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      My life turned upside down the day the angels came to kill me. Life’s tough, being an abomination.

      On my eighteenth birthday, a squad of celestials kicked my door down, screaming bloody murder. It’s been a string of horrible encounters since, most of them with otherworldly entities who wanted me captured, dissected, or dead.

      So there I was in an alley, eight months since the angelic attempt on my life. My blood raced and my muscles tightened as I sized up the latest engagement with my supernatural stalkers. This time it was demons, and they had me cornered. I just wanted to be left alone, damn it. And maybe make rent. Was that too much to ask?

      “You’re coming with us,” said the taller demon, the one with the hair in pointy spikes.

      “Over my dead body,” I said, like I was reading from a script on the inside of my head. Buying time, you see? I make it look easy, but retrieving a weapon from the Vestments takes a bit of time.

      I gave the demons a quick scan. There were four of them, which was twice as many as the last time, plus they were actually hounding me in broad daylight. You see, angels can be a special kind of asshole, but demons are pretty damn awful, too. Two sides of the same asshole coin, really. The good news is that demons aren’t impossible to kill. Not if you stab them really, really hard.

      These particular demons were wearing human faces and bodies, of course. You can’t just walk through the streets with horns on your head and a prehensile tail, or red skin, or whatever shape it is a demon decides to take on any given day. Hey, I know it’s California, and we’ve got our share of freaks, but there are some limits to what the normals will turn a blind eye to.

      They won’t, for example, ignore a fireball shot like a cannonball from out of a woman’s hand.

      I cursed and leapt out of the way, the flames coming so close that I could feel the heat streak past my face. There was the telltale crackling and brimstone stink of demonfire, too, plus a bonus noise that sounded very much like the tips of my hair being singed. The fireball struck the side of a dumpster, creating a horrible bang and leaving a huge, charred dent in the metal. I blinked, gulped, then collected myself. Fuck these guys.

      “What the hell?” I shouted. “I don’t know who keeps sending you bastards, but you can’t just throw that shit at people out in the open.”

      The woman rolled her eyes, bouncing another little gob of flame in the palm of her hand. A second woman, this one wielding a wicked knife, chuckled and answered for them.

      “Our master doesn’t care about the Veil. That’s a problem for the humans. Mages want to hide from society? Well and good. And we get it. You want to hide your true nature from them as well – nephilim.”

      My blood chilled at the sound of the word, and I grimaced. So they knew who I was. Typical. All those months of being careful, of hiding out in the shitty shoebox I called my apartment hadn’t mattered in the end. The agents of hell would always find me. It was only a matter of time until heaven did, too.

      “I’ll keep this simple,” I said, holding my hand out, trying not to freak out over the fact that I had my back to a wall. “Either you guys leave me alone, or I kill each and every one of you. Send your asses back to hell.”

      Literally. That was how it worked. The problem was that the fuckers kept on coming back.

      “We’ll just keep showing up,” said the last of the demons, this one wearing the skin of a stocky, muscular man. “Over and over, until we get you to come with us and see our master.”

      I raised my eyebrow. “But they’re going to be pissed, aren’t they? Whoever this master is. Super pissed. You’ve come to find me, what, three times now? And I’ve beaten your demon asses away each time. I don’t know who owns you losers, but they aren’t going to be very patient forever.”

      The four demons glanced at each other uneasily. The first man, Spike, broke into a sweat. It was a nice day out in Valero, but it wasn’t that hot – I’d struck a nerve. They were going to have to drag me kicking and screaming back to whichever of the myriad hells they came from.

      “Fuck this,” Spike said. “Get him.”

      They moved in against me, wielding flames and weapons, a slowly tightening circle. My heart pounded. Four against one, so not fair. And in a back alley, too. I could shout for help, make a ruckus to scare them off, but that’d attract the normals, maybe the authorities – shit, even the Lorica, which would be the worst possible thing of all. Nah. I’d have to fight them off. I flexed my fingers. It wasn’t going to be easy, but I’d been in tighter spots.

      “We don’t have to hurt you if you just come,” the fire-woman said.

      I grimaced, baring my teeth, and made my voice as gravelly as I could, pretending in my heart of hearts that I was an action star.

      “Go to hell.”

      I thrust my palm forward, rushing straight for Spike’s chest, slamming my hand there like I was shoving him. A golden sword launched from the palm of my hand, summoned from the Vestments. Spike’s eyes went wide as the sword speared him from sternum to spine. He gurgled as blood welled up in his throat and spilled in trickles down his chin. I grasped for the sword’s hilt, pulling it out of the demon’s chest even as I stomped my foot firmly in his stomach. He staggered backwards, shoes scraping over the gritty pavement as he stumbled, then fell.

      The other demons hissed, their eyes flashing momentarily red as they backed away. See, now they were scared. Strength in numbers, sure, but once you start whittling away at them, that’s where you separate the cowards from the killers.

      The stocky man wasn’t one of them. He stared at me with his mouth pulsing as the two women circled. What the hell was he so afraid of? These husks the demons wore were temporary, and it felt to me like they could get as many of them as they liked, probably stored up in some disgusting subterranean armory. Maybe dying really, really hurt for them. But more likely, he was terrified of going home to report to their boss about how they couldn’t beat up and restrain a single itty-bitty nephilim.

      I danced away as the woman thrust her knife at me, entering way-too-close quarters so I couldn’t maneuver as well with my sword. I recognized her favored weapon, a balisong, a Filipino butterfly knife, the kind that folded. Probably poisoned with some toxin or another, too, knowing demons. I grimaced as it glanced off my leather jacket, cutting a shallow gash into the shoulder. I was being too confident, I thought, clenching my teeth. That knife had come too close.

      And so did the dart of flame that flew past my ear. Thank God that other lady had such shitty aim. I dodged farther back, grabbing the best thing I could find for protection: the lid of a garbage can. The knife-woman screeched as she launched another attack.

      “That’s cheating,” she said, thrusting, then slashing. “Dirty nephilim bastards, bringing a garbage can to a knife fight, you can’t – ”

      The lid wasn’t for the knife. I dodged as she came in for an especially deep lunge, then smashed the lid directly into her face. The sounds were a combined clang of metal and the crack of what might have been her nose. I didn’t stop to check, spinning from my hip and slicing my sword straight through her neck. Her knife clattered to the ground, its tip leaving a greasy black smear of something terrible and poisonous on the cement. Her head went flying, bouncing against an exposed brick wall and thumping, quite conveniently, into a dumpster.

      The same one that the fire-woman’s first missile had slammed into. I turned to face her, looking like some bedraggled excuse for a hero, gleaming divine sword in one hand, dented face-smashing trash can lid in the other. She gritted her teeth, then flicked her wrist at me, a last ditch effort.

      A dart of flame fired from each of her fingers, easy enough to absorb with my improvised barrier. Five ineffectual pings sounded as the missiles struck the garbage shield, warming the metal but doing very little else. I braced myself, gripping my sword tighter as I anticipated her next attack, thinking it was a buildup to a bigger projectile – but she turned tail and ran. Just beat ass all the way out of the alley, her heels clicking double time.

      Well, shit. I should have closed in and killed her when I had the chance. That was going to bite me in the ass, I was sure of it. I turned my head, locking eyes with the last of their group, the stocky one with the mouth, who had spent the entire fight watching and trembling on his own.

      I wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      I dived for the demon, charging with the garbage lid and smashing it full into his chest. “Oof,” he gasped as I slammed against him, his breath smelling of onions, the stench of fear-sweat wafting from his clothes as he flew off his feet. I sighed with grim satisfaction as he landed on his back, thudding bodily against the cement.

      “Please,” the demon blubbered, holding his hands out for mercy. “Please, I was only doing what I was told. I won’t hurt you. Let me go.”

      I planted one foot on his chest, just in case he had ideas about running off like his lady friend. “No can do, buster. You guys threatened me. Four against one? That’s hardly fair. Now, who would want me so badly that they’d send so many worthless mooks to corner me in an alley – in broad daylight, I have to reiterate. You idiots really pulled out all the stops here.” I tilted my head, restraining a smile as I pushed my foot deeper against his chest, as he wheezed in fright. “You must be desperate. Your employer’s clearly pissed about all the other times your friends tried and failed to catch me.”

      The man’s eyes darted to either side of me, his face gleaming with sweat as he gawped like a fish out of water. “I – we – no, I swear. I’m not going to be a problem for you anymore. Just let me go. Please.”

      I smushed my sneaker even deeper into his body – come on, it didn’t hurt that much – leaning forward and resting my elbow on my thigh for good measure, putting more weight into the pose as I brought our faces progressively closer. “Listen,” I said quietly. “Between you and me, your master is going to be extra pissed about you defecting like that. I know how the princes work. You’re not just going AWOL. You’ll be deserting. And the princes, they’ve got ways of tracking down bad eggs. Surely you know that. You’re not new to the system, are you?”

      He blinked hard. Poor guy. I could hear the gears turning in his head as he considered the consequences. “What will they do if they catch me? No, they won’t find me. I could hide. And keep hiding, up here among the normals. They won’t find me then.”

      I leaned in even closer, grinning. “So. A prince did send you after all.”

      His mouth snapped shut immediately.

      “Which one of them was it?” I said.

      Silence. His eyes darted frantically, reflecting the light of the sun. I took some satisfaction in knowing that he wouldn’t be coming up to the surface again any time soon, not if he was reporting yet another failure to an actual demon prince. Stabbing him through the heart was going to hurt, but whatever punishment awaited him was going to be so, so much worse.

      “Listen,” I said, reaching down to pat him on the chest, just by where my foot was resting. “You should just tell me, really. It’s going to be the same shit either way. Your master’s probably ultra pissed at this point. You’re going to get snuffed out regardless.”

      He shook his head.

      I shook mine, too, and sighed heavily. “It’s your funeral. Welp. Nice knowing you, I guess. Send my regards to your master. Tell them to stop fucking bugging me already.”

      The man said nothing more, even when I ran my sword straight into his chest and pierced his heart, even as the light left his eyes. He thrashed and cried out, sure, but that was part of the demonic husk’s natural response to, well, being killed. I pulled my sword out and backed away, holding my hand up to my nose, because the next bit was always the worst.

      Within the expanding pool of his own blood, the man’s corpse twitched and shuddered as it began its process of literally returning to hell. I don’t know what kind of sick demon scientist decided that this was the best way to recycle their resources, but it was how things worked for them. Demon husks decomposed as soon as they died, doing exactly as this guy’s host body was doing: skin and muscles sloughing off, bones charring in flames and melting into nothing, blood and internal organs disintegrating.

      All of that gunk would then coalesce into a repulsive pink sludge that would inevitably find its way to the nearest recess in the earth. Didn’t matter if it was a manhole, sewer grate, or just some cracks in the street. That clay was going to wriggle all the way back to the hell it came from, ready to be remolded into another demon husk. Say what you want about the infernals, but they had their shit together when it came to the environment. Reduce, reuse, recycle, then resurrect that dead ass right back into service.

      But it always stank, too. Holy shit did it stink. The smell was bad enough each time demons appeared, that reek of sulfur and brimstone, something like rotten eggs and farts. But the smell when they went was somehow even worse, like something had died, then something else came along, ate the first something, then threw it all up in a public toilet.

      Multiply that repulsive experience by three, considering the fact that there were that many dead demon husks presently melting in the alleyway. I held my free hand over my nose and mouth, my eyes tearing, tapping my foot against the ground impatiently as I waited for all three husks to return to their makers. You had to do that, too, just to make sure that no evidence was left. It was bad enough if the cops came sniffing around. But if the Lorica showed up, too? I didn’t want to consider the consequences.

      The sludge disappeared all the way, and I fanned at the front of my face, getting the fumes away, finally allowing myself to breathe. I looked down at my sword, prepared to disengage and return it to the Vestments, when I sensed another smell in the alley. Something burning, fragrant and herbal, like – I don’t know, oregano. Or sage.

      Wait, no. That was pot.

      My heart pounded as I whirled on my feet. This wasn’t just about someone ducking into an alley for a quick smoke. And sure enough, there he was where he wasn’t before, leaning against the side of the dumpster, smelling of joints and bong water, looking every inch like a slacker, a college dropout – or, if you squinted really hard, someone who works in tech. California, am I right?

      “I just killed three of you guys.” I gripped my sword tight once more, ready for a fight. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s kind of fun – but do we really have to do this right now?”

      The man chuckled, adjusting his hoodie and rubbing the faint bit of scruff on his chin. “I’m not here to fight. Just to talk.”

      I groaned. That was probably worse, if I’m honest. There’s very little good that comes out of talking to a demon – especially a demon prince.
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      For some moments I hemmed and hawed about returning my sword to the Vestments, but the more rational bits of my brain reminded me that I was standing in an alley with a demon. Not just any old grunt, either, but one of the Seven. I clenched my fist tight enough to press my nails into my skin, the sword’s hilt printing its ornate engravings into the palm of my hand.

      “So how can I help you?” I droned, in a not-at-all helpful tone of voice.

      Belphegor blinked at me with feigned innocence from under his messy fringe of hair, his hands stuck deep in the pockets of his hoodie. “What? I’m just here to chat, catch up with one of my favorite nephilim in the world.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Your favorite indeed. If there’s so many of us, then why aren’t the princes bothering all of the others?”

      Belphegor picked at his fingernails, leaning his back and one foot against the wall. “Who says we aren’t?”

      “Enough chitchat. Who sent those four grunts after me?”

      The prince shrugged, the look on his face clearly absent this time. “Dunno. It wasn’t me. We’re buddies, Mason, you and I. Aren’t we?”

      I bit the bottom of my lip to stop myself from hurling a curse in his general direction. The only reason I was stuck with Belphegor was how I owed him a favor, in exchange for one he did for me and my friends what seemed like so long ago. It was the nature of the favor he requested that had me so stumped.

      “So,” Belphegor said, flashing that shit-eating smile of his. “How’s Florian doing?”

      My eyes slitted even more, if that was somehow possible. “Same as always,” I said, gritting my teeth. “A total bum. You saddled me with him and you know it.”

      Belphegor pouted. “Aww, now that’s just cruel. All I did was ask you a favor, Mace. You’re the brightest, most responsible man I know. I thought that some of your diligence and levelheadedness would rub off on him, is all.”

      That was the favor that Belphegor wanted. Weirdest thing ever, handing over an entire person to me and telling me that all I had to do was help get them back on their feet. But Florian was a burnout. We were barely making rent. You’d think that a dryad could be more resourceful about earning a little extra cash, but no. The request did come from the Prince of Sloth, after all, and now my grand task was to turn the laziest supernatural in all of Valero into someone who was worth something.

      I glowered at Belphegor. “I still don’t understand what you’re getting out of this. Why are you making me babysit an actual couch potato?”

      Belphegor shrugged, holding his hands up. “The satisfaction of seeing some growth in him, perhaps. Hah, growth, get it? He has so much potential, what with his grasp of nature magic. It pains even me to see all of that power go completely to waste.”

      Of course. This was all about power, leverage, conquest, as it always was when it came to the princes.

      His grin grew wider. “And besides, Mason – we have a bargain. You can’t just bow out of our contract.” He rested his fingers on his chest, pressing lightly, creasing his eyebrows. “I honored my end of the bargain, and so must you, young princeling.”

      “I’m perfectly aware of that,” I said icily, lifting my chin at him. Ugh. Princeling. The word made my skin crawl.

      I should explain. I’m what’s known as a nephilim – the spawn of a human and a fallen angel. As you might imagine, that sort of thing doesn’t fly with the people upstairs. I’ve been called many things: miscreant, mistake, abomination. But I’d never been called a princeling.

      Yet it made sense. My father is, or was, rather, Samyaza, the king of the fallen. I know what you’re thinking, and yes, Lucifer was the first to truly fall, but when he fell, he fell all the way down. Samyaza was still an angel. The fallen – the Grigori, as they were called – stuck to their guns and their beliefs. Being one of Samyaza’s kids made me royalty, in a way. Not exactly something I asked for.

      The dude in the alley, he was royalty, too, but of another sort. A demon prince. There are tons of those, governing every sin, vice, and earthly nuisance imaginable, but this guy was one of the big guns. Now, you’d think that the Prince of Sloth, someone who rules the domain of laziness and inertia, wouldn’t be very dangerous. But that’s where you’d be wrong. A demon is a demon is a demon, and the princes were the worst of them all.

      “Well, keep me posted, then,” Belphegor said. “Just know that I had nothing do with those four that attacked you. That’s not my style. And need I repeat myself, Mason Albrecht? We’re friends.” He grinned openly. “Trust me.”

      “Tough proposition,” I said. “Now, if there’s nothing else you want to talk about, I’m just going to – ”

      I heard it first. Belphegor clearly heard it too, one of his ears pricking up at the first few sounds of popping. I knew what that meant. It was a bunch of mages teleporting into existence, probably an advance team of Wings from the Lorica sent to investigate. I flicked my wrist, the golden sword in my hand vanishing as it returned to the Vestments. Then I cursed under my breath, my feet already taking me towards the mouth of the alley.

      Belphegor ran, too, keeping pace with me. I scowled at him, knowing full well that he had more than enough power to simply teleport to safety.

      “Why don’t you just magic your way out of here?” I grunted as my feet beat a steady rhythm on the pavement. “Would be the easiest way to avoid the Lorica.”

      Belphegor took a great gulping breath as he ran, his grin huge as he lifted his head to the sky. “Oh, I’m not escaping with you, if that’s what you’re thinking. I’m just here for a running start.”

      I panted as I struggled to keep sprinting. Belphegor’s shoes clicked as he hopped off the ground, striking the pavement one last time. Then he soared up into the sky as a pair of huge, leathery wings burst from his back, tearing his hoodie to shreds. He turned his head over his shoulders just long enough to wink at me, then flapped his wings, disappearing up and away behind the clouds.

      Fucking show-off.
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      The princes were bad news, at least based on the three that I’d already met. Yet in a way, the Lorica was even worse for me. They were the council of mages responsible for governing all of North America, keeping tabs on supernatural activity within what everyone liked to refer to as the arcane underground.

      For the most part, paranormals agreed to uphold the Veil, an unofficial pact of concealing our nature from humanity for the safety of everyone involved. The world of magic and the occult was one that the normals were never, ever supposed to know about, even though it was intermingled and layered with their own.

      What made it worse was how the Lorica had a headquarters right in the heart of Valero, making it an even bigger pain in the butt to avoid them. Valero, California was a weird little hotbed of supernatural activity. A lot of the gods – yes, the same ones from ancient myths and legends – liked to keep tethers and portals to their own dimensions within the city.

      I’d met a few of them through my old friends, and these gods – entities, as all the most powerful of supernaturals were known – weren’t the kind of people I’d love to hang out with. Entities were like that. Fickle, frequently cruel, and prone to popping up whenever the hell they damn pleased.

      Angels weren’t exempt from that kind of behavior, either. But at least this particular angel, the one sitting on my apartment’s window sill, didn’t want me dead. He was holding a newspaper up to his face, a golden pen in one hand as he perused the classifieds section.

      “I didn’t think anyone read the newspaper anymore,” I said.

      His eyes kept darting left and right as he scanned the ads. The pen dipped every now and again, scratching a quick circle around this listing or another. I cocked an eyebrow, clearing my throat when he didn’t acknowledge me.

      “Raziel? Hey. Raziel. Buddy. I’m talking here.”

      “Hmm, right,” he grunted, his eyes flitting momentarily upwards to connect with mine. “Just looking for things you can do for work. There are so many options here, Mason. Have you considered becoming a doctor? I hear there’s good money in that.”

      I sighed, pouring two cups of coffee from the pot, its aroma drifting up into my nostrils and tickling the back of my brain. It didn’t even matter to me that it was just instant granules and hot water. We all have problems, and mine was having, like, no money left.

      “Listen,” I said, offering him one of the cups, which he accepted after clenching his pen between his teeth. “It’s really strange to me how you can be one of the smartest people I know, yet you have zero idea of how many years it’s going to take anyone to go through medical school. I mean, I’ll be out on the street in a week. Two weeks, tops. We need a miracle. Wink.”

      I actually did wink. I mean, I thought it’d help.

      Raziel frowned, tucked his pen into his breast pocket, and set down the newspaper. “As I’ve said many, many times now, that’s not how it works. I can’t just snap my fingers and make miracles.”

      I sipped my coffee, then grimaced – out of milk, damn it. “I wish you could. We need the money.” I glanced over my shoulder, then cocked my head towards the living room. I leaned closer to Raziel, lowering my voice. “Or you could miracle this guy right out of my life.”

      Raziel made a face as he tutted disapprovingly, then made an even screwier face when he sampled his coffee. “This is dreadful. We need to get you out of this situation.” He lifted his arm and threw one delicately manicured finger towards the living room. “And that boy,” he whispered, “needs to carry his weight around here.”

      “That’s the problem,” I said, sighing. “That’s not a boy. That’s a fully grown man in there, and he can’t even hold down a delivery job.”

      We exchanged glances, then headed towards the sound of unbridled snoring, to where Florian was sleeping – still sleeping at four in the afternoon – on my ratty couch. My lips pulled back, arranging my mouth into a sneer. I never sneered, but with Florian, it was just impossible to hold back.

      He was snoozing away, mouth open and snoring like a chainsaw on a tree stump. Sort of a relevant analogy, considering how Florian physically had a bunch of tree-like attributes: nut brown skin, hair in curls as tight as little vines and tendrils, and the sort of powerful, knotted build you’d expect from a sequoia, if a sequoia took the shape of a really, really lazy human being.

      Florian slept with one arm draped across his eyes and over his head, the other tucked under his makeshift blanket. I say makeshift because that was at least one area where I couldn’t complain. He preferred to sleep under a duvet of his own making, one that he crafted out of natural materials magically conjured at our window’s planter box. Sometimes it was a fluffy sheet of moss. This time it was a carpet of leaves. Not gonna lie, it looked comfy as hell.

      The problem was that Florian also tended to sleep with just the blanket. Like, bare-ass naked on the couch. It wasn’t exactly the worst since dryads didn’t seem to share the same physiological needs as humans – I was pretty sure he went to the bathroom once a week – but it was the principle of it. That couch was a disaster before Florian started living on it, and now it was a nightmare.

      In contrast, Raziel was a study in elegance. This was a guy who liked the finer things, dressed in the kind of clothes that seemed nonchalant on first glance, but were nonetheless extremely luxurious. Hundred-dollar T-shirts, acid-washed jeans made in limited runs, squarish spectacles that looked like they had lenses made out of solid quartz instead of actual glass – kind of a hipster, really.

      He probably moisturized every day – mornings and nights – and went for weekly manicures. And he had this mop of hair that looked floppy and careless, but you knew he paid hundreds for every cut. You knew that he used something impossibly luxurious like crushed pearls and gemstones to style it. If the light hit him at just the right angle, the sheen of his hair almost made it look like he had a halo, just like an angel.

      Albeit one who couldn’t engineer miracles, or so he claimed. Raziel was the angel of mysteries. Not an angel of mysteries, mind, but the. He was an authority when it came to recording strange and terrible arcane secrets, to tapping into the riddles and rhythms of our chaotic universe.

      That was the exact reason I found it so frustrating when he did his whole befuddled schtick. The dude had to be ancient, and he knew just about everything there was to know about the arcane underground and beyond, my actual tour guide to the cosmos and – don’t ever tell him this – kind of my mentor. He knew a hell of a lot about the Vestments, for example.

      And yet.

      “So you’re sure you can’t just use some kind of angel magic to get us out of this jam,” I said.

      Raziel rolled his eyes and shook his head. “For the millionth time. No.”

      I stopped myself from asking how he could afford all his damn luxuries. “Then we’ll do this together. Mom and Dad giving little Florian the talk about work and finances. No more allowances.”

      “Am I Mom or am I Dad?”

      I groaned. “I don’t care. Pick one.”

      “Mom it is, then.” Raziel nodded at me, determined and ready.

      I sighed, squeezing the bridge of my nose, then went to park both my mug and my butt on the coffee table, which squeaked threateningly. I only watched Florian snore for a couple more seconds before I started nudging him awake by the shoulder. He was heavy, and dense, too, way denser than a human his size would be, which meant that I didn’t really get to do much actual nudging.

      “Florian,” I murmured. “Florian. Hey, man. Get up. I need to talk to you.”

      Raziel stepped up quietly to my side, bent his head low, then spoke right into Florian’s ear. Sorry, yelled, I should say. A single ear-splitting “Florian!” was all it took.

      I jerked away, cringing at the sound and wiggling one finger in my ear to check that I hadn’t gone deaf. All that stuff about choirs of angels and them singing on high at Christmastime and what not – that doesn’t apply to Raziel. The guy was slick, and sleek, and he could speak all nice and charming when he wanted. But when he raised his voice it was like rusty nails on the world’s biggest, scratchiest chalkboard.

      Florian sat up straight away, his head snapping left, then right, eyes huge and terrified. He locked gazes with me, then with Raziel before he finally relaxed, heaving a sigh and sticking one finger into his ear. “There are nicer ways to wake people up,” he grumbled, glaring reproachfully at each of us with eyes the color of moss.

      “Sorry,” Raziel said sweetly, smiling like the damn angel that he was. “Mason has something to say.”

      Traitor! I looked at Raziel and turned my hands up questioningly. Then I turned back to Florian, sighing as I gathered up the courage to say what I needed to.

      Leaning in closer, I clasped my fingers together, watching him intently. “If you’re going to stay here with me,” I said, “I’m going to need you to start selling your body.”
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      Florian looked up at the two of us with huge, sad eyes, confused and betrayed. “You – you what? Like for firewood?”

      The poor, sweet idiot. Florian wasn’t a terrible person. He had kind eyes, a strong jaw, and even stronger arms. If only he’d put them to good use. He was just so damn lazy.

      I shook my head, sighing. “I thought that would wake you up. I was just trying to get your attention.”

      “Here,” Raziel said, pushing his own mostly untouched cup of coffee into Florian’s hands. “This’ll wake you up even more. Or kill you. Depends on your tolerance for instant.”

      “Raziel, please. Listen, Florian. We’ve talked about this before. You know the price of sticking around me. I’ve spent a lot of time warding this place to keep us hidden. Anyone who comes knocking to claim or kill me will probably find use for a dryad, too.”

      He raised his finger. “Male dryad.”

      “Sure,” I said. “Whatever, like it matters.”

      Raziel pushed a finger into his chin. “I still find it confusing. None of the books say anything about male dryads or nymphs. All dryads are female. It’s the nature of the species.”

      Florian folded his arms, sulking. “And we’ve gone through this before. Maybe I’m just different, okay? Do you ask a dog if it’s a dog?”

      “Of course you wouldn’t,” Raziel scoffed. “Because the dog couldn’t answer. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      Good old Raziel and his inability to grasp anything beyond the literal. And this was where they always butted heads, brain against brawn. I squeezed the bridge of my nose.

      “You guys. Please. Focus.” I ruffled my hair in frustration and gestured around our apartment. Well, my apartment, really. My name was on the damn lease. “Florian? I’ll make this quick. Rent is due. This is how stuff works in the human world. We need to pay up, or we’re out on the street soon.”

      Florian sipped on his coffee, eyes somewhat vacant, like he wasn’t fully grasping my meaning.

      I bent in closer, holding my hands up and speaking slowly to deliver the gravity of my words. “That means that you don’t get to sleep on the couch anymore.”

      He gasped. The surface of his coffee rippled as his hand shook just the slightest. “Then where would I live?”

      I slapped myself on the forehead. “Yes. Exactly. But also, where would I live? Come on, man. We’re supposed to be in this together. I don’t know why Belphegor wants you to live with me so badly, but we’re stuck with each other. I need your help.”

      He set his mug down and twiddled his thumbs. “Belphegor said it was so I would learn to be more responsible.”

      Raziel folded his arms and huffed. “That would be a start.”

      Florian frowned. “Hey. You don’t get to talk to me like that. You don’t even live here.”

      That was true. Raziel came and went as he liked. He was the first angel I ever met – the first nice one, at least, who didn’t attempt to murder me on sight. It was good to have his guidance around, like a sort of guardian angel with an unfortunate addiction to designer clothes. How he could afford them was anyone’s guess. But for all his intelligence and knowledge, when it came to human affairs, Raziel, the wise and all-knowing, the angel of mysteries, was functionally useless.

      “Okay. Let’s not start another argument here. Florian? I need you to come up with a list of things you can potentially do for work. That’s your assignment for the day. Also to get dressed. Just write down anything that comes to mind. You’re strong. Maybe you can do some work over at the warehouses.”

      He twiddled his thumbs some more. “Maybe.” His forehead was wrinkled like bark, his eyes distant, like he was deep in thought. That was a good sign, then. At least he was thinking. “I’ll come up with something,” he said, his eyes filled with ferocity and determination when they darted to meet mine. “Promise.”

      I gave him a smile. Florian was just as useless as Raziel was when it came to these things, but it was hard to begrudge him for his general – well, niceness. The jolly, not-so-green giant, all six feet and six inches of solid tree trunk in the shape of a man. Which was a strange way to describe Florian, perhaps, because he was just as flexible as any ordinary person despite the toughness of his skin.

      “Well, I wish you both the best of luck,” Raziel said. “I’m off.”

      I rubbed the bottom of my chin. “To help with the cash situation?”

      He sniffed. “I told you, I can’t just interfere with matters like this. You’re on your own.”

      “You’re probably good with a harp, aren’t you?” I said, half seriously. “And maybe trumpets. Could you find a gig somewhere? Maybe busk over in Central Square, or Silk Road?”

      Raziel sniffed even harder, pointing his nose up at the ceiling. “That is prejudiced and you know it, Mason Albrecht. I thought you’d know better than that. Angels are good for more than just – ” He rotated his hand at the wrist, grasping for words in his frustration. “Just playing string instruments and frolicking among the clouds, if that’s what you think I’m up to in my spare time.”

      I stared at him blankly. “So you really can rock out with a harp? I was right. Admit it.”

      Raziel stomped his foot, huffed, then transformed into a pillar of light that disappeared through the ceiling. I sighed, then chuckled. Hey, I was still allowed to have some fun, wasn’t I? I left Florian to his rumbling, creaking thoughts and his terrible cup of coffee and headed to my bedroom, or the little alcove with the rickety door that passed for a bedroom. Then I shut said rickety door, because I needed time to myself to think.

      I peeled off my shirt, just then realizing how I was still sweaty and probably a little bloody from the scuffle with the demons. I sighed as cool air rushed over my skin, my tattoos faintly glowing as I did. Though calling them tattoos is pretty inaccurate, really. Generally, a person asks to be tattooed. A person picks the stuff that goes on his skin.

      My grimy full-length mirror showed me the eerie collection of swirls and runes and glyphs that marked my body, from my stomach all the way up to my shoulders. At times they just sat there in their odd, pale shade of yellow. Sometimes, especially when I was excited or agitated, they glowed gold. And when they did, my skin would get hot in all the places the sigils occupied. Never enough to hurt, mind you. They never did burn as badly as the first day they showed up on my body, scarring me forever, that first day that the angels visited.

      I know now that the glyphs came to me shortly after my father died. I never knew him. It explained why my mom could never give me a straight answer about our family. She never really knew him, either. It was a one-night thing. That was all she told me, when I was old enough to understand. And that just happened to be the same year she died, when I was almost seventeen. Time had passed, but I still thought about her. I always would.

      It was a strange way of passing on his power, but Samyaza, king of the fallen, had his own assortment of glyphs, or so I was told. And that was how it worked with us fallen and nephilim. The sigils were meant to seal away our divine abilities, a punishment from heaven itself for our taint on all of existence, for the sins of our fathers.

      My eighteenth birthday was the day I awakened to all things supernatural. When the glyphs appeared, they appeared with golden fire. I thought I was dying, the way the sigils felt like they were being seared into my skin. It was like being branded by intricate invisible irons, like a suit of white-hot armor was pressing forcibly into my body, leaving its imprints there.

