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      The pain inside me was unbearable. Imagine snakes slithering around in your belly, every tumble through your bowels creating another horrible, twisting contraction that makes your innards reverberate with sour agony. Imagine a throat full of acid, your own body blazing on the inside, but drenched with cold sweat on the surface.

      Now roll it around in broken glass. Dump some kerosene on it. Set it on fire.

      I writhed, I wriggled, my clothes stained clear through with sweat. My insides were burning. I was dying. I had to be dying. But through the tears, I caught a glimpse of a dark shape moving towards me, the bulk of his body blocking most of the light.

      Florian, sweet, foolish Florian. My dearest friend. I reached out to him, my last, my only hope, as my chest and my stomach churned like fire.

      “Florian,” I groaned. “Please. I’m dying.”

      He nudged me with his foot. “Quit with the dramatics, will you? Just a little flying sickness. That’s all.” He nudged me with his other foot.

      I groaned again, slapping his leg away. “Stop it. Hey, quit it. I’m sick.”

      “Obviously.” He looked around my hut, the one I’d built with my own two hands in Artemis’s domicile, and he frowned. “Looks like you’ve been sick all over the place.”

      I waved a hand around our general vicinity. “I got most of it in that bucket over there. Don’t judge me. Raziel didn’t tell me that this was a side effect of sprouting wings and flying for the very first time. How the hell was I supposed to know?”

      “Listen. Buddy. It was your first time, that’s all. You got overexcited and exerted yourself a little too much. I’m sure next time’s going to be better.”

      “There’s not going to be a next time,” I grumbled, my forearm pushed over my mouth.

      Florian gave me a bright smile, the kind you make when you’re trying to be a great, supportive friend, which he was. “But don’t you remember the joy of the flight? You couldn’t stop talking about it the whole drive back to Valero. You had the time of your life.” He looped his finger around in a long curlicue through the air. “All those barrel rolls you did.”

      My stomach gurgled. “Oh my God. Stop. You’re going to make me hurl.”

      He shrugged. “I’m just trying to help. Speaking of, what do you need me to do for you?”

      My forearm slid up to my brow, which was drenched with cold sweat. My lashes fluttered as I tried to focus on Florian’s face. “Here’s how you can help. Tell Priscilla I’ll miss her. Tell Artemis I’m sorry I ate all her snacks. And tell Raziel – ”

      Florian frowned at me, but he bent closer anyway, curious.

      “Tell Raziel that he’s a fucking asshole.”

      Florian sighed. “Listen. You’re not going to die. Probably. Also, I can’t believe you got into her snacks. I’m pretty sure Artemis is going to be super pissed about that. You know how she gets about junk food.”

      Snacky Yum-Yums, specifically, these cheesy, puffy snacks that the goddess of the hunt seemed to be so fond of. The gods of ancient myth complained all the time about how the world had changed, how they weren’t nearly as powerful now that mankind no longer worshipped at their temples or even believed they existed. But they sure as hell weren’t complaining about modern luxuries.

      Artemis loved – fucking loved her Snacky Yum-Yums, and Dionysus was happiest when he was running his night club, which was well and good, because it meant that he wasn’t going around razing the countryside with his maenads in bloody berserk frenzies. And Apollo? Apollo was just horny. Super horny. But let’s not get into that.

      What mattered the most were my insides, and making sure they remained my insides, because I’d spend the past day or so examining my outsides and checking that they didn’t have bits of my internal organs stuck in them. I covered my mouth as another spasm threatened to make things rocket out of me in a flurry of chunks. Raziel was going to get it from me next time I saw him. He was gonna get it good.

      Something creaked. It was the door to my hut, light spilling in as it swung open, and I lifted my hands to shield my eyes, exactly like a vampire. Everything hurt, and even just the touch of sunlight on my eyeballs was like being beaten in the head with a baseball bat. I dug my fingers into my sweaty temples, willing my headache away. I promised myself that I was going to find where Raziel kept all his precious designer clothes. Note to self: bring kerosene, and a box of matches.

      The sudden intrusion of light faded as heavy feet plodded towards me. I focused on the threshold, smiling when I saw Priscilla the gorilla shutting the door behind her. She shambled to my bed, dressed in her pink apron, her lips arranged into the world’s most endearing smile.

      A spasm went up from my stomach and I twisted in the sheets again. It didn’t happen very often, but whenever I felt really sick, or in pain, part of me just really wanted my mom to be around, to wipe the damp strands of hair off of my forehead, to pat me on the back of my hand and tell me things were going to be okay. In a strange and unexpected kind of way, it felt like Priscilla was filling that role, just the tiniest bit.

      “Ook,” she grunted, holding out her hands. “Ook, ook.”

      It was a freshly split coconut, its milky white juices sloshing tantalizingly in its half shell. I licked my lips at the sight of it, pushing myself off the bed carefully.

      “Can I – should I even be drinking this?”

      “Ook,” Priscilla repeated, pushing the coconut into my hands. Its shell was smooth and cool against my skin, like she’d taken the time to soak it in a river – or, more likely, retrieved it from one of the refrigerators Artemis had us haul into the domicile. Priscilla lifted her hand to her lips, mimicking sipping from a bowl.

      Florian nodded. “You know, coconut water is actually really well known for its nutrients and its hydrating properties. You need to replace all those fluids you’ve been losing. Gotta get those electrolytes, and coconuts have a ton of them.”

      Priscilla nudged her head at him. “Ook,” she said, in a way that sounded vaguely like “This guy knows what’s up.”

      So I took the coconut, sipping slowly, at first, then downing its contents over the course of a delicious, refreshing half minute. The fire burning in my body was dying a slow and tasty death. I rubbed my forearm across my chin, wiping off the stray drops of juice that had spilled there, then gave a long, happy sigh.

      I grinned at Priscilla gratefully. “You know, that does hit the spot. I feel a little better.”

      “Great,” Florian said. “Now get up. We’ve got work to do.”

      My muscles drooped, and I fell immediately back into bed, one hand still clutching an empty coconut. “But I’m tired,” I said, drawing out the word, whining at the ceiling.

      “No. Mason Albrecht, we have a commitment. We need to go see Beatrice Rex about a purse.”

      My nose wrinkled. “Screw Beatrice.”

      Florian sighed. “Hah. I wish.”

      I looked at him and giggled – which, in retrospect, was a weird thing for me to do. I had to chalk it up to my illness. “Somebody’s got a crush.”

      It was hard to really tell in the dimness of the hut, but I was pretty sure Florian was blushing. “That’s not – you’re being a child. Little brat. Priscilla. Plan B.”

      “Ook.”

      I made my body as heavy as I could, clutching the underside of my mattress as Priscilla cracked her knuckles and approached me. “Plan B? What the hell is Plan B?”

      All the strength left in my body plus whatever extra power my nephilim blood gave me did jack squat. Priscilla picked me up like a rag doll, throwing me over her back like a bundle of wet spaghetti. My stomach connected with her massive shoulder as I landed there and I very nearly spewed again.

      “Put me down,” I yelled. “If this is Plan B, I don’t even want to know what Plan A was. Priscilla, come on, put me – ”

      “We have a commitment, and we’re going to keep it,” Florian interrupted sternly. “We need to sell wine to Dionysus so you can afford your damn invisibility thong, but we need Beatrice to lend us a magic purse to transport the wine in the first place. This is all about you, Mace.”

      “Couldn’t this wait until tomorrow?” I placed both my hands like a visor over my eyes as Priscilla kicked my door open, carrying me out into the sunshine of Artemis’s domicile. “You’re only in a rush because you want to see lover girl again.”

      The green of Florian’s eyes went so much darker. “Priscilla.”

      “Ook?”

      “River.”

