightly and it took some crafty flying on her part to slip it off. 
Evie held stubbornly onto her sword, hanging about ten feet below the She-Devil's clawed feet and not knowing what the hell to do next. Maybe Trick's amulet had other bells and whistles, but without the Reaper, Evie had no idea how to access the magic. Her one wing beat uselessly, trying to pull her to safety. In her diminished state, Evie was no match against this extraordinary creature. If she released the spell, the thing would fly off.
 If she didn't release the spell, the thing would still fly off dragging her along like a kite tail. 

The She-Devil came up with a third solution. 

As Trick's shiny lariat slithered by her on its way down, the She-Devil went into a full backward spin, her wings pumping. Evie flew with her and suddenly found herself face-to-face with the creature. Evie right-side-up, the She-Devil upside down. The creature pulled her close with her upper arms. Evie brought her legs up and around the lower arm holding the dagger. With a quick turn of her hips, she twisted the weapon out of the monster's hand before viciously head-butting the She-Devil.

The impact gave Evie enough time to bring her sword between them. It flared brightly, the power of the blade surging through her aching muscles. Evie moved her legs around the She-Devil's waist and pushed the point of the blade up under the other's chin. It would take only a little more pressure to drive it through the soft skin and into her skull.

The She-Devil used her upper set of hands to reach out and take hold of the sword handle. That was almost more frightening than being dragged into the stratosphere by a flying half-eagle woman. Only an angel should be able to hold Evie's weapon without being paralyzed. Not since the Baron had Evie faced so formidable an opponent.

As they struggled, the blade opened a cut in her throat. A thick line of blood, the color of lapis lazuli, ran onto the She-Devil's bare chest. Their eyes met and locked. 

Time slowed as Evie instinctively looked deeper. What she saw there was far beyond the usual demonic jumble of rage and greed for blood and flesh. There was a wall. Solid and impenetrable even to Evie's still powerful angelic vision. What she saw was unintelligible, almost alien in nature. There was a fuzzy image of a long, smooth tunnel and chains just before time blinked back into motion. 

They were higher now. A thousand feet? Two thousand?

The She-Devil, back-winging violently, came to a sudden stop and hovered. She whipped her head left and right, staring wide-eyed. Evie heard a sharp intake of breath and there was no mistaking the look that transformed the creature's beautiful face. 
She was afraid. 

The demon folded her wings tightly, throwing them into a diving spin. Grabbing the hilt with two hands, she twisted Evie's wrist, angling the blade down and bringing her feet up. 
The power of the sword sliced through the amulet's rune spell tying them together. With the lower set of hands, she managed to pry Evie's legs from around her waist. Snapping her great wings out, the She-Devil pulled out of the nosedive.

Evie just had time to think moan, “Oh, crap,” when the thing let go and she found herself in free fall.

Above her, the She-Devil sped out to sea. 

'Well, damn,' Evie thought as she plummeted earthwards, 'that didn't go very well.'
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