      A small squad of angels came that same day to kill me for the abomination I was, my soul suddenly a huge, flashing signal on the map due to my awakening. I cut off one of their arms in self-defense, using a sword that miraculously appeared in my hands. That was when I discovered my command of the Vestments.

      Raziel explained how. Not the why of it, exactly, only enough to inform me that I had some kind of bizarre mystical access to the armories of heaven. That sword I used to kill the three demons, that was borrowed from the Vestments. I could call on different things depending on the situation, all of them armaments used by the celestial host in battle. Generally I preferred the sword, and most times a kite shield when I wasn’t feeling like cutting people open. Never together, though. I’d worn myself out trying to retrieve more than one thing at a time from the Vestments, hence the dependence on the good old improvised garbage lid.

      And yet, for all of the battle-readiness the Vestments afforded me, none of it exactly translated into a marketable skill. Was I really going to hire myself out as a killer, or a mystical mercenary? Like I needed even more heat on me. I sighed, watching my glyphs shift as my chest rose and fell. Okay, so maybe I was flexing a little, too. Daily exercise never hurt anybody. I tilted my head, wondering if my little joke with Florian had any merit.

      “Maybe I should just sell my body instead,” I grumbled miserably. I stared at myself in the mirror, my fringe of hair falling over eyes that I’d repeatedly been told looked so much like my father’s. I flexed my muscles a little more, turning this way and that. “I’m pretty enough. I think.”

      I sighed again. I had a burnout dryad for a roommate and an angel with no real understanding of the modern world for company, one who either had access to some really impressive designer knockoffs or secretly had the power to magic them into existence for himself. Nothing for it, then. I had to do something to make rent. And I really, really had to find some way to keep myself hidden from all these demons and angels and entities.

      That settled it. I needed to drop by the Black Market.
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      There are certain parts of the world accessible only to those who know where to find them. Past the horizon, between strangely-angled corners, and in the layers of reality just behind our own, that’s where the supernatural is hiding. The normals don’t need to know about that stuff, all the tethers that link the domiciles of bizarre, terrible entities to the city of Valero, or the weird and wonderful interdimensional shopping center everyone in the arcane underground has come to know as the Black Market.

      Somewhere near Valero’s central business district is what’s known as Silk Road, a painfully high-end shopping strip that attracts the city’s wealthy along with tourists in search of wildly expensive designer goods. I sauntered among the richies, my hands in my pockets as I ignored the sidelong glances of people who clearly didn’t think I belonged there. Silk Road was beautiful, admittedly, lined with trees on either side of the boulevard. The air itself smelled expensive, this lingering scent of orange blossoms and geraniums. It smelled like money, and power, and privilege.

      Somewhere along Silk Road itself is a manhole surrounded by caution tape. This manhole has always been open, and it’s always been bewitched to ward away the normals. Non-magical people passing by will know it for the nuisance it is and give it a wide berth. Admit it. Do you ever give a construction site or any kind of public maintenance work a second glance?

      That’s how the arcane underground thrives in the modern world, by hiding in plain sight. The manhole is a portal to the Black Market, and all you have to do is hop in. I’d been a couple of times, accompanied by my same old buddies who showed me around town when I was still new to Valero, the boys that everyone had come to collectively call the Boneyard. A ragtag bunch of misfits if ever there was one, and it was a miracle that I was welcomed at all. Actually, maybe I belonged better than I thought. You had a vampire, a werewolf, a lich, a necromancer, a shadow mage, and me, one half of a fallen angel.

      I scratched under my shirt as I stood over the open manhole, my mind foggy with reminiscence. I was right at home with the Boneyard, in a sense. But I couldn’t stay with them. I missed my friends, sure, hadn’t been in touch with them since I left, but I had to leave to protect them, because of what happened.

      Belphegor, specifically. Belphegor was what happened, him and his damn favors. And bad things wanted me. Bad people, bad entities. I’d taken some artifacts that didn’t belong to me, and their owners were going to catch up with me before long. Leaving the Boneyard forever was the best way to protect my friends from the things that wanted to find me: from the trickster god, the demon prince, and the archangel that were bound to have Mason Albrecht on their shit list.

      But now I had to keep myself safe, and I could only hope that the Black Market would have what I needed to help me disappear, put me into my own private witness protection program. I held my breath, walked out into thin air, and fell through the manhole.

      I kept falling for what felt like minutes. The first time I came to this place, my heart pounded with sustained panic at the thought of being caught in some eternal, ever-plummeting tunnel. But just as I thought that the descent was going to go on forever, my feet landed lightly on the uniformly black pavement underfoot. I blinked at the surrounding darkness, comforted by its familiarity. Black buildings, black booths, and black streets, the darkness only really broken up by odd scatterings of neon lighting, or magical firelight, whatever sort of flashy signage the bazaar’s residents could scrounge up. And the biggest sign of them all hung from some arches above the promenade, right where the entrance of Silk Road would have been.

      “Welcome to the Black Market,” I read out loud, the electrifying pinks and yellows of the enchanted lights searing my eyeballs.

      The best way to describe the Black Market is to frame it as the negative equivalent of Silk Road. Here, everything was constructed out of an odd black material, something like velvet midnight. And as the name suggests, this was where the denizens of the underground went whenever they needed something you couldn’t exactly pick up from your corner bodega, especially if acquiring that something was more than a little bit illegal. Eye of newt, some magically prepped rolls of blank parchment, a miniature pet dragon, that sort of thing.

      But I was in the market – aha – for a special kind of acquisition. I paced among the stalls and the stores, making sure my hood was pulled up over my head as I perused the bazaar’s many bizarre wares. I wanted two things, specifically. One was a way to disguise myself and hide my spiritual signature from anyone who wanted to hunt me down for whatever wicked purpose, be they gods, angels, demons, or the Lorica itself. I had friends at the Lorica, sure, but even they couldn’t know I was still hanging around in Valero. It’d put them at risk.

      The second thing was quick cash. There had to be something I could do for work in the Black Market. I knew they had a notice board for odd jobs and errands somewhere. Maybe that could give me some leads. I could probably count on Florian for some extra muscle as well. At that point, just the thought of sleeping in a cardboard box out in Valero was enough motivation for me to do just about anything to earn enough for rent, anything short of mugging an old lady. Unless she was a witch. Like a bad one, you know? The kind that eats children.

      But where to start? I had to hope that at least one of the enchanters working there would be happy to trade favors in exchange for the right kind of magical artifact I could use to functionally disappear from the world. I just wanted to be left alone. And yes, I definitely realize that my plan of exchanging favors sounds exactly like the kind of thing Belphegor would do, infernal contracts and all. Please don’t remind me.

      I turned down a side street that was known for renting space to the underground’s very best enchanters, that is, mages who specialized in imbuing mundane objects with unique magical powers. Surely someone could help.

      “Help me, please, someone!”

      Or be helped, apparently. The voice had come from a young woman who was doing her level best to chase someone down in a pair of clacking stilettos. That someone was a man in a hooded jacket not unlike my own, running at top speed towards me, clutching what looked like a leather satchel in one hand.

      Okay. A textbook mugging, then. I sighed. The last thing I expected to do at the Black Market was help someone out myself. I clenched my teeth, parts of me fighting the impulse to be a decent human being and help the woman in the painful shoes, but maybe that kind of thing went with being part angel. It was irritating, but damn it, I knew that helping was going to be the Right Thing to Do.

      I pressed my teeth gently into the surface of my tongue, focusing my mind and my magics on that distant, amorphous place that was the source of all the stuff I could dimensionally borrow. Heaven’s armory, as Raziel liked to put it, but whatever. Where the weapons came from didn’t matter, just that the Vestments responded at all.

      A flash of golden light emanated from my hand as the very thing I needed appeared in my grasp: a blunt, heavy object, perfect for smashing people’s faces in. It was a nice, healthy alternative to swords, because sometimes you had to hurt someone without actually terminating them.

      I gripped my weapon tight as the man approached. He hadn’t even seemed to register me, and was still sprinting in my direction. Perfect, then. I took my swing, aiming for his chest, the bludgeon in my hand whistling through the air as I brought it around in a wide, glittering arc.

      The crunch my weapon made against the man’s chest was satisfying, as was the loud, painful thud of his body crashing onto the black pavement. He cried out twice, his back arching as he struggled to process which bit of impact had been more painful. I looked down at the mace in my hand, wagering that it was probably just a little harder and much more agonizing than slamming into the ground. I lifted the mace to my chest, smiling as it returned to the ethers. Just in time. The Black Market’s roving enforcers were arriving.

      Hey, they didn’t nickname me Mace for nothing.
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      The gathered crowd of lookie-loos parted as the Black Market’s enforcers sternly and politely shouted for them to get the hell out of the way. The thief’s face was ashen when the guards clapped him in magical irons and led him off. I was a little relieved to learn that I hadn’t roughed him up too badly. Maybe a fracture in a rib somewhere or something, nothing too permanent. Like I said, I wasn’t planning to kill the guy.

      One of the guards nodded at me gruffly as he left, and I nodded in return. Sure, the Black Market had its share of extremely dangerous and extremely illegal goods and services, but we weren’t animals. You still needed guards there, some people to keep the law, and maybe some able-bodied, leanly muscled dudes like me to help out in times of actual trouble.

      I picked up the leather satchel that the thief had failed to abscond with, meeting the stiletto lady halfway as she click-clacked towards me, her hands clasped together in gratitude.

      “Thank you so much,” she breathed, one hand squeezing my forearm, the other already wrenching the satchel out of my clutches. I didn’t put up a fight. Her fingers ended in some very sturdy-looking nails, painted to disguise the fact that they held their own special enchantments. I knew ensorcelled press-on nails when I saw them. I’ve met my share of magical drag queens. Cool people, hella strong.

      But this wasn’t one of them. The woman must have been in her early twenties, her bangs cut straight across her forehead in a lush fringe that framed a deceptively innocent face. Her eyes studied me with quiet intelligence, sweeping across my body, as if gathering information. She wore a severe, high-collared white blouse and an equally severe pair of high-waisted gray trousers. Her outfit was fashionable, in short, but, if the stilettos were any indication, not exactly very functional. And I won’t even get into the assortment of jewelry festooning her fingers, wrists, and throat.

      “You’re a lifesaver,” the woman breathed again. She seemed like the type who would breathe all her words, which I didn’t very much mind. But I could tell that this damsel bit was all an act. Here was a woman who was only playing the role and going through the motions. I was going to have to play right back, I realized, when she turned right around and started clicking her heels in the opposite direction.

      “Hey,” I called out, as the crowd gathered around us started to thin. “That’s it? No kiss on the cheek, no big reward?”

      She turned over her shoulder to answer, but never stopped walking. “The kiss I can afford, but no rewards. Sorry. No dice.” Her voice was normal now, clear, confident, resolute. Those words hadn’t been breathed that time, that was for sure.

      Now, I promise I’m not that kind of douche, but the way stiletto lady had just dumped me on the street without so much as a “Here’s five dollars, thanks for caving that guy’s chest in” was bugging me. Call me desperate, but I knew that whatever she had in that satchel was precious, and that she was more than capable of offering me a tidy reward. I knew that because her face was splashed right onto a massive billboard above her own shop. Beatrice Rex, the sign read, next to a magically animated winking portrait of her face. My hunch was right. She was an enchantress.

      I wasn’t just going to let her off easy. She threw evil glances over her shoulder as I followed her, my hands still turned up in a questioning shrug. She huffed as she swept through the open French doors of her atelier, making a beeline for her counter, then placing the satchel gingerly on its surface. I stepped in, giving the shop a casual glance, whistling as I took in the sights.

      Rows and rows of mannequins of all shapes and sizes shifted positions as they posed like models on a runway, Beatrice’s creations pinned lovingly to their bodies. More garments hung from racks or sat idle on neatly stacked shelves, waiting for the right owner to come along and pick up, say, a flameproof caftan, made for the fashion-conscious dragon slayer, or a shawl magically enchanted to warm up in the winter and keep you cool in the summer. There was just one other shopper in the store, a man checking out a rack of coats towards the back. Beatrice seemed to pay him no mind.

      “This is a fancy place you’ve got here,” I said.

      Beatrice cocked an eyebrow at me, shooting me another of her patented dirty glares. “It really is,” she said, giving me a sticky smile. “And I’m really so, sooo grateful that you helped with my little predicament, but I’m just sooo busy. I need to get back to my work.”

      I shook my head. “Look, normally I wouldn’t be so pressed about this, but I’m pretty certain I did you a solid by retrieving your satchel for you. Whatever’s in it is clearly valuable and probably costs a bomb. And pro tip, maybe invest in sneakers for the next time something like this happens.”

      Her nose wrinkled. “This never happens here. Not in all the months I’ve run this store, okay? Nobody just waltzes in and snatches raw materials right off the counter. It’s so barbaric.”

      “I agree. Which is why I think you’ll agree that I deserve a nice, handsome little reward for my trouble.”

      Her face scrunched up a little more, the peaks of her cheeks going red.

      “What’s in the bag, Beatrice?”

      She went just a little bit redder.

      I nodded at the satchel. “What’s in the bag?” Still no answer. I sauntered up to the counter, placed my hands to either side of the satchel, and gave her my smarmiest smirk. “Riddle me this, Beatrice. You’re a pretty established enchantress. I can tell. Some of those rings you’re wearing probably have dangerous spells chambered in them. Why didn’t you just blast the guy who stole from you if the stuff in the satchel wasn’t so important?”

      She rolled her eyes, then stamped her foot. “Ooh, you’re so annoying. I almost wish that stupid burglar had gotten away with it. Fine! Here. You can look, but don’t touch.”

      With all the reverence of a holy man handling the relics of a saint, Beatrice unclasped the satchel and lifted out a wooden box. Nothing about the box itself was spectacular, because it was all about the contents. She lifted the lid, and I had to stop myself from gasping.

      Whatever the box held was made out of the finest material I’d ever laid eyes on, so delicate and sheer that it was almost totally transparent. It had the shimmer of silk, but seemed even lighter than that. I expected it to tear in half as Beatrice lifted the sheet of fabric to the light, but the cloth was clearly very sturdy – almost supernaturally so.

      “This is woven out of spider silk. It’s extremely valuable. Not just any spider, either. Comes from an extremely rare source.” She set the silk down again, shutting the box, slipping it back into the satchel, then depositing it somewhere under her counter. “It cost me – let’s just say that it cost me a lot to acquire.”

      “Right,” I said, finding my breath again. “And why did the thief want the stuff?”

      She shrugged. “Beats me. But let’s be real. You could walk into any shop on this block and find something worth stealing. Enchanting is a very, very expensive business.” She gave me another one of her grins, cocking her shoulders at an angle as she planted her own hands opposite mine on the counter. “And I’m a very, very busy woman. So, you know, scoot. Git. Out of here.”

      I pressed my lips into a thin line and gave her a disapproving look. Beatrice stamped her foot.

      “Fine,” she spat, folding her arms, her eyes flashing with menace. “Fine. What do you want?”

      “I’m actually in the market for a very special kind of enchantment myself.” I leaned into the counter and cocked my own shoulder, mirroring her posture, then grinned as bright as the sun. “Let’s talk business, shall we?”
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      Beatrice Rex solemnly poured tea into two of the prettiest cups I’d ever seen in my life. She offered one to me, sliding it across the counter. Her atelier was clearly the type of swanky place where they liked to butter you up a little before they gutted you for everything you were worth, like a car dealership that serves free coffee and cookies, or one of those crazy designer boutiques where they pop a bottle of bubbly.

      I took a tentative sip of my tea – hmm, tasty. Earl Grey, maybe? Then I waited and sipped some more, holding my breath. Beatrice folded her hands across the top of the counter, stared me dead in the eye, then gave me her price.

      “Ten thousand dollars.”

      I almost spat my mouthful of tea right in her face. I wiped at my mouth with the back of my hand, stammering as I started to protest.

      “T-ten thousand whole American dollars?”

      She rolled her eyes so hard that I thought I could hear them squeaking. “Duh. Obviously. What, did you think these things were going to come cheap? Do you even know what goes into crafting a proper cloaking artifact? That takes time, resources, and magic. Lots and lots of magic.”

      “Right,” I muttered, somewhat dazed.

      “And it all depends on how you want to keep it on your person, too. Now, as someone who specializes in clothing, I would obviously recommend something you wear on the daily. A jeweler might give you a necklace or a ring, so that the cloaking magic affects you all day, every day.” She gave me a quick head-to-toe glance, then grinned out of the corner of her mouth. “I could make them into a snug little pair of undies for you. Boxers? Hmm. Bikini briefs?”

      My hand shook as I settled my teacup down, its bottom clattering against the saucer. “Not to sound like a broken record, but give me a break. Didn’t me saving your little box of spider droppings count for anything? A friendly discount?”

      “Spider silk,” she hissed, raising a corrective finger in my face. “And that’s already a discounted rate, sweetie. Trust me. I’d only be charging you for the materials.” She twirled her hair around the end of one finger. “And the labor is free, because you’re kind of cute.” She followed that up with the kind of wink that would have had an impressionable boy like me aflutter, but I was too focused on the exorbitant five-figure cost she’d just quoted to feel all twitterpated.

      “Why is it so expensive, though? It’s not like you’re making something for me out of solid gold.” I frowned at her. “It’s not because the main reagent is something super skeevy, is it? Like baby’s blood? Please don’t say it’s baby’s blood.”

      “Don’t be dumb. I’d have to get some shimmerscale. Really rare stuff, comes from merpeople. And not just any mer, either. Has to be one of the magical ones. Their scales give them the gift of camouflage, and that’s the exact kind of ingredient we need. Of course, you can’t just walk up to one and expect them to rip it off their body and hand it to you.” Her eyes narrowed as they focused on a spot just past my head. “No,” she muttered. “Gotta be more creative than that.”

      I blinked at her, dumbstruck. “Wait. Merpeople exist?”

      She nodded. “Oh, yeah. Sure. There’s a whole colony of them that hangs out by the Santa Monica Pier.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course not,” she said, laughing. “They’re much harder to find than that, and it’s why this is going to be so expensive. Don’t be so gullible. Oh my God, you’re like a baby. Poor little dumb baby. Emphasis on poor. And dumb as well, I guess.”

      “I can’t afford that,” I said, steadying myself against the counter with one hand, suddenly woozy. “I can’t even pay rent this month.”

      Beatrice blinked, then shrugged. “Come back when you’re saved up enough, I guess? And before you ask, no. I don’t do installments.” She sighed, then folded her arms. “Listen. I appreciate what you did to help me. I really do. And I’m sure you have your own reasons for wanting to keep yourself so hidden, but you seem like a nice kid. I don’t see a wanted fugitive here, just some guy who doesn’t know why he’s running and doesn’t want to be found.”

      I glowered back at her, hating that I couldn’t stop myself from pouting like a child. I didn’t appreciate the fact that she was seeing right through me and calling me out for what I wanted to do with my life. Was normalcy really so bad? It wasn’t cowardice. I just wanted a regular life, one that meant I could walk the streets without risk of being cornered by a cabal of demons.

      But I told her none of those things. “Forget it,” I grumbled. “Thanks for the tea.”

      Beatrice shook her head and sighed again. “Again, I really am sorry. But if you scrape together what you need, you know where to find me.” She reached towards one end of the counter, then handed me a cream-colored card. “You can call me here, send me an email, whatever.” Our fingers brushed for the briefest moment when I reached for the card, and to my surprise, she clasped my hand, her palm warm against my skin. “Take care of yourself.”

      And with that, Beatrice Rex turned to one of the mannequins behind her counter, pinning and poking things into place, and it was like I never existed. I sighed, finished the last of my tea – man, what a crappy reward – and turned to leave. But that was when I caught my second glance of the man in the shop, the one who was looking at all the coats. We locked eyes for a second, and he nudged his head over his shoulder, the universal body language for “Psst, c’mere.”

      “Psst,” he said, with his actual mouth. “C’mere.”

      I shrugged and obeyed, dragging my feet as I joined him at the far end of Beatrice’s workshop. I’d wasted enough time at the Black Market. Why not waste a little more?

      “Listen,” I told the man as we went into a little huddle behind the rack of coats. “This day really isn’t going my way at all, so if you could hurry this up, I need to head down to that notice board they have over at the hub and look for some quick cash. Maybe someone will want to buy my kidneys.”

      “Shush,” he said, lifting a finger to his lips. “That’s why I called you here. I overheard you talking to Beatrice. Maybe I can help you out a little. I may have heard of someone who needs a little errand completed.”

      I stepped back a little, only far enough to give the guy a once-over. He was handsome, I guess, in that fey kind of way. His longish hair fell a little past his jaw, brushing his shoulders to suggest that he didn’t care that much about styling it, which was why he styled it that way. You knew that he came from money, too. He would have fit in outside at Silk Road, at least with the way he dressed. Sharp clothes, and an even sharper look in his eyes, a kind of cunning. He looked no older than Beatrice herself, about his mid-twenties, if I had to make an educated guess.

      The man tucked a lock of hair behind one ear, his eyes assessing me as he smiled warmly. “Let me buy you a drink. We’ll sit somewhere and talk.”

      I rubbed my forearm, watching him warily. “Just to be clear. You’re the guy who needs work done?”

      “No. I just happen to know someone who could use a little extra muscle.”

      I scratched the bridge of my nose. “Will they give me ten thousand dollars?”

      The man’s laughter was musical, and it had the oddest effect of immediately putting me at ease. “Ten thousand is conservative.” He draped one arm across my shoulders, leading me out of the atelier. “Come on. Let’s get you a new pair of undies.”
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      Granted, it wasn’t exactly the most auspicious start. The man had heard everything that Beatrice and I discussed, up to and including the part about a snug pair of enchanted bikini briefs being my best protection against the darkest – and brightest – supernatural powers of our known earth.

      But the more Quill talked, the more I found to like about him. At least he was being direct, forthright, especially when it came to matters of his name. I tapped the table just to the side of my latte, the drink that Quill had offered to buy. We were back out in the real world of Valero, having a casual, simple getting-to-know-you at one of those artisanal, hip coffee places that I hated to admit that I loved so much. Poor nephilim, expensive taste. Just my luck.

      “So,” I said. “What kind of a name is Quill?”

      He chuckled, taking a quick sip of his own coffee – an Americano, I noticed. “It’s short for Quilliam. Quilliam J. Abernathy.”

      I laughed, then cut myself off abruptly, not meaning to be rude. “Sounds like the kind of name that crazy rich people give their kids. You live in a castle, don’t you? What are you, like, a bazillionaire?”

      “Not at all. My parents were just really bad at picking something I could spell and write easily.” He waved his hand and cocked his head. “Joke’s on them. Now I’m the best magus I know.”

      “Sorry. Magus?”

      “Think of me as someone who specializes in magical scrolls and books.” He tapped the side of his head and grinned. “Knowledge is power. Quite literally, as I’m sure you’re aware. Just how things work for people like us.”

      “Cool, cool.” I rested my chin in the palm of my hand, one eyebrow raised. “What’s the J in your name stand for?”

      He furrowed his forehead. “It stands for ‘just drop it.’ Never you mind. I’m not proud of my middle name. But that’s enough chitchat, I think we’re as acquainted as we should be.” He clasped his hands together, resting his bottom lip on the tips of his steepled fingers. “Let’s talk business.”

      “Ten thousand dollars, you said.”

      He raised a finger. “I said that it was a potentially feasible fee. There’s a distinct possibility that you could earn even more.”

      I slapped my open palm against the table. “I’m in.”

      Quill blinked at me. “I haven’t even told you the nature of the job.”

      “Don’t care,” I said. “Well, I mean, within reason. I don’t have to kill anyone, do I?”

      Quill rubbed his chin, his eyes going distant as he considered the question. “Actually, that depends. The main objective of the job is for you to retrieve something. An artifact.”

      “Go on,” I said. “I’m familiar with this kind of racket.”

      I really was, too. Back when I still lived with the boys of the Boneyard, our boss – the lich – liked to send us out on missions to locate and extract valuable magical artifacts and relics. Sometimes it was specifically to keep dangerous objects out of the hands of people who didn’t know what they were meddling with. More frequently, though, it was to add to his growing collection of curiosities – for research, as Carver liked to put it. I narrowed my eyes as I waited for Quill to continue. In some ways, he did remind me of Carver. Maybe it was their shared interest in finer clothing. Far likelier was the fact that Quill was similarly very interested in the acquisition of arcane power.

      “I’ll give you the elevator pitch. Your potential client, Leonora, has had something precious of hers stolen. And judging by what you did to help Beatrice Rex back there, I’m inclined to believe that you’re the kind of guy who would be good at retrieving wrongly stolen possessions.”

      “That’s a fair assessment. So why are you helping her, exactly? And don’t say that you’re doing it out of the goodness of your own heart.”

      He flinched convincingly, placing a hand over his chest. “Oh, you do wound me, Mason. It’s because Leonora is far past her prime. She’s still well in control of her faculties, but she can’t exactly go traipsing around the Black Market hoping to run into able-bodied young would-be thieves, can she?”

      I nodded. “All right, point taken. And I guess you can’t just walk over to the job board and put up a notice looking for a cat burglar.”

      Quill tapped the side of his nose. “Exactly. You’re catching on.” He picked up his coffee, draining the rest of it in one long, deliberate sip. Soft, brassy jazz music filled the silence as I waited for him to finish. “So,” he said, setting the empty cup back down. “Are you interested? Will you come and meet her with me?”

      I shrugged. “At this point, what have I got to lose? Like I said way, way earlier: I’m in. As long as I don’t have to kill anyone.”

      He threw his arm over the back of his chair, crossed his legs, then filled the air with his easy laughter. “Like I said, Mason. That all depends. Finish your latte, then we can drop by and see her.”

      I thought that Quill meant we were going to Leonora’s house, wherever that would be in Valero. I was imagining quaint lodgings, a comfortable one-bedroom apartment that a senior might enjoy, or even a huge mansion filled with doting servants. As Quill and I stepped out of our hired rideshare, I realized that I hadn’t at all entertained the possibility of going to a retirement home.

      “Aww. Oh, man. I wasn’t expecting this at all. It’s making me kind of sad.”

      Quill stuck his hands in his pockets, raising a questioning eyebrow at me. “How do you mean?”

      I shrugged. “I guess I just, I don’t know, wouldn’t want to stick my parents in a place like this. That is, if they had ever survived to grow old enough to belong.”

      The smile that Quill gave me was strange. Not quite sad, but not quite sympathetic, either. “Mothers and fathers are precious things, aren’t they? I’m sorry you no longer have either of your parents around.”

      I chewed my lip and shrugged again, this time with just one shoulder. “It is what it is. But thanks.”

      “And you shouldn’t worry about Leonora. She’s perfectly happy living here. It’s a good place for her, plus when she’s unhappy with the service, she still has enough magic to make them, shall we say, disappear.”

      “What? I don’t think I like the sound of that.”

      Quilliam laughed. “Oh, I don’t mean that she kills them. Just causes enough trouble for them to get fired. Plants some jewelry in a nurse’s purse, just magics some way to get them out of there.”

      “Oh my God. Quill, that sounds terrible.” I wasn’t sure I wanted to work for someone who did that, but hey, again, I needed the damn money, didn’t I? Beggars can’t be choosers. Well, they can, if they like not having beds and sleeping in cardboard boxes. Never again.

      “Oh, you know,” Quill said, looking up at the facility’s signage as we approached. “It is how it is. That’s just how brujas are.”

      Bruja? I knew that word. I stopped walking and squinted at Quilliam, suspicion building in my chest. “Wait. You never mentioned that before. Leonora’s a bruja?”

      Quill stopped walking, too, fixing me with a blank, innocent smile. “Oh, come now, Mason. You’re not afraid of witches, are you?”
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      You wouldn’t have known at all from just looking that Maria Leonora Rodriguez, as was her full name, was a bruja. That was the Spanish word for witch, or a very specific kind of witch, found in traditions as diverse as the South Americas, even the Philippines. On first glance, Leonora looked like a sweet old lady, wearing those thick cat’s eye spectacle frames that old ladies love, a woven shawl draped across her lap for warmth. Your grandmother, basically, or abuela, which was a word I learned from one of my pals at the Boneyard.

      Incidentally, that was also where I learned what bruja meant. I’d only known one bruja before, but she was from the Philippines, where the magic followed a different tradition. They spelled it bruha, with an H. I realize it’s a difference of a single letter, but you change one letter on the word ‘witch’ and you’ll quickly come to understand my personal opinion of them in general. It was a witch, after all, who started the chain of events that led to me working with Belphegor and eventually leaving the Boneyard.

      But Mama Rosa, the Boneyard’s resident Filipino bruha? She was cool, treated me like a son. I could only hope that Leonora was as sweet and motherly as the vibe that she gave off. You can never be too sure. Her room at the home was fluffy and pink, nearly every surface trimmed with tatted lace, the air itself smelling faintly of powder and roses. But again: you never know when it comes to witches.

      Quilliam’s laughter filled the room, joined by the unbridled, almost braying guffaw that came out of Leonora’s tiny lungs. They were joking with each other in Spanish. Something about a donkey. Quill spoke fluently, drawing even more interesting parallels between himself and my old boss, who spoke probably over twenty languages. I don’t even know anymore, I lost count. Carver had a natural talent for tongues, but granted, being functionally immortal gave him a marked advantage over your average human polyglot.

      “Tia Leonora,” Quill said, wiping a tear away from the corner of his eye. “It’s always such a pleasure.”

      Leonora chuckled some more, patting the back of Quill’s hand. “Ay, mijo, the pleasure is all mine. I’m always so happy when you come to visit. And who is this handsome young man you’ve brought with you?”

      I perked up, an invisible string tugging on my spine to straighten it, because I still remembered my manners, but also because I knew that a little investment of warmth and charm could make life go by very smoothly.

      “Mason Albrecht, ma’am. I met Quilliam at the Black Market. I needed work, and he was kind enough to connect me to you.” I was aware of how my chest was sticking out a little more than usual, and I pushed a little more glimmer into my eyes. Sell it, I thought. Play the part. “How can I help you, Tia Maria Leonora?”

      She covered her mouth with a lace handkerchief, tittering. “No need to use my entire name. I like this one, Quilliam. He is very eager. Very polite.” She looked to either side of her, as if her fellow residents in the other rooms could possibly hear what she’d have to say. “Then I won’t waste your time, Mason. I will make this brief. I want you to kill me.”

      I stood bolt upright. “I’m out.”

      Quill’s hand darted for mine, locking gently, but firmly around my wrist, like velvet shackles. “Hey, hey now. We came all the way, Mason. It isn’t like that at all. You should hear her out.” He shook his head at Leonora, then looked at me again, offering a weak smile. “She has a flair for the dramatic.”

      I heaved a sigh, composing myself again as I sat back down and patiently waited for her to continue. I told Quill my limits up front, damn it. I wasn’t going to kill anyone, especially not this presumably lonely old woman.

      “He is right,” Leonora said. “I do very much enjoy theatrics.” She held one hand to her chest, then lifted her chin. “I was a telenovela star once, you know.” She turned one hand up with a flourish. “I was in the small pictures.”

      Quill nodded. “She’s telling the truth, you know. I’ve seen a few episodes. It was a show from back in the eighties. Pretty entertaining.”

      I allowed my eyes to travel across the room as I waited for someone else to fill the air with words. That explained all the glamor shots of someone who, I finally realized, was simply a younger version of Leonora. It also explained the ancient VHS player in the corner of the room under the boxy television set, along with the little shelf of tapes.

      Leonora grinned, noticing my gaze. “Some day, perhaps, you will come and watch a few of my shows with me. But not today. Tell me, Mason. How old do you think I am?”

      I shook my head. “I would never try and guess a lady’s age, ma’am.”