      My fingers clawed for purchase, digging into Priscilla’s hide, desperately clenching for dear life. I always knew that she was no ordinary gorilla, but the strength she demonstrated that day really sealed it for me. Priscilla hurled me like a sack of lumpy potatoes, and the wind whistled in my ears as I sailed through the air. It was just like flying, which made my stomach burble all over again.

      I made myself another promise, just before my face hit the water. Next time I saw Raziel, I was going to shave his fucking head.
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      Okay, to be fair, getting dunked in the river just outside my hut did me a world of good. Or it could have been the incredible power of that little coconut and its naturally occurring electrolytes. Long story short, giving myself a good scrub, toweling off nice and dry, and running a comb through my hair for good measure actually did make me feel a lot better.

      Sometimes you just need an extra nudge to get off your butt and do something about your situation. That, or get thrown in a river by a gorilla in a pink apron.

      Artemis was nowhere to be found when Florian and I were making our way out of the domicile, which probably meant that she was secreted in one of the many wooden structures she’d made me put up since we started construction.

      She’d designated a bunch of buildings and named them things. “Here’s the clubhouse, and that’s – I guess that’s the toolshed.” But for the most part, the structures were just places for her to stuff her alarmingly useless collection of human junk.

      And junk food, too. One shed was packed to overflowing with chocolate snack cakes, but the holy grail was the tiny hut where Artemis kept all the Snacky Yum-Yums. I gulped as we walked past it, making a mental note to replenish her supply as soon as possible. Don’t ask why I developed a craving for cheesy puffs while I was hurling my guts out. It probably didn’t help me recover any faster.

      “You go first,” Florian said, gesturing at the shimmering portal in the domicile’s nexus, a large, green doorway in the shape of a leaf.

      “Happily,” I said, passing through, no longer as nervous as I once was of interdimensional travel.

      I just had a fussy stomach, I guess. I puked my guts out the first few times I experienced teleportation, and entering the domiciles of supernatural entities always made me feel a little queasy. Looking back, I should have known that flying would have had a similarly nauseating effect. I thought I was pretty fit when it came to physical stuff, but supernatural methods of transportation tended to expose a surprisingly delicate other side to my constitution.

      But it was still Raziel’s fault, damn it.

      The ambient warmth and humid heat of Artemis’s home fell away as Florian and I entered the actual reality of Valero, California, right where the goddess’s tether was situated. Gods liked to keep multiple doorways to their realms, and the one we used just happened to be located in the Nicola Arboretum, tied to a small, mossy statue of a fox.

      I sipped in the fragrant, verdant air of the botanical gardens, relishing the satisfaction of stretching my arms as far as they could go. Yeah, that was the ticket. Nothing like a good stretch. Granted, it wasn’t as satisfying as that time I got to stretch my wings, but I wasn’t kidding when I said I wasn’t sure about flying ever again.

      And those wings conveniently vanished when I landed back on terra firma, receding back under the sigils on my skin. They could stay hidden, as far as I cared, at least until I learned how to fly without needing an air sickness bag strapped to my face.

      “We should just walk it,” Florian said.

      I nodded in agreement. “Great idea. Nice day for it, anyway.”

      We were getting a decent stipend from Artemis for our work. Nothing life-changing, but just enough for me and Florian to save up a little for some luxuries here and there. Priscilla kept us nice and fed, so that was a bonus, but us boys knew that we weren’t out of the woods yet as far as finances went. If hoofing it to Silk Road meant that we could save on a little chunk of change, then so be it. Not the shortest walk, but I figured a little exercise and fresh air would be good for me.

      “Tell me again why we’re off to see your girlfriend,” I said, managing to keep my smirk mostly to myself.

      “It’s – she’s not my girlfriend,” Florian said, blushing. With a deep tan, moss-green eyes, and hair in tight curls like tendrils and vines, his features clearly took subtle cues from the less human half of his physiology. That included his height, too, and it was fun pushing his buttons, seeing this six-foot something slab of meat get all flushed and flustered. “I just think she’s cute, and it’s fun to flirt with her. And why am I even talking to you about this, anyway? Like I said, she agreed to lend us her purse.”

      I cleared my throat, kicking at a pebble, suddenly feeling playful and cocky now that I wasn’t two coughs away from turning my body inside out. “Lend us her purse. Is this some sort of euphemism for something? Is that how you kids talk nowadays?”

      “Mason, I swear. Plan B was us being nice. We could have gone all the way to Plan C.”

      I cocked an eyebrow, studying his face. “And what was Plan C?”

      Florian’s eyes narrowed into slits. “You don’t want to know. Now stop teasing me. Beatrice’s purse is like one of those, whatchamacallit, bottomless bags.”

      “Hmm?” I snapped my fingers in understanding. “Oh, I’ve heard about those. They’ve got a little dimension hidden on the inside. You can put tons of stuff in them and they never get heavy.”

      “Or bulge up, or anything,” he said. “Right. And since we don’t exactly drive and neither of us is up to paying for a service to haul fifty jars of wine all the way to Dionysus, I figured we could borrow the purse and save ourselves a ton of effort.”

      I nodded at him and grinned. “Very smart, Florian. I’m impressed. How’d you know she had one of those sitting around?”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t, but it’s the nature of her business. Enchanted tailoring and stuff. She was bound to have one somewhere in her shop. Turns out she has several, and she’s willing to lend us this one for free.”

      “And how’d you swing that?”

      The corner of Florian’s mouth hiked up into a little grin, and he winked. “A gentleman never tells.”

      I scoffed as we went down another block, cutting into a side road sandwiched between a pair of residential buildings tall enough to keep the street shadowy, dim, and cool. I lifted my head, noting how both of them seemed so sparse, their apartments either empty or with curtains drawn across the windows.

      “Huh,” Florian said, spotting the same thing. “Everybody must be at work.”

      Just then, the fluttering of wings far too large to belong to any bird came from somewhere behind me, followed by the clicking of heels on asphalt.

      “Hah,” I said, chuckling. “Not everybody. Look who’s come to visit. About time you turned up, you huge, feathery jerk.” I cracked my knuckles. “You’ve got some explaining to do.”

      I pivoted on my heels, my feet spread apart and my shoulders wide in what I strongly believed to be an intimidating stance as I turned to face Raziel, my chin raised for good measure. Then I stopped dead.

      Raziel and I were pretty much about the same height, and I’d expected to turn around to look directly into his smug, all-knowing face. I wasn’t expecting for my head to be level with the massive and frankly terrifying pectoral muscles of a seven-foot-tall slab of angel beef.

      “Oh, shit,” I muttered, lifting my eyes, wondering where the hell this humongous angel’s neck ended and where his body began.

      “Mr. Albrecht,” came a lilting voice from somewhere behind the wall of muscle, definitely not spoken by the angel bouncer himself. “It’s been a while.”

      Ah, nuts. I knew that voice.

      The huge angel took one enormous step to his side, his shadow dispersing as he lumbered off, revealing the source of the smarmy voice: a woman with a pen in one hand and a clipboard in the other. She smiled at me, and it was the most condescending, patronizing expression anyone could form with a pair of lips.

      “Mr. Albrecht,” said Sadriel, the angel of order. “How lovely to meet you again.”
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      I locked eyes with Florian for a moment, and I knew he could read exactly what I was thinking just from the look on my face. Evading these jerks, making it so no one could find my nephilim soul flaring like a beacon on the map? That was the whole point of seeing Beatrice in the first place, and of selling the first batch of Florian’s brews to Dionysus.

      My hands bunched into fists, and my teeth clenched. This was why I left the Boneyard, too. Florian was sticking his neck out for me, putting my needs ahead of his own just so I could be sure I wasn’t being stalked by this flavor of supernatural or that at every turn. I glared back at Sadriel, hardly able to keep my temper under control despite the fact that she was flanked by four extremely large and extremely protein-obsessed bodyguards.

      “Let me guess,” I said. “You’ve been following me, tracking my every move, and now you’re here because of some obscure angelic edict I’ve violated. What is it now? Are you gonna write me up for hanging out with my dryad friend again?”