      She laughed out loud, tickled. “That is the correct answer. But the truthful, correctest answer is that I am one hundred and forty years old.”

      My mouth fell open, my breath frozen in my lungs. How could that be possible? I would have guessed that she was seventy, eighty tops.

      “Yes,” she said, nodding gravely. “I see your surprise. But this old corpse has been preserved very well, you see. It runs in my bloodline. Every bruja in my family swears an oath to Mictēcacihuātl, the Lady of the Dead.”

      My muscles went perfectly still. The Aztec goddess of death, specifically, queen of the underworld. Now, I’d never had a brush with a death deity before, but I’d heard enough about them to know that they were bad news all around. You never messed with the death gods for many, many reasons, chief among them the fact that most could kill with a single touch.

      “I see,” I said, somehow managing to get the words out without stammering.

      “It is part of our oath, you see, a kind of immortality. While we are bound to her service, we do not die. I was meant to be released long ago. But my granddaughter sees fit to manipulate the sacred pact. She has sold me out to the Lady of the Dead in exchange for more power.” She leaned forward, the bright, cheery abuela long gone, her face only a mask of fury, her knuckles gone white as she twisted her shawl into impossible knots in her hands. “She sold out everyone in my family. That is why I am here, you see. I have no one left. Monica, she has broken my heart, and yet she refuses to kill me.” Leonora’s hand shook as she pointed a finger in my face. “Tell me, Mason. Where is the justice in that? She pays for me to live here, moves me and changes my identity when I outgrow what an old woman’s life should last. Then she pays our goddess in blood to keep me alive, so that I may live here with my dreams and the shattered pieces of my heart, so that I am forever haunted by my solitude.”

      Something twisted in my chest, clenching tightly. Quilliam was avoiding my gaze – either that, or he was just as captivated by Leonora’s story.

      “This you must do for me, Mason,” Leonora said. “Go to my granddaughter’s house, the same house she has stolen from our family. Go to the gardens, and find the Obsidian Rose growing there. Bring it to me, and I will do the rest. I am tired. I am grown so, so old. This body is no good. I’ve lived too long.” She turned her head slowly, to stare out of the window. “I want to be with my Miguelito once more.”

      There, on a dresser just by the window, was a framed picture of Leonora and her husband. I bit down hard on my lip, trying my best to look past the fact that her eyes were gleaming with new wetness.

      “Damn it,” I muttered under my breath.

      She turned her head towards me, her ears perking up. “What was that, mijo?”

      “I’ll do it,” I breathed.

      Quill slapped me on the back, the force of it alarmingly strong for his frame. “You see, Tia? I told you I would find someone to help. Mason’s a good boy. He’ll do whatever it takes to help. Won’t you, Mason?”

      I sighed, my body deflating as I did. “Within reason,” I said, raising a finger and smiling at the two of them weakly.

      Leonora nodded, beaming. “Thank you, Mason. You are doing these old bones a wonderful favor.” She leaned over to Quill, one hand cupped over the side of her mouth. “Quince mil,” I heard her murmur.

      Quill’s eyes went huge. “Oh.” He blinked at her, then grinned. “Does that include my finder’s fee?”

      Leonora laughed and patted him playfully on the cheek. “That is up to the two of you boys to decide.” She nodded at me. “Did you understand, mijo?”

      I shook my head, confused.

      “Tia Leonora just stated her price,” Quill said, smiling, a glimmer in the back of his eyes. “She’s happy to pay you fifteen thousand dollars for the head of her granddaughter.”
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      I told them I would think about it, when the truth was that my heart had fallen out of my ass. I trudged up the horrible, paint-peeled staircase leading to my apartment, silent and seething as I bemoaned the state of my finances. In many, many other situations I would have jumped on the chance to make fifteen grand. Hell, point a camera at me and make me do dirty things, I’ll take it. Fallen angel, remember? What the hell did I have to lose?

      But collecting Monica Rodriguez’s head? I mean, damn. That meant killing two birds with one stone.

      Technically, I didn’t need to decapitate Monica or anything. It was just a dramatic turn of phrase courtesy of Quilliam. Still, removing the Obsidian Rose from the family home and returning its power to Leonora would spell Monica’s doom, shortly before sealing her own. The orderlies over at the assisted living facility would probably walk into Leonora’s room to check on her, only to find a pile of dust waiting in her floral armchair.

      Even so, who was I to take the lives of two people in my hands, even if they were death witches with potentially questionable morals? I didn’t even know what I would be up against. Was Monica Rodriguez a bruja or a proper death priestess? Certainly not a necromancer. Those were super rare in the underground, and the only one I knew was my closest friend at the Boneyard. But whatever the case, going up against any kind of mage who was imbued with the power of death amounted to, well, a death sentence. What can swords and shields do against someone who can kill you with their thoughts?

      There had to be alternatives for income. There just had to be. I slipped my key into my front door, groaning as I jiggled it loose, then shoved it open and stepped into my apartment. It had been a mostly fruitless day of job hunting, and I was tired, and grumpy, and still penniless.

      “Florian,” I called out into the living room. “You home? I’m back.”

      I poked my head around the tiny hallway leading to the rest of the apartment and very nearly had a heart attack when Florian jumped out of the bathroom, his arms spread wide.

      “Dude!” he yelled.

      “Jesus,” I yelled back, clutching my chest. “Don’t scare me like that.” I blinked at him, then looked around the darkness of the apartment. “Wait. Have you been waiting in there to surprise me this whole time?”

      He scratched the back of his neck sheepishly. “Mostly. Yes. But listen, I’ve got the best idea. And before you yell at me, just hear me out for a second.” He lifted his hands up to his face, palms out, then parted them with a flourish. “Homebrewing.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him, folding my arms. “Homebrewing. Really.”

      Florian scowled. “Yes, really. I’ve done this before, and I’m really, really good at it. I can make ale and wine, as long as I have access to raw materials.” He pointed his finger at me, cocking it like a gun. “And because I’m super good at nature magic and stuff, I can accelerate the process, make sure we only get the finest ingredients. I swear to you, we’ll make a killing. It’ll be the best wine you’ve ever tasted. Ever.”

      I shrugged. “Can’t drink. I’m like eighteen, buddy.”

      “Even behind closed doors?”

      I stiffened. “It’s the principle of it.”

      He scratched his forehead, frowning harder. “It was rhetorical, anyway. The point is, people are going to love the stuff I make. We can bottle and sell it. And again: acceleration. If we can find someone who’ll buy it, I can have a couple dozen bottles of the good stuff by the end of the week.”

      I chewed the corner of my bottom lip, still unconvinced. “I’m iffy on this, Florian. I like that you clearly – very clearly gave this a lot of thought.”

      He stuck his chest out, proud of his long, hard afternoon of mostly sitting in the dark and thinking.

      “But we’ll get shut down in no time. You need permits for this kind of thing, to make sure it’s safe to consume. We’d get in so much trouble. You can’t just bootleg alcohol and sell it wherever you want.”

      He cocked another finger-gun at me, clicking his tongue and winking. “Or can you?”

      I shut my eyes and squeezed the bridge of my nose. “Florian. Please. Can you not?”

      The sudden force grabbing me by the shoulders took me by surprise, and my eyes flew open to the sight of Florian’s face just dangerous inches away from mine. My eyes went wide with terror, but at least he smelled nice. Like freshly cut grass. Maybe that was a dryad thing. Sorry, male dryad thing.

      “You’re not thinking big enough, Mace,” Florian said, leaning in uncomfortably close, his moss-green eyes manic and darting with excitability. “We don’t live in the real world, remember? This is the arcane underground. You don’t sell to the normals. We find a pretentious hipster gourmet grocer down at the Black Market and sell through them. Who needs permits and licenses and junk when they know this stuff is being brewed by a bonafide, super handsome dryad?”

      It all clicked for me then. I grinned, despite my previous misgivings. “Florian. I could kiss you. I think you might secretly be a genius.”

      “Maybe I am!” He let go of me, pedaling backwards as a peal of gleeful, boyish laughter escaped his throat. He clasped his hands together, mumbling at top speed. “Imagine the possibilities. We could find clients right in the Black Market. And if we don’t end up killing anyone, which we won’t, because I’m amazing, then word of mouth will kick in and we’ll keep selling more and more of the stuff.”

      My eyes went as distant as his, staring at, I could only assume, the same place that he saw. I presumed that it was also a swimming pool full of money. “Enough to make rent,” I said.

      “Think bigger. Enough to move out of this crappy apartment. We could be happy someplace we don’t have to sleep with rats, Mason.” He thrust his fists into his hips, his chest swelling with pride. “I’ll finally be pulling my weight.”

      I stepped over, shaking my head as I clapped him on the shoulder. “I underestimated you, buddy. Maybe we can make this work, after all. We just need supplies.”

      “That we do.”

      I pantomimed holding an invisible pen over an invisible clipboard. “I’m all ears.”

      “We need lots of vessels. Clay pots, we used in the old days, but jars will do just as well. Mason jars.” He laughed. “Get it?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re a laugh riot. What else?”

      “Fresh water. And raw ingredients. Good fruit. Lots and lots of it. Doesn’t matter what it is, I’ll make it taste amazing.” He rubbed his chin. “But we don’t exactly have money to go buying all that stuff.”

      I rubbed my chin as well, unconsciously mirroring his body language. “Wait. So all you really need is access to a bunch of plants, right? Then you can use your magic, maybe call stuff up from beneath the earth, and then it’s like a shopping spree.”

      He cocked his head and shrugged. “Well, it’s a little more complicated than that, but you’ve got the idea.”

      I snapped my fingers. “Then I’ve got just the right place. But it’s late, so we’re not going to be able to just strut in through the front door.” I raced to my bedroom, grabbing my backpack and stuffing it with the darkest clothes I owned. Florian followed me, puzzled, and I tossed an oversized black sweater at his face in answer. “What are your thoughts on breaking and entering?”
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      Well, not just breaking and entering, actually. More like breaking and entering with some good old vandalism on top.

      Now, normally, I would never condone any sort of crime, whether mundane or magical. But given the choice between kidnapping some plants from a botanical garden and killing two death witches, I was obviously going to go with the fruit.

      Lucky for us, then, that the Nicola Arboretum was so lightly guarded at night. The hurried precautions Florian and I took to dress in anything resembling black seemed to be more than enough, considering the only guy on duty was an older gentleman who wasn’t exactly very vigilant about doing his rounds. From the noises coming off of his phone, it sounded very much like he was a big fan of mobile gaming. At least he was having fun.

      Plus, it meant that our job was going to be easier. Sneak in, steal some shit, then sneak out. The Nicola Arboretum was the biggest – scratch that, the only botanical garden in the city of Valero. It was the largest expanse of nature for miles around, too, unless you went beyond city limits, and who had the time for that? Theoretically, Florian and I could have gone all the way to wine country to steal some grapes to use as actual, literal seed capital for starting our illicit liquor business. But we needed fast cash, and this was going to have to do.

      Not that it felt like a chore or anything. After we clambered over the gates, it was a mostly relaxed stroll through the gardens to go looking for fruit and flowers. The arboretum was gorgeous by day, but by night the ambient chill of the air gave the vegetation a distinctly dewy sheen. Simple leaves and tendrils shone like shards of glass and metal in the dark, the fruits and flowers we needed glimmering like jewels. It was easy, almost fun work, and it was an opportunity to actually get to know Florian a little better, for once.

      “Hey, man,” I said, as we riffled through some bushes. “I really don’t give you enough credit. I’m sorry if I ever said really nasty things to you.”

      He wrinkled his forehead, giving me a weird smile as he deposited a single red berry into his rucksack. “You’ve never been mean to me, Mace. I know I can be a bit of a burden. I’m just trying to fix that.”

      “Yeah. Thanks for saying that.” I scratched my forearm, kneeling in the grass to look for more berries. “Belphegor did say that it was the reason he made me take you in,” I said, chuckling. “As if I’d know the first thing about responsibility. I’m just a kid.”

      A kid who grew up too fast, I thought, but I didn’t say that out loud. Life’s a little tougher when you don’t have a dad growing up, when your mom dies before you even hit your seventeenth birthday.

      Things were rough for me early on, but hey. Now I was rummaging through some bushes with my dryad buddy, looking to make some magical bootleg wine. This was better than skipping from town to town, constantly unsure of where my next meal or my next eight hours in an actual bed would come from.

      Florian shrugged. “I’m older than you by a significant factor,” he said, “but you’ve got a better head on your shoulders than I do most of the time. Don’t sell yourself short.”

      I scooted down even further, landing on my butt, the wet grass seeping into the underside of my jeans. “You know, that’s the thing. You don’t seem like a bad guy at all. How the hell did you end up with someone like Belphegor?”

      He shrugged again, sighing. “Long story, but I’ll give you the gist of it. You know how certain plants can hibernate underground for ages, like a kind of survival tactic to help them survive? They’ll go snooze for the winter, then come back out in the spring. That happened to me. I didn’t know it could happen to my people.”

      I watched him intently, my mind swimming with images of him somehow regressing into the size and shape of a tiny little seed and burrowing into the earth. I was pretty sure that wasn’t how it happened, but at least I had a visual to work with.

      “And Belphegor found me, brought me to his hell, planted me in his garden like I was just some succulent he picked up at a farmer’s market. I woke up, and that was it. He wanted me to tend his Crimson Gardens – massive place, full of carnivorous plants, just the craziest shit. But I was so groggy and weak from being asleep for so long. I guess he got frustrated, wanted some way to turn me into a better servant.”

      I frowned. “So you’re indentured to him?”

      “Not exactly. As far as I know, all Belphegor wants from me is the equivalent of a few days of gardening, but only when I’m fully awake and at full power. It’s like a weirdly specific favor, but you know how it is. Demon princes, am I right? Look. I’m not lazy, man. I just – I’ve been asleep a long, long time, and being awake in a world that I don’t understand? That takes a lot of getting used to.”

      I squinted at him. “Exactly how long have you been asleep, Rip van Winkle?”

      He looked down at his hands, scratching at his chest before he started clumsily counting out on his fingers. After a few seconds, he looked up at me glumly and forced a little smile. “About a hundred years.”

      “Holy crap.”

      “Yeah. Imagine being asleep for a full quarter of your life.”

      My eyes bulged out of my head. “You’re four hundred years old?”

      “Thereabouts.”

      “Hot damn. You dryads live a long-ass time.”

      “Yeah,” he said, chuckling uncertainly. “Us dryads certainly do.”

      “You’ve probably seen some shit.”

      He chuckled again. “Let’s not get into that. But rest assured, it’s why I’m so confident about brewing the good stuff.” He thumped his chest with his fist, smiling brilliantly. “I’ve put in a lot of practice.”

      “Lots of practice drinking the stuff too, I’d bet.”

      “Hey,” he said, throwing his rucksack over his shoulder as we moved to our next gathering spot. “How are you going to gauge the quality of your product if you don’t partake?”

      I nodded. “Fair point. Look at these flowers. Can you use those? Don’t some people make wine out of flowers?”

      Florian approached a shrub with tiny purple blooms, nodding as he sifted through them. “I don’t think anyone’s ever made wine out of morning glory, but there’s always a market for this stuff with the fae. They love flowers, and this is going to be exotic and enticing for them. We’ll mark it up, make it rare and exclusive.”

      I shook my head, pushing my hands into my hips. “Look at you being all entrepreneurial. My capitalist roommate.”

      Florian beamed at me, as if the sound of the word ‘roommate’ was a significant upgrade from ‘man who sleeps on the couch.’ Which it was. There was a lot I didn’t know about the guy, and I appreciated getting a better understanding of who and what he was. This harebrained moonshine plan might just work after all.

      Speaking of moonshine, though – I spotted something just in the distance, over at the opposite corner of the arboretum. A thin shaft of moonlight – just the one – had touched down on the grass, slowly expanding into a silvery pool, like the beam of a spotlight. I narrowed my eyes, puzzled by the sight, when a woman descended from the moonbeam, like an alien abduction, but in reverse. She stepped onto the grass lightly with two sandaled feet, her hair’s brown, lustrous curls reflecting the silver of the moon and the stars. I thought she looked familiar, even from that distance, but it wasn’t until I saw the bow and quiver of arrows strapped to her back that I truly recognized her.

      “Well, hot damn,” I breathed, talking more to myself than anyone else. “Artemis? Is that you?”
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      That was definitely her. The waves of brown, curly hair, the sandals she liked to wear, whether or not she dressed in ancient Grecian garb or more modern outfits, but especially the bow and arrows twined around with fresh vines that never wilted. Artemis, goddess of the hunt, had returned to Valero.

      “Dude,” I muttered. “Florian. Are you seeing this? It’s Artemis.”

      He craned his neck over to where I was pointing, then looked at me questioningly. “Who?”

      “Greek goddess of the moon? And the hunt? I thought you were a dryad, you’re supposed to know this shit.”

      He nodded hurriedly, his eyes flitting from my face over to Artemis again. “Oh yeah, sure, I know her. Goddess lady, sure, sure. Why don’t you go over and say ‘Hi?’”

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure I should.”

      We had a little bit of history, Artemis and I. Nothing negative, mind you. I’d interacted way more with her twin brother Apollo, but as far as entities and ancient gods went, those two were pretty okay in my book. The problem was whether she was going to tattle to any of my old friends about seeing me. They were safer with me away, sure – but having a friendly goddess in my court could be a good thing. It was worth the risk.

      Florian shrugged. “Suit yourself. It sounds like you know her. If you’re friends, you should go over and say something.”

      I almost laughed. It was strange to think of entities as friends. They were fickle, only ever working for their own interests and purposes. The last I’d known of Artemis, for example, she’d lost a huge chunk of her domicile, the dimensional safe space where a supernatural entity could live without risk of permanent death, and she was working on getting it back. See, in most cases, entities were vulnerable when found outside their homes. Oh, sure, they were still powerful as all hell, and good luck trying to kill one, much less give it a flesh wound. But there were things out in the cosmos that most definitely possessed enough eldritch might to destroy even the deities of ancient myth. I shuddered.

      “You know what? Fine. No harm in this.” I pushed through the foliage, sticking my hands in my jacket pockets to stave off the cold as I made a beeline for Artemis. She hadn’t spotted either of us, busying herself in a little clearing among the vegetation, and seemed to be focused on something on the ground. As I approached, I realized that it was a little stone statue of a fox, no bigger than your average bottle of water. It was her tether, that much I remembered. It marked one of the many hidden entrances to her domicile.

      I cleared my throat as I stopped just short of the clearing. Artemis jumped, then did a tight one-eighty. Her hands were a blur as they flew for her armaments. By the time she faced me, she already had an arrow nocked and pointed directly at my heart.

      “Whoa,” I cried out, holding my hands up to show her I meant no harm. “Whoa there. Don’t shoot. It’s just me. Mason.”

      Artemis’s eyes were wild at first, searching my face with a frantic, contained fury, but then they widened, and she loosened her string, dropping her bow arm. “What in the – is that really you, Mason? I heard you left town. Wasn’t expecting to see you, of all people.” She gestured around herself. “And here, of all places. You being a bad angel, kid? Breaking and entering’s pretty naughty, isn’t it?”

      I chuckled. “It is how it is. I’ve got kind of a project going on. I’m just keeping my distance from the Boneyard for now – and the Lorica, honestly. Nobody needs to know I’m still around. It’s easier that way. You do understand, don’t you? You’ll keep my secret?”

      “Only if you keep mine,” she said, placing a finger over her lips.

      I looked around her, noting the assortment of leather satchels and cardboard boxes stacked by the statue of the fox. “Are you moving back in? Is that what’s happening here?”

      She nodded, grinning. “You boys helped me recover just enough spiritual real estate. I was getting real tired of sleeping on Dionysus’s couch, and Apollo kept bringing his dates home back when I crashed at his domicile. What a nightmare.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “My living situation isn’t all that great at the moment, either.”

      She shook her head sympathetically. “Them’s the breaks.”

      The sudden rustling from behind me put her on high alert again. Quick as lightning, Artemis nocked another arrow, this time pointing it at Florian’s heart.

      “He’s a friend,” I shouted. “Sorry, sorry. I should have mentioned I wasn’t alone.”

      Artemis glowered, her gaze sharp, deadly. She wasn’t the goddess of the hunt for nothing. Her eyes traveled very, very slowly down Florian’s body, then back up to his face. She frowned harder.

      “Hi,” Florian said. “I’m Florian.” Which would have come off more polite if he wasn’t clutching his knees and breathing so heavily, his hair like a tangle of vines across his face. “Listen, no time to talk.” He thumbed over his shoulder. “We’ve got company.”

      Artemis’s entire body swiveled with the terrifying mechanical precision of a machine gun turret. Her eyes went even darker, her voice hoarse. “Who is it? What do they want?”

      I craned my neck to look for signs of the interlopers. My blood ran cold. “Oh. That sure as hell isn’t night security.”

      There was a group of people headed directly for us, maybe seven of them at a quick count, unless they had more hiding out in the trees for an ambush. That was the sneaky kind of shit demons loved to pull. How did I know they were demons, you ask? Because that last woman from back at the alley – the one who’d pelted me with fireballs – was leading their charge, like the tip of a flaming arrowhead.

      “Fuck,” I muttered. “No way we can outrun them. They’ve got us cornered. We’ll have to fight our way out.”

      Florian cracked his knuckles, making a sound halfway between the popping of joints and the creaking of dried tree bark. “Bring it,” he growled.

      Good thing we had a goddess on our side. I turned around to ask Artemis for her help, but all that remained was a puddle of moonlight. Artemis and all of her moving boxes were gone.

      See what I mean? Goddamn entities.
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      It wasn’t even a question of how friendly or close you were to entities. Everyone I knew in the arcane underground had told me that the entities returned loyalty despite how flighty and fickle they could be. I’d seen what Artemis could do in a fight. She could have dropped these demon fools in seconds.

      And yet, there we were, two against seven. Wait, nope, nine. There were two shorter ones mixed in with the group. Great. Just great.

      “I don’t like these odds,” I murmured to Florian as I began to tap into the energies of the Vestments.

      “We can take ’em,” he said, scratching the end of his nose, looking just a little too relaxed for my taste.

      That was the good thing about having friends to count on, an actual support group. We had people to fill different roles. The nine demons slowly approached us in a semicircle. What we could have used was someone who could blast their asses back to hell with a few dozen fireballs. I could fight up close with the Vestments, and Florian was sturdy enough to punch several lights out, maybe even break some spines. We could handle the melee. We needed ranged specialists. Covering fire, essentially, but our artillery had already skipped off in a beam of goddamn moonlight.

      Ugh. Entities. I held my hand out just as a golden sword materialized between my fingers. No maces this time, in spite of how much I enjoyed using them. There were too many enemies here to risk leaving anyone alive.

      The first fireball came whistling towards us, aimed directly between me and Florian.

      “Scatter,” he shouted, diving out of the way as the fireball exploded into a massive wave of flames. Clever. The fire-woman was trying to divide us. Sure enough, their pack split into two. Four of them, fire-woman included, chased after Florian. The other five closed in on me.

      “Not fair,” I shouted, beating a hasty retreat.

      I hit the outer wall of a hedge maze. Maybe that was a good thing. I had to fight with my back against something, to avoid being surrounded. Of course, that also meant a better chance of being cornered, then captured. I cursed under my breath, turning to face the five as I stopped short of the enormous hedge looming above us.

      Where the hell was Raziel when you needed him? Wouldn’t he have special angel powers he could use to drive the demons off? And who was it that kept sending these assholes after us?

      I flourished my sword at the demons. “How many more of your brimstone-smelling asses do I have to send back to hell?”

      If one of them had taunted me back, I would have gotten pissed. But none of them answered, even as I grunted further threats, and that just drove me over the edge. Everyone has their limits, and not knowing who or what I was up against was making my blood boil. How many years did nephilim even live? How many more of these demons would I encounter in my lifetime? Under my breath, I cursed Artemis, and Beatrice Rex, and my father.

      Two of the demons wielded weapons, if you could call them that, their baseball bats gleaming in the moonlight. The other three were unarmed, which always made me so much more cautious. That meant that they were potentially armed with spells. Someone who knows magic is a walking, loaded gun, after all. But the three demons brandished their hands, lifting them into the air, fingers pointed up. Their nails grew longer, and longer, until they had sprouted into slick, enormous claws.

      Damn it. I knew I was right. If the thing that wants to kill you isn’t holding a weapon, it’s got something much worse in store. Always.

      The five demons closed in on me, bats and bare hands tipped with kitchen knives at the ready. One demon got too close, swiping at my chest with long, sharp talons. I slashed in an outward crescent, severing the demon’s head from his body in a single blow. The armaments of the Vestments were lightweight, and beautiful, and elegant, but they could probably cut through anything. And I was fighting with the weight of my own anger driving each of my strikes. I was furious, the glyphs on my skin burning hot in response, my torso lighting up the gardens like a firefly. The other demons staggered away from me as the headless body of their former friend toppled onto the grass.

      “Give me the name of your prince,” I roared.

      Silence. Pure silence. My blood rushed to my temples. Around me, the trees and their leaves glowed gold from the light of my sigils. Something like blind rage overtook me, and I fell upon the demons, hacking, slashing, razing through them with my sword. One demon fell, then another, the stink of their disintegrating husks corrupting the perfect floral freshness of the arboretum.

      Emboldened by my kills, I bulldozed forward, closing in on the last of the demons, lifting my sword overhead with both hands. But before I could bring the blade down, something red flashed before my eyes. I cried out as a white-hot pain ripped into my skin, followed by a quickly cooling wetness. One of the claws had caught me in the chest. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a gleam of horrible crimson drawn in an ugly gash across my torso, seeping into the dark of my torn jacket. My fingers tightened even harder around my sword. I was going to make this bastard pay.

      But I didn’t reach him in time, with either a fist or my sword. The demon launched into the air, lifted by some bizarre force. I caught the shape of the thing looped around his leg, as long and as huge around as an elephant’s trunk, only green, the color of new saplings. Then another vine snaked out of the bushes, then another, until four tendrils had restrained each of the demon’s four limbs.

      The vines pulled, all at the same time.

      The man screamed. So did I. Frankly, I was shocked. I’d never see a man ripped into four pieces before, even if it was just a demon’s husk. I backed away as more vines reached for the last of the demons, snaking around his torso, then squeezing hard enough to snap his spine. I shouldn’t have looked. I should have covered my ears. I knew I was going to have nightmares.

      I brandished my sword in front of me, wary, bordering on terrified by this new threat, until I found the source of the sentient vines. Florian walked towards me calmly, the grass around him wavering and bending as if dozens upon dozens of snakes were slithering through. His shoes were gone, his feet bare, his eyes glowing bright green. This was him. This was all him.

      “Hot damn, Florian,” I said, lowering my sword.

      “Yeah,” he croaked, looking at his empty hands, like he didn’t know what to make of himself. “I guess I did all that, then.”

      I was right yet again. Never, ever underestimate the empty-handed.
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      I looked on with open awe as Florian reached out his hand to calm the vines, as they retreated back into the bushes, back into the earth, to sleep once more. Standing there in the moonlight, the touch of silver from the night sky made the curls of his hair glow a strange, deep jade green. For possibly the first time, I saw him for what he really was: a powerful ally, and a threat to everything that opposed us.

      “Thanks for saving my ass,” I said, dismissing my sword and clapping him on the shoulder. “That was amazing. Disgusting and maybe excessively violent, but so amazing.”

      He clenched his fingers, then unclenched them, staring and still dazed. “It’s been a long time. I guess I don’t know my own strength anymore.” He looked up into my face, the bright green of his frenzy fading from his eyes as his magic waned. “And it’s easier – or maybe harder to control once it goes wild, because of all this nature around us.”

      Florian gestured vaguely at the arboretum, just moments ago the site of an incredibly dangerous and incredibly short-lived fight. But with the demons and their husks gone, and with Florian’s pet vine monsters gone dormant, it was peaceful again, just a beautiful, sprawling botanical garden.

      Except there was that weird crimson light heading towards us.

      “Oh no,” I groaned. “Not this again.”

      I was grateful for the fact that a lot of the entities – and a lot of mages, for that matter – tended to express their magic in singular, signature colors. It made it easier to find your allies on the battlefield, and conversely, to pick out your enemies. Of course, I never could tell whether the bearer of the crimson light was our ally or our enemy. You never can tell with demon princes, especially one as moody and morose as Belphegor.

      The crimson light faded as he approached and joined us under the looming shadow of the hedge maze’s outer wall. I wanted to run in there, get lost, far away from Belphegor, from the demons, from the entities. From all of them. But I burned with a need to know as well. Why did he keep showing up? What did he want from me? And, most important of all, I wanted to know what he had to do with all these attacks.

      “I’ve got some questions that need answering, Belphegor,” I snarled. Forget the etiquette of entities, all the supernatural niceties.

      He rolled his eyes and shrugged, ever the impertinent teenager. “Get off my case, man, I just got here.”

      “I’m not so sure about that anymore,” I said, my fists bunched up tight. Nearby I could feel Florian staring holes into the side of my head, warning me against being too forthright, too frank. “How do you always know where to find me?”

      Belphegor scoffed, digging into his pockets for something – probably his phone, the ultimate sign of his dismissal, how he loved to suggest that he was so bored, so above it all. And yet there he was, trailing after us like a puppy, hounding my every move. I waited for him to pull his phone out. At the sight of the bluish glow of its screen, I moved in and slapped it out of his hand. It landed with a wet splat in the grass. Florian gasped. I held my ground, lifting my chin higher, puffing my chest out, like a cockerel that doesn’t know it’s headed to the chopping block.

      “You’re at the scene of every demon attack. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist. You’ve been sending these assholes to test us.”

      Belphegor calmly stepped over to his phone to retrieve it, wiping the dew and grass away from its screen before depositing it back in his pocket. Then he brushed the fringe of hair away from the center of his brow. I staggered back at the sight of the third eye lingering there, embedded in his forehead. All three of his eyes turned crimson. I backed away some more, leaves rustling as I collided with the hedge maze.

      “Nephilim,” he said, the word rolling on his tongue like a sour piece of fruit. Belphegor’s voice was different, too – deeper, more menacing. “Have you considered the possibility that I am appearing in response to these attacks? I am as puzzled as you are. I would advise you to tone down your baseless accusations. Demon princes we may be, but even demons have their honor.”

      I wasn’t going to argue the point with him, not when his eyes were lighting up like a really angry traffic stop. I put up my hands in placation and nodded my assent in silence. The crimson faded from Belphegor’s eyes.

      “Awesome. Then I guess we keep up what we’re all doing and try to figure this out.” The prince threw me a mischievous grin, a sliver of his tongue sticking out the corner of his mouth. “Don’t worry, Mason. I’m very pleased with the progress you’ve made with Florian here. It looks like you’re finally waking up.” Belphegor leaned towards Florian, giving him the same simpering smile. “Aren’t you, my dryad friend?”

      “Right,” Florian said, his body perfectly still, the equal stillness of his breathing betraying his discomfort. “I’m awake.”

      “Excellent,” Belphegor said. “Then we’re all getting what we want.” He winked at me with his third eye, such an inhuman sight that it sent revulsion wriggling down my spine. “Except you, apparently, Mason. You really should reconsider the errand for that bruja. Beatrice Rex’s services are pretty damn expensive, but it must be better than running from demons for the rest of your life.”

      I gaped at him, hating that he somehow knew about every single one of my movements, but too stunned to answer.

      “Oh, and maybe spring for enchanted boxers,” he said, winking again. “When it comes to magical underwear, you’ll want to go for maximum comfort.”

      With that, Belphegor burst into a plume of crimson flame, then vanished. Florian stared at the smoking spot on the ground, then turned to me.

      “What the hell was that all about?”