      “Alraune,” Sadriel said, adjusting her glasses.

      My muscles stiffened for a second. She knew. That was Florian’s big secret, after all. He tried to pass himself off as a male dryad – which don’t exist, by the way – because he was embarrassed of what he truly was. Alraunes are created when the blood or semen of a hanged man spills on the earth. Never knowing who his father was or what he did to deserve a hanging death was both Florian’s greatest regret and shame.

      “I know all about Florian, Mr. Albrecht,” Sadriel continued. “I’ve always known. Speaking of which. Boys?”

      Two of the bodyguards shimmered out of sight to the faint noise of fluttering wings. I whirled on my feet on instinct, sure enough finding the angels already flanking Florian. The Lorica’s Wings – their teleporters – could move incredibly fast, but apparently angels were even faster.

      My teeth were bared when I turned to face Sadriel again, every cell in my body fighting the impulse to call on the gifts of the Vestments. “What is it now?” I growled. “You barged into our home for no good goddamn reason the last time. What’s so damn important? Are you stalking us, Sadriel?”

      “Stalking is a strong word,” Sadriel said, hiding her chuckle behind her clipboard. “We – that is, my department – calculated that you would be passing through this very side street at this very moment of the day. Everyone on the west side of this building, as your companion Florian here so astutely observed, is currently occupied at work. And in this other building,” she continued, gesturing to her right, “all residents on the east side are also at their places of employment.” She pushed her pen into her chin. “With the exception of Mrs. Yamazaki, who is walking her two spitzes, and Mr. Frasier, who appears to be dead. Pity.”

      I shook my head. “You took a billion words to express a whole lot of nothing. What’s your point?”

      “The point, Mr. Albrecht, is that there is a pattern to this universe, and that pattern is order.” Her heels clicked as she stepped forward. “And when an anomaly like you enters the picture, it throws everything, how you say, out of whack. I would very much prefer for things to be in whack. Yes. Things that I can measure, I appreciate. They are predictable. Calculable. But you? Capricious. Mercurial. Uncertain. And that displeases me, and my department.”

      “And which department is that?”

      “I already told you,” Sadriel said. “It’s the Department of Extracelestial Angelic Delinquency.”

      Oh, that was right. I should have remembered. Her department’s acronym was DEAD. Very cute.

      Sadriel turned to the two angels at her side, raised one perfect eyebrow, then smiled. “Kill him.”

      I just barely heard Florian shout “No, don’t hurt him,” before he choked out a groan. The angels must have got him, but I couldn’t spare a second to check. Sadriel’s goons were closing in on me, and as the other two had just proved, it didn’t matter how enormous these bastards were. They could move unbelievably fast.

      The air just by my ear whizzed as a huge, meaty fist appeared out of nowhere. I evaded the blow just in time. That punch had been aimed right at my face. I scampered out of the way as the rest of the angel’s body materialized to join his massive hand, only to bump up against his friend, who had conveniently teleported right behind me.

      “Watch where you’re going,” the angel said, his voice deep with danger. I didn’t have time to twist away from him. Thick, powerful fingers dug into my shoulder, reached for my clavicle, and pressed hard. Very, very hard.

      I screamed, my voice only just covering the sound of my bones giving under the angel’s grasp. Tears filled my vision as the pain shot like lightning up my neck and down my chest. Was that a crack I heard? Did he splinter something? My sneakers scraped against the ground as I retreated from the angels, one hand clutching at my damaged collarbone, the other – my sword arm – hanging uselessly from the pain.

      Sadriel’s bodyguards looked at each other and laughed, their black, beady eyes glimmering with mirth and menace. You couldn’t tell the fuckers apart. Both of them wore suits and shit-eating expressions. They also had clean-shaven heads, just like the other two that had gone straight for Florian. Speaking of which, where the hell was he? I scanned the street, gritting my teeth and hoping that I could stave the pain away long enough to summon something from the Vestments.

      “He is perfectly safe, Mr. Albrecht,” Sadriel called out, her voice musical and delighted. “Pray, focus on your own survival. It isn’t Florian that is in grave danger at the moment.”

      My lips drew back, my chest filling with animal rage at just the sight of Sadriel. What did she want from me? When last we met, all she said was that she belonged to DEAD, a task force that supervised nephilim all over the world. This wasn’t supervision. This felt every bit like an assassination.

      One of the angels blurred out of existence again, just as the Vestments answered my summons. I had a hunch where the bastard was headed. Good thing the arms and armor from upstairs were so light, or my injured arm couldn’t have held them. The sword appeared in my right hand, at about the same instance that the hairs just at the back of my head rippled, moved by the sudden appearance of something large, bulky, and made of meat. I spun in a circle, aiming just above my own eye line, bringing the sword in a glimmering arc to cut through flesh, spine, and throat.

      The angel’s eyes were wide when his head toppled from where it was supposed to connect to his neck. It fell to the ground with a horrible, wet squelch, staining the asphalt with liquid and gore that was too similarly crimson to human blood. I steeled my resolve, hardening my muscles as the angel’s headless body crashed to the ground. These things weren’t human. I had to remember that. Any show of pity, any sign of weakness and I was a dead man.

      I glared at the second angel, working through the pain to grasp my sword in both hands. Show all your teeth, like an animal. Someone taught me that, once. A vampire, specifically. Show your teeth. In the hands of a killer, fear is just another weapon.

      “Bring it, you piece of garbage,” I snarled, spit flying from my lips, sweat soaking right through my shirt. And I’d just bathed, too. In a river, but still. “Come at me.”

      And damn it if the teeth thing didn’t work. The angel hesitated, parts of his body making hesitant attempts to look ferocious, but his feet were planted firmly in place.

      “I said kill him,” Sadriel said icily, her voice like a knife.

      “But ma’am.” Sweat was pouring down the side of the angel’s head, dripping into the collar of his shirt. “He just killed – ”

      Whatever the dead angel’s name had been, I never learned. Sadriel acted far too fast. She swept her arm in a semicircle, her pen leaving her fingers with the bang and velocity of a bullet. It struck the angel in the forehead, pointed end first, boring through his skull, then his brain. The angel’s eyes rolled up into the back of his head. He slumped to the ground with a heavy thud, blood pouring from the bullet – no, from the pen hole in his skull.

      “Jesus Christ,” I said.

      “Please,” Sadriel said, pushing her glasses up her nose. “Let’s not get him involved, too.”

      I lowered my sword hand, gesturing at the second angel’s corpse. “Now was that really necessary?”

      Sadriel sniffed, lifting her chin at me, her glasses glinting threateningly in the sunlight. “I don’t tolerate insubordination, Mr. Albrecht. Hesitation in a combat situation is not a trait I find admirable. Besides, they will reform, as is our way.” She sneered at the angel corpses like they had personally pissed into her oatmeal. “I pray that they will learn a valuable, if painful lesson.”

      My sword arm twitched, the blade falling from my fingers. It clattered against the ground, clanging once before disappearing in a puff of golden dust. Sadriel’s two other bodyguards reappeared at her side with Florian standing between them. He looked unharmed, and honestly a little cheerful. I could’ve socked him in the face.

      “That’s all we needed, boys,” Sadriel said. “We can go.”

      My forehead wrinkled as I barreled forward, but my pain cut me short. I clutched my arm and bit on my tongue to stop myself from crying out. Florian’s eyes went wide at the sight of me stumbling. He raced to my side, supporting me with his arms. Fine. Okay. He was forgiven.

      “That’s it?” I managed to grunt. “You showed up just to test me?”

      “Yes, Mr. Albrecht. We came to evaluate the extent of your powers.”

      “You’re crazy,” I said.

      “Crazy is right.” Sadriel raised her finger, waving it in an upsettingly patronizing manner. “Crazy obsessed with data, with making sure you aren’t a danger to those around you. Do behave, Mr. Albrecht.” She adjusted her glasses and winked, the gesture a soft, wordless threat. “We’re always watching.”

      And with that, the angel of order and her cohorts – alive or dead – vanished in a flash of light.
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      I winced as Florian prodded at my collarbone, lifting my arm and pressing his fingers along its length. It was like getting poked by a bunch of thick twigs, sort of like those massages where Russian men beat the hell out of you with wet branches, except way more uncomfortable. My arm, shoulder, and chest still hurt, but Florian said I was going to be okay.

      “Nothing’s broken,” he declared, satisfied after using his distressingly powerful hands to squeeze my body to a pulp.

      “Thanks, I think.” I rotated my arm at the socket, convinced that I was sorer than when we started.

      The angels had left no trace of their visitation. The blood was gone from the pavement, and there was no sign of Sadriel’s bullet-pen. It was probably still lodged in goon number two’s brain. Yikes.

      “So they seriously attacked us just to see what you can do in a fight?”

      “Correction,” I grumbled. “Attacked me. Where the hell were you for the fight, anyway? It’s like you disappeared.”

      “We kind of did, actually.” He pointed down the street. “There’s an alley down that way. My guys and I just sort of chatted for a bit. They wanted a break. One of them was vaping. Did you know vaping was a thing?” He leaned in close, placing his hand by his mouth, then waggling his eyebrows. “They say that Sadriel’s a hard-ass.”

      I scowled at him and folded my arms. “You don’t say. And here I was, risking life and limb for nothing.”

      “Aww, they weren’t gonna kill you, Mace. Just rough you up a bit.”

      “How could you possibly know that?”

      “I told you. My guys and I were chatting, just over there.”

      My fists clenched, as did my teeth. “Let’s just – ugh. Let’s just get this day over with. It just started and I already want to roll back into bed.”

      Where it was comfortable, I thought, and where I didn’t run the risk of having my clavicles crushed my some insane angels who all uniformly looked like secret service Mr. Cleans. Or, for that matter, demon princes who could wear whatever shape they liked, them and their brimstone-stinking minions.

      That was the one good thing I could say about angels. When they died, or at least when their husks did, they sort of just stayed there for a bit, looking convincingly like murdered human beings. My guess was that whoever invented celestial vessels wanted to send their killers on a sort of guilt trip by making the bodies look, behave, and bleed as realistically as possible.

      But my guilt gland was fresh out, especially when it came to dealing with – geez, what was Sadriel, anyway, truly? I wasn’t buying her story about her task force, or her department, or whatever it was. I mean, DEAD? Really? Mental note, I told myself. Grill Raziel about her, shortly after shaving him fully bald.

      It only took a few minutes to reach Silk Road. I hated that I was already all sweaty and maybe – just maybe – a little stinky from the scuffle with the angels. Beatrice seemed just the type to be all uppity about it, too. But we couldn’t exactly head back to the domicile just so I could take a damn shower. Whatever. She was just going to have to deal with me and my Mace musk.

      Florian and I maneuvered the perfumed, manicured crowds of Silk Road, the city’s center of luxury dining and designer goods. Even outdoors the colonnade smelled of fresh citrus, despite the total absence of anything resembling an orange or lemon tree. I chalked it up to magic each time I had to pass through the place, which made sense since the center of Silk Road did contain a fair bit of enchantment.

      “You first,” I said, letting Florian enter the manhole that would take us to the Black Market. The ring of caution tape stretched around it ensured that no civilians – the normals, that is – would take note of the nondescript sewer opening that the arcane underground used to access the illicit bazaar of wonders hiding on the other side of Valero’s reality.

      Florian disappeared into the manhole, jumping straight in, and I knew that the sound of his feet hitting the ground would never come. Our destination wasn’t technically found at the bottom of the manhole, but at the other end of the interdimensional tunnel it represented.

      I braced myself, holding my breath, tightening the muscles in my stomach. Just when I thought I was getting the hang of travel magic, too. Stupid flying sickness. I could only hope that it wouldn’t make me puke up a glorious storm once I entered.

      “Here goes,” I mumbled. I jumped in, and fell, and kept on falling for what felt like minutes, my body slipping down an empty abyss. Then out of nowhere, the ground came up to meet my feet, my landing soft and – not to brag – kind of graceful.

      Florian was standing off to the side of the market’s featureless entrance chamber. He nodded as he spotted me. “Took you long enough.”

      I clenched my jaw. “My tummy is still sensitive, and an angel tried to shatter my upper body into little bitty pieces. Come on, man. Give me a break.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Okay, sorry, geez. Forget I said anything.”

      We trudged together under the massive archway that spelled out a bright, neon welcome to the Black Market, an interdimensional mirror image of Silk Road that appeared to be made almost entirely out of dark velvet. The streets, the shops, the lampposts, you name it, all of it seemed to be sculpted out of midnight velour. The exceptions were the lights, of course, whether they were mundane bulbs or magical fires burning without smoke or heat.

      “No thanks,” I said over and over, in a kind of droning tattoo as we negotiated the market. I shook off the odd, pushy hawker who was selling me dried eels, and another one who was trying to convince me that pickled raven’s eggs were either delicious or an incredible ingredient for brewing potions. How would I even know if that was true? The only truth was that Florian and I were both brutally, heartbreakingly broke.

      Florian clucked his tongue and chuckled under his breath. “I love how her workshop is always so easy to find.”

      I followed the line of his finger and grimaced. Situated in the same quarter of the compound as the other enchanters, Beatrice Rex nonetheless stood out for her signage, which was enchanted to display her name in enormous blinking lights alongside a portrait of her huge, massive head.

      Sorry, that was mean. Beatrice has a perfectly lovely, normal-sized head, if you didn’t believe the billboard. I was just having a bad day.
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      Beatrice Rex looked much the same as the last time I saw her: still blonde, still beautiful, and still with that impetuous, dare I say bratty aura about her that quietly suggested that she was better than you. Not completely, no, of course, just in the places where it counted. Like appearance, for example. And wealth.

      “Mason,” she said, a patently false smile pasted to her lips as she greeted me.

      I could tell that every muscle in her body was straining against her urge to swivel her eyeballs down and up my body. I almost laughed when it happened. “Are you really wearing that? Here?” her expression seemed to say. I couldn’t even take offense anymore. It was just Beatrice being Beatrice. Hey, she can keep her couture and her ruffles and all that fancy stuff, okay? It was hot out, and a tank top was practical.

      And naturally, the same couldn’t be said for how Beatrice’s eyes treated the sight of Florian. They lit up as he ambled in behind me, her teeth practically sparkling as bright as her irises, as the gaudy signboard that she kept above the store.

      So things hadn’t changed when it came to our fancy fashion friend, really, unless you counted what appeared to be new stock around the store, a new collection of leather bags and accessories. One of them shifted on its shelf, then growled at me. I backed away, ready to punch it in its, uh, face? What was that thing?

      “Hi, Beatrice,” Florian practically mumbled.

      Ah. See, now that, that was one thing that had definitely changed. So very noticeably, too. I wondered why Florian’s approach had shifted so much. The first time he and Beatrice met he’d been the very picture of charm, flirting with her so hard and entrancing her so fixedly that she wouldn’t have budged if a swarm of fashion-starved looters had ripped through the store to wipe out her entire stock.

      My eyes flitted between the two of them as I allowed a few more moments of silence. I thought I was helping, but I could actually tell that Florian was squirming under Beatrice’s sticky, icky gaze. What the hell was going on? He was supposed to be our bargaining chip.

      Don’t look at me like that. Remember that time I told Florian he’d have to sell his body to help our cause? I was only half joking.

      “So Beatrice,” I said, breaking the tense silence. “Love what you’ve done with the place.”

      Her lashes twitched oh-so-subtly at the sound of my voice, and she narrowed her eyes as she turned to regard me, like I was a pile of garbage blocking her view of the sunset.