      “Let’s get out of here first,” I said. I pulled my jacket’s hood over my head as the sound of popping started to fill the air, wincing at the pain of the gash the demon had cut into my chest. “We’ve got company.”

      We disappeared into the foliage and headed straight for the gates as more noises popped behind us, as Lorica employees and enforcers teleported into the Nicola Arboretum. I bit on the inside of my cheek in my anger, tasting blood. Everywhere I turned, someone was following me. It didn’t matter if I left Valero, that much I knew. The Lorica’s shadow fell across the entire country. And the demon princes, the angels, the entities? They could see everywhere.

      My wound stung again, and I stumbled as I struggled to catch up with Florian, hating myself for getting too gung-ho, for not seeing the demon’s claws coming. And I hated to admit it, but Belphegor was right, for once. I needed a way to hide from the world, to disappear into the cracks of the arcane underground whenever I wanted.

      I needed to kill two witches.
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      I would have loved to have spent the rest of the night talking, but as it stood, I really only had the energy to give Florian an abbreviated version of everything that had happened between meeting Beatrice Rex, Quilliam J. Abernathy, and Leonora. Plus calling on the Vestments had worn me out. Three times in the same day, no less. I’d never abused the Vestments quite so badly.

      The same counted for Florian. He was exhausted by the time we made it back to our apartment, the sudden resurgence of his nature magic taking its toll on his body. I told him I understood, and I told him not to bother when he offered to help with my cut.

      It was just a shallow wound, I said, nothing a little cleaning and some basic medical attention couldn’t help. I suspected that the angelic half of me contributed a little to my constitution. Getting sick had never been a thing for me, even as a kid, and while I never questioned why cuts and scrapes I earned on the playground healed over so quickly, now I understood why.

      Florian did make me take off my shirt, though, enough so he could study the wound. It was, truthfully, worse than I thought, but I didn’t let on that I knew that. He came to the same conclusion himself, anyway.

      “I don’t like the looks of that,” he said. “I don’t think that demon left any poison in you, though.”

      My eyes went huge. “Wait. Is that a thing? Do demons excrete poison? I know they use it with weapons sometimes, but from their claws?”

      He shrugged. “Who the hell knows? I mean, they’re demons. If they don’t produce it, they can always dip their claws in it, cut you open, and bam! You’re infected.” He peered closer, then sniffed at my wound. I flinched, giving him an odd look, but hey, the guy was hundreds of years older than me. I would have to put just a little bit of trust in his abilities.

      It didn’t take very long. Florian spent some time poking at the dead plants and dried soil of the planter hanging out of our windowsill. I don’t know how the hell he did it, but when he came back, he had something green and completely alive in his hands, a thick green wedge of something shaped like a spike.

      “Whoa,” I said, scuttling away, tripping over our coffee table. “What is that stuff?” Its edges were serrated, like a knife.

      “Calm down,” he said, frowning. “Can’t believe you’re getting scared over a little aloe vera.”

      “I’m not scared,” I spat, frowning back, but still regarding the thing with some suspicion. It was a leaf, wasn’t it? It kind of reminded me of a piece of cactus. Its wider end was glistening and wet.

      Florian squeezed, producing a squirt of translucent gel out of its base. Then he lifted the dollop of something translucent to his mouth, muttering things I couldn’t understand. The gel sparkled as he chanted. I tried to be a big boy when Florian closed in to apply the stuff, tried not to wince and flinch when he smeared it across my chest. It was cold, and I hissed at the sudden sensation of it, but I was sighing in relief soon enough.

      The pain of my wound was disappearing. I looked down and gasped. That wasn’t the only thing disappearing. The cut’s edges were closing in on each other, albeit very slowly. If this was what dryads could do, then hot damn, I was more than happy to let one live on my couch forever and ever. Color me paranoid, but I just knew it wasn’t going to be the last time I would need some magical not-a-cactus ointment to help treat my wounds.

      I slept peacefully for the next several hours, and, I presumed, so did Florian. I wasn’t sure if I was just extremely tuckered out, or if Florian had put something in that ointment along with the healing spell, but I woke up completely refreshed. I stretched out my arms, expanding my chest and studying myself in the mirror, and my jaw dropped. The wound was gone entirely, leaving just a faint white line in its place.

      “That should disappear in time,” Florian said. I hadn’t realized that he was standing at the doorway, much less that he was awake. And he had two cups of coffee in his hands, too. I liked this new version of him, being all proactive and stuff. Being extra proactive, mind you, because the next thing he said as I sipped my black instant coffee came as a total surprise.

      “Get dressed. We need to figure out who the hell keeps attacking you. Us. It’s us now, isn’t it? This is pretty cool.” I hadn’t answered – I was still slurping on my horrible coffee – but Florian looked taller that morning, happier, more alert. I didn’t know what all this awakening stuff was about, but it was doing him a damn world of good. And that good was spilling over onto my side of the apartment, so no complaints there.

      I showered and dressed quickly because Florian was in a huge goddamn hurry to get to Heinsite Park. That was the second largest plot of nature in Valero, and without really knowing what he had planned, I at least had a hunch that Florian was going to exercise more of his dryad nature magic to help divine the source of our constant demon attacks.

      So we hoofed it, because I was a good friend, damn it, and I wasn’t about to let Florian’s sudden burst of momentum and self-confidence go to waste. He kicked off his shoes as soon as we entered the park grounds, strutting straight for the farthest, emptiest picnic table. I was going to warn him about possible broken glass and hypodermic needles lurking in the grass, then remembered the natural toughness of his skin and decided against it. I just trailed after him, hiding my face behind a pair of aviator sunglasses, scanning the park for signs of a potential breakfast.

      There was a truck parked at Heinsite’s far end, in fact. Florian shooed me off impatiently when I asked if he wanted a breakfast burrito. He was that excited about getting to work. Hell, I was pretty damn excited, too. If it meant finally getting all of these supernatural interruptions off of my back, then I was fine with letting him hang out at Heinsite all day.

      I did buy a second burrito, though. Just in case he got hungry. So, coffee in hand, burrito in the other, and Florian’s burrito tucked delicately into one of my jacket pockets, I waddled back to our picnic table to find him sitting out in the grass, his shirt shucked and left on the ground, his feet planted firmly in the earth, his face raised to the sky. To anyone else, he was just some dude meditating in the park, basking in the warmth of the sun. But oh. Oh, wow. Did dryads get their magic through photosynthesis? I’d have to ask Florian later.

      Much later, apparently, because it turned out that I had another minor distraction to deal with. There, of all people, sitting on the edge of our picnic table and buffing his nails with a nail file, was Raziel, the angel of mysteries.
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      Raziel kept on buffing and fiddling with his fingernails as I approached, not even bothering to look up, a languid smile on his lips.

      “You got me breakfast?” he sang. “How very sweet of you, Mason.”

      “Shush,” I grumbled, sliding into the picnic bench, carefully setting down my precious coffee. “The burrito’s for Florian. Go get your own.” I nudged my sunglasses up my nose, squinting as I looked Raziel in the face. “Besides, as if you haven’t already heard, money’s tight for us.” I looked down at my burrito, moping and frowning at it, but feeling guilty all the same. “But if you want a bite of mine, it’s okay.”

      Raziel’s laughter was musical, like a summer breeze drifting through wind chimes on the porch of a house with white picket fences, or something charming and annoying like that.

      “I was only joking,” he said, favoring me with another smile. “But it is very kind of you to offer.” He extended one hand, sighing as a small pile of tinkling gold coins appeared in his palm. “If only we could make use of my talents here.”

      I licked my lips as I stared at the treasure in his hand, already agreeing on the inside. “Really is a shame. That’s just pyrite, isn’t it? Fool’s gold. It’ll just disintegrate the moment it leaves your body.”

      Raziel closed his fist, and the coins disappeared in a puff of dust. “Quite right. If only it were that simple.” He nodded in Florian’s direction. “It does seem as though your friend is doing better, however.”

      I shrugged. “We’re working on it,” I said, remembering Florian’s burrito and setting it on the picnic table next to mine. “So, you were all smiles when you saw me coming. What’re you so happy about, anyway?”

      With an ecstatic, exaggerated grin on his face, Raziel exhaled dramatically, dropping the nail file. It disappeared in a cloud of gold glitter. He planted his hands on his thighs, then beamed at me. “I am happy, Mason Albrecht, because I am seeing so much progress. With you, and with your friend. You summoned the Vestments thrice yesterday, did you not?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, even though he couldn’t see them through my shades. “How could you possibly know that?”

      He placed a finger across his lips, still smiling. “I’ve been quietly keeping track of what goes in and out of the armories. You know, upstairs. Don’t worry, it’s our little secret.”

      Raziel held out one hand, palm upwards. A pocket watch appeared there, glinting in the sunlight. I whipped my head around, checking for nearby normals who might have seen Raziel’s little act of prestidigitation.

      “Will you keep it in your pants?” I hissed. “It’s hard enough hiding in plain sight without you giving everyone a show.”

      He cleared his throat, his lips curling into the tiniest shadow of a frown. “I am merely demonstrating, Mason, the fact that I am capable of materializing objects as well. I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

      My eyes flitted from the pocket watch up to his face. “Well, yes. Except you’re producing all sorts of weird stuff. Nail files, fountain pens. That fob watch.”

      Raziel closed his fingers, and the watch disappeared in another puff of gold. “Indeed, though my gifts differ somewhat. Our talents all differ, Mason. That’s what makes existence so curious, so interesting.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “I would have imagined that you’d be horrified by the thought of diversity. Isn’t everything supposed to be in order up there? Everything is uniform. Everything in its place.”

      He waved an impatient hand. “Stereotypes. Bad publicity, that’s all it is. The gifts of the divine are as varied as those you might find in, say, human mages, as an example. Some are talented with controlling fire. Others might be able to bend the weather to their will. And your abilities are similarly unique. But you must keep in mind, Mason, that your gift is not simply limited to fetching objects from the armories upstairs.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Isn’t that the whole point of the Vestments? Snatching stuff I can borrow for a minute?”

      “Perhaps,” Raziel said. “But there is more to it than that. As different as our talents are, very few of us celestials have anything quite resembling your power. You can borrow things from out of heaven, well and good. But what if you could make something out of nothing?”

      I took a sip of my coffee, the inside of my head already building a slight ache over Raziel’s love for the obtuse. Angel of mysteries, right? “So what’s your point, exactly? I don’t think I understand.”

      Raziel twisted around to fully face me, planting his hands on the table, almost smushing my burrito in the process.

      “Remember your lineage, Mason. Your father was king of the fallen, of the Grigori. He had a greater touch of the divine, a predilection for rebellion, and free will, the desire to forge his own way. For that was how he fell, for choosing to love mankind. And those traits, and those faults, and his very blood, all of that was passed on to you, the day your father perished. Your greatest gift is your ability to walk your own path. And, should you venture to explore it, you may yet discover your latent knack for crafting and creating objects from out of the ethers. To truly make something out of nothing.”

      I froze in my seat, the tempting smell of my burrito drifting away with the wind, the traces of bitter, burnt coffee in my mouth fading as a new excitement built in my body and pumped through my blood.

      When I spoke, my words came so softly. “What exactly are you getting at, Raziel?”

      “Creatio ex nihilo. To create something out of nothing. Only time will tell, but I believe that this can be the fullest extent of your gift, your very zenith.” Raziel folded his fingers together, leaning so close that his breath on my cheek made me shudder. “Mason Albrecht, princeling, son of Samyaza. You could make anything. What will you make of yourself?”
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      I chuckled uncertainly, watching Raziel’s face for signs of change. Was he being serious? The implications were massive. But more importantly, he’d said that word, the same one that Belphegor used. Princeling.

      I’d never really thought of myself in that capacity. Sure, I knew who my father was, and the status he commanded among the fallen. But what did that entail? Was it just a title, or did it come with responsibilities? My fingernails dug into the wood of the picnic table, searching for splinters. Was I actual royalty?

      My teeth worried at my bottom lip as I stared down at my unopened burrito. Huh. If I was royalty, then where the hell was all of my noble wealth? I frowned at Raziel.

      “So where’s this kingly ransom, then? Where’s my inheritance?”

      Raziel rolled his eyes and sighed. “Again with this. I just told you of the immense stores of power you – fine, to be fair, that you might potentially possess. And all you care about is wealth?”

      I reached for my burrito, tearing at the foil wrapping. “You just don’t get it, do you? Humans need money to survive. It’s how things work on earth. You don’t need to eat or sleep or shower. All of that costs money.” I took my first bite, savoring the grease and salt of scrambled eggs and hash browns and crumbled sausage, but still throwing Raziel the scowl he deserved.

      He put a hand to his forehead – God, he looked so punchable in that moment – and sighed laboriously. “Again with this obsession with money, with earthly matters.”

      I swallowed my mouthful of burrito, grimacing as I choked down a mouthful of coffee that was only slightly more drinkable than what we had back at the apartment. “If I don’t concern myself with earthly matters, I die, Raziel. Nephilim or no, I need to eat. Plain and simple.”

      He shut his eyes, raised his head to the sun, then nodded sagely. “Then I acquiesce. You are so right.” One of his eyes opened, rolling around slowly to stare at me with its creepy, inhuman perfection. “I’m only saying, you don’t want to be too embroiled in all this sort of thing. The acquisition of excess wealth, a lust for the material. You know who acts like that?”

      I nipped at the end of my burrito, wishing I could have been eating the damn thing in peace. It wasn’t bad, as breakfast burritos went, but I could sense that Raziel was about to launch into one of his lectures, and those always left a bad – okay, more of a boring taste in my mouth.

      My words came through a mashed mouthful of breakfast foods and melted cheese. “The demon princes,” I grumbled.

      “Exactly,” Raziel said, his eyes fluttering open as he raised a triumphant finger, wagging it warningly in my face. He wrinkled his nose. “The demon princes. Nasty pieces of work. How many of them have you met, now?”

      I had to chew over that for a moment. “Personally, of the Seven? I’ve met three of them. Huh. Would you look at that. I should either be dead or imprisoned in one of the prime hells by now. What are the chances?”

      Raziel nodded. “You’re very fortunate that they’ve taken a liking to you. Well, that they tolerate you. Actually, no, that isn’t quite right either.”

      I set down my food, counting the princes off on my fingers. “I met Beelzebub before coming to Valero, right around the time I met you. I think he was trying to corrupt me into turning to their side.”

      Raziel scoffed. “Please. The Lord of the Flies? The Prince of Gluttony? It was far more likely that he saw you as a kind of rare delicacy. He probably wanted a taste of some nephilim nibbles.” He shuddered.

      “Dude,” I said, grimacing, despite knowing that he was right. “Gross. And Mammon, well, Mammon’s just plain strange. Prince of Greed my ass. More like – like – Prince of, uh, Weirdness. Am I right?”

      “Have you considered a career in standup comedy?” Raziel said, sarcasm dripping from his voice. “No. Mammon has bizarre proclivities, not least among them its penchant for collecting living specimens for its infernal menagerie.”

      “Don’t remind me,” I muttered. “I was supposed to go in that zoo myself.”

      It was from back when I awakened, when the sigils of heaven’s punishment first branded themselves into my skin. Mammon was a cruel and willful creature, beautiful and beastly, the severity of its majesty almost terrifying to behold. And just as the portfolio demanded, Greed was, above all the other princes, deeply obsessed with the idea of collecting rare and exotic artifacts. It didn’t matter if they were powerful grimoires, living supernaturals, or useless pieces of enchanted cutlery. Mammon wanted it all. And for quite an inconvenient length of time, Mammon wanted me, too, as an addition to its aforementioned infernal menagerie.

      “And Belphegor makes three,” Raziel said.

      “And Belphegor makes three.”

      “Pray that he is the last of your dalliances with the Seven. I cannot imagine how much more horrible it would be to have the other four breathing down your neck.”

      I almost choked and had to force down another swig of coffee. “That’s not funny, dude,” I said. “Even as a hypothetical.” Because I knew that one of them was the fallenest angel of all. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what it would be like to go up against Lucifer.

      “What’re we talking about?” Florian’s shadow blocked most of the sun from our table. He had his shirt back on, his fingers twiddling in the general direction of his burrito. “Is that for me?”

      “Go nuts,” I said, swallowing the last of mine. “So did you find anything?”

      He shook his head, chewing noisily. “I tapped into the root network all across the city, as wide a net as I could cast. And nothing.” He wiped at the corner of his mouth with the heel of his palm. “Surprising amount of dead bodies under Valero, though.”

      I scratched my head. “I don’t get it. The demon husks, they travel through the soil when they disintegrate, don’t they? Isn’t there some way you can track them back to whichever hell they call home?”

      “That’s the thing. There are no traces of them whatsoever. I’d remember the stink of demons, too.” He wrinkled his nose, staring dispassionately at his half eaten breakfast. “All too well. I feel like I can’t get it out of my nose.”

      Raziel coughed softly, waiting for us to give him our attention. “You two have to remember. The Seven are the most powerful of demonkind. The other princes and nobles of the courts of hell may govern their own little domains and territories, but if one of the Seven wants to hide their machinations from you, it wouldn’t be very difficult to accomplish.”

      I banged my fist on the table. “That shit’s just not fair.”

      Florian shrugged. “You’re talking about demons. What about them is fair?”

      “So they can see us?” I said, thinking of Belphegor. “Any time they want, they can track us, but we can’t see them back?”

      Raziel shook his head gravely. “I know. It’s terrible. All the more reason for you to find some way to disguise yourself, to hide the aura of your soul from those who mean you harm.”

      “Then that settles it,” I said, getting up and collecting my trash. “Come on. I have an idea.”

      Florian finished off his food with one enormous bite. “Where are we going?”

      “Back to the Black Market. I need to see a lady about some underpants.”
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      “You’ve got to be joking,” Beatrice said, scoffing as she turned away from me, her nose high up in the air.

      I clenched my teeth as my fingernails dug into her shop counter. Man, I really could have used some backup, but Raziel predictably took off before we’d even made it to the manhole in the middle of Silk Road. He muttered something about how inappropriate it was for angels to be seen browsing in the Black Market. Typical.

      “Oh, come on. Don’t we deserve a chance? We’ll make it a fair trade. We give you enough of Florian’s concoctions, which you can very easily resell with all of your connections down here. You know all these people. What have you got to lose?”

      Beatrice frowned at me, held out her hand, and stabbed the center of her palm with one lacquered fingernail as she punctuated every angry word.

      “Time. Money. Both are precious to me. Why should I bother trotting around the Black Market trying to offload these allegedly delicious liquors your friend makes when I could be making money directly from a sale or service? It sounds like a pyramid scheme. And let’s not forget the fact that you casually mentioned how no one has actually tasted the damn things. You’re expecting me to go on good faith here, Mason.” She slammed her palms onto the table, rising up on the balls of her feet, glaring. “Poison. You could be foisting bottles of trash juice off on me, and I would never know. This is a classic scam. I am a businesswoman. A business. Woman.”

      I ran my hands through my hair in frustration. “Okay, fine. Then what about some potions you can use in your work? Florian is really good with brews of all sorts. He’s basically an overqualified alchemist. You can infuse your clothes with his dyes, strengthen their enchantments with the filters he makes with his own bare hands.”

      You caught me. I was totally pulling that out of my ass. I didn’t know the first thing about either alchemy or enchanted tailoring. And from the way Beatrice’s mouth was shuddering with the beginnings of derisive laughter, she could tell, too.

      “Don’t insult my intelligence and experience, Mason. I am a trained seamstress and have hard-earned degrees in both mundane and enchanted fashion design from the most esteemed colleges. The most! I’ve apprenticed under entities who can weave magic from their very fingertips.”

      “But – ” I started to say. No dice. Beatrice barreled on. I’d hit a tender spot, apparently.

      “Using decoctions and dyes with my craft would be all well and good if I had any evidence of the quality of the product. Which I clearly don’t. Plus I’m not in the market for those, anyway. If I needed raw materials, I’d go with my regular people down here at the bazaar.” She cocked her head at me, her lips in a flat, disapproving line. “There is no demand for your supply, I’m afraid.”

      The double doors to her shop creaked just then, the little bell above them ringing as they swung open. I checked over my shoulder, relieved to find Florian’s smiling face as he shambled into the workshop, his eyes taking in Beatrice’s wares with open wonder. He wasn’t going to be the most effective backup, but he was better than nothing.

      “Hey, man,” Florian said, grinning and nodding at me in greeting, his hands in his pockets as he approached the counter at an extremely relaxed pace. “I did my rounds, had a look at the places here. I think I’ve picked out a few businesses that might be interested in our stuff.”

      If he noticed Beatrice, he made no indication of it, but I had the oddest suspicion that he was focusing on me on purpose and ignoring her deliberately. And damn it, it actually worked. Beatrice’s demeanor had changed entirely. She was leaning over her counter, her chin in her hand as she tucked a lock of hair away from her face, her lashes fluttering.

      “Mason,” she trilled. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to this muscular friend of yours?”

      “Oh, of course. This is Florian, the dryad friend I was talking about. Florian, this is Beatrice Rex. But you already know that, what with her face being right on top of the store.”

      “Pleasure to meet you,” Florian said politely, extending one hand.

      “Same,” Beatrice said, shaking his hand and holding it just a little too long, her head tilted, like she was assessing him.

      “Florian. What is that, German? Strange name for a dryad, isn’t it?”

      “Oh, you know so much?” Florian folded his arms and grinned. “Name five dryads. Quickly.”

      Beatrice laughed. “You’re so funny. Mason, you never told me you had a funny friend.”

      I rolled my eyes. “So, Beatrice, remember the guy I was talking about? The one whose goods you said you would never dream of trading, because they might be – what were your words again – just bottles of trash juice?”

      Her mood shifted again, the sharpness of her scowl cutting into my flesh. The daggers firing from her eyes could have honestly pinned me against the wall.

      “I said no such thing,” she answered, her voice soft, but her eyes still burning holes into my head. She turned to Florian, laying one hand gently on his forearm. “All I was telling your friend Mason here was that it would involve an exchange of a lot of product to meet the value of the shimmerscale. It’s a very, very expensive reagent after all.”

      “Quite rare,” Florian said, nodding, his eyes never leaving her face. “And beautiful. And precious.” I couldn’t really tell if he was talking about the shimmerscale anymore. The toss of Beatrice’s hair and her tittering laughter told me I was right.

      She waved her hand across her shop. “I will gladly offer you a choice selection of some of my garments in exchange for a sample of this – did you say it was specialty wine? Or liquor? And Mason did mention that you might be talented at brewing special dyes and decoctions I might use for enchanting, as well. Maybe we can come to an arrangement. I could trade you some of my pieces in the shop. A few of these things might look good on you.”

      What the – before Florian showed up, all she’d done was berate me about even bringing up the possibility of bartering. And didn’t she say that she wasn’t interested in new suppliers? I frowned as I glanced Florian over, head to foot, and back again. Was he really that hot?

      “I don’t think I’d fit in anything you’ve got stocked here,” Florian said, stretching and curling his arms for Beatrice’s benefit, the weird woodsiness of his genetic structure making him creak softly with every bicep flex.

      “Well, I suppose I could stitch up something nice for you, tailor made. But I’d have to measure you first, of course.”

      Florian leaned into the counter, this time making it creak instead of his body. “Any time,” he said, waggling his eyebrows. “It’s a date.”

      I tried to keep my amazement to myself. Florian had actual game. Who the hell knew? Say what you will about him, but I was starting to believe more and more that his lackadaisical, laid-back nature was more of a front than anything. An ancient intelligence lingered behind those lazy, half lidded eyes, one that had plenty of time to build a trove of tricks and secrets for the nuances of nature magic – and for other purposes as well.

      “Hi,” I said, waving at them meekly. “I’m still here.”

      “Sure you are,” Beatrice breathed, her chin in her hand, her eyes steadily focused on Florian’s everything. She turned to me, blinking slowly, her expression sliding into indifference and boredom. I tried not to look so offended. “So, you two come back to me with some bottles, and I’ll see what I like. But I can promise you right now that I am not willing to trade away the entire cost of a shimmerscale enchantment.” She smirked at me. “You’re still going to have to cough up the ten grand I need to stitch you a couture jockstrap.”

      I rubbed my forearm meekly. She was right, in the end. It was silly to assume that anyone would take ten grand worth of nonexistent liquor in exchange for, well, just about anything.

      “You know, the problem is that you boys are going about this all the wrong way.” Beatrice reared back, pushing a finger into her chin in thought. “You should be taking your products directly to people who actually need them.”

      Florian nodded. “I agree. Which is why I went wandering around the Black Market to check out the local places. I found a couple of bars, maybe some restaurants that might be interested.”

      Beatrice shook her head. “You’re not thinking big enough. The person you should be talking to doesn’t even operate in the Black Market.” She pointed up at the ceiling, her fingernail gleaming like a jewel. “Upstairs. In Valero.”

      I stared at her, eyes wide, as I tried to process her meaning. “Do you really think they’ll be interested?”

      She leaned her forearm on the counter. “Trust me. You want to talk to Dionysus. Head to the Amphora. If you impress him with your stuff, you’ll never want for money ever again.”

      “That’s a fantastic idea,” Florian muttered. “Who is Dionysus again?”

      I frowned at him. “Shouldn’t you know this stuff?” I gave Beatrice a quick, small salute. “And thanks, Beatrice. That really is a good lead.”

      “Not a problem,” she said, thumbing the side of her nose proudly. “Just don’t forget my finder’s fee. Ten percent of the sale.”

      “No percent,” I growled.

      “Dinner, on me,” Florian said, waggling his eyebrows again.

      Beatrice laughed. “Sold, to the highest bidder.” She flipped her hair. “But don’t bring Mason.” Her eyes traveled slowly down my body. “Not unless he’s ready to get measured for the jockstrap.”

      I blushed so hard that my hair could have burst into flames.
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      I’d heard plenty about the Amphora from my old friends, how it held special enchantments. Half of the bar was for the guests, while the other half was actually spillover from Dionysus’s own domicile. That was where he liked to keep his retinue of naked dancers, just a ton of revelers taken over by the seduction of his wine and his influence, carefully selected from the Amphora’s own clientele. Maenads in skimpy outfits served the drinks, acting as both the waitstaff and as bouncers. I’d heard stories of how terrifying the god of wine’s worshippers could be when he whipped them into berserk frenzies.

      But none of that happened in the daytime. In fact, Florian and I were pretty lucky to be let into the Amphora at all. Sure, I wasn’t of drinking age, but it was still nice of them to make an exception since we were visiting outside business hours. We were just there to talk, we told the woman at the door, undoubtedly one of Dionysus’s loyal maenads. This one was dressed in regular civilian casuals, a comfy T-shirt and jeans, but the ruby glimmer of her nail polish put me in mind of the kind of strength maenads possessed when Dionysus commanded them to kill, how they used their bare hands and teeth to rip everything in sight into bloody shreds.

      “Behave.”

      That was the very first thing I whispered to Florian as the maenad led us into the bar. He didn’t need to be told, I was sure, but I didn’t want him accidentally flirting with anyone that the god might object to. We were in his domain, after all, simply his guests, until we were suddenly his enemies.

      And there Dionysus waited, sitting on a deep red couch, legs crossed, one hand on his lap, the other clutching an ornate golden goblet. He swirled its contents as we approached, favoring the two of us with a friendly, if somewhat sticky smile.

      “Well, well,” Dionysus cooed, his voice inflected with both the casual camaraderie of the gently soused and the boisterous confidence of a man who knew that he held all the cards. “Are these new friends, come to pay Dionysus a kindly visit? Or perhaps they are potential new partners in my thriving business, eh?”

      I wasn’t even going to question things anymore. The entities had their ways of knowing everything that happened in Valero, and I strongly suspected that he already knew exactly why we were there.

      Florian and I each took seats opposite the sofa, and I smiled at Dionysus. “Maybe both,” I said, thanking the maenad who served us glasses of water.

      Dionysus nodded at me, the wreath of leaves tattooed along his temples drifting and wavering, as if blown by an unseen wind. “I would offer you something more potent to drink, but I think that my business bends enough of your human laws without violating the one about underage drinking, yes?” Then he turned to Florian, the brilliant white of his teeth standing out against the lustrous olive of his skin. “And you. I suspect that you have brought your own wonders for me to sample.”

      Florian nodded politely. “Indeed I have. My name is Florian. And this is – ”

      “Mason Albrecht,” Dionysus said, making a rotating hand gesture, as if to tell us to get on with it and move the conversation along. “The nephilim. Yes, I’m familiar. There’s been a fair bit of chatter about you in the arcane underground of late.” He winked at me, his wreath and the black curls of his hair bobbing in time with the motion. “The gods talk, you see. They gossip. I heard it through the grapevine.”

      God of wine. Grapevine. Very clever, I wanted to say, but again, there was no point risking offending someone who could potentially become a new ally, or, at the very least, someone who could enable us to pacify our landlord for another month.

      “I don’t really have much of a reputation to precede me,” I said, looking away as I rubbed my shoulder, lowering my chin just a little, as if to show submission. What little I knew of gods told me that they enjoyed flattery, that they liked to have the upper hand. I was happy to give Dionysus that if it meant that our conversation would go more smoothly. “It’s Florian here who has all the goods, and the talent. He’s great with nature magic. Comes with being a dryad.”

      Dionysus’s eyes trailed from Florian’s head to his feet, then back up again. All the while, his perfect smile never wavered. “Yes. A dryad, indeed. Please, show me your magic.”

      “With pleasure.” Florian reached for his own glass of water, supporting its base in one hand, twiddling his fingers over the rim. At first it looked like he was just waggling and gesturing at random, but tiny things started falling out of the palm of his hand and his fingertips, sinking into the glass. The water itself was spinning, the way it might in a blender.

      It was happening too fast for me to figure out, but I thought I caught glimpses of petals, little berries, and seeds falling into the frothing whirlpool. The liquid itself had changed in color, taking on a reddish hue, very much like wine. The churning died down, and the foam on the liquid’s surface settled, leaving a ruby-red glass of something that, even from where I was sitting, smelled like an orchard on a summer day.

      I ventured a glance at Dionysus’s face. The god was grinning from ear to ear, clearly thrilled by the spectacle.

      “Very impressive,” he said, bending in to peer more closely at the glass, setting down his own goblet on the table.

      Florian stretched out his hand, offering the glass to the god. Dionysus accepted it eagerly, lifting it up to the light to observe the fruit of Florian’s labors.

      “Beautiful clarity,” Dionysus said. “No visible impurities. Wonderful color.” He lifted the glass to his nose, sniffing gently, his eyes going wide with surprise and delight. “It smells remarkable. What is in this?”

      Florian folded his hands behind his head, leaned into his chair, and winked. “Trade secret,” he said.

      I was expecting the worst, but Dionysus only laughed, apparently charmed by Florian’s bravado. “Very well. I shall taste it.” He brought the glass to his lips, stopped short, then lifted a finger. “But if this is poisoned, I suppose you wouldn’t mind very much if I ordered my maenads to rip your bodies to pieces, eh?”

      Dionysus laughed. Florian laughed, too. I sat there in silence, trying very hard not to piss myself. But when I saw Dionysus’s lashes fluttering as he tilted the drink past his lips, his throat bobbing as he swallowed the entire glass in one long, uninhibited gulp, I knew that we’d won.

      “This is,” Dionysus started, stretching out the moment for emphasis. “This is absolutely sublime.” He kissed his fingers. “Superb. Very nearly as good as something I could make myself, in fact.”

      Florian’s grinned from ear to ear. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “I will purchase your entire stock for my bar.”

      My jaw dropped. Good thing Dionysus wasn’t looking at me then. I was pretty sure my eyes were lighting up with dollar signs.

      “That’s fantastic,” Florian said uncertainly. “But about that.”

      “How soon can you have fifty bottles ready?”

      “Ah,” Florian said. “We currently have zero bottles.”