      “What? Oh, that.” She flipped her hair, using the same hand to make a grand flourish around the store. “I’m updating my product line. Why stick to fabrics, you know? Leather goods are lovely.” She steepled her fingers together and grinned. “They can command hefty prices, too.”

      “I mean, nothing wrong with diversifying,” I said, stepping over to one of the less dangerous looking handbags. Why anyone would want to own a purse that hissed and bared fangs at you was anybody’s guess. “That’s how it works, I suppose. Gotta charge what you’re worth, build your brand, because it’s all about selling your talent.”

      I figured a little healthy dose of sucking up couldn’t hurt too much, especially if Florian was leaving me to fly solo, and I was right. Beatrice batted her eyelashes at me and made the friendliest smile I’d seen on her since we walked in.

      “Color me surprised, but okay, you definitely get it, Mason.” She placed a hand on her chest, shutting her eyes and lifting her nose for full, snobbish effect. “I offer top quality goods that also happen to be exquisitely enchanted, and on top of that – ”

      “Holy shit,” I cried out. I’d just flipped over one of the price tags on a pink leather bag. Beatrice’s face screwed up with displeasure, and any good will I thought I’d built up went straight down the toilet. I couldn’t help myself. “Nine hundred dollars? For this thing?”

      Beatrice folded her arms, shook her head away from me, and harrumphed. “That thing is crafted from the finest stuff. The very finest. Genuine dragonskin, to contain its extremely potent and extremely powerful enchantment. I have to pay for raw materials, hello? Plus I have to pay my partner. I mean, hello?”

      My eyes connected with Florian’s for a moment. He looked even more anxious and crestfallen than ever. “Sorry,” I said. “Partner?”

      “That’s right. My business partner.”

      The way Florian sighed in relief, you would have thought that he’d just discovered oxygen for the very first time.

      “This entire line is a collaboration,” Beatrice continued. “I don’t know the first thing about tanning or leatherworking, but if you want someone who can make a wallet that’ll bite your fingers off, then I’m your girl.”

      “Who would want – ”

      “And besides, maybe this’ll lead to you getting something a little more practical than a magical jockstrap,” she said, leering at me, going full Beatrice, all the friendliness and charm in her lips replaced by a wicked, curved smile. “Maybe we can make you a harness instead.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “What’s with you and dressing me up in really lewd hypotheticals?” I smirked back, mirroring her expression and using her best weapon against her. “You like picturing me that way?” I said, leaning on the counter, flexing for her benefit. “Got a little crush, Beatrice?”

      Beatrice Rex flushed bright red, from her neck to the tips of her ears. If she was blushing from anger or embarrassment, I would probably never know. All I cared about was the satisfaction I got from stopping her right in her bratty tracks. But the blood drained from her face as she regained her composure, and she tucked her hair behind her ear, smiling smugly to herself. Uh-oh. I didn’t like that look at all.

      “Speaking of dressing you up,” she said, resting her chin in her hand, her elbow planted lazily on the counter. “There. That’s the bag I’m lending you boys.”

      I followed her finger to the exact same bag that she’d pointed out, a little leather cylinder with a couple of loops dyed in the prettiest, perkiest pink the world has ever seen.

      “You’re joking,” I said.

      “Nope. Take it or leave it. I’m not letting you borrow any of the others in the dimensional storage line. Too much risk for me.”

      “We’ll take it,” Florian said, an eager, simpering smile on his face.

      I glared at him. Beatrice gave me a grin as evil as the Devil himself.

      “What’s the matter, Mason?” she purred. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of wearing a little pink. It’s not like I’m trying to embarrass you or anything.” She flipped her hair and tittered. “Not very much.”

      “I can carry it,” Florian said, brushing past me, obviously in some sort of rush to get out of the store and far away from Beatrice.

      “No, I’ll take it,” I said, threading my fingers through the handles, testing its weight in my grasp. It was very light, really, despite all of the gaudy metal clasps Beatrice had slapped on for ornamentation. I dropped my wallet in, then my cellphone, pursing my lips in appreciation when the bag’s weight didn’t change. “Not bad. Nicely done, Beatrice.”

      She frowned at me, clearly annoyed that I wasn’t very bothered about having to go around town toting a pink – well, tote. “Then why were you making such a fuss out of not wanting to carry the thing in the first place?”

      I held the bag up against my shirt. “Well, at first I thought it wouldn’t go with my outfit. But then I realized it wouldn’t go with anything, anyway.” I made sure to look her in the eye, relishing the opportunity to be just as petty. “It’s kind of hideous, if I’m honest.”

      Something gleaming and metallic whizzed past my ear. I dodged at the very last second, adrenaline rushing through my veins. I had my nephilim reflexes to thank for the fact that I survived that day. I didn’t know that Beatrice Rex, or any person on earth, for that matter, could throw a pair of knife-like shearing scissors quite as hard and as accurately as she did.
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      I chugged the last of my iced latte like an animal, relishing the coolness and the faint sweetness of milk spilling down my throat. It was a hot day in Valero, like I said, and having Beatrice’s exceptionally gaudy bag pressed against my skin didn’t help. Who knew leather was so clammy and hot? Gave me a newfound sympathy for women, I’ll tell you that much. Well, women and people in the S&M lifestyle.

      Florian reached across the coffee shop’s table. “I can take that if you want.”

      I hugged the bag closer to my chest despite the sweltering heat. “No,” I growled. “I’m carrying it. It’s the principle of the thing.”

      Some dude in a tie threw me a sidelong glance as he walked past our table, giving Beatrice’s bag the stink eye. I glowered at him, and he looked away hurriedly. Hey, a man should be allowed to carry a pink leather pocket dimensional handbag. I looked down at it in my lap, frowning at its garish ugliness, wondering when I’d lost my mind and fallen into the habit of defending Beatrice’s questionable fashion choices.

      We were at Human Beans, one of my favorite cafés in Valero, hidden away in a grimier part of town. Great spot for people watching, and even better for overpriced coffees – which, granted, I shouldn’t have been spending on considering the sorry state of my finances, but shush.

      “So,” I said, narrowing my eyes at Florian. “You want to tell me what happened back at Beatrice’s shop?”

      He sniffed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      My eyes went huge. I raised my shoulders, bending over the table. “Dude. You were supposed to be our trump card, the master seducer. We could have sweetened the deal, convinced her to actually give us this – this horrible thing, instead of just lending it to us.”

      I lifted it above the table, holding it pincer-style in my fingers, like a dead fish. Surely, somewhere out there in the arcane underground, someone would pay a few hundred dollars for this abomination. Although, again, it had my stuff on the inside and still weighed nothing. Beatrice was talented, sure. Maybe her leatherworking partner just had really specific tastes.

      “You left me hanging back there.” I put the bag back in my lap, leaning into my chair, folding my hands behind my head, and sighing. “Last time you saw Beatrice you practically charmed the socks off of her. What the hell happened?”

      Florian stared at his untouched café mocha and said nothing.

      I bent in closer, speaking just above a whisper. “Is it an age thing?”

      “No, of course not.” Florian’s eyes darted left and right, like he was watching for anyone that could hear. “It’s just – I’m only getting comfortable with admitting what I really am to people, and now there’s the pressure of her finding out I’m not really a dryad.”

      “Then don’t tell her you’re an alraune. At least not yet. Florian, you two haven’t even been on a date yet. You can’t already be thinking about big secrets. What’s next, planning the wedding?”

      He chuckled humorlessly, scratching the bridge of his nose. I rubbed the back of my neck, my skin still damp with sweat, and grimaced. I had to hope that Florian wouldn’t throw my perpetual singlehood in my face. I was eighteen, never been in a relationship. The hell did I know, right? Well, compared to a dude who’s been asleep in the ground for centuries, fucking plenty, I’ll tell you that.