      “But we can fix that,” I stammered. “How about this. Florian produces as many as he can, and we’ll bring them over. I’ll personally deliver the – ”

      “My dear nephilim,” Dionysus said, casting a hand around his empty bar. “We are revelers, drunks, and savages.” Then, holding his other hand to his chest, he added: “But we’re not animals. I refuse to begin serving a new product to my customers without assurance that I will be receiving a steady supply. Frankly, your complete lack of preparation in this area doesn’t fill me with confidence. What is the point of doing business with you if you cannot guarantee stock? Please. Prove that you can refine your process. Generate fifty bottles of this delicious brew, and we will speak again.”

      “I could make ten, fifty, a hundred.” Florian folded his arms, frowning. “But what guarantee do we have that you’ll honor our bargain?”

      Dionysus laughed. “Must I repeat myself? I am a god. This is a business. We will honor our end of the deal. We aren’t animals, as I said. We won’t simply offer our customers just anything that might affect them quite so negatively. Do I look like my name is Circe?”

      “Fine,” Florian huffed. “Fine. Fifty bottles of the good stuff.”

      “To be delivered to the Amphora before the end of the month. You will be paid then, the same as the rest of my suppliers.”

      My ears quirked. That wasn’t soon enough. We needed money yesterday. “Um, sorry to interrupt you guys, but is there any way to get an advance on that?”

      The look Dionysus gave me was frosty, but his voice was even colder. “Absolutely not. I run a business, Mason Albrecht. Not a charity.” He sighed, rolled his eyes, then dug his hand somewhere inside his shirt, which, I should have mentioned, was open down to his navel. How he stored anything in there was anybody’s guess.

      Dionysus pulled out a small suede pouch, extending it towards me. I accepted, doing my best not to mention anything about how warm it was.

      “What’s this?” I said, weighing the pouch in my hand. “It’s very light.”

      “Consider it a gift,” Dionysus said, cocking one eyebrow at Florian. “Your dryad friend here will find them especially interesting.”

      Some minutes later, after saying our grudging goodbyes, I finally pulled on the pouch’s drawstring, too curious to contain myself any longer. My heart fell into my shoes when I saw the five kidney-shaped lumps waiting in the pouch’s dark recesses.

      “Beans?” I said. “He gave us beans?”

      “They’re magic beans,” Florian told me at the apartment, after giving the five lima-looking motherfuckers a proper examination. “These are pretty rare. Very useful.” He shook them like a handful of dice, holding them up to his ear so he could listen to them rattle. “Blessed by Dionysus himself, it sounds like.”

      I groaned, throwing myself into my bed. “And I suppose that if you threw them out the window, we’d find a magic beanstalk leading up into the clouds by morning. Then you and I can go climb it, kill a giant, and steal a goose that lays golden eggs. And a lady who’s also a harp, or something. Raziel can come play her. It’ll be a party.”

      Florian glowered at me like I was the dumbest person alive. “Don’t be stupid. That sounds ridiculous. This is real magic.”

      I grabbed my pillow, pushing it over my face as I groaned. Maybe if I pushed hard enough I’d suffocate. That’d solve the problem of paying the rent pretty nicely. Forever.
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      My heart raced as I stared through the car window, watching the house for signs of Monica Rodriguez. I was in a ritzier part of town, me in the passenger seat, Quilliam J. Abernathy gripping the steering wheel with two leather-gloved hands, his engine shut off.

      “You’d think that a less flashy car would have been the right choice for this,” I told him.

      Fine. The leather seats were comfy, and the interiors smelled clean and warm from the little pot of air freshener on the dashboard – spiced vanilla – but the thing was way too snazzy and unsubtle for a stakeout.

      Quilliam sniffed and turned up his nose. “On the extremely slim chance that someone recognizes me, I’m not risking the possibility of being caught driving something – pedestrian.”

      “You don’t have to worry. No one will ever recognize you with those ridiculous sunglasses on.”

      This was after dark, mind you, significantly past midnight. The jury was out on whether death witches even slept regular hours, but Quilliam had a point. Monica was only human, after all, just another flavor of mage. It was better to take her out under cover of darkness, with less chances of attracting unwanted attention at night.

      What choice did I have left but murder, really? We’d considered Florian’s talents for making coin. Now it was up to me to pull my own weight. And Florian didn’t have to know about this one. I was fine with carrying the burden of killing the brujas on my own.

      Still, I had to stop thinking of it as murdering the Rodriguez witches. I was just stealing an artifact. Leonora would kick the bucket, but not before taking Monica down with her. Their blood wouldn’t be on my hands. Sneak in, snip the Obsidian Rose off its bush, then sneak back out. Done and done.

      “We’ve waited long enough,” I told Quill. “Time to make a move.”

      “Right,” he said, unlocking the car doors. “Good luck.”

      I blinked at him, then frowned. “I thought you were coming with,” I hissed, hearing the mounting urgency in my own voice. The inside of Quill’s car lit up with the pale golden glow of the glyphs on my skin.

      “What? I promised no such thing. I’m not getting a cut of the fifteen K you’re getting from Leonora, am I?”

      “So I’ll give you a cut,” I said, testing the waters, knowing that he wouldn’t bite.

      Quilliam raised his nose. “Do I look like someone in need of money? I’m independently wealthy.”

      I leaned in, narrowing my eyes at him. “Then why are you so invested in this? In me?”

      He shrugged. “This is a test. Have you thought about that? Maybe I’ve got more work for you, and I want to see if you’ve got the chops.” He tipped his glasses down, glaring disapprovingly at my chest. “And don’t get so damn emotional, especially in there. You’ll blow your cover.”

      I pouted hard even as I fought to tamp down my anger, and the light of my sigils faded. “I can’t do this alone.”

      “You can, and you will.” Quill groped around in his jacket for a moment, then pulled out a silvery contraption. “Here. Use this.”

      I took the piece of cold metal, frowning. “Please tell me these aren’t just regular garden shears. Tell me they’re enchanted and that they’ll protect me from death magic. Something. Anything.”

      Quill glowered at me. I felt like we were caught in some never-ending frowning contest. “It’s just a pair of shears. Should make the job easier. Plus you’re only trying to steal the damn thing, not vandalize the poor woman’s rose bushes.”

      The car’s interiors glowed again. “She won’t care because she’ll be dead!”

      “Pipe the hell down.” Quill nudged me in the shoulder. “Go on. Get out of here. And don’t you ever forget that your good friend Quilliam J. Abernathy volunteered to be your getaway driver at no cost to you whatsoever.”

      I grumbled as I clambered out of his car. I pushed the door shut, but not before I caught Quill grumbling on his own. “See if you can find a rideshare willing to do that for you. I could be at home, reading.”

      Jerk.

      With my teeth clenched and the garden shears gripped in one hand, I made a beeline for the Rodriguez house. It wasn’t a tough place to break into at all. The garden walls were just trellised fences, the kind with slats in them that made it convenient for both vines and people to climb up and over.

      Easy peasy. I slipped into the garden without incident, my only real concern bringing one of the fences down with me. They were delicate, hardly sturdy enough to offer the house any real privacy and protection. And truthfully, that got me a little more concerned. It suggested that whoever lived in this house – a death witch, of course – was confident enough in her power that she didn’t need mundane forms of security.

      Finding further proof that I was probably right only made me more nervous. Looking around the compound, I couldn’t really see any signs of a security system. There was no whir and click of cameras, no glint of their lenses up under the eaves. No dogs, either. I stayed close to the ground, scanning the gardens for something – a chained up guard zombie, a chattering skull that relayed security footage directly to Monica’s brain, anything – but the coast was clear. Monica was either really relaxed about this sort of stuff, or she had other protections in place.

      I was leaning heavily towards relaxed, however, mainly because the Obsidian Rose was just sitting out in the open. Quilliam had briefed me about it, passing on Leonora’s instructions. The Rodriguez house was full of greenery, a garden that the family had always been very proud of. The Rose, he said, would be found opposite some glass doors leading into the back of the house. That was the biggest risk, of course, that someone hanging out near the patio would spot me.

      But I was there already, lurking in the bushes, my nostrils filling with the perfume of night flowers, the damp air of the evening settling like wet film on my skin. The Obsidian Rose was sitting in full view, its petals like shards of perfect black glass, its stem like that of a champagne flute, studded with wicked black thorns, wreathed in leaves cut out of midnight.

      It looked so brittle and so delicate that I had to second guess using the shears Quill gave me, but that was clearly the best option. The Obsidian Rose, so he said, was transferred from garden to garden depending on which woman in the Rodriguez clan was designated its new grand witch, often the youngest as she reached a certain age. Brought to that heiress’s garden, the Rose would set down roots and integrate itself with the surrounding vegetation. That meant that its stalk would, at the very least, be as tough and as thorny as something from a regular rose bush. Seeing that everything was clear, I crept up to the Rose, set the jaws of the shears around its crystalline base, and snapped it off its stem.

      That was what I’d expected to happen. The shears jammed right in my hands, as if the Rose’s stem was made out of an even harder metal. My chest thumped with fresh panic as I tried again and again to cut the rose out of its bush, the shears failing each time.

      “Fuck,” I muttered under my breath, finally giving up and reaching out to the Vestments for a different tool that would help me. Did they have gigantic golden scissors stocked up in heaven’s armories? What would they even use them for, I wondered? I was about to find out.

      But before the Vestments could respond, something slipped around my ankles and tightened, holding me in place. My blood froze. I shifted, fighting to break free, but whatever had looped around my feet had me locked there tight. I couldn’t risk falling over, either – I was pretty sure that was going to end in a pair of broken ankles.

      A woman with black hair in beautiful, tumbling curls and lips as red as blood came strutting out of the darkness, her arms folded, her eyes flashing with displeasure. She wore a maroon sweater over some dark jeans, dressed not at all like how I imagined a bruja might look. Then again, Leonora had looked nothing like a death witch, either.

      “Well, well,” said the woman who I presumed to be Monica Rodriguez, death witch and professional abuela torturer. “Now, who could be out here rustling in my favorite rose bush?”

      “Lady, I’m not hassling your bush,” I said, giving myself the best drunken slur I could muster, which is kind of a challenge when you’ve never been drunk. I just had to pray that I was a really talented actor. “Just passin’ through. I dunno how I ended up in your yard, but if you could get this garden hose off my legs, I’ll be more than happy to get out of your hair and – ”

      “What’s that in your hand, then?”

      Damn it. I should have shoved the stupid shears in my pockets. Monica grabbed them from me, tutting as she snapped them open and shut some menacing inches away from my body.

      “Liar,” she snarled. “I should use these to twist your cojones right off your body.”

      “Whoa,” I said, instantly dropping the drunk act. “I’m really attached to those, lady. No need to get violent.”

      “Then tell me why you’re in my garden.”

      “Look,” I said. “I’ll talk if you loosen these restraints. It’s a really clever trap you’ve got going, but these rope things are really starting to hurt.”

      Monica cocked one perfect eyebrow at me, then clapped her hands. Floodlights instantly came on from under the eaves and just above the sliding door. I looked down at my feet, and my jaw dropped in horror.

      They weren’t enchanted ropes or wires. I was trapped in place by a pair of skeletal hands. Dry, bony fingers locked in a threatening death grip around my ankles. My socks had made it hard for me to tell from the texture, but now that I knew, my skin was absolutely crawling.

      “We can stay here and stare each other down all night, gringo,” Monica purred. “Or I can make this quick. I can make those hands squeeze tighter and tighter, and see which breaks first: your spirit, or your legs.”

      “Now, now,” I said, my hands shaking as I raised them. “There’s no need for violence. We can talk this out.”

      “Then start talking. And while you’re at it, tell me why you brought an accomplice who doesn’t actually help, and whose only purpose is to gawk at you from across the garden wall.”

      I struggled and stretched to look over my shoulder, my eyes flitting across the gardens. I grimaced when I found Quilliam peering through the slats in the trellised fences, the fingers of his leather gloves poking through. You couldn’t tell his expression through his pointless sunglasses, but he looked very much like a peeping Tom who’d been caught in the act. Had he been watching the whole time?

      Monica shook her head and sighed. She snapped her fingers, and the bones clamped around my ankles released me. The soil parted, allowing the skeletal hands to sink back into the earth. Then the grass clumped together over the same spot, leaving the lawn perfect and unmarked, as if nothing had passed through.

      “You two are probably the most inept trespassers I’ve seen on these grounds yet,” Monica barked. “Bring your stupid friend. Come on in and let’s talk. I’ll fix you some hot chocolate.”
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      The hot chocolate came ladled out of a little pot sitting on Monica’s stovetop, smelling faintly of cinnamon. I accepted my mug gratefully, something about being held captive by skeletal fingers and the cold of the night making the hot chocolate especially appealing. Quilliam accepted his own mug, peering into it out of one eye like it was poisoned, or like it was about to explode.

      “I figured I’d be up all night waiting for someone to come and kill me,” Monica said after taking a cursory sip from her own cup. “So I made up a batch. Go on, try it. It’s not poisoned, I promise you. I could have killed both of you if I wanted. I’m not going to do it with some hot chocolate.”

      It was the good, thick stuff, too, the Mexican kind, made out of tablets of chocolate melted with milk on a hot stove, whipped to give it more body. I couldn’t help sighing with pleasure after just one taste. It did my bones plenty of good, sapping the cold right out. Quill watched me as I sipped, only partaking when he saw that I hadn’t dropped dead or puked my guts out. He pressed his lips together as he swallowed, then nodded at Monica.

      “It’s delicious,” he said grudgingly.

      “Thank you. It’s a family recipe. A little extra sugar, a little spice.” Monica set her mug down with a thud, glancing across her low coffee table to where the two of us were lounging on some alarmingly comfortable sofas. I had to admit, that wasn’t how I’d expected the night to go. “Now. Speaking of family. I’m going to guess that my abuela sent you to murder me.”

      I scratched the outer rim of my ear. “Well, murder is a strong word, really. She just wanted me to retrieve the Obsidian Rose, bring it back to her at the retirement home.”

      Monica rolled her eyes, then shook her head. “Ay, there’s really no stopping her, that woman. And I suppose she told you that I’m torturing her by keeping her alive through some cockamamie deal with the Lady of the Dead.”

      Quill perked up, his back straightening even as his forehead wrinkled with a frown. “And how could you possibly know that?”

      “Because this isn’t the first time she’s tried to have me killed. Isn’t it obvious? Grandma played you. The both of you.”

      Quill and I exchange cautious glances. Just who the hell were we supposed to believe now?

      Monica stretched out her hand, studying her fingernails and licking the rim of her teeth. “Let me guess. Did she offer you a large sum of money to do the job?”

      My mouth quivered as it struggled to form words, but I stopped myself in time. There wasn’t any point telling her how much Leonora had offered us, was there? “Yes.” That was all I said. Quilliam filled her in on the rest of the details, including the bit about the familial curse keeping Leonora alive.

      “Gentlemen, the only truth to this story is that the Obsidian Rose is indeed a family heirloom, an artifact passed down among the women. But everything else is a lie. The greatest one is how I’m unfairly keeping Grandma alive. As if the old bat hasn’t lived long enough. I have to pay to keep her there, you know? She can die any time she wants. I’m not joking. She’s choosing to keep herself alive.”

      I slumped into the couch, studying my thumbs as I struggled to figure out the situation. “So the whole thing about the Obsidian Rose and stealing it for her. That wasn’t about her ending her life, then?”

      “Of course not. Grandma wants the Rose to negotiate a new bargain with Mictēcacihuātl. That would remove me from the position of power, possibly even kill me if she plays her cards right. But I’m the next in line. I don’t care if she wants to live forever, as long as I get the respect and role I deserve as a priestess of the Lady of the Dead. This whole thing is a trick. Leonora is trying to usurp the power that she was supposed to have passed on to my mother, and then to me, long, long ago. Her time is up, and she refuses to accept that.”

      Quill leaned back, folding his arms. “And how do we know that you’re telling us the truth yourself?”

      “You don’t. I have no expectation that you’ll trust either me or my abuela at this point. You’ll just have to decide for yourself. But as for her attempt to oust me – I think I might have an idea.” The corner of her lips quirked into a smile. “And a counteroffer.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Okay. I’m not sure I like where this is going.”

      “It’s either that or I fill this house with poison gas,” Monica purred. “That I’m immune to, by the way. Both of you will take a dirt nap. I won’t. Death magic.”

      I quirked an eyebrow at her. “Is that true?”

      She shrugged. “Sure. Why not. My point is, at least hear me out. I need to get Leonora to stop scheming, and I’m sick of finding strange men digging around my bush.” Quilliam snorted. Monica glared at him. Then she glanced at me, giving me a quick once-over. “At least this time the strange man was kind of cute.”

      I lifted my hot chocolate to my mouth and took a huge gulp, fighting to hide the fact that I was blushing.

      “So here’s my deal. I need you to retrieve some of Grandma’s hair.”

      “Sounds simple enough,” I said.

      “Too simple,” Quill growled.

      “And you would be correct to assume that. I’d warn you not to go plucking it right off her head.” Monica ran her fingers through her hair, retrieving a tiny, ornate comb from somewhere within the forest of its curls. “Look for one of these. It’s called a peineta. She likes to keep her hair up with it.”

      I tilted my head. “Couldn’t we just as well bring you a hairbrush?”

      She scoffed impatiently. “Of course you could. Or a bobby pin, or a barrette, hell, even a scrunchie, if she somehow uses those. The point is, I need at least one strand of her hair.”

      “And what do you plan to do with it, exactly?” Quill said. “Pretty common ingredient for curses, isn’t it?”

      Monica raised her head with a touch of smug triumph. “Then you’re already one step ahead of me. As for what curse I’m planning to put on her, that’s none of your business. Leave that between me and my abuela.” She sat forward suddenly, the humor draining from her face, her eyes gone hard. “I will warn you, though. No matter how you acquire this hair, Leonora will know. She will find out. And she will come find you, hound you to the ends of the earth. So I strongly recommend that you come directly to me, just as soon as you acquire a sample.”

      I tutted, chewing on my bottom lip as I considered. “She’s going to be super pissed, isn’t she? Probably going to be firing spells at us while we run.”

      “Oh, for sure. She’s very sprightly for her age. But I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “How much?” I asked, keeping my wits about me, especially glad that I hadn’t mentioned any numbers at the beginning of our conversation.

      “Hmm.” Monica pursed her lips, her eyes scanning the ceiling as she counted off the reward in her head. “How does twenty thousand sound?”
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      Florian’s eyes were huge when he heard the news. “Twenty thousand whole dollars?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Twenty thousand American dollars?”

      “Oh my God, yes. What other kind would they be?” I threw myself onto my mattress, the bedsprings squeaking as I pushed the heels of my hands into my eyes. “That would be enough to cover living expenses for a long time, plus get me the cloaking enchantment I need from Beatrice.” Florian didn’t answer. When I lifted my head to check, he was leaning against the wall, picking at his fingernails. I frowned. “What?”

      He shrugged, his lip turned up. “I just thought that you would have asked me to come and help out, you know? Kind of weird that you didn’t tell me about all this.”

      I stretched myself out along the bed and sighed. “I didn’t want to get you involved, okay? It’s bad enough that I keep getting people into trouble. You don’t need to be roped into all that, too.”

      “Hey. We’re roommates. And we’re friends, aren’t we? You shouldn’t be afraid to ask. And what’s with all this crap about getting people into trouble, anyway? You talk about this stuff like it’s the end of the world. I don’t get it.”

      The bedsprings squeaked again as I pushed myself up to sit, poking through the flimsy mattress into my butt and thighs. “I had friends, back then. They live in this place called the Boneyard, right here in Valero. They were there for me when I couldn’t understand what I’d become, when I couldn’t figure out what the sigils on my skin even meant.”

      “It’s something to do with your father, isn’t it?”

      I nodded. “Right. They helped me piece things together. My father sacrificed himself to save one of the Boneyard’s boys, this guy named Dustin Graves. Samyaza – Dad – he used his actual blood to heal Dustin, to bring him back from the brink of death. And when my father died, all the divine power locked in his body came rushing to me.” I waved a hand around myself. “That’s how this all started. Samyaza died, Dustin came back to life, and I came to Valero, following the scent of fallen angel blood.”

      Florian had parked himself in the one rickety chair I kept in the bedroom, dragging it closer to the edge of my bed, his brows furrowed as he listened intently. “And this Dustin guy. Where is he now?”

      I shook my head. “That’s the thing. He was the key to stopping the apocalypse, and to acquire enough magical power to do that, he needed to perform a ritual, one that would remove him from our reality for – God, I don’t know how long. And that ritual needed five enchanted swords to happen. And you know what? It worked. Dust saved the world. The apocalypse came and went, and no one even noticed.”

      Florian stared at me for a few more silent seconds, like he was waiting for me to continue. “So what’s the problem, then? We’re all alive. The world is well.”

      I bit my bottom lip, sighing. “Dustin vanished. The price of the ritual was for him to be erased from reality. He’s supposed to come back, but when that’s going to be is anyone’s guess. The problem is that those five swords vanished, too. Scattered to the winds, basically. And, well, I’m sort of responsible for at least two of them. The things that own them are going to come looking for the swords, and they’re not going to be very happy. I had to leave the Boneyard to keep everyone safe.”

      Florian’s eyes flitted to either side of him, like he was scanning the inside of his mind for the right words to say. “Is that why you owe Belphegor a favor, then?”

      “That’s part of it. He stole the sword from another demon prince, which is its own can of infernal worms. Sooner or later, Mammon is going to come knocking. The Prince of Greed is very, very possessive.”

      “I’m almost afraid to ask about the other sword.”

      My breath rushed into me with a long hiss, like my body was already wincing from the pain it hadn’t yet experienced. “The whole point of the ritual was to use swords from different spheres of the supernatural. One from the gods of earth, one from the demons, that sort of thing. And they needed one from the angels, too.”

      I held out my hand, watching as the tip, then the entire blade of a golden sword emerged from my palm, summoned from the Vestments. My fingers clasped around its hilt as it fully materialized. “I knew that just any plain old sword from the Vestments wasn’t going to cut it. We needed something powerful for the ritual, so that was what I asked for. And the thing that showed up in my hands, it was bigger than what I’m used to receiving from the Vestments. Also, it was on fire.”

      Florian’s mouth was shaped like a huge, open circle. So were his eyes. You could have heard a pin drop.

      I released the sword, watching it dissipate into puffs of glitter as it returned to heaven. “The sword I borrowed – it belonged to an archangel.”

      Florian slapped his forehead.

      “It checks out with all the lore,” I said. “Flaming swords aren’t common up there. And I knew just by having it in my hands that the sword was different, you know? But yeah. It went missing, just like the others, when Dustin completed his ritual. But that doesn’t matter to the entities who owned those blades. They’re going to come looking. And that archangel – well, it’s only a matter of time.”

      “Well, shit.” Florian looked around the room, settling on gazing out of the window, like he was looking for signs of an archangel attack.

      “That’s why I left the Boneyard,” I said. “Some of my friends there were undead. Angels don’t play well with the undead. They’re really, really good at killing them, too. And I realize you don’t fit the bill, but if you want to move out because of this, I’m not going to blame you.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Florian said, folding his arms and planting both feet squarely on the floor. “I’m staying right here.”

      I gave him a weak smile. “That’s everything, honestly told this time. It’s why I want to scrounge up the money for Beatrice so badly. She can craft me an enchantment that’ll make me invisible to all of these entities that keep coming after my blood.” I leaned back into the bed, folding my hands behind my head as a pillow. “Just imagine. No more demons hounding me at every turn. No more demon princes, either.” I made sure to meet Florian’s eyes as I said the next thing. “Also, it doesn’t have to be a jockstrap. Beatrice just likes to give me a hard time about that part.”

      “So I guess I just have one question left. Why are you staying in Valero?”

      I sighed. Florian really was asking all the tough questions. “Because I wouldn’t know where else to go. Because no matter where I go, the things that want to find me will always find me.”

      “You know what I think? I think you’re staying because you still want to see them, these friends of yours from the Boneyard. Because there’s a chance you might run into them at the supermarket or something. You might not admit it, but you still care.”

      “Of course I do,” I said irritably, rubbing my temples and sighing. “There’s no denying that. You’re smarter than you look, Florian.”

      He perked up, sticking his chest out and smiling. “Thank you.”

      I sat up again. “So now I have to decide whether it’s worth risking my hide to get involved with the Rodriguez witches, or to avoid that whole scene entirely.”

      Florian beat a fist against his chest. “I’ve got your back, no matter what you pick.”

      He was never the brightest grape in the bunch, but I could never say that Florian was a bad friend. “Thanks, man. But right now, the best I can do to protect us is put up more of these sigils I learned from the Boneyard. A little warding magic is better than none at all, I suppose.”

      I pulled a notebook out from under my bed, where I kept the scant few notes and little bits of magic I’d retained from Carver, my old boss. He was a lich, and a wildly talented sorcerer. When I first moved in, I’d hidden some pretty simple wards around the place, just folded up squares of paper with very basic symbols scrawled into them. It couldn’t hurt to try and replicate the bigger, stronger wards that Carver used to keep the Boneyard’s dimensional walls secure.

      Flipping through the pages, I finally came across a symbol I recognized. I stabbed at it with my finger. “This one.”

      Florian leaned on the front two legs of his chair as he peered into my notebook.

      “We can probably just copy it out on some paper and paste these against the window,” I said. “Just plaster them everywhere. Landlord’s gonna kill us if we vandalize the place.”

      “On it,” Florian said. “We should have a couple for the windows in the living area, and one right here for your bedroo – ”

      Florian happened to be looking at the window just then, and he fell off his chair, crashing to the ground at the sight of what was lingering there. My heart was pounding, too, seeing the tremendous pair of wings and the flutter of feathers that almost certainly did not belong to a pigeon, unless that pigeon was six feet tall and vaguely glowing with golden light.

      “Archangel,” Florian hissed at me from the floor as he tried to push his huge bulk under my bed frame.

      I called for the Vestments, wishing I could summon more than one armament at a time. A weapon and a shield would come in real handy for fighting off an entity that liked to kill things with a flaming sword. But the face that peered into the window didn’t belong to an archangel at all. I frowned, dismissing the link to the Vestments, then pressing my fingers into my temples.

      “Florian,” I grumbled. “It’s okay. Get up. It’s just Raziel.”
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      Raziel clambered in through the window, his wings disengaging and disappearing into nothing as he stepped lightly onto the ground, first one foot, then the other. Tap, tap, delicate as anything. I wondered if other angels were as graceful. I wondered if archangels made such elegant entrances.

      “Oh, thank God,” Florian said, crawling out from under my bed, brushing the dust off the front of his pants as he clambered to his feet.

      Raziel blinked at us questioningly. “What’s with you two? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Never mind that,” I snapped. “Why can’t you use the front door like everybody else, Raziel?”

      He smoothed down the creases in his shirt, then swept his hair back out of his face. “This way is more fun. If I went the regular route, I’d have to wait for someone to open the door for me, then go up some stairs, or take that death trap you call an elevator. I like flying. Flying’s fun. You should try it sometime, Mason.”

      “Ha, ha. Very funny.”

      A wry smile was Raziel’s only answer. I never questioned his mysterious expressions and motives anymore. I just assumed it was all part of his portfolio, being the angel of mysteries and all. I swept up my notebook and some stray bits of paper, dug up all the pens I could find in my backpack, then dumped everything onto the kitchen table.

      Raziel bent over the mess and frowned. “This looks like the diary of a serial killer.”

      I grunted in annoyance. “Look closer.”

      He did, and his eyes widened in recognition. “Ah. These are protective glyphs and sigils, meant for warding.” He turned to me with a cocked eyebrow. “And how have you come about all this, then? You know even less about magic than you do about being an angel. Well, half of one.”

      “I paid attention in class, that’s how.” I stuck my chin out with a little bit of pride. “My old boss, Carver, he tried to teach us the basics whenever we had the chance, in between missions. Smartest man I know. Well, lich, technically. Being immortal means you have plenty of time to study up, I’m guessing.”

      “Smartest man indeed.” Raziel scoffed. “Before you met me, of course.”

      I was about to say something sharp in return, but a sudden whiff of something hit my nostrils, stopping me in my tracks. “Do you smell that?”

      Florian sniffed at the air, then frowned. “Cannabis, burning. Where is that coming from?”

      Raziel groaned. “I’ll give you two guesses.”

      Outside the living room window, leaning against the sill with his feet on the fire escape, Belphegor took another deep toke of what I had to assume was a joint. Demons probably messed around with some pretty exotic and certainly far more dangerous recreational substances.

      “You’re really good at following me around for someone who’s supposed to be so lazy,” I said.

      Without turning around, Belphegor took another long, inhuman puff. “Sloth manifests itself in many ways, nephilim. You should know that by now.” He glanced briefly over his shoulder, chuckling as smoke streamed out between his lips and through his nostrils, like a dragon. “I thought you’d be more comfortable with the concept, considering the hovel that you live in.”

      “That does it.” I stalked over to the window, pulled it up and open completely, and tugged on the demon’s jacket. “Will you get in here?”

      Belphegor’s eyes burned red when he glared at me, more fiery than the ember on his joint.

      “Please,” I said.

      “It’s California,” Belphegor moaned, no longer angry, just impetuous. “I thought this was legal here.”

      “Yes, maybe, but I don’t need the neighbors complaining about us stinking up their apartments. I’ve got enough problems as it is.”

      “Fine,” Belphegor spat, ever the teenager, wetting his fingertips with saliva and pinching out the joint. He looked up at me grudgingly as he tucked it into one of his pockets. “What? I’m saving it for later. Just because we’re demon princes doesn’t mean we’re made of money.”

      Raziel stood a little too close to the window, blocking Belphegor’s way into my apartment. “You also have an extremely unfortunate sense of timing. What are you even doing here?”

      Belphegor’s eyes trailed up and down Raziel’s body in a flash, his stare cold and cutting. “I could ask the same of you, angel. Are you bored and looking for something to do? Tired of practicing on your harp?”

      “I wish everyone would just drop the harp thing.” Raziel stamped his foot. “I’m not even that good at it,” he added under his breath. Then he threw me a quick glance before returning his attention to Belphegor. “I came because my attention was drawn by the warding sigils. The same as you, I presume.”

      Belphegor was already in the kitchen, hands planted on the table, his hip cocked as he perused my open notebook. “You guessed correctly,” he said distractedly. “Hmm. These are actually very good.”

      “Copied from his former employer,” Raziel said.

      “Ah. That would explain it.” Belphegor slipped his hands into his hoodie’s pockets, then favored me with a smirk. “So what’s the plan here, nephilim? Have you grown tired of our constant intrusions?” He stepped across the floor, coming a little too close to my face for comfort, his breath smelling of pot, and somehow, fire. “Tell me. Who do you like better, me or Raziel? Who’s your favorite?”

      Over my shoulder, I threw Raziel an apologetic glance before I answered. “Neither. You’re both a pain in my ass.”

      It was clearly Raziel, of course, if I had to pick. He had his quirks, but he’d been with me from the start, teaching me what he knew about my condition and about heaven’s machinations. Also, at least his presence didn’t come with the sticky, weed-scented sense of dread that accompanied every single one of Belphegor’s unwelcome visitations.

      “So what is the aim of all this, then?” Raziel said, his voice sounding convincingly hurt, picking up on my ruse. “Do you hate us now? Is that why you’re setting up more wards around the apartment?”

      “Look,” I said. “You guys are a different matter, but you know how much it bothers me that just about every supernatural entity in Valero can find me without so much as turning their head. It’s like everyone’s got my number and I have no way of killing the signal. This is going to have to be the patch I slap over the problem while I work out a different solution to stay safe.”

      “Curious,” Belphegor said, looking across the kitchen table once more. “And you truly believe these little scribbles of yours will be enough to ward off the demons your enemy keeps sending after you? Do you think they’ll be enough to hide you from another prince?”

      He snapped his fingers, and one of the blank sheets of paper burst into flames. Florian dashed to the table, scooped up the flaming parchment in both hands, then dumped it in the sink. It wouldn’t be the first time his weird dryad physiology had helped us, and I knew it wouldn’t be the last. He turned the faucet, putting out the fire as he gave Belphegor a long, hard scowl.

      “You’re going to need something a little stronger than what you have now, unfortunately,” Raziel said, nodding sympathetically at Florian.

      Belphegor snickered. “For once, I agree with the angel. Your master might have taught you some neat little tricks, but nothing nearly good enough to protect you from the things you truly need protecting from.”

      “I guess you guys are right,” I said, sighing as I slipped into a chair at the table, paging through the notebook. My eyes drifted across a particular design, and I cocked my head, studying it. I lifted my notebook in both hands, holding it up to show Raziel and Belphegor. “What about this one? Do you guys think that this’ll do the job?”

      Belphegor’s eyes glazed over with a frightening mix of fury and terror when he saw the sigil in my notebook. Raziel let out his own horrified cry, a keening shriek quite unlike anything I’d ever heard him utter. In a pillar of crimson fire and a flash of golden light, the two entities disappeared, banished from my shitty yet now slightly better protected apartment.

      Florian stared at the spots where the demon and angel previously stood, then looked at me. “What the hell was that?”

      I showed him the design in my notebook. “Carver’s variation on the Seal of Solomon. Pretty nifty stuff for scaring away infernals and celestials, if only temporarily. I needed a break. Wanted them out of my hair.”

      “Won’t they be even more pissed off when they come back?”

      “See, ideally, I’ve just bought us enough time to find a way to keep them out permanently. We’ll let Raziel in on a case by case basis – like a stray neighborhood cat – but I’m sure we’ll find something general-purpose to keep the apartment warded for a good little while.”

      Florian joined me at the table, watching me look through my notes and helpfully copying out any sigils and glyphs that I pointed out as potentially useful. But not five minutes into our study session, my phone began to ring. I checked out the name on the screen and let out an instinctive groan.

      “Ugh. This sucks. We can ward this place as thickly as we like, but that’s not going to stop all of them. I keep forgetting that there are other ways for the entities to bug us.” I raised my phone, showing the screen to Florian. “Look who’s calling.”

      Florian furrowed his forehead. “Dionysus? Oh, shit. He must be calling to ask about the wine. Stall him. I’ve only got like ten jars of the stuff ready.”

      “Right, right,” I said, taking a deep breath to settle myself, so I’d sound all nice and calm when I spoke to the god of wine. I picked up the call and put it on speaker, pasting the best smile I could muster on my face. Quick tip I picked up from Dustin. They can hear you smile over the phone. “Dionysus,” I said boldly, but not too cheerfully. “How can I help you? Florian says he’s still working on the wine.”

      “Oh, this isn’t about the wine,” Dionysus said, his voice high and happy, pretty much how he sounded all the time, anyway. “I’m calling to ask if the two of you would like to make some extra money on the side. Nothing big, you see, but good, honest employment that needs strong arms.”

      Florian and I exchanged careful glances, then nodded in agreement at the same time. “You’ve got my attention. Keep going.”

      “Excellent,” Dionysus trilled. “Now. Are you any good with construction work?”
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      I didn’t think that Florian and I would be finding ourselves in gainful employment so soon, especially not from an entity. More surprising than that, though, was the job site. Dionysus was only calling us as a favor for someone else from his pantheon. There was a reason Artemis was snooping around the Nicola Arboretum that one night. I should have put two and two together.

      Dionysus told us to go to the botanical gardens, and he even had the grace to sound a little surprised when I guessed the meeting place ahead of him telling me. This time we visited in broad daylight, at about ten in the morning. The sun was up, the Nicola Arboretum as pretty in the sunshine as it was at night. Just as lovely, though, was Artemis, goddess of the moon and the hunt, as she waited for us by the little stone statue of a fox.

      When the coast was clear, Artemis gestured in the air around us, and a shimmering green portal in the shape of a huge leaf materialized near the statue. She ushered us through impatiently. Florian was a little more enthusiastic about stepping in than I was.

      There really shouldn’t have been cause for me to worry. I’d interacted with Artemis in the past, and she fell neatly into the category of entities I’d consider friendly. But new things still made me nervous, you know? Especially when they involved interdimensional travel. I kind of have a sensitive tummy when it comes to that stuff.

      But we passed through the portal into Artemis’s domicile, and all of my anxieties, along with the lingering coolness on my skin from the dewy air of a California morning, melted cleanly away. Her domicile was hotter, more humid, just like a vacation on a tropical island. It was really, really sunny, too.

      “So I’m the goddess of the moon,” Artemis said. “Big deal. I like to keep things bright in my domicile most hours. It’s nice, you know? Change of perspective. Plus it’s good for all the vegetation.”

      And oh, the greenery. Artemis’s home was a jumble of rainforest, tropical jungle, and winter woods, just a mashup of trees, grass, and flowers from wildly disparate corners of the world, as if thrown together by someone with little to no understanding of how climates worked. But that was part of the job, as it turned out.

      “You,” Artemis said, pointing at me. “I’ve got some of that modular Swedish furniture sitting around. The kind you build yourself. Just unbox them and throw ’em together.”

      I tried not to look so excited. The truth was that I enjoyed working with my hands and building things. I embodied my name better than I actually thought. Plus the idea of it being so plain and mundane and so very humanly normal was hugely appealing to me.

      “There’ll be more, actual construction work when you finish,” she added. “Stuff you’ll properly need some tools for. You did bring tools, didn’t you?”

      I looked down at myself, blinking. “Dionysus didn’t mention anything about that. I can improvise, unless you want stuff that needs nails in it.” I could probably find acceptable substitutes for most construction tools somewhere in the Vestments, but nails? They would disappear the moment I left, meaning anything we built would just fall into a pile of planks and debris.

      “Never mind,” Artemis said. “This isn’t a one-day job, anyway. I’ll give you money for supplies, just make sure to shop for what you need before you come over the next time.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck bristled. Next time? There was already a guarantee of a next time. I felt a little silly, being so excited about sawing stuff apart and hammering other stuff together, but again, this was something I could do that didn’t involve slaying demons or hiding from angels. It was a welcome fucking change, I’ll tell you that much. Plus it meant money. I liked money, just as much as I liked having food in my belly, and a bed to sleep in at night.

      “And you,” Artemis said, pointing at Florian. “You’re gonna help rehabilitate all the plant life in this dimension.” She gestured beyond the closest thicket of jungle. Past all the green, the domicile was mostly barren earth and empty space. “Anything will grow in this soil,” Artemis said, stabbing her finger down at the ground. “Anything. So go nuts.”

      And go nuts he did. By even the end of the first day, I was sure that the Nicola Arboretum would pale in comparison to all the space Florian would manage to fill up with all sorts of greenery. It just looked so damn impossible, grape vines growing right next to coconut trees, which themselves were huddled right next to pine trees, all of which teetered on the edge of a sandbar. I sidled up to him partway through the process, elbowing him in the ribs.

      “Be sure not to drain all your power,” I murmured. “Gotta save some of that to make Dionysus’s drinks.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Florian growled, eyeing the piles of furniture that I was still working my way through. “You just worry about your half of the job.”

      I’ll be honest, it was tougher than I thought, mostly because of the heat. I’d stripped off my shirt by the time I finished building the sixth chair, stuffing it under my waistband. By the looks of it, Artemis had bought enough stuff for a dining table that could seat ten, several bookshelves, and a computer table. I looked around the domicile, wondering where the hell she was even supposed to stash all this stuff. Oh. Oh, man. Was she expecting me to put up entire structures, like huts and stuff? That was way out of my wheelhouse, but the prospect and the challenge got me all kinds of excited anyway.

      But with the heat and the expenditure of energy came a natural need for rest, and hydration. Lots and lots of it. Neither Florian nor I had thought to prepare anything for refreshment, much less any snacks or food. Rookie mistake. I went looking for Artemis, finding her swinging gently on a hammock tied between two coconut trees, huge sunglasses covering her eyes.

      “Hey, Artemis? Sorry to bug you about this, but I guess we weren’t really aware of the scale of the job. We kind of didn’t bring any water.” I scratched my forearm, searching the grounds. “Is it safe to drink from that stream over there?”

      She stretched out on the hammock like a cat, sighing. “Of course it is. But I’ll do you one better.” Artemis sat up with some effort, balancing a coconut shell in one hand. “Do you boys want cocktails?”

      “I really shouldn’t be drinking at all. Plus I don’t think we should drink on the job. Construction work and everything. Water’s fine, really. Do you have, like, mugs we can use?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Artemis said, waving dismissively. She cupped one hand over the side of her mouth, calling out towards a copse of tropical trees. “Priscilla.” Nothing. She pursed her lips, cupped a second hand to her mouth, like a megaphone, then yelled louder. “Priscilla!”

      The treetops shuddered, birds went flying out from among the vegetation, and I swore I felt the earth tremble, just a little. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but a full-sized gorilla came stampeding out of the undergrowth, eyes wild and mouth frothing as it screeched, tearing its way directly for Artemis, and the hammock, and me.

      It was wearing a frilly pink apron.

      The creature called Priscilla came to a stop just feet away from us, then pushed its huge fists into its waist. Then it started hooting and jabbering, specifically at Artemis. I realized that it – that she was complaining.

      “I’m sorry,” Artemis said. “Yes, I know you’re busy cooking, but – okay, yes, but we have guests and – right, right. Sorry. Listen, could you fetch the boys a couple of coconuts? Yeah, just split them open. They can drink the juice out of the shells, then – yes, that’s right. Yes. I’m sorry.”

      Priscilla turned to me with an unimpressed glare, then produced a young green coconut from somewhere under her apron. I reached out to take it, but she snatched it away.

      “Ook,” she said.

      “Um. Sorry.”

      “Ook ook.”

      Priscilla approached a nearby rock and smashed the coconut against it. Somehow the coconut split into two neat halves, its whitish juices dripping out of the seams. Priscilla thrust the mess out at me, and I accepted gratefully, the shell smooth and cool in my hands.

      “Ook,” she said, pantomiming and instructing me how to drink the stuff, holding an invisible bowl up to her lips.

      I did as I was told, spilling some of the coconut water down my chin and the front of my chest, but getting most of it in my mouth soon enough. It was cool, and sweet, and delicious, the most refreshing thing I’d tasted in ages. I could feel the energy returning to my body.

      Priscilla’s last “Ook” before she nodded at me was filled with approval.

      “Once you’re done with that, you scoop out the meat and eat it,” Artemis said. “Then you can use the shell as a drinking bowl.”

      “That’s pretty clever,” I said.

      “Coconuts are amazing. Every bit of the plant is useful. Swiss Army knives of the plant world.”

      Priscilla pulled a second coconut out from under her apron, turning away to deliver it to Florian when Artemis called her again. Priscilla wheeled on us, screeching another wordless chastisement. Call this a hunch, but from her body language – and the fact that she was wearing an actual apron, you know, like a cook would – my guess was that she was eager to get back to the kitchen before whatever she was making burned. I peered over to the copse of trees where she’d come from, finally spotting the curls of smoke rising from behind them. Geez. Did she have an entire gas range in there somewhere?

      “I’m sorry!” Artemis said. “I just, could you freshen my drink? Yes. Another piña colada would be perfect. Yes. Thank you, Priscilla. I love you, Priscilla. Aww, don’t be mad.”

      Priscilla took off, trampling across the grass towards an understandably frightened Florian. It took a little while, but Artemis and I watched as she chased him, tackled him to the ground, then gently offered him the coconut, smashing it open for him the way she’d done for me.

      “Priscilla,” I said softly.

      Artemis nodded. “Yup.”

      “Priscilla the gorilla.”

      “That’s right.”

      I watched as Priscilla loped off back to her workstation, disappearing once more into the undergrowth. Somewhere from the trees, I heard a blender whirring.
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      We broke for lunch a little after that, mostly plant-based dishes lovingly served by Priscilla. She trotted out of the foliage, her arms loaded with grilled fish, a large bowl of something that looked like mashed tubers, a smaller bowl of freshly made salsa, red rice, and juicy pomelo segments and boiled bananas with syrup for dessert. She arranged them on the dining table I’d built, passing out banana leaves to use as plates.

      Florian was ecstatic. I’d never really paid attention to his diet before, but it stood to reason that a dryad would be titillated by some good old natural organic food. I couldn’t complain, either: nutty mountain rice so beautifully textured you could eat it on its own, the fish so fresh, sweet, and flaky. Priscilla hovered near the table, her hands clasped together as she expectantly watched us eat.

      “This is delicious,” I told her. “All of it. Absolutely delicious.” I kissed the tips of my fingers, which I hoped translated sufficiently well for Priscilla. Apparently it did. She covered her mouth as she grinned, flopping her other hand at me from the wrist, as if to say, “Oh, stop.”

      Artemis’s domicile, in short, truly was a step away from paradise. I could see myself living there and loving it, all this access to quality fresh food, clean running water, and not to mention proximity to an ancient, powerful goddess who was very much interested in keeping her subjects happy and well-fed.

      Hell, I could even get used to the weather. I was on a break from throwing together more of the furniture and went up on a low hill, hoping to catch a breeze against my body, and almost stumbled when I found Artemis already standing there. She was surveying her domain – more specifically, the fruits of our day of labor.

      “Yes,” Artemis said approvingly, her hips pushed into her waist, sunlight glinting off of her shades. “This is just the ticket.”

      I wiped my hand across my forehead, taking in the view. “It’s certainly something, all right.”

      She smiled as she stared off. “It’s starting to look a lot like home. This was what my domicile looked like before, you know. I want every biome possible smashed into the same place, so I can keep all my little lovelies in the same dimension.”

      I plucked my T-shirt out from under my waistband, wiping at the sweat trickling down my chest and stomach. “Your lovelies?”

      Artemis turned to face me, lifting her sunglasses to look me in the eye. Correction, she did do a very quick, cursory sweep of my sweaty torso. I flexed my muscles and puffed up my chest, a little proud of myself. Hey, it’s the small things, okay?

      “Yes, my lovelies,” she said. “Goddess of the hunt and all that. You think that Priscilla’s the only fauna we’ve got in this place? Think again.” She pointed a finger far out across the horizon, indicating a penned-off zone filled with what I presumed were different kinds of animals. “It’s the whole reason I wanted to rebuild my domicile in the first place.”

      That was the whole deal with her sneaking around the arboretum and reactivating the tether to her dimension, then. See, the entities of earth decided at some point in time to band together, depending on their respective spheres of influence. The gods of darkness and the moon formed what was known as the Midnight Convocation. Artemis was a charter member, once, but was cast out for helping humanity – for helping Dustin Graves, specifically – and unintentionally enabling the permanent death of one of their number.

      The Convocation didn’t just excommunicate Artemis from the organization. They stripped away huge plots of her domicile, too, leaving little, if any space for her to keep her huge menagerie. In her own words, Artemis was like a cat lady who’d been thrown out of her cat lady house. She needed some place to stash all her woodland friends. For a minute I wanted to jokingly ask if she could summon them by singing, if the mice and birds got together to stitch dresses for her, but quickly decided against it. I couldn’t risk her docking my pay, or skewering me with those arrows she liked to point at people so much.

      “So let me ask the obvious, stupid question. Won’t these animals just kill each other? I’m pretty sure I see a cheetah in there.” I placed my hand over my eyes, scanning the distance. “And is that a wolf?”

      “Three wolves,” Artemis said irritably. “And don’t you think I’ve planned for that? Give me some credit. My babies don’t die here, nor do they experience pain. Anything that gets eaten just heals together and gets back up again.” She coughed into her hand, speaking extremely fast. “Plus I get to hunt as much as I want and no one gets hurt.”

      I nodded. “Now that makes a lot of sense.”

      “Also Priscilla helps manage some of the more problematic ones.”

      “Manage?”

      “Wrestles them if they get too bite-y. Anyway, nothing to worry about. I’ve planned for everything. Obviously.”

      I scratched my stomach absently. “Okay, but if no one dies, then they run the risk of overpopulation. There’s nothing to stop them from reproducing in the dozens. Soon enough this place will be overrun with, I dunno, mice and bunny rabbits. Just a matter of time.”

      “Then let them come,” Artemis bayed dramatically, throwing her arms out. “I want this realm to be filled with fur babies. All of the babies.” She pushed her hands into her waist, her hair drifting in the wind, like a superhero. “I am the craziest cat lady of them all. Bring it.”

      I pursed my lips, nodding in agreement. “I respect that. You’re owning it.”

      “Now, listen. I’m going to need you boys to come in for the next week, maybe longer, depending on how much work still needs doing. So here. Take this token. Easy way to keep in touch. Careful, it’s sharp.”

      She dropped a little triangle of metal into the palm of my hand. I peered at it closer, recognizing it as an arrowhead. My forehead creased. “So do I cut myself with this to call you?”

      “No, dum-dum. Well and good, blood is always useful for communing with us, but this makes things more straightforward. As long as it’s on your person, you can keep in touch with me.”

      “Sweet,” I said. “But whatever happened to cellphones?”

      “This is easier for me.” She watched as I slipped the arrowhead into my jeans pocket. “You’re pretty trusting there, aren’t you? What if that thing is actually an alien mind control device?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Do your worst. That’s probably still better than dealing with the things that follow me around already.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Ugh. Demons?”

      “Angels, too.”

      “Eww. I couldn’t tell you which was worse.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Now get back to work. And tell the man-dryad to show a little more skin.” Artemis patted her thigh, like she was reaching for her wallet in the pocket of the jeans she wasn’t wearing. “Mama wants her money’s worth.”
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      If there was one thing to be grateful for at our crappy apartment – crapartment, hah – it was the actual existence of hot water. I couldn’t remember the last time a hot shower felt so damn good, but I stood under the spray for a long time, letting the water wash me clean. It might have had something to do with the satisfaction of putting in an honest day’s work.

      Come on, don’t make fun of me. I realize it’s strange, but the little bits of my life where I’m not being hunted by entities are some of the most precious. But just to be safe, I made sure to soap myself up facing out of the shower stall. You never know. Back when I lived at the Boneyard, we learned pretty quickly that entities liked to show up when we were at our most vulnerable. Couldn’t tell you about the number of times we’d been literally caught with our pants down.

      And considering how frequently I was being followed by supernatural unsavories, I figured it was a safe bet to keep one eye open, even when lathering my hair up with shampoo. Rinsing was another deal entirely, though. The stinging was a killer, sure, but watching the shower curtain for the telltale silhouette of some dude with a knife was way more important. I mean, that would be the actual killer.

      Joke’s on you, though. We couldn’t afford a shower curtain.

      I twisted the faucet off, giving a long, satisfied sigh as the last of the water burbled down the drain. After stepping over the puddle the shower formed on the bathroom floor, I managed to negotiate the rest of the toilet tile to reach my towel, giving myself a cursory drying before wrapping it around my waist. I stepped out from the steaming warmth of the bathroom, ready to rush into my bedroom and throw on a fresh change of clothes to avoid the apartment’s ambient chill. But what I found in the living area stopped me cold in my tracks.

      “Ugh,” I grunted. “Angels.”

      Five of them, to be exact. You could always tell from the overworked perfection of their faces and bodies, like the people upstairs in charge of crafting their vessels were obsessed with making them just ever so slightly better than humans. Looking at an earthbound angel head-on was like throwing yourself straight into the uncanny valley.

      The shortest one, who still stood a good way to six feet, wore the guise of a beautiful woman with shoulder-length hair dressed in a smart pantsuit and killer heels. She wore glasses, perfect for judging me with, and she brandished a pen and a clipboard the way a warrior might carry a sword and a shield. The other four angels stood behind her like a retinue of bodyguards, all meat and muscle and frowning faces.

      “Mr. Albrecht,” she trilled, her pen hand going to her waist as she cocked her hip.

      Ugh. One of these. I tightened my towel around my waist, thoroughly annoyed about having to stand there dressed like that, but if I had to deal with the cold, then they would have to deal with me being half naked.

      “Who are you and what do you want from me?” I droned, totally aware that I was being rude, and not caring in the slightest. I lifted my chin, broadening my shoulders and sticking my chest out, making myself look bigger, like a pufferfish. Even then I could barely compare in size to one of the four angel bruisers the clipboard lady had brought along, but sometimes it’s all about the attitude.

      Also the Vestments. Dear God, was I glad to have the Vestments.

      “We’re only here to talk, Mr. Albrecht,” the woman said, her eyes trailing down to my chest, drawn there by the agitated glow of the sigils on my skin. “There’s no need to be so defensive.”

      “You’ll excuse me for being so hostile,” I said, “but it’s been a long day for me, and I’m pretty sure I didn’t invite any of you in.”

      “Ah. That rule is for vampires, I believe. We can come in whenever and wherever we please.”

      “That’s not very polite.”

      She shrugged. “It is, however, extremely convenient.”

      I frowned at her, scanning the apartment for the symbols Florian and I had papered all over the place. The sigils we’d used had worn off, and the wards we put in weren’t good enough to keep angels away for very long. Speaking of we, where the hell was –

      “What the hell have you done to him?” I roared.

      Florian was trussed up on our couch, restrained with multiple passes of gold chain around his body. He stayed there in complete silence, unmoving, but otherwise unharmed.

      “It is only a temporary measure,” the woman said quietly.

      “This is completely unnecessary and totally humiliating for him. Get him out of those restraints. Now.”

      Contrary to everything I said, though, Florian looked perfectly content to be tied up in chains. He also had what looked like a golden ball gag stuffed into his mouth. I frowned, willing him to make more of an effort to look distressed and abused. He was probably getting off on it somehow. His gaze was distant, his eyes serene, like he was thinking about what we should have for dinner.

      “Again,” the woman said. “This is simply a precaution. We know that you have a propensity for consorting with dangerous entities, Mr. Albrecht. And with earthly abominations as well.” She turned to Florian, wrinkling her nose.

      “What, him? He’s a nature spirit! How abominable could he be? He’s a free-range, organic, gluten-free, farm raised dryad. Read: harmless. Where’s the corruption in that? Let him go.”

      The clipboard angel looked between the two of us, the edges of her lips curled up into a sneer. “It is not up to me to judge the company that you keep, Mr. Albrecht. Your comrade will only be restrained for the duration of this conversation. For security’s sake, you see. We’re merely stopping by to make sure that you haven’t been stepping too far out of bounds.”

      “Too far out of – so what, you people are keeping tabs on me now?”

      I folded my arms across my chest, noting the glow of my tattoos on the far wall. I didn’t need anyone to tell me that my hackles were fully raised, but I had to be careful, too. Any kind of fight involving these celestial meatheads would be extremely one-sided. I’d just end up with a busted face and a trashed apartment. I didn’t like either of those outcomes.

      “We’re only ensuring that your behavior falls within acceptable limits. There is a very small number of active nephilim across the planet, and we like to keep an eye on everyone.”

      “Wait.” That took some of the wind out of my sails. “So there are more like me?”

      “The vast majority of nephilim on earth – that is, the offspring of our fallen brethren and human women – are what we refer to as dormant cases. Limitations were placed on the abilities of the Grigori when they were cast out from upstairs, after all, and those limitations normally extend to their spawn.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Normally.”

      “So the other nephilim, they’re not like me.”

      “Correct. Heaven has spared them for their relative harmlessness. They are still perceived as aberrations upon the great plan, to be sure, but are otherwise inoffensive. You, on the other hand, present a unique problem. Suffice to say that I belong to a task force meant to supervise you for your own good.”

      “What task force is that?”

      The angel straightened up, apparently inconvenienced by the fact that she had to answer more of my questions. “If you must know, I belong to the Department of Extracelestial Angelic Delinquency.”

      My forehead wrinkled as I worked out the acronym. “DEAD. That’s your department’s name? Are you kidding me? This is some bullshit.”

      She nudged her glasses up her nose, the warmth dropping from both her face and her voice. “You may not like me, Mr. Albrecht, and you may not trust me. But know that I am one of the few people upstairs standing between you and complete annihilation.”

      Something in her tone made me believe her. Then there were factions of angels, too, and at least one of them believed in keeping the nephilim around, which was a damn sight better than the first angels I ever met, who were hellbent on terminating me and wiping our kind off the planet.

      “But why are you doing this?” I said.

      “Enough talk,” the woman answered. “For now, consider my curiosity piqued.” She rapidly ticked off a number of items on her clipboard, then, glancing up, snapped her fingers. With a series of tinkles and clinks, the chains binding Florian’s body slid to the ground and disappeared. He rubbed at his wrists and his arms, looking a little crestfallen.

      “You can’t do this to people,” I said. “I’m going to follow this all the way up the chain of command. That’s how this crap works for you celestials, right? Your damn hierarchy? I’ll find your superior, tell them about your shenanigans.”

      The angel’s mouth was in a tight, straight line when she looked at me, but she grinned as she pressed her clipboard to her chest. She paced closer, her heels clicking on the ruined parquet of my apartment, the brash confidence of her body language making me way too uneasy.

      “Mr. Albrecht,” she said coolly, her face far, far too close to mine. Her breath was like sweet mint, and the smell of your taxes sitting in an envelope, waiting to be posted. Orderly, in other words, yet sinister. “I see that you’re threatening me by asking to speak to my manager.” She brushed one hand under her hair, flipping it behind her as she walked away. “Just so you know?” she said over her shoulder as a shimmering portal appeared in our kitchen wall. “My name is Sadriel, the angel of order. And I am the manager.”
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      Sadriel and her goons stepped through the portal and vanished. I went out on the fire escape, still mostly naked, staring up at the darkened sky for – God, I don’t know, for a sign of the angels as they took their celestial elevator back to their great big office in the clouds. Then I rushed to the kitchen table, throwing myself at the pile of papers still scattered there, looking for a sheet that was blank.

      Florian had clambered to his feet by then. He watched me warily. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” I muttered as I scrambled for a pen. I scrawled Raziel’s name onto the paper, drawing a huge circle around it. “Yeah, don’t worry about. You okay? Did they hurt you?”

      “No, I’m fine. I’m not hurt at all. But you seem pretty agitated right now.”

      “I’m okay,” I said, my heart pounding, my ears filled with the rhythm of my own blood. “Don’t worry about me.” I held out one hand just as the golden dagger I’d requested from the Vestments appeared in mid-air.

      “Whoa, you’re definitely not okay. Mason, stop it. Stop!”

      I knew how communing with gods and entities worked, but I was never sure how it went with angels. Probably the same, right? Cast a summoning circle, and make an offering of blood. I stared at the little puddle of red welling up in the palm of my hand, exiting my skin through the slit I’d made with the knife. Okay, so maybe I cut too deep, too quick. Florian was right, after all. I was pretty damn pissed.

      In one swift motion, I turned my hand over, then slammed it against the sheet of paper.

      The lights in the apartment flickered. The thump of feet striking wood was all the proof I needed that Raziel had touched down in the apartment. He didn’t even have to come in through the window this time. I didn’t know if his body was incorporeal until it wasn’t, or if he fell from the sky as particles of energy that only solidified when they reached my living room. All that mattered was that I was angry.

      Raziel tutted as he stood over the kitchen table, observing my bloody handprint with an infuriating mix of awe and pity. “There are far less extreme ways to call my attention, Mason.”

      “Quit your bullshit,” I snarled, pushing myself off the table, wincing when I realized that I’d used my injured hand to do so. It left a wet, angry smear in the wood. “We just had a flock of angels bust in on us. They tied Florian up and then threatened me.”

      Florian rubbed his hands together. “I mean, it wasn’t that bad for me.”

      I glared at him, then at Raziel. “Well?”

      “Well, what?”

      I blinked at him, the absolute nonchalance of his expression just making my anger climb another notch on the ladder. “Who was the lady with the clipboard, and what did she hope to accomplish by bursting in on us while I was in the shower?”

      Raziel nodded sagely, his eyes on my chest. “Indeed. Either you did a poor job of toweling yourself off, or you might need another shower soon, considering how worked up you’re getting.”

      I hadn’t even realized I was sweating so much. “Because I’m pissed, okay? Don’t play games with me. This is not the time.”

      He nodded again, sighing. “I am not affiliated with the angel with the clipboard. Sadriel belongs to a group that takes a very special interest in your kind.”

      “You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know, Raziel.”

      “Calm down,” he said, his voice soothing, his open hands placating, two details that just ratcheted up my annoyance even more. “I can assure you that I had nothing to do with this. At worst, Sadriel was taking a census. She loves statistics, data. She’s the angel of order.”

      “How else would they know how to find me? We’ve warded this place wall to wall. ”

      “Warding magic is like all other forms of arcane practice. You should know that by now. It involves, well, practice, and growth. You may know a little from what your former employer taught you, Mason, but you are not a mage. Not even an apprentice.”

      “Then I’ll learn,” I growled. “I’ll learn so I can keep you and all the rest of your crew far, far away from me. I don’t know if I can even trust you anymore. You knew all along. You’ve been in cahoots with those winged crazies this whole time.”

      “That is unfair, and hurtful, and you know that.”

      “How do I know I can trust you? How do I know you’re not just a demon, or something worse, wearing the skin of an angel?”

      That was the only time Raziel returned my anger that night. “Loyalty and faith, Mason,” he roared. “Have I not shown you both in spades? I have done nothing but help you since the beginning. I – ”

      I don’t know what came over me then, my mind so convinced that Raziel had been playing me all along. My body took over, sending tendrils of permission and longing towards the Vestments. I spun as a mace appeared in my hand, whirling around in an arc to bring it crashing full against Raziel’s chest. Florian gasped, and he may have let out something that could have been a plea, or a warning. But when the mace connected, it didn’t come with the crunch of a blunt weapon against flesh and bone, but the clang of metal, like the sound of some huge bell.

      That wasn’t there before. I hooded my eyes to protect them from the brilliance of the blazing golden shield in Raziel’s hand, the one he used to deflect the blow of my mace. But more blinding was the divine sheen of the golden armor that now encased him, head to toe.

      “You attacked me,” Raziel said, the soft sorrow in his voice such heavy contrast to the impervious radiance of his armor.

      “I needed to know how you would react if I did,” I said through gritted teeth. “If you’d drop the act and show your true self to me. And look what it taught me. You can use the Vestments yourself, too.”

      Raziel sneered at me, the expression more intimidating than I expected as he smashed his shield forward and knocked the mace fully out of my grasp. The mace slammed into the far wall, then disappeared as it fell to the ground. One of the neighbors banged on the wall, yelling angrily in words I couldn’t understand.

      “Creatio ex nihilo,” Raziel said. “I created these armaments out of nothing, the way I tried to explain to you at the park. You possess a glimmer of these gifts too, Mason. All I have done is help you become better, stronger. I only meant to show you your power, to teach by example. Why would your enemy want that? Is that not proof enough of my loyalty?”

      “Maybe you’re grooming me to become stronger because you know you can use me someday, to take advantage of my trust.”

      Raziel stammered, but whatever he meant to say never made it past his lips. I hated that I could have been right, that his eventual betrayal might have been the truth.

      “Then you never lied to me?” I said. “You never had any ulterior motive for seeking me out? I always wondered, you know, ever since the day that the glyphs burned themselves into my skin. Why did you come? Why you, of all people? Beelzebub wanted a piece of me. Literally. You said so yourself, Prince of Gluttony and all. But what do you want from me, Raziel?”

      Raziel’s lips twitched, though they remained closed, like he was being very, very careful to pick his words. Out of my peripheral vision I could see Florian huddled on the couch, wringing his hands. I knew we were freaking him out. Raziel and I were probably his only two friends in the world. But I had to know. I wanted answers.

      When Raziel finally sighed, it was as if his body deflated. He lowered his hand, his shield disintegrating into golden dust as he did. The suit of armor followed, melting into the ethers.