      “It’s just, it’d be weird to start this with a lie,” Florian continued. “You know? I mean, she’s so young and all. Would it even work?”

      I smacked my hand on the table. “So it is an age thing. She’s twenty-five, you’re four hundred. So what? It could work.”

      “Well, no,” he stammered. “I’m – uh, I’m actually just under a hundred years old.”

      My lip turned up. I could feel my eyelids drooping as I squinted at him, the suspicion building in my belly. “Wait. You told me last time that you’ve been alive four hundred years.” The numbers were too much for me to comprehend. I could hardly think in terms of decades, much less centuries. But the news flash here was that Florian was lying to me again.

      “Look,” he said, trying to head me off. “I didn’t mean to lie to you about that. I thought telling people I was much older would help explain why I’m so confused, why I don’t know enough about the modern world. It’s weirder admitting I was born more recently. I’m only just beginning to understand things because I’ve been asleep most of the time.” He ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. “You know what? You’re right, this is pointless.”

      I folded my arms. “First it was the alraune stuff, which, granted, I understand. I’m not new to the concept of being uncertain about my own parentage. But why would you lie about your age, to me of all people?” I frowned at him, leaning in closer over the table. “What else have you been lying about?”

      “Excuse me,” said a hoarse, almost cracking voice from behind us.

      I shook my head at Florian. Saved by the bell, I wanted to tell him. But we had to deal with the interruption first, which, I hadn’t noticed until then, included the fact that the day had gotten just a bit darker, as if a cloud had passed across the sun. I turned around, taking my cues from the shocked look on Florian’s face, and understood why. The man standing behind me was so tall and so broad that he blotted out the sunlight, at least from where I sat in the coffee shop.

      “Can I help you?” I said, trying to piece together if I knew him from somewhere. I didn’t mean to be so snotty, and thinking back, I didn’t have to be. He was offering a nice bit of shade from the sun, and – I realize this sounds weird – it felt like his body was radiating cold air.

      Wait.

      Something was wrong. I reached out to the Vestments for support. Human beings, no matter how large or weird they looked, didn’t run cold and crisp like people-sized cans of refrigerated soda. And this dude was wearing a suit, just like Sadriel’s angels, but he didn’t look very much like them. He was just as huge and muscular, sure – probably even bigger than her bodyguards – but his hair was white and slicked across his scalp, his cheekbones and jaw protruding at powerful angles. This was someone else. This was something else.

      “You will come with me, please,” the man said. There was something about his accent I couldn’t quite place. It was vaguely European. Germanic, maybe?

      I kept my eyes trained on the extra large stranger, my other hand clasping my – sorry, Beatrice’s handbag, damn it – and quietly, I imagined the haft of a dagger sitting in my hand. “I’m sorry,” I said carefully. “But I’m just out here enjoying a nice cup of coffee with my good friend.”

      Florian and I locked eyes as I said that. He’d acted fast. He’d already kicked off one of his shoes, putting his bare foot in the soil of a nearby potted plant. Weird to see, and comical, to most, but if he triggered his nature magic, then all hell would break loose. He could tangle this fool up in vines and tear him apart, or I could drive divine steel between a couple of his ribs and end the fight right there. No sweat. But I knew what Florian was thinking. We were in a public space occupied by normals. Lots and lots of innocent, defenseless normals. We couldn’t just violate the Veil like that. I had enough heat on me already.

      The man’s face barely moved when he spoke again. “I am afraid that I must insist.” His massive hand, nearly the size of my face, landed on my shoulder, and I nearly cried out at the freezing cold of his fingers against my bare skin. Sorry. Too bad for the arcane underground and the Veil that separated us supernaturals from the normals. This was a matter of life or death.

      I clenched my fingers as the dagger from the Vestments appeared in my hand, then drove it up into the tall man’s belly. He didn’t grunt, nor did he react at all when the blade bounced harmlessly off his stomach, which was as hard as friggin’ steel. I wasn’t expecting that. My hand twisted from the speed of my blow, and the dagger flew from my fingers, fading into dust before it even hit the ground. If the giant man was amused by my shock, he didn’t show it.

      “Florian, run,” I shouted, dancing out from under the man’s arms as he tried to lock me in a bear hug. I prepared to take off in the opposite direction, only to find a second, exact copy of my exceedingly large attacker.

      Just like Sadriel’s bodyguards, it didn’t matter that these guys were enormous. They moved with the speed of someone half their size. I didn’t even manage to let out a proprietary “Ah, nuts.” The last thing I saw before I blacked out was the massive fist connecting with my face.
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      It was cold when I came to. Well, colder, at least, and for the first time that day I regretted my decision to wear a tank top and shorts. It was dark, and the two goons had dumped me in some kind of chair. A comfy one, it felt like. I smacked my lips, wondering why my head didn’t feel like someone had caved it in. Really, it was almost like waking up from a deep, dare I say, refreshing sleep.

      Then I yawned, and an electric, stabbing pain shot through my face. I yelped, agony shooting up my jaw as I clutched it and doubled over. So that’s where the fucker punched me. I blinked back tears, gritting my teeth, praying and waiting for the angel half of me to kick in and help my cells regenerate.

      “Oh, goodness,” said a voice, this one soft and smooth as silk and honey.

      It was a familiar one, too, and my heart lurched when I realized who the giant men had taken me to. I bit down hard, fighting away the pain, refusing to show that I was succumbing to it. Just a bruise, I thought, just some busted up bone and muscle. I was going to be fine. I leaned back, gripped the sides of my chair, then slowly forced my eyes open, hoping I was wrong.

      Nope. I knew that shit-eating grin anywhere.

      The room I was being held in was brighter now, softly lit by a single, swinging incandescent bulb hanging from the ceiling, like I was in some kind of interrogation. The light made my jaw hurt even more somehow, but I held on, my fingers digging into my armchair.

      Across from me, sitting in a copy of said armchair, was the man with the silken voice. He smiled at me, wearing a suit that could have been his second skin, his dark hair swept up and out of his face, his eyes glinting with mild amusement. I grimaced, then groaned.

      “Loki,” I grumbled. “Great. Just great.”

      He chuckled softly, still smiling. “And it is a pleasure to see you once again, nephilim.”

      I rubbed the side of my jaw, my hand betraying my attempt to look like a big, strong man. “That little kidnapping attempt really wasn’t necessary. That punch really fucking hurt. It was like being hit in the face with a bowling ball.”

      Loki shook his head and tutted, looking to one corner of the room where, I just noticed, a small squad of his extra large employees were standing. “I must express my disappointment, gentlemen. I told you to be very careful with this one, didn’t I? Mason Albrecht is our guest, not just someone you club on the head and throw into a burlap sack.”

      Sack? I clutched at myself when he said it, concerned about Beatrice’s bag, but it had been sitting in my lap all along. I sighed in relief.

      “Sir,” one of the huge men said, his voice shivering. “I swear, I will do better in future. Please, don’t – ”

      Loki waved his hand. “It’s fine. Pray, don’t make this mistake again, but for now – it’s fine. But do apologize to our friend Mason here.”

      The man folded over and bowed, which was nearly comical when the bowing man in question was over seven feet tall. He was terrified. I shook my head at him, but what else was I going to do? “Yeah, whatever,” I grumbled.

      Loki waved one hand again, resting his chin in the palm of the other. “You may go. All of you. Please.”

      The men lumbered out of a door towards the back of the room, the shuffling of their feet and the commanding echoes of Loki’s voice giving away the size of it. We were in a warehouse, somewhere. I could just make out a pallet of crates in the corner.

      “You run a tight ship,” I muttered.

      “That? Oh, it’s nothing.” He buffed his nails against his jacket, smiling smugly. “It’s been a while since I’ve made an example out of any of them, because it really isn’t necessary. Frost giants are very obedient, once you show them who’s boss.”

      That explained a hell of a lot, the size of them, first off, and the radiating chill of their bodies. But Loki’s comment made me think back to Sadriel and how she’d bullet-penned one of her own men right in the face. Funny, how that worked. No matter where they came from, no matter their cultures or origins, the entities really only wanted one thing: power. I dug my nails into the leather armrests, watching, waiting for Loki to tell me exactly how he was planning to use me for his own ends.

      “I suppose you’re wondering why I summoned you here.”

      “Let’s make one thing clear,” I said. “You had Brutus over there club me in the face with a frozen ham. Nobody did any summoning.”

      That was Loki’s role in the modern world, after all. To the general public, he was Theodore Thorpe, CEO and living heir of the Happy, Inc. empire, one of the world’s largest fast food conglomerates, responsible for all things unhealthy and, okay, admittedly, delicious. All those cheese puffs that Artemis liked so much, the ones I ate? Yeah. Loki’s company was behind the mass production of Snacky Yum-Yums.

      I glanced around us, frowning, then gestured at the crates. “What’s all this? Stacked high to the ceiling, too.”

      Loki’s face lit up, and he rubbed his hands together as he stepped towards one of the crates, extracting what looked like a plain wooden box in the shape of a perfect cube. He held it out in the palm of his hand, beaming as he showed it to me. “It’s my proudest invention.”

      My eyes flitted from the box, up to his face, then down again. “The hell is that supposed to be?”

      He drew up, the twitch in his eye telling me that he was very slightly offended that I wasn’t more impressed, but Loki composed himself quickly. He cleared his throat, an easy smile returning to his lips as he started his spiel.

      “This is a new Happy, Inc. product. I call it the Cube. It’s a home assistant that does all sorts of things – plays music, controls your house’s temperature, does your online shopping for you – and I couldn’t be more excited to bring it to the public.” He patted the top of the box like it was a little pet hamster, then settled it back down in one of the crates. “It’s going to be my most phenomenal launch to date.”

      “That’s a step up from hawking hamburgers.”

      Loki flinched, his lips drawing back. I almost chuckled.

      “So,” I said. “More money for you then? Hah. What else is new.” I waved my hand around us. “Why are we in a warehouse, anyway? Why aren’t we meeting in a fancy suite in your giant office building?”

      “Big talk coming from someone who is clearly dressed to impress,” Loki purred.

      I looked down at myself, then frowned even harder. Fine. He had me there.
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      “So what am I in for, exactly? Past few weeks alone I’ve rough and tumbled with demon princes, and earlier today I had to hack an angel’s head off. Might as well have the god of deception sending his goons to jump me.” I folded my arms and smirked at him, the simple expression hurting my jaw again. “Might as well fill out my bingo card, am I right?”

      Loki’s fingers fluttered delicately to his chest, and he drew in a sharp sip of breath, gasping dramatically. “My dearest nephilim, that simply isn’t the case. You aren’t being detained here. You are Loki’s guest.”

      “Your guest?” I looked around again. “This place is a dump. Kill me and get it over with. Just promise me that you’ll drag my body someplace where the rats won’t get to it.”

      The god rolled his eyes, then sprang to his feet. “Fine. There really is no getting through to you. I liked that Dustin Graves character more, you know. He was funnier.”

      Some might call me impetuous for doing so, but I scowled even harder at Loki just then, to his very visible delight. Dustin Graves was a different story entirely, and he was the reason I got into this whole mess. It was that whole thing with the five magical swords we needed to help Dustin perform a very important ritual. At least I knew that Mammon, the demon Prince of Greed, was temporarily off my case about losing its sword. Loki, on the other hand –

      “Allow me to refresh your memory,” he said, folding his hands behind him, pacing back and forth in the ground just in front of my armchair. His heels clicked with every step, his fine leather shoes probably costing more than my entire wardrobe. “The last time we met was on a mountain. Do you recall?”

      I nodded cautiously. We needed five swords to complete my friend Dustin’s ritual, to help him acquire enough power to thwart the elements that threatened our universe. And to get Loki’s sword, we had to track him all the way to a mountain in Malaysia, on this island called Borneo. Mount Kinabalu was beautiful, just fields and forest for miles around, and that was where we found Loki locked in battle with the All-Father.

      “How could I forget?” I said, covering my mouth with one hand as I started chuckling. “If I recall correctly, Odin was kicking your ass.”

      Loki rounded on me and hissed. “He was not. I had him on the ropes, as you humans might say. But I had my sword then, to use in a fair fight against his spear Gungnir. Now, I am empty-handed. Defenseless. And that is why we sit in this dusty warehouse.”

      He let the silence linger for a moment, long enough that I had time to swallow and anticipate what he was about to say next. It wasn’t going to be pretty. Loki slammed his hands into the armrests of my chair, pushing his face alarmingly close to mine.

      I leaned back in surprise, clenching my jaw to hide my fear. The curious balance of power in the modern world had made Loki an even match for Odin, the actual All-Father of the entire Norse pantheon. I was, in comparison, as good as vermin. I decided that holding my tongue was the best option.

      “Now, nephilim,” Loki said, speaking sweetly through a grin that was both meant to intimidate and ingratiate. “I’ve heard that you have also lost the blades of the other entities, the ones you specifically borrowed and acquired for the ritual.”

      Of course he knew. The gods talked. As Dionysus liked to put it, the gods were all gossips. I raised my finger. “Okay, technically, we borrowed those for Dustin’s ritual, and I didn’t lose them. The blades scattered and disappeared when he completed the ceremony.”

      Loki leaned even closer, so much that I had no more room to squeeze against the armchair without bumping foreheads. “Do you think I give a single fuck whose fault this was? What matters is that your friend and your fool master screwed me over. They promised that they would only borrow Laevateinn for the duration of the ritual, and that it would be returned to me promptly.”

      The god stood straight up, finally giving me room to breathe. I sighed, though not in relief. Loki folded his arms as he regarded me very much as a man looks at an insect.

      “This you will do for me, nephilim. This you will do, or die. Retrieve my swords.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Whoa, wait, wait. Swords? Plural? I get that you’re mad about your blade being missing, but this is only about Laevateinn, isn’t it? That’s your sword. Just the one. That’s the one I’ll get back for you.”

      Wow, great job negotiating, Mace. But I figured getting out of the warehouse with my nuts intact was a safer bet than incurring the wrath of a god who loved to lie, run an all-powerful mega corporation, and stab people in the chest, not necessarily in that order.

      Technically, Loki was vulnerable here. Happy, Inc. constituted a part of his godly domicile, the place where he could reform and regenerate if killed. Out there in some random warehouse, very likely in the shittiest, crime infestedest part of town, a bullet through the forehead or a blade across the throat could end him. Of course, the challenge was actually hitting him before he squashed me like a bug. A god is a god, and in a world that worshipped fast food and celebrities and oligarchies, Loki was king.

      He bared his teeth and slashed his hand through the air, snarling. “I don’t care about those others. The demons, the celestials, they can keep their bloody swords. I need you to find a different set of weapons for me.”

      “Sure,” I said, sweat forming on my nape despite the cold. “Yeah, okay. Say the word.”

      A slow, satisfied smile crept across his lips, and he raised his chin even higher, staring down at me across the bridge of his nose. “Bring me the legendary armaments of my homeland.”
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      My muscles strained as I helped Florian transfer the last of the jars of wine into Beatrice’s wonder bag. I’d stripped down to my waist by then. If Valero was hot, Artemis’s domicile was even hotter. It was all that humidity. I cupped my hands to either side of my mouth, calling out to where she was, once again, lazing in a bikini on a hammock.

      “Can we turn the air conditioning up, just this once? It’s hot as balls out here.”

      Artemis picked her magazine up off her face, frowned as she angled her head in my direction, then made an extremely rude gesture with one of her fingers.

      “That was childish and completely unnecessary,” I shouted. Artemis dropped her magazine back over her face and ignored me. She was still mad about the Snacky Yum-Yums.