      “Samyaza, your father – he was one of us, once. Before he became Grigori, before he fell from heaven. I couldn’t help thinking that maybe he could have stayed among us if he hadn’t been so rebellious, if he’d only had some kind of guidance.” Raziel shook his head, staring at the ground. “You are a different breed, Mason, unusual even compared to your own kind, and there are those who would think to corrupt you. I thought that you could use a compass, someone who could teach you the things you needed to navigate the oddity of your life. So you wouldn’t fall any farther than your father did. So that you could take up his mantle with pride.”

      I bared my teeth at him. “And then what? Serve heaven, work with the very people who threw my dad out, with the people who want me exterminated on principle?”

      “I never said anything of the sort,” Raziel said, his hands stretched out. “You must believe me. I meant to show you what I knew, to teach you what you needed. Your path through the universe is yours alone to forge. Have I not given you the freedom to choose, with every step of our friendship?”

      My lips curled at the sound of the word. Hah. Friendship. “You could have told me all of this from the start, Raziel. You’re no better than Belphegor, or Beelzebub. You’re no better than the demons.”

      He flinched at that, his face creasing with hurt. “I understand that you are furious with me now, Mason. But know that I will come when you call for me. You may send me away, but the others will keep coming. Again and again, and they may never stop.”

      “You said I was entitled to free will. Then this is what I’m choosing.” I picked up the sheet of bloodied paper, the one with the circle and Raziel’s name hastily scrawled onto it. I crumpled it up, then let it fall to the floor. “I choose to go this alone.”

      Even then, when Raziel’s gaze dropped, I could have told you that I believed so very fervently that he was still deceiving me, that he was still lying. His mouth opened briefly, as if he meant to say something more. Instead he lifted his head to the ceiling in silence, disappearing in a fleeting pillar of light. I blinked to clear the dazzle out of my vision, and he was gone.

      Raziel was gone.
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      “That window, right up there,” I told Florian, pointing at the outside wall of the retirement home. “That’s Leonora’s room.”

      Quilliam frowned as he looked between the two of us, his face illuminated only by the sliver of moonlight spilling through his car’s windshield.

      “And you’re quite sure that you can handle this?” Quill said.

      “I’d trust Florian with my life,” I told Quill, very seriously. I realized in that moment that I meant every word.

      Florian smiled, broadened his shoulders, and jabbed a thumb in his chest. “Leave it to me, boys. Don’t you worry about a thing.” He nodded at me once, then left the car, creeping slowly towards the home.

      “So he’s a dryad, you say?” Quill asked, one eyebrow raised. He wasn’t wearing sunglasses this time, possibly a result of me criticizing them at our encounter with Monica Rodriguez. “Must be a rare breed. Never heard of male dryads.”

      “Me neither. But listen, he’s good at his work. I’ve seen him control these vine things and rip people apart. Um, not that he’s going to do that to Leonora.”

      The plan was for Florian to get as close to the facility as possible, then send one of his sentient tendrils to snake up the building’s walls and infiltrate Leonora’s room. From my last visit with Quill, we already knew that she liked to keep her window cracked open a little, which was just enough space for Florian to send in one of his vines. Then he’d just need to poke around on her dresser and grab a hairbrush or one of those peinetas Monica talked about, and we’d be twenty thousand bucks richer.

      “It might have been prudent for us to secure an invisibility cantrip for your dryad friend,” Quill said, rubbing his chin. “This place is pricy, and I’m sure they’ve covered their bases with cameras, no blind spots. But too late for that now.”

      I clapped Quill on the shoulder. He looked at my hand with suspicion, and maybe a little horror, like he wasn’t comfortable or used to being touched. I retrieved my hand and cleared my throat.

      “Relax,” I said. “You don’t worry about blind spots when you can blend into the foliage. Florian can turn into his own walking ghillie suit. Look.”

      I turned to the home to point Florian out to Quill when I realized that I couldn’t even pick him out among the garden plants anymore. With his abilities slowly returning, Florian could very easily camouflage himself in a natural setting, adjusting the shade of his skin, even sprouting leaves and twigs where necessary.

      “Huh. Well, I’ll be damned. Can you see him?”

      Quill squinted at the garden. “Hmm. No, actually. That’s quite impressive. But wait. Ah. I see a vine, creeping up the walls.”

      It was the only sign that Florian was even out there. Now, hear me out. I’ll be the first to admit: stealing from the elderly? Not my proudest moment. But I was over all of the Rodriguez family drama. Whichever of the two brujas was telling the truth didn’t matter anymore. I just wanted my money.

      My heart thumped when I caught a glimmer of light from the window. Florian had retrieved something shiny, and the vine he’d sent up was racing down the walls, returning to – well, wherever the hell he was. I kept my eyes open as I waited for him to reappear, and I marveled as his body materialized from out of the shrubbery. He wasn’t there, a moment ago, then suddenly he was, dark jacket and jeans and everything. Florian jogged towards the car, a huge grin on his face as the vine trailing behind him receded into his body, but not before depositing his bounty in the palm of his hand.

      Cool air rushed into Quill’s car as Florian opened the door and slid in, beaming proudly. “Did it. Did you guys see? No sweat. In and out, like a shadow.”

      Like taking candy from a baby, an analogy that only made me feel worse. But for comparison’s sake, pretend that the baby can also use magic to hex you to within an inch of your sorry life. Florian reached over my seat and my shoulder to deposit his ill-gotten goods in my hand: one shiny, pearlescent peineta, complete with a few loose strands of Leonora’s hair.

      “Well done,” Quilliam said, his voice genuinely pleased and congratulatory. “I must admit, you wildly surpassed my expectations.”

      Florian, ever eager, smiled even wider. “Aww. Thanks, man.”

      I would have liked to tell you that the rest of the trip to Monica Rodriguez’s house was uneventful. I would have liked to say that Quill drove us at an easy, casual clip, that we turned over the bits of hair we’d stolen, and went on our merry, separate ways.

      But the sound of screeching filled the night, like a banshee awakened. Shortly after, not far from the old folks’ home, something smashed into the roof of Quilliam’s car. Something huge, and heavy, and strong.

      Leonora had sent something to chase us. The terrible screeching repeated, and this time, four spines penetrated the roof of Quill’s car, tearing through metal and fabric like knives through butter.

      Quilliam screamed. “My car!”

      “Keep driving,” I screamed back. “For the love of God, keep driving.”

      “It’s coming in,” Florian said. “Pull over so we can get out and fight it.”

      “Make up your fucking minds,” Quilliam shouted.

      Cold air rushed in from above us as the creature on top of the car tore a huge hunk of the roof away. In the distance, metal clanged as the discarded roof smashed into the street. But far closer by, so close I thought I heard it just next to my ear, came a hoarse, croaking voice. I looked up, shuddering, to gaze into the face of the beast Leonora had conjured – not at all expecting to see the transformed face of the bruja herself.

      “Mijos,” she said, through a wide mouth crammed with far, far too many fangs. “Why are you running from Tia Leonora?”
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      For a scant few seconds my mind lingered on the possibility of calling out to Raziel, of seeing if he would even respond. He’d show up and use some of his angel magic to blast the thing that used to be Maria Leonora Rodriguez right off the face of the planet, and then we’d be home free.

      No, I thought, grinding my teeth, even as the bruja leered with its red eyes and gave me a huge, hungry grin. I made my bed, and I was going to lie in it. We just needed to deal with this problem, then I would be set. Half of the money was going to buy me my freedom. The other half could go to rent and to Florian. I just wanted to live my life, damn it.

      But first we had to get the monster out of our hair. Quite literally, in Quill’s case, since Leonora had gotten her talons entangled in the snarls of his shoulder-length shag. He was screaming his head off, hardly driving in a straight line for fear of, well, quite literally losing his head. I reached out to the Vestments, wondering what the hell I could even find to fight with in such close quarters. My mind settled on a little burst of inspiration courtesy of Raziel. I cursed under my breath, still in denial of how much he’d taught me and continued to teach me despite my insistence on severing ties. A sheen of divine light appeared around my hand, solidifying into a golden gauntlet.

      I punched Leonora in the face.

      Blood, saliva, and broken fangs sprayed over the dashboard, showering both me and Quill in a rain of debris and gunk. But that did the trick. Leonora disappeared as the car careened onwards, her screeching carrying into the distance as we left her in our dust.

      We carried on in silence, Quill breathing in stutters through his nostrils. I wasn’t sure how much farther he drove before he slammed his foot on the brakes.

      “What are you doing?” I said. “Just head all the way to Monica’s place. We get to the Rodriguez house, hand over the peineta, collect our pay, then let the two witches deal with each other.”

      “This isn’t the last we’ll be hearing from Leonora. We need protection.”

      Quill stood up, his head and part of his torso comically poking through the makeshift sunroof, and placed one hand on what was left of the top of the car. His mouth moved quickly, his words too soft for me to understand, but I was willing to bet that he was creating a force field. He spoke one last word.

      “Arma.”

      A red gleam washed across the car’s surface, then immediately faded as the shield settled over it like a protective film. Not a bad idea, and I’d totally forgotten that duh, of course Quill knew magic – we met in the Black Market, after all. A scribe, just like he explained.

      “Was that Latin?” I asked.

      “Barely. Actually, it’s a modified – wait, how does that even matter?”

      “Well, excuse me, sorry for asking. Is that going to be enough to protect us?”

      Quill shrugged. “It better be.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that I don’t know how strong Leonora really is, and whether she’s going to be able to rip through my defenses with her claws.”

      “What? I thought you were some kind of genius, independently wealthy, man-about-town magus guy. The fuck happened to all that?”

      Quill held a finger up to my face. “I made no such claims. That’s you making judgmental statements about me based on what you’ve seen of my life. That isn’t fair. I don’t go around calling you poor simply because – ”

      Florian tapped me on the shoulder. “Um, Mace. Guys. You guys?” He was digging his fingers into Quill’s back, too, with increasing strength and desperation.

      “What is it?” Quill snarled.

      Florian only pointed up with one finger. I followed and looked up, just in time to see the huge globe of whirring, crackling fire headed directly for our faces.

      The flames splashed onto the top of the car, spreading like a horrible, screaming puddle of magma across an invisible glass shield. My heart pounded at the terrifying proximity, the heat of the magical fire far too close for comfort.

      But Quill’s idea had worked. If we’d been driving and a fireball had found its way into the car without any kind of magic shielding us, the night, and our lives, for that matter, would have ended with our bodies fused to a massive pile of smoking, flaming wreckage.

      “Oh dear God,” Florian said. “We’re alive. We’re alive.”

      “Where is she?” Quill hissed, looking up through the glimmering force field as the flames dissipated. “I can’t see her.”

      “Neither can I,” I said, poking my head from one window to the other, desperation mounting. We were sitting ducks.

      “The shield isn’t going to hold forever.” He grabbed me by the shoulders, pulling me into the driver’s seat even as he squirmed past me, swapping places. I was too stunned to fight back. After some seconds of far too intimate bodily contact, I found myself gripping the steering wheel. “I need to focus on putting up another shield, and on firing back, if need be. Mason, you take over and drive.”

      “I don’t have a license,” I stammered. “What if we get pulled over? Or I could crash your car.”

      “That is the least of our problems just now,” Quill shouted. “Any cop that tries to flag us down is as good as dead when Leonora gets to them. And this crap heap is practically junk, anyway, thanks to you. Just. Drive.”

      “No need to sound so damn bitter about it,” I grumbled. “You’re independently wealthy, remember?”

      “Mason Albrecht,” Quill said through gritted teeth. “I swear, if we survive this, I’m going to punch your insufferable face into pudding. But for now, shut the fuck up and let me focus.”

      My mouth flew open for just half of a second, then clamped shut again. I wasn’t going to argue anymore. Survival was way more important than getting the last word in at that point. Quilliam started incanting under his breath again, preparing another spell. I smashed my foot on the gas pedal, then looked for Florian’s eyes in the rearview mirror.

      “Florian, can’t you help reinforce the car, at least until we get to Monica’s place?”

      He shook his head briskly. “No can do. I need to be in contact with the earth to be of any use, or at least have plants close by. It’s why I said to pull over.”

      I shook my head back. “Not an option at this point.”

      “And I agree. But I’m just saying, if we crash, and my face smashes through the windshield, and I make contact with the ground, and somehow survive? Then I can probably help.”

      “Excellent optimism,” Quilliam said, without a trace of sarcasm in his voice. “But let’s hope that it doesn’t come to that.”

      He stood up again, clutching the shredded remains of the roof to steady himself, the air wavering with the flickering red of his shielding spell as he poked half his body out of the car again.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I yelled. If Leonora came at him with another fireball, the inside of the car would probably end up mostly protected, but I couldn’t say the same for the top. We’d end up with half of Quilliam’s body, the exposed bits seared to a nice, crispy char. “Get your stupid ass back inside the car before she blasts you to hell.”

      “Calm down,” Quill said, which was so much more infuriating considering how he was clearly panicking just moments ago. I ventured a glance to throw him the dirtiest look I could muster, then caught him looking skyward, aiming his hand at clouds I couldn’t see. Then, in the softest voice, as of charcoals slithering through a brazier, Quilliam spoke again.

      “Ignis.”

      The tremendous roar of fire had me believing that an actual, live dragon had descended from the clouds to douse us in a shower of flames, but the sound was coming out of the palm of Quill’s hand. I could have been whiplashed with how quickly my head moved between glancing at the road ahead and the frightening, frankly awe-inspiring sight of Quilliam J. Abernathy firing a goddamn flamethrower out of his fingers.

      A little voice in the back of my head told me to never, ever tell him that I had, at any point in history, found him cool. I bit my bottom lip, pushing on the gas as I maneuvered the streets, this time not breaking focus or flinching, not even when a huge, blackened lump of something crashed to the ground and rolled off the road some feet away from the car.

      “What the – holy fuck. Was that Leonora?”

      Quilliam pulled himself back into the car, arranging himself across the seat, his face a picture of demoniac smugness. I could have punched his teeth in right there, but he’d just saved our asses twice in one night.

      Don’t say thank you, I thought to myself. Don’t give him the satisfaction.

      “That was so fucking awesome,” Florian yelled, so excited that he was shoving and shaking the back of Quilliam’s seat.

      Quill scoffed, pretending to be annoyed by the boisterousness. But his smile somehow turned even smugger.

      I’m pretty sure I figured out Quilliam J. Abernathy’s middle initial. The J stands for jerk.
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      I barely took the time to park Quill’s car, pulling up as close to the sidewalk as possible, then hauling ass right out of the driver’s seat. Florian and Quill followed closely behind. They probably suspected exactly as I did. Things worked differently in the arcane underground. Dead things don’t always stay dead, especially when they’re dedicated servants of deities of the underworld.

      My fists hurt as I banged wildly on the front doors of the Rodriguez house. Who cared that it was past midnight? This could very well have been a matter of life and death. All we needed to do was hand Monica the peineta with Leonora’s hair in it. Then the younger Rodriguez would take care of everything, preferably by laying her grandmother to her final rest, where she would be way too dead to be interested in trying to kill me and the boys.

      The door flew open and I sprang back. Monica Rodriguez, wearing a negligee, a fierce scowl, and very little else, stared wild-eyed at us from the threshold, one hand gripping white-knuckled over the haft of a knife, the other clutching what could have been a pointy chopstick, but was far more likely some kind of magic wand.

      “What the hell do you want?” she rasped. We’d woken her up, clearly, as evidenced by the disarray of her hair and the groggy, distant look in her eyes. “Do you idiots know what time it is?”

      I pushed past her, Florian and Quill filing in with me, and I slammed the door shut, apologetically nudging Monica out of the way. “We wouldn’t have come if it wasn’t important,” I said hurriedly. “Oh. This is Florian.”

      Florian lifted a hand. “Hi.”

      Monica shot both of us confused, irritated glares.

      “And this is your grandmother’s hair,” I said, handing her the ornamental comb. Monica’s eyes went huge at the sight of it. “Now, could you please deal with her? You never mentioned that she was going to fly off the handle and come chase us down if we tried to steal her hair.”

      She looked between the three of us, held the peineta to her chest, then rushed towards the kitchen. “Come quickly. We have to end this. Now.”

      Monica moved like lightning. Within moments, she’d laid out a large, ornate bowl and a prayer candle, setting her knife next to them. She’d also extracted what looked like a round tupperware filled with – God, was that blood?

      “Pig’s blood,” she said to no one in particular. “Comes in handy for rituals.” She uncovered the tub and threw the whole thing into the microwave.

      I patted my hands along my shoulders, wondering why my back was so cold. Sweat was drying against my shirt. I was more freaked out than I thought. “Is all this really necessary? Leonora was genuinely just chasing us through the streets.” I clapped my hands for emphasis. “She was flying after us. Flying.”

      “Plus I set her on fire,” Quill said, “but I’m not sure that was enough. Dropped her out of the sky, sure, but I’m willing to bet she’s still alive.”

      “It’s her bond to the Lady,” Monica said. “Grandma might have fallen out of favor with our goddess, but that doesn’t mean she’s lost all ties to the underworld. She won’t be that easy to kill.”

      Monica was picking through the peineta, pulling out wispy gray strands of her grandmother’s hair. She collected a bundle of dry twigs from a drawer – whether they were weird-looking sticks of cinnamon or some kind of bark, I couldn’t really tell. The workings of witches differed depending on their cultures, traditions, and even families. I wasn’t sure what Monica was doing, exactly, but I knew that the goal was to neutralize Leonora, maybe even kill her.

      The kitchen filled with the overpowering smell of hot blood. Florian sneezed, then retched. I pulled my shirt up over my nostrils. Quill wrinkled his nose, but otherwise seemed unbothered, probably because he was more accustomed to arcane work than the two of us.

      Monica pulled the tub out of the microwave and poured it into the bowl, careful to avoid spilling even a single bead of blood. She crushed a dried leaf, sprinkling its contents over the bowl, then cut the tip of her finger with the knife, adding her own blood to the mixture.

      “And now, the final touch,” she said, her voice quivering with anticipation, perhaps a bit of fear and reverence.

      She touched the tip of her wand to the bundle of sticks and hair in her hand, then to the prayer candle, setting both alight. Monica whispered a string of words that I recognized as Spanish, part of it a prayer, part of it a curse. The twigs and hair burned to a pile of blackened ashes in the palm of her hand, which again went into the mixture. With her wand, Monica stirred once, twice. Then she lifted the bowl in one hand.

      I was not expecting her to throw its contents directly at my face.

      My eyes went huge, my reflexes failing me as time itself seemed to stand still. The blood spilled from the bowl in every radial direction, almost as if it were sentient, guided by Monica’s power into the shape of an ever-widening circle. Larger and larger it grew. I couldn’t have escaped it even if I tried to run. And where could I run? By the time the blood hit the ground, it was shaped into a pool as big as the room itself.

      I looked at my hands, my clothes, marveling at how the seemingly massive quantity of blood had sprayed everywhere but on my body. I glowered at Monica, my mind still working its way around this sudden betrayal. “You missed,” I growled.

      Monica tilted her head and grinned in a way that made my insides shiver.

      “Oh. Did I? Look again.”

      The blood hadn’t fallen onto the floor in puddles like I’d expected. Instead it had splashed into the shape of a perfect ring. I watched in slowly increasing horror as the blood began to run in rivulets into a series of sigils and glyphs. A sealing circle. I willed my legs to move, but couldn’t. I forced my hands to lift, so they could accept something, anything that my spirit could call from out of the Vestments – but all my limbs were locked in place.

      Florian was the first to attempt to step into the circle, but an invisible force shoved him back, as if the ring around me was only the base of some durable unseen wall. Quill’s attempt was subtler. He slammed his open palm against thin air, and the collision of his hand with the field produced a hollow, ringing thump. Monica had locked me in.

      “What – what did you do to me?” I grunted. I could hardly speak. My lips were frozen nearly as badly as the rest of my body.

      “Surely you know yourself,” Monica said, stepping around her kitchen counter so that it stood squarely between her and my friends. “With the right kind of wards, with the right kind of glyphs, you can use ritual magic and arcane geometry to create a circle of protection, to lock out any kind of entity in existence. Gods, angels, demons.”

      My heart pounded as my mind put the pieces of the puzzle together. I couldn’t move, but I sure as hell could feel the sweat trickling down my throat.

      “Ah,” Monica continued. “So you’ve figured it out. You can use wards to keep entities out. But you can also use them to seal entities in. And since only half of you is human, I can use the same sigils that might affect lesser angels to keep you trapped here.”

      “No,” I groaned, the sweat pouring out of me in buckets. Something else was happening to my body. It wasn’t just the paralysis. Heat was flaring from every one of my cells.

      “I should have mentioned,” Monica said, examining her fingernails. “Against a regular angel, the sigils I drew would be enough to keep them trapped. But against a mongrel like you? The effect would be horrific. Terrible.” I gasped for breath through a slitted mouth as her own lips twisted into a cruel grin. “With you surrounded by all these glyphs, the reaction would be catastrophic. Simply agonizing.”

      I forced my head down to look at myself, wondering why it felt like my blood was boiling, my entire body on fire. Nothing had changed, no magical flames trailing across my skin, but I felt just like a lobster thrust into a boiling pot of water. My teeth clenched together so tightly that I thought they would shatter.

      Florian banged his fists against the invisible wall. Just behind him, I watched through eyes quickly filling with tears of pain as Quill muttered and incanted to himself, preparing some sort of spell.

      Hurry, I thought. I could die here.

      Just when I thought that the pain couldn’t get any worse, the proverbial pot burst, dropping my body directly into the fire. I crumpled to the ground. I screamed, and I screamed, the noise from my throat begging wordlessly for the mercy of a swift death.
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      I thrashed wildly on the ground, my limbs wracked with agony, each convulsion of my body causing my joints and my bones to contort with horrible creaks and cracks. I was too weak to scream by then, but scream I did, the sound ripping itself from my lungs. The world was only just visible to me through my tears. My back and my arms were soaked in sweat and blood.

      “Don’t be so dramatic,” Monica said. “It gets better over time, as with everything. You’ll develop a greater resistance to the pain – oh, after a few hours, or so.”

      “Not unless we kill you first,” said Florian’s voice, his tone brutish and threatening.

      Monica laughed again. I twisted my head just far enough to watch as Florian launched himself at her, huge fists thrashing at the air in barbaric fury. The witch’s body seemed to blur as she dodged and weaved away from every last one of his blows.

      Then I heard it, the rush of gravel and wind that Quill’s voice turned into each time he unleashed one of his spells.

      “Ignis.”

      The kitchen flared bright orange as Quilliam released another torrent of flames from his palm. The roar of fire filled the room, but so did Monica’s laughter. She lifted a pot up to her face, its opening absorbing every last tongue and spark of the guttering fire into its recesses. When she slammed the lid on top, Quill’s flames died out completely.

      “Try again,” Monica said.

      I never knew that brujeria could do that. Even the greatest, most terrible witch I knew had her own weaknesses. Something was off. Completely off.

      “Who are you?” I shouted, more at the room than at Monica, my body still twisting and twitching from the pain of the sealing circle. “What are you? You’re not Monica Rodriguez.”

      She laughed, her voice coarse and wicked. “I’m really, really not. Did you really think I would squander twenty grand on you? I don’t have that kind of money.” Her eyes flashed green, the color of emeralds. “Or maybe I do.”

      Something was wrong here, even more fucked up than it already looked. Those last words that came out of Monica’s lips sounded different, as if spoken by another voice. Even her demeanor seemed changed. Tougher, harsher, and more sadistic.

      The door burst open, a terrible wind whipping through the house, the pots and pans in the kitchen dancing in a clattering ruckus. The force of the gale was so strong that it blew Quill, even Florian off his feet, sending them crashing to the ground. And then she came, hovering just off the floor like an apparition, her eyes red, her mouth full of craggy teeth, her skin charred black in places, angry red and raw in others: Leonora.

      Hope, I thought. The two witches would duel, and whoever was left over would be weakened, someone the boys and I could more easily deal with. But Monica’s reaction to the sight of her grandmother wasn’t one of anger, or fear. It was welcoming, pleased, expectant.

      “Abuela,” Monica cooed, reaching her arms out, kissing the blackened mass of skin and flesh that was once Leonora’s cheek. That part of her face came off, falling to the floor with a wet, crusty squelch.

      “What’s happening here?” Quill had pushed his back up against the corner of the kitchen, his eyes huge and confused as they glanced from one witch to the other. “I thought you were enemies. What’s going on?”

      “Foolish boy,” said the witches, speaking as one, in the same voice – one that belonged to neither Leonora nor Monica. “You are caught in a trap. That is what has happened. You shouldn’t be blamed for your confusion. This deception has been extensive and fruitful. A worthy investment, indeed.”

      Quilliam’s fear turned to anger, his lips curling back as he hissed. “Show yourself. I know who you are.”

      “Do you, now? Too little, too late, young princeling.”

      Quill flinched. Princeling. There was that word again. Why did the witches call him that? The air left my lungs, my chest heavy enough with the weight of the sealing circle. I gasped with realization, with bleak understanding. Was Quilliam a nephilim, too?

      And then it happened. The charred, undying remains of Leonora decomposed within seconds into a pile of red and black slime, her skeleton nowhere to be found within the ruination of her disintegrated corpse. Monica screamed as she threw her head back – and back, and farther back, until her neck snapped, lolling horribly off her shoulder. But her screaming never stopped, even when her body melted like candle wax sitting in an oven. The terrible sound of her wailing only ended when her lips fell away into sludge, joining the rest of her body in a pile on the floor.

      This shit only ever happened with demons. This had their stink all over it. I gagged as the revolting smell of burning, decomposing meat filled the air. But I couldn’t look away, even when the twin puddled purees of the Rodriguez witches’ remains began to swirl on the ground like a whirlpool, their molten bodies joining and coalescing. Even worse was the changing smell of the air, no longer the stench of rotten flesh, but something paradoxically beautiful and elegant, like flowers, like the inside of a perfumery.

      I looked on with aching bones and body as the storm of flesh churned faster, lifting higher and higher into a slowly thickening spike, rising finally to the height and shape of something humanoid. My heart swooped as the dead flesh began to pulse and bloom with young blood, as alabaster skin stitched its way over newly made muscle.

      The creature that stood before us was a familiar and unwelcome sight. Its hair was styled into a severe, black coif, its body clad in a red suit so sharp that it could have been cut from rubies. Gold dripped from its earlobes and its fingers, and the characteristic green of its eyes glimmered with malicious glee.

      “You,” Quill murmured.

      “Indeed,” the creature said, its bare feet settling in a pool of liquid gold.

      “Then where are the Rodriguez witches?” Florian asked, stammering.

      The creature’s laughter rang as devilish music through the house of the dead witches. “They are long perished, and the Prince of Greed has been wearing their skin for sport. There are no witches here. Only Mammon.”
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      I knew it. I fucking knew Mammon was going to track my ass down to look for the sword that I’d lost. What was it called again. Duskfang? Damn it. Damn it all to hell.

      Green eyes like venomous stars swiveled in my direction, twinkling with dark laughter. “Mason Albrecht. It has been such a long time since Mammon has seen you.”

      I fought to arch my back off the ground, the sealing circle still pinning my body and spirit to the floor. “Can it, Mammon. I don’t have your sword anymore. We lost it in the ritual, and now you’re just going to have to deal with that. Besides, we never took it. Belphegor tricked us. He stole it from you.”

      Mammon bowed its head. “Ah, yes. Mammon’s wayward sibling, always opting for the easy way out. Look what trouble he has caused you. Your relationship with him has not been a productive one, surely you must confess. Such a liability. And now you owe two princes a debt.”

      “Not fair,” I grunted. “We didn’t know. Didn’t steal from you.”

      “Why, never to worry, nephilim noble, little princeling. There are other ways for Mammon to profit from this unfortunate incident. The sword is no longer of concern.”

      My blood chilled as I wrenched my head to look Mammon straight in the eye. I knew where this was going, and I didn’t like it.

      “You’ve tried before,” I said, “and you can keep trying, but you’ll never drag me into your stupid little zoo. Fuck you and your menagerie, Mammon.”

      The Prince of Greed laughed, the sound of it filling the room so loudly that my ears rang. I thought the walls were trembling. “Such harsh words you have for the high nobles of the infernal courts. Mammon wonders if you would have the confidence to speak to the other princes so brazenly.” The demon moved its head ever so slowly towards Quilliam, giving him a pointed look. “Especially if you knew of their tremendously varied temperaments.”

      Quilliam’s lips pursed in anger, but if he meant to say something, he managed to keep it to himself. Did these two know each other? What the hell was going on?

      “My point stands, Mammon,” I said. “You aren’t taking me alive.”

      “Such brave words you speak, for someone caught in such a vulnerable position. Surely even you, in your foolish inexperience and youth, understand that this is a losing proposition, Mason Al – ”

      The crack that Florian’s enormous fist made against Mammon’s jaw filled me with deep satisfaction, making it my first real sensation of relief from the sealing circle’s intense aura of pain. I thought I saw something gold fly out of Mammon’s mouth, sail through the air, and clatter to the floor. It rolled and rattled for a while, finally settling at the edge of the blood pool on the ground. A golden fang. I laughed hoarsely, proud of Florian’s opening blow, then suddenly deathly afraid of how Mammon would counter.

      With claws, apparently, huge, long talons that gleamed with an edge of golden menace. They left glittering trails of light as they arced through the air, swiping closer and closer towards Florian’s torso. If even a single one of them connected, I knew that he would be in grave danger, and very likely a hell of a lot of pain, to boot. I didn’t know much about the demon princes, but I could safely guess that even magic-infused aloe vera wouldn’t be enough to save Florian from Mammon’s claws.

      Something, or someone, appeared out of the corner of my peripheral vision. I blinked, forcing my eyes to regain focus, finally identifying the shape huddled just at the edge of the sealing circle.

      “Quill?”

      He knelt there, touching his finger to the ground, nearly but not quite poking at the blood circle.

      “Hmm. It wasn’t meant to go down like this, you know. Really threw a wrench in the works. The Rodriguez witches were supposed to kill each other. Then I could scoop you up, whisk you away without a fight.”

      “What? What do you mean whisk me away? You got some kind of crush on me, Quilliam? Geez. Buy a man some dinner, first.”

      He shook his head and chuckled. “I should’ve known better. I don’t know how I didn’t see Mammon’s hooves all over this. But I guess now we have to stand our ground.”

      Quill wrinkled his nose, placing his hands just a hair’s breadth away from the circle of blood. In a voice like the chill breeze that comes through the window in the first crack of winter, he spoke.

      “Glacia.”

      A wave of unbearable cold guttered out of his palm, sending me shuddering, traveling in a whispering gust across the floor. From the ground, I could hear the faintest crackling as the ring of blood instantly turned into ice. Quill stood up, then stomped one heel hard against the outer rim of frozen blood. The impact and the reverberations broke the sigils, shattering them utterly.

      Within moments I could feel the heaviness and pain draining from my bones and my body. I blinked rapidly, alarmed at the sudden surge of energy and strength, flinching when Quilliam stepped into the circle and offered me his hand.

      “Who are you?” I said. “Really?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but Quilliam wouldn’t have heard me. A force lifted him off his feet, as if he’d been punched by a massive, invisible fist, and he went sailing across the room, crashing into a bookcase. He sat there, groaning in a crumpled heap, covered in books and loose paper.

      “Holy crap,” I mumbled.

      “Indeed.”

      Powerful fingers grasped me by the throat and carried me off the ground. I kicked at the air, choking, my eyes rolling down to connect with the emerald glare of the Prince of Greed. My gaze flitted around the room, searching desperately for Florian. Like a mirror image of Quill, he was slumped against the kitchen counter, unconscious.

      “You can have me,” I croaked. “Fine. But spare my friends.”