      “Never mind that,” Florian said. “You can cool off with a shower once we’re done here.” He wrinkled his nose and sniffed. “You could really use one.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Got it. Smell like garbage. Message received. I can’t believe you were just hanging out with those frost giants.”

      That was how I found Florian, after Loki had so kindly allowed me to leave the very large room where he’d discussed the three things he wanted me to find for him. I went through the one door that the frost giants used as an exit, only to find them sitting around a folding card table and drinking beers. With Florian, of all people.

      “Traitor,” I grumbled, scowling.

      “Hey,” he said. “It’s not my fault that all these gigantic, scary dudes are weirdly nice to me. Must be my height, makes them feel like I’m one of them. Those angel bodyguards weren’t so bad, and the frost giants, they had really interesting things to say about craft beer.”

      “Ugh,” I grunted, slowly lowering the last jar of wine into Beatrice’s bag. “Spare me.”

      “Fine, be that way.” Florian pushed his fists into his hips. “Tell me again, in plain English, what Loki wanted from you.”

      I sighed. “Well, first off, it’s hardly English. He wanted three legendary weapons.”

      Florian clucked his tongue and shook his head. “None of which I’ve ever heard of, I have to admit.”

      “Not that I’d expect you to.” I plunked down on the ground, stretching my legs and my arms, reaching for one of those coconut shells Priscilla loved to ply us with. “So, he wants his sword back, first of all. It’s like his signature, you know? Thor has Mjölnir, Odin has Gungnir, and Loki has Laevateinn. Point of pride, that.”

      Florian shrugged. “I mean, I get it. The guy runs a corporation, sounds like the type who wants to uphold his reputation.”

      “Right. It’s his brand. But I’m not so sure about the other two. Gambanteinn, and Mistleteinn. One’s a staff, and the other is also a sword. He says they belonged to him, back in the old days.”

      And I wasn’t going to argue, because at the risk of repeating myself, I very much wanted my twigs and berries to stay where they were, thanks very much. You might wonder about my obsession with keeping my body parts to myself, but the last time we saw Loki, he made some pretty explicit threats about barbecuing our entrails on a fire made out of our own bones, then feeding them to us. Something to that effect. I wasn’t about to give him a reason to whip out the nephilim gelding knife.

      “They all end in that ‘teinn’ sound,” Florian offered helpfully.

      “Very observant. And frankly, that’s all we need to know about these weapons. If it means I can get him out of my hair, then I’m good. I’ll find him a nuclear bomb if he wants.”

      Florian grimaced. “Please don’t.”

      There was also talk of a reward, by the way, which only boded well for us. More money, contrary to that one popular song, does not necessarily mean more problems, at least in my humble opinion. I had bills to pay, Snacky Yum-Yums to buy, and what my hut really needed was one of those portable air conditioners. A bead of sweat trickled from my forehead down to the tip of my nose, like a wet, smelly little taunt from the universe.

      I could imagine how Raziel would lecture me, see him wagging his manicured finger in my face. Craving material wealth was bad, he’d say, which was really rich, pardon the pun, for a celestial being who was obsessed with wearing designer clothes. Hey, it wasn’t like I was going to turn into the Prince of Greed or anything. I had needs, and wants, and Maslow’s pyramid will not be denied.

      Am I a little obsessed with money? Nah. Just trying to be resourceful. Comes with the territory of losing your parents young and having to grow up too fast. But also, yes, I do love money.

      On an unrelated note, Loki’s reward would mean that I’d also have ample cash to invest in a good, solid electric razor, the kind that could work really well for shaving the heads of mouthy, know-it-all angels. Where was Raziel, anyway?

      “Anyway.” Florian stretched his arms out, sighed, then put on a dour expression. “I just don’t like the sound of it. You did say that Loki was a god of mischief?”

      I shrugged. “And lies, and deceit, and manipulation, the works. He’s a trickster god. There’s one in many cultures, and that’s kind of their thing.”

      Florian folded his arms, tapped his foot, and stared at me pointedly.

      “What?” I said, throwing my hands up. “I get it. He’s not exactly the most forthcoming entity we’ve dealt with, but come on. If I don’t do him this favor, he’s going to be on my ass forever, and the last thing I need is someone else obsessing over wanting to murder me.”

      Florian shook his head. “I just don’t like it. And when whatever goes down goes down, don’t say I didn’t tell you so.”

      “Noted,” I grumbled. “And don’t think I forgot what we were talking about before those frost giants showed up at Human Beans. Florian, I don’t want you to think that there’s stuff you can’t talk to me about.”

      He bit his lip, his gaze falling to the ground.

      I stepped a little closer, tilting my head. “Florian? Seriously, dude. No more lies, okay? No more surprises. If Beatrice Rex or whoever else doesn’t accept you for what you are, then that’s their damn problem. Not yours. The onus isn’t on you to impress anybody but yourself.”

      He smiled up at me weakly. Hey, it was a start. “Thanks for saying that, buddy. But here’s the other thing. When we were at her shop, do you remember her talking about her partner?”

      “Oh yeah, I definitely picked up on that. And you looked bothered by it, too. Don’t worry, it’s just a work thing, I’m sure. That’s what she meant. It’s just some random person with, uh, really questionable taste.”

      Priscilla loped over just then, helpfully offering us yet another pair of freshly split coconuts. We had other beverages in plentiful supply – Artemis loved her fruity cocktails, and I could brew all the coffee I wanted – but there was just something so refreshing about coconut water straight out of the shell. I accepted gratefully, chugging from the shell like a bowl, watching as Priscilla bent low to the ground, sniffed at Beatrice’s bag, then made a rasping, retching sound.

      “Aha,” I crowed, wiping at my chin with the back of my hand. “You see? Even Priscilla thinks it’s terrible, and she loves pink.”

      “Ook.” Priscilla straightened up, smoothing down the creases in her frilly apron and nodding sagely in agreement. Then she sniffed at the air, frowned, and shambled closer, bending her face towards me. She sniffed once more – then made the same rasping, retching sound.

      Florian chuckled. “Oh, Priscilla definitely knows when something’s off.” Priscilla ooked once more, then hopped upwards to meet Florian’s palm with her own, slapping him a high five.

      Jerks. My friends were all jerks. No exceptions.
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      It was so much nicer out in the afternoon, on our trip from the Nicola Arboretum to the Amphora. The sun was no longer so violently sunning it up in the sky, the air a little cooler.

      Be proud of me. I was dressed in a proper button-down shirt, one of only two that I owned, and I smelled good, too, this little bottle of cologne that I got as a gift from one of the Boneyard boys. And I’m not just saying that, because I passed the Priscilla test with flying colors. This time, when she sniffed me, she didn’t retch.

      It would have all gone so swimmingly, but as Florian and I turned the corner to the Amphora – we were just a single block away – some asshole decided to make his presence known, right there on the sidewalk.

      “Mason Albrecht,” a voice called out from behind me, a voice that I recognized for its haughtiness. My blood immediately started simmering. I turned on my heel to find him leaning against a tree. I locked eyes with the magus who had so recently made an attempt to capture – or was it kill me? Neither would’ve made for a happy ending.

      “Quilliam J. Abernathy,” I said through gritted teeth, pushing my fist into my palm and cracking my knuckles. “I thought you self-immolated the last time I saw you. You’d have been better off dead. I hope you realize that.”

      This was the jerk who pretended to be my friend, even going through the motions of helping me earn some spare cash when all he really wanted was to knock me out and kidnap me for reasons I still didn’t fully understand. I did know a few facts about Quilliam, though. He worked with demons, had access to some extremely dangerous elemental magic, and was a douchebag of the highest order.

      He chuckled, holding his hand to his chest in a mock display of flattery. “Aww, you remembered my name. How touching.”

      “Of course I do. The J stands for jackass.”

      Quilliam raised his eyebrow, the curve of it matching the infuriating