      Mammon cocked its head, then chuckled. “Goodness. Do you truly believe that you have anything left to offer the Court of Greed? Once, perhaps, you would have been a prized acquisition. But Mammon has grown tired of pursuing you. Such a fruitless lead.”

      The prince waved its fingers, and something tugged its way out of the recesses of my jacket. I panicked for a moment, wondering what the hell was wriggling around in my clothes. I caught the familiar gleam as the little metallic triangle floated out into the air.

      “Mammon’s continued supervision of your potential has brought some interest at last, nephilim. You are in close contact with – nay, a trusted ally of a certain goddess. A certain goddess who is presently vulnerable as she works to rebuild her domicile, to replenish her stores of power.”

      “No,” I said, my heart slamming against the inside of my chest. “Don’t. I’ll find your sword. Duskfang. I’ll find it. And you can keep me in your menagerie. Just don’t – ”

      Mammon gestured and the arrowhead drifted of its own accord, landing in the palm of my hand. Mammon gestured once more, and my fingers began to clamp shut, moving against my will, squeezing harder and harder. I screamed as the arrowhead’s razor edges bit into my skin, as warm blood welled up and trickled past my fingers, down my wrist.

      “Forget the sword. And forget a nephilim.” Mammon grinned with a mouth full of sharp, gilded teeth. “Why settle for a mongrel when Mammon could have a god?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      The shaft of moonlight spilling in through the window was the first sign of the goddess’s coming. It formed into a pool of silver as it struck the kitchen floor. Artemis came floating down the moonbeam, the wavering silhouette of her body only solidifying when her feet touched the ground.

      She looked around, a hand on her hip. “What’s up, losers? Priscilla and I were halfway through the second season of – oh, shit.”

      Artemis didn’t miss a beat. She whirled in a circle, the air flashing as she produced a dagger in one hand, shoving it straight into Mammon’s chest. In her other, she held an arrow, which she stabbed right into Mammon’s neck. The demon shrieked, golden blood pouring in dribbles from its wounds.

      But a little flesh wound had never stopped Mammon before.

      The prince’s claws released me and I came crashing to the ground. Then it thrust its open hand at Artemis, the nails of its fingers extending into golden wires that wound like molten metal around her body, each grotesque, pulsating tentacle taking hold of one of her limbs, the last tightening around her neck.

      “What the hell is – Mason, Florian, get me out of this.”

      I coughed as I struggled to push myself off the floor, my throat and my back aching like dull fire. Artemis’s eyes were searching around the room wildly. I’d never seen her frightened, but she had good reason. Certain entities – demon princes, archangels, seraphim – could survive even if killed outside of their domiciles, to reform in their respective home planes once more. But a goddess, especially a weakened one like Artemis? Perishing outside of her domicile meant permanent, true death.

      “Let go of her,” I cried out.

      “An unwelcome proposition.” Mammon glared at me briefly, then stared back into Artemis’s terrified eyes. “Now, goddess. Shall Mammon siphon your power and become stronger than any of the Seven, to have devoured the soul of a deity?” The prince tilted its head, pressing one taloned finger into its chin. “Or shall Mammon bring you to the menagerie, where you shall languish for all eternity as a specimen in a collection of wonders?”

      “If Apollo hears about this,” she cried out. “If my father Zeus does? You’ll have no kingdom to return to, demon. The Court of Greed will be in shambles. My pantheon will destroy you, and – ”

      “Hush.” Mammon’s voice was like a soft breeze through reeds, and it punctuated the command by wrapping its golden wires around her mouth. “You’re coming with Mammon.”

      “Over my dead body.” Florian leapt from the floor, aiming another punch at the side of Mammon’s face, but this time was stopped dead. The prince raised its free hand, more of its talons forming into a golden shield that solidly absorbed Florian’s blow.

      But that, apparently, was exactly what Florian wanted to happen.

      The huge floor to ceiling windows leading to the Rodriguez garden shattered all at once, showering the house in a hail of shards and broken glass as massive vines snaked in from the foliage. As one, the vines raced for Mammon’s body, pulling the same trick I remembered Florian using at the Nicola Arboretum.

      With each limb caught in the iron grasp of a different, python-thick vine, Mammon was lifted into the air. The shock canceled out its own hold on Artemis, who collapsed to the ground, gasping and groping at her throat. She faded into another shaft of moonlight, escaping. Good. Best for her to be far away, and safe.

      But the battle clearly wasn’t over. Mammon was roaring, its talons growing to ridiculous proportions as it used them to cleave at the vines holding its limbs hostage. More and more vines burst into the house from out of the Rodriguez garden, but Florian was going to run out of ammunition eventually. I had to help. I turned to the Vestments, calling for a weapon, when Quill’s voice made the room tremble.

      “Come to me. Honor your pact.”

      A dozen men and women teleported into the room, some clutching weapons, some cupping arcane flames in their hands. Were these Quill’s friends? Badass. I liked these odds a lot better.

      “Nicely done,” I called out to Quill. “Evens the fight out a little.”

      The impassivity on Quill’s face, the total absence of emotion, that should have been the first clue. The second, which I noticed far too late, was the smell of brimstone.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      Quill pointed at me. “Seize him.”

      Twelve demons rounded on me, a tightening ring of bodies. I clenched my teeth, turning in a circle to watch for the first signs of attack. To one end of the room, Florian was battling a demon prince. To the other, Quill leaned against the far wall, turning the pages of some book he’d picked up off the ground, looking almost bored. My gaze shot past the circle of demons, connecting all the way with Quill’s eyes.

      “You fucking traitor,” I shouted. “It was you all along. You sent those demons from the start.”

      Quill chuckled, then shrugged. “Guilty.”

      “Then you’re also a demon prince?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Then who the fuck are you?”

      He shut his book, then returned it neatly to the destroyed bookcase on the floor. Quill grinned, his smile seeming sharper. “I told you already. It’s complicated.”

      I bared my teeth, accepting the golden sword that appeared in my hand from the Vestments. “I’m going to collect your head for this.”

      Quill shouted. “What are you idiots waiting for? I told you. Seize him.”

      One of the demons closest to me rolled his eyes in Quill’s direction, holding his spiked baseball bat tight. “Wish I could smash this right in that mama’s boy’s mouth,” he said to the knife-wielding demon next to him.

      “What?” I hissed. “Mama’s boy? Who’s his mother?”

      The demon’s head whipped towards me. Apparently he hadn’t expected me to hear. “Uh, nothing. That was nothing. I mean, death to the princeling’s enemies!”

      The whizzing of the bat came suddenly, and I twisted away in time as it zinged through the air and smashed into the ground, cratering the kitchen tile. As for princeling – did nephilim even work with demons? I knew we were the products of sin, but would we ever fall that far?

      I slashed with my sword, once, twice, taking out the guy with the baseball bat and the lady with the knife next to him. They fell to the ground, shuddering as their husks began to decompose. The most logical conclusion was possibly the worst one yet: Quill was the son of a different demon prince. I glared at him, hating that I had a circle of ten more demons to break through, wishing I could plunge my sword directly into his chest.

      But I’d missed my chance. One of the demons, who very well could have been a dominatrix fresh out of a play session, cracked her whip at me. Not a simple toy, either, but the real deal, flicked with a certain amount of practiced skill. The whip lashed around my sword hand, seizing tightly around my wrist, then squeezing so hard that I cried out. My fingers twitched as she pulled on the whip, my sword slipping out of my grip, clattering to the floor, then vanishing into a puff of nothing.

      Ah, nuts.
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      “Now,” Quill shouted. “Seize him!”

      “Again with this shit,” I yelled, struggling and kicking as more and more of the demons fell upon me. Powerful hands fought to restrain me, but when that wasn’t enough, the demons dumped onto me in a dog pile. Assholes. “I’m so sick and tired of you rat bastards, always up my ass with your bullshit and – ”

      “Mason!” My head turned towards the sound of Florian’s voice. “Suit up,” he shouted, riffling momentarily in one of his pockets, brandishing a handful of tiny pebbles.

      Wait. Not pebbles. They looked like – lima beans? Were those the seeds that Dionysus gave him? I didn’t intend to find out the painful way. Suit up, he said. I gritted my teeth, hoping against hope that I could do just as well as Raziel when it came to protective divine magic. I squeezed my eyes shut. Here goes nothing, I thought.

      Warm light enveloped my body, though not with the familiar balm of sunshine. This was different. Sunshine didn’t shape itself around the contours of your body, bending and molding. Sunshine didn’t harden into durable plates all over your torso, your legs, into an entire suit of armor.

      The demons around me gasped. I only had time to look down at myself as Florian let out another warning cry, grunting as he hurled the beans in our midst. I was in a full suit of golden armor, staring out of the slits of the visor of a helmet that wrapped fully around my head. It wasn’t nearly as ornate or as complicated as what Raziel had made, but it was a damn good try. I hoped that it was strong enough to protect me.

      The first little bean landed at my feet with a soft clatter, followed by the next, and the next. Then came the almighty kaboom.

      I would’ve been a goner if I hadn’t been cloaked in divine armor. Dionysus’s magic beans exploded with the force and fury of grenades. The demons closest to me were obliterated, splattering my armor with their infernal blood and gore. Gross.

      But still, I’d survived. The explosions hadn’t even tossed me off my feet. Grudgingly, in my heart and my mind, I sent a quiet, prayerful “Thank you” up to wherever Raziel was. Yeah, fine. I guess he was my mentor after all. Whatever.

      I looked down at myself, grimacing at all the minced demon stuck to my greaves, dripping off my pauldrons and my breastplate. Aww, yuck. I wondered if I’d have to clean myself off before returning the suit to the Vestments.

      But speaking of cleanup, there were still three demons left standing.

      I was going to have to get rid of those, too. I closed my fist, feeling the satisfying crackle of my joints going up my arms. Lifting my hand, I aimed my gauntleted fist for the closest demon. Now, I don’t want to exaggerate or anything, but I fully punched his head off.

      That armor wasn’t just divine in nature, but heavily enchanted, too. It was already so light, feeling like hardly anything on my body, but it also imbued me with strength far beyond my human bounds. I didn’t have to inspect myself to know that the glyphs on my skin were working on overdrive, spilling light out of me like a huge, golden aura.

      I dealt with the second demon, screaming as I punched a hole through his chest, then tore the head off the last one. Where this thirst for violence was coming from, I couldn’t be sure, but it satisfied this primal, wanting urge inside of me. Was this how the son of Samyaza was meant to fight in battle? Was this my purpose, my mantle, as a prince of the fallen?

      It was all I could do to stop myself from throwing my head back and screaming “Mason, smash!” to the high heavens. Lifting the visor on my helmet, finally exposing my face, I looked to either side of me, murder frothing in my blood as my brain raced between the two options I had: to attack Mammon, or break Quilliam’s face.

      Upon catching sight of me, Mammon broke off from its fight with Florian, slashing itself free of the last tangle of vines. “Time, perhaps, for an expeditious retreat,” Mammon said. “Consider yourselves fortunate. This isn’t the last you’ve heard of the Prince of Greed.”

      Florian’s fist would have connected with the side of Mammon’s head if the prince hadn’t collapsed into the pool of gold at its feet, sinking into an abyss of pure, molten wealth. The two of us watched in helpless frustration as the liquid gold seeped into the ground, until it was a speck, then, until nothing was left.

      “Damn it,” I grunted under my breath.

      Well. Break Quilliam’s face it was, then. I rounded on him, taking pleasure in how his eyelashes fluttered in sudden fear, how he backed up against the wall. Stupid move. I had him cornered. With one gauntleted hand, I reached for Quill’s throat, then slammed him into the wall. Plaster fell about his head in little chips. He gasped, pawing at my hand. I pushed harder.

      “Start talking,” I said. “Because in less than a minute, I’ll have crushed your windpipe as easily as a beer can.”

      Quill laughed stutteringly. “I thought you didn’t drink.”

      I slammed him into the wall again, my other hand pressing against his chest. Dust and broken plaster clung to his hair. “I’m not fucking around, Quilliam. Who are you, and what do you want from me?”

      His head lolled around, like the pressure I was putting on his throat was cutting off his air, or maybe all the smashing of his head was making him dizzy.

      “Can’t tell you,” he breathed. “If I did, I’d have to kill you.” He laughed hoarsely. “We’d both be as good as dead.”

      Sneering, I brought my face closer to his, so close that only he could hear what I had to say. “You’re going to have to talk, because I can guarantee you this: one of us will be very, very dead, very, very soon. And it’s not going to be me.”

      “Fine.” Quill wheezed, his eyes rolling around in their sockets. “I can tell you one thing, then. Guess what.”

      I spoke through clenched teeth. “What?”

      Quill’s eyes sparked, his irises turning bright orange. I crushed my hand harder around his throat, but he only smiled. When he spoke his next word, it was through a grin, in a hoarse, taunting whisper.

      “Ignis.”

      A pillar of fire consumed him utterly, his entire body bursting into flames. I would have thought that he was dying if it wasn’t for his mocking laughter. I pressed harder with my hand, but it was like groping for thin air. He’d slipped from my grasp.

      When the flames cleared and my vision returned, all that remained was the charred, blackened imprint of a man’s body against the wall. Quilliam J. Abernathy was gone.
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      After a couple of days spent mostly sleeping and subsisting on plain frozen cheese pizzas, Florian and I finally regained enough strength to peel ourselves off our beds for more than thirty minutes. Or my couch, in Florian’s case.

      The fight against Mammon and Quill – that traitorous rat bastard – had taken a hell of a lot out of both me and Florian, physically and spiritually. And fine, so Belphegor had nothing to do with the demons. But I still wasn’t going to believe that he meant me anything but ill.

      Yet our problems were far from over. Too many clocks were ticking. The rent was due real soon, but we could barely work, much less stay upright for very long. We were just counting down the days until our landlord busted our door open and kicked us out.

      “Hey. Florian. Florian.” I was hoping my voice would carry through my bedroom door and into the living room. Florian’s half moan, half grunt told me he was at least half listening. “Do you think – if we find a spot somewhere in the woods – do you think you could make us a house out of vines and bark? Just, like, grow one out of the ground.”

      After about half a minute, his response came. “I dunno. And then what? We just live our lives in the forest?”

      “Yeah, dude. Two Tarzans, Tarzan-ing it up in the California wilds. No rent to pay, ever. We could live on what nature provides us. Or, you know, you could grow fruit out of your bare hands or whatever it is you do.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah? And you’d still have to get better at warding magic, keep away the crazies that want to kidnap your nephilim ass.”

      I shoved my face in my pillow and groaned. “Ugh. Don’t remind me.”

      That was when the phone rang. Dionysus. I picked up, murmuring a groggy “Hello?” into the receiver.

      “Well, hello yourself, Mason,” Dionysus purred. “Time to pick yourself up and go to the hardware store. Buy some nails while you’re at it. Artemis has more work for you.”

      I stretched out along my bed, my feet sticking out past the frame, my body fighting every impulse to leave its creaky, squeaky comforts. “And when do we get paid for our work, exactly?”

      “We’re still working that out,” Dionysus said stiltedly. “Artemis has had surprising difficulty adjusting to modern currency. Oh, I say difficulty, but really, I should have simply said stubbornness. All she has are jewels and gold coins. We need to get those pawned first, perhaps in the Black Market. That will take some time. You do understand, don’t you?”

      I sighed, staring up at the ceiling. Entities, am I right? “Whatever, man. We’ll do it. Even if we have to live out in the forest, we’ll still need cash to buy toilet paper.”

      It took me and Florian less than an hour to drag our still-exhausted corpses out of the apartment, and we certainly remembered to buy nails this time around. Based on the last session, I knew I could use the Vestments to pull up the closest approximation of the tools I would need for the job. Battle axes chopped wood just as nicely as regular ones did, with the added bonus of looking slightly cooler.

      Time would tell if I could use a full-blown mace to hammer nails into wood, but I supposed that I could scrounge around and look harder for some kind of celestial war mallet. I had money to buy some nails, sure, but actual tools? Pass. We were going to use the last of our money on frozen pizzas. We still needed to eat, damn it.

      At least passing through the Nicola Arboretum and actually entering Artemis’s domicile was uneventful, and I’d wised up since the last time we came to work. I dressed nice and comfy in a tank top and a pair of shorts, and even brought a pair of sunglasses. Artemis welcomed us gruffly, as did Priscilla, who presented us with our regulation coconuts. I couldn’t lie, though. Just seeing Priscilla reminded me of her cooking prowess and the fact that we were going to get at least one fantastic meal out of the bargain. Man can’t live on toaster pizzas alone.

      Some time before lunch, Artemis called me over, looking like she had a list of things she needed doing.

      “More of these flat-pack furniture things to deal with,” Artemis told me. “And I’m going to need you to put up some little structures this time. A cute little shed over there, and maybe a gazebo, if you can swing it.”

      I squinted at the places she indicated, then nodded. “I can certainly try.”

      “The point is to make them sturdy. Perfection and prettiness aren’t important. Take all the wood you need from the trees around here. Even if your buildings look crappy, we can always get Florian to throw some moss and vines all over them and everything.” She pursed her lips and nodded, her eyes going distant as she imagined the end result. “With or without shitty handiwork, we’re going to make this place look like it’s fit for elves, damn it.”

      I pouted. “Hey, give me some credit. I’ll try to make them pretty. Also, did you just say elves?”

      “Guys?” Florian walked up and positioned himself between the two of us, which was a little too close for comfort by most standards. “We need to talk.”

      My eyes flitted from him, to Artemis, then back. “Right now? Buddy, we’ve got work to do, and it kind of sounds to me like you’ve got something private you want to share, so maybe save it for when we’re back at the – ”

      He put his hand up. “This can’t wait, and it’s meant for the both of you. You’re some of the only people I actually trust in this world, and I think you deserve to know.”

      The relaxed, carefree demeanor that Artemis almost always wore melted from her expression, and she stood to attention, folding her arms and watching Florian intently. “If this is important to you, then I’m all ears.”

      I pretty much copied what Artemis was doing, trying not to appear so flustered. “Yeah, me too, man. I’m listening.”

      “Okay,” Florian said. He looked at the ground, up at the sky, then shut his eyes, taking in a massive quantity of breath, like he was building up to some major reveal. I won’t deny, I was getting a little anxious, and maybe a little excited about it, too. “I’m not a dryad.”

      Artemis scoffed, rolled her eyes, then waved a hand, as if to show Florian that it wasn’t a big deal. “No such thing as man-dryads. I knew from the start. Everyone knew.”

      “What?” My head whipped between the two of them, and I frowned. “I sure as hell didn’t. What are you, then?”

      Florian’s gaze dropped to the ground, and his voice fell to an embarrassed murmur. “I’m an alraune.”

      Artemis nodded. “Well, now that makes more sense.”

      I glanced between them again, confused. What the hell was an alraune? What was I missing? But I knew in that moment that Florian didn’t need much more than my acceptance. He’d been a great friend throughout, and it didn’t matter whether he was a dryad or an – whatever that other thing was. I clapped him on the shoulder, squeezing hard.

      “Hey, doesn’t matter what you are. You’re my buddy, and a great roommate. Okay?”

      That was more than enough. Florian’s eyes glinted as he looked at Artemis, then at me, brimming over with gratitude. He turned right back around and headed to the next barren parcel of land, coconut in hand, ready to fill the empty dirt with the beauty of verdant wonder.

      As soon as he was out of earshot, I turned to Artemis, the creases in my forehead enough of a question. “What was that all about?” I whispered.

      Artemis sighed. “I’m going to take it that you don’t know about alraunes.”

      “What, and you do?”

      “Hey. Goddess of the hunt. I know quite a bit about animals, and I’m pretty familiar with mythical and magical creatures, too.” She held out her palm and a book appeared in her hand, flipping on its own to show an illustration of something that seemed to be half human and half plant. It looked nothing like Florian. In fact, the picture was of a young woman emerging from the petals of an enormous flower. Think the Venus de Milo, but with a rose instead of a seashell.

      “Wait. Where did you get that book?”

      “Shush,” she said. “Shut up, shut up. Look, see for yourself.”

      Artemis handed me the tome, and as I read the entry I slowly began to understand. Alraunes were nothing like dryads, which were ancient Grecian nature spirits. An alraune was a creature that originated from Germany. An alraune, the book said, was created when the blood or the semen of a criminal who died by hanging spills on the earth.

      “Oh, wow,” I muttered, handing back the book. “This is hardcore. Also, this really explains why he doesn’t know jack shit about Greek mythology.”

      Artemis shut the pages with one hand, the tome disappearing with a comical pop. “It also explains why he’s so embarrassed about what he is. You know who your father was. He didn’t. All he knows is that the man was a dead criminal.” She cupped her chin, a finger poking at her bottom lip. “Yet it’s interesting, isn’t it? How the two of you ended up crossing paths. You’re both the consequences of the actions of your fathers.”

      “Of their sins.”

      “Essentially, yes.” Artemis’s lips broke into a warm smile. “Though no one is truly, completely sinful, are they? No one is beyond redemption.”

      I laughed uncertainly. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about right now.”

      “What I’m saying, I guess, is that I’m grateful.” She cocked her head over her shoulder. “Thanks for saving me back there. You know, that whole deal with the Prince of Greed.”

      I shrugged. “No worries. It was the right thing to do.”

      “It was,” she said. “And, you know, technically it was your fault a demon prince nearly sucked me up like a Mai Tai.”

      “R-right.”

      “And I’m sure it wasn’t a coincidence that Mammon picked the Rodriguez witches specifically to pull off their shenanigans.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at her. “How do you mean?”

      The corner of her mouth curled into a wry smile. “Put the first syllables of their names together. Maria and Monica.”

      “Mammon.” My mouth fell open. “That’s – that’s so annoying, and dumb, and petty.”

      “Sounds exactly like a demon to me.” Artemis shrugged. “It’s like you’ve never had to deal with them before.”

      I sighed. “I’ve had to deal with them tons. And I’m still going to, unless I can magically pull ten thousand bucks out of my butt.”

      She patted me on the back. “Hey. Mason. Just so you know, if I had ten grand sitting around?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I still wouldn’t lend it to you.”

      “Very funny,” I grumbled.

      She pulled her hand back, shaking it off. “Ugh. You’re all sweaty.”

      I chuckled, then flexed my arms. “It’s all this sexy man-labor.”

      She tutted, then rolled her eyes, only going quiet when her gaze settled on the horizon. I knew that the weather and the sunshine was under her total control, and it looked like she was going to allow her domicile to transition into sunset. Artemis’s dimension turned into a painting of amber, orange, and purple. I held my breath, marveling at its beauty.

      “It’s really starting to come together,” Artemis said, her chest rising and falling as she gave a deep, contented sigh. “It’s starting to look like home.”

      Home. I wish I knew what it meant. “It sure is,” I said, smiling despite the fact that she wasn’t looking at me. Artemis was transfixed by a sunset of her own making, and I couldn’t blame her. It was breathtaking.

      “Over there.” She pointed at a little plot of land close to the center of the domicile, right smack between the entrance portal and Priscilla’s jungle kitchen. “That seems like a nice spot for a hut.”

      I rolled my neck around, my joints popping as I tried to envision how it might look. “I could probably put one up there. Nice little shack.”

      “Give it a cute little porch, and a few windows for circulation. Make sure it’s all pretty. And comfy. Something you’d like to live in yourself.”

      I thought my heart stopped just then. I fought to keep my voice steady as I turned to her. “Artemis? What are you saying right now?”

      She smiled, tilting her head at me. “Mason Albrecht. How would you like to live here?”
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      “Hand me a knife,” Raziel said.

      I sighed, summoning a dagger from the Vestments, tossing and catching it in my hand as it made a sharp little somersault in the air. “I really don’t know if this is going to work.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “You mean the knife, or the entire reason we came out here?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Both? Pick one.”

      I tossed the dagger again, the sun glinting against the gold of its blade as it danced in a perfect circle. It was a beautiful day out in California, in a county I’d forgotten to ask Raziel about, but somewhere more remote and certainly less urban and populated than Valero. It was an open field of grass. Just grass, as far as the eye could see. I had to squint to even make out the road because Raziel had asked us to hike a full twenty minutes away.

      “So nobody sees,” he said. That was his mysterious non-explanation.

      And yes, we made up. I summoned him with my own blood again, then brought him to a nice, hip café to buy him a good, proper cup of coffee. Three cups, actually, along with two slices of cake, and a strudel. Raziel said I deserved to pay through the nose for being a jerk. He was right, as he so frequently was.

      Florian blinked at Raziel, raising his hands questioningly as he looked around the vast expanse of grass. “So nobody sees what, exactly?”

      “What Mason is about to do. Now, again, please hand me the knife.”

      I shook my head and passed it over. Raziel took the blade from me, handling it hilt-first, and smiled.

      “You’re getting better at this. Florian told me about the suit of armor you made. Was that inspired by me?” Raziel batted his eyelashes. “Do I inspire you, Mason?”

      My skin went crimson, and I fumed at him, stammering. “Don’t flatter yourself. Florian gave me the idea. He told me to suit up. I did what I had to do in that situation to protect myself.”

      “And indeed you did. No suit of armor you could have borrowed through the Vestments would have given you quite that much strength, Mason. That was all you. The armor might have come from upstairs, but its enchantments? You created them.”

      I looked down at my hands, staring at my palms. Creatio ex nihilo. This was a game changer. The pit of my stomach bubbled with tingling excitement.

      “So the armor, was that the creatio stuff you were talking about, or the Vestments?”

      “In time, I think there will be very few differences. The lines will begin to blur as your mastery of one enhances the other. Though ultimately, the objective is to never have to borrow anything at all. To create everything you could possibly need. Imagine.”

      “Think of the possibilities,” I murmured.

      “Indeed,” Raziel said. “Now turn around, Mason.”

      I squinted at him, but obeyed anyway. “Why, exactly?”

      “So I can slice your shirt off your body. It’s easier if I do it from the back.”

      I sprang away from him, my hands instinctively clutching at my chest. “Now, you listen here. I don’t know what kind of perverted little game you’re playing, but if you wanted to see me shirtless, all you had to do was ask. I love this shirt.” I thumbed its material, glaring at him reproachfully. “I paid five whole dollars for it.”

      He scoffed. “And here I thought I could finally help you be rid of it. That thing is hideous.”

      “And you’re an elitist snob.” I pulled my shirt over my head, tucking it into my waistband for later. Good thing the day was nice and warm. “So, what now? There’s a reason you dragged us all the way out here to the middle of nowhere.”

      Florian gave Raziel one crooked eyebrow. “Yeah, man. This is super sketchy.” He fiddled with his trousers. “But if you want us naked – ”

      “Keep your pants on,” Raziel hissed. He tossed the knife into the air, watching as it spun, then disappeared. “This is about Mason. You’ve seen now that your experience with the Vestments has deepened, that you have grown somewhat in power.” He smiled at me, pushing his fists proudly into his hips. “You’re going to love what’s about to happen.”

      I grunted when Raziel grabbed me and turned me in place, and I tried to stay dutifully still when he traced his fingers across my shoulder blades, whispering in that strange tongue the celestials used. I knew I had glyphs back there as well, similar to the ones branded all over my chest and stomach. But something was different this time. Parts of my back and my shoulders felt changed, even warmer, as Raziel continued his incantation. Finally, he patted me on the neck, then stepped away.

      “You couldn’t have handled this with your limited understanding of your power before,” he said quietly. “No offense meant.”

      I shrugged. “None taken.”

      “Only stating facts, Mason. You needed to be stronger to perform this particular feat, if that makes sense. Now your soul, I’d wager to say, is more than powerful enough. At least to let you experience this new joy for a time, even if it is only brief.”

      I threw my hands up and turned around, clomping my feet. “I give up. What new joy are you talking about? You’ve been cryptic for hours, dude, even more than usual. Spill.”

      That was when the sunlight touched my back, tracing its own invisible fingers over the sigils drawn there. I turned my head over my shoulder, right, then left, weirded out by the eerie, almost electric sensation of something being stuck to my back. No, of something – oh God – something sprouting right out of my skin.

      I looked again, my breath catching in my throat as I saw them there, hooded like canopies of golden leaves to either side of my body. Wings. Enormous wings, like I was in the embrace of some great golden bird. It took me a second to understand the looks of excitement on Florian and Raziel’s faces.

      Those wings were mine.

      Imagine the feeling of getting up from your desk after hours and hours of bone-crunching, mind-numbing work. Imagine the pleasure and thrum of blood your body feels when you finally stretch those tired muscles, lengthening the bits of you that were strung too tight, the sensation of release and relax.

      Now multiply that feeling by ten. No. By a hundred.

      I was ecstatic. The grass rushed at my feet with every beat of my wings, scattering as I folded and unfurled them. I hadn’t known about them minutes ago, but using them felt so natural to me, so instinctive. I let them stretch as far as they would go, watching in amazement when I found that my entire span was even longer than my own height.

      “Holy shit, you guys,” I breathed.

      Florian was too stunned to speak, his mouth opened wider than I’d ever seen. Raziel, on the other hand, beamed at me with precious pride.

      “This is what you are, Mason,” he said, a gentle quaver in his voice. “This is who you are.”

      I walked in a circle, stupidly gawping at the sight of my own wings, bending them so I could see every gleaming feather, every filament like a slender wire of delicate gold. Then I looked up at Raziel with what I knew was a face filled with fragile hope.

      “Can I use them to – you know.” I pointed up at the sky.

      Raziel parted his hands. “Why do you think we came all the way out here?”

      God, I could have hugged him right then. But I was too damn excited. I wasn’t going to know if I didn’t try, right? I glanced around us, observing the open field, and realizing it didn’t matter where I tried to take off. Any spot was going to offer me a decent running start.

      I thought back to Belphegor, of all people, and how he’d unfurled his own leathery wings to blast off into the sky. He’d taken a running start back in the alley when we were both evading the Lorica. I didn’t know if my tenuous friendship with him would ever amount to anything in my favor, but that was a concern for a different day. A running start it was, then.

      My breath hitched as I watched the distant horizon, focusing on the farthest point I could find. I didn’t even think about stretching, just picked a direction and took off, my sneakers stomping into the grass as I ran, my arms pumping a rhythmic swing. My wings dragged behind me, and I felt the wind catching in the filaments, the feathers of gold.

      Now or never, I thought. I leapt, my feet propelling me off the ground. I jumped, and just – kept on jumping. The air carried me up. I beat my wings once, twice, and the wind took me higher.

      Dear God. I was flying.

      My heart soared just as my body did, my pulse racing as I sped through the sky. Nothing in my life had ever felt as good, as freeing. My debt to Belphegor was mostly paid, and Florian and I were closer friends than ever. Even better, the two of us finally had a real home, bunking with a goddess, no less, and her friendly guardian gorilla. I had friends, a home. I had family.

      But more importantly, I found what I wanted all along. Freedom. Just the briefest, smallest taste of it. I felt its sweetness on my tongue, in the air that streamed into my lungs as I parted my lips and whooped in open delight. I laughed, and it felt like laughing for the first time in a long time. In its many voices, the wind laughed with me, running loving fingers through my hair.

      Higher, the wind said. Higher, my heart sang. And far below, I was pretty sure it was exactly what my friends were telling me, too, between Raziel’s measured cheering and the alarming thunder of Florian’s hands as he clapped in encouragement.

      So up, and up, and up I flew, the sun touching my face, the clouds parting in my wake. For a few moments, the question of my heritage ceased to matter. No. That was wrong. It mattered more to me than ever. I liked the human half of me. That was cool. But for the first time since I discovered who I was – nephilim, princeling, and heir – I felt good about being an angel. Me. An angel. Flying!

      I wondered if my father could see me, wherever he was. I wondered if Mom could, too. I let the wind dry my tears as I rocketed through the clouds, as I spun and barreled towards the stratosphere, as the air whistled between the gaps of my fingers.

      My laughter, like my heart, filled the open sky.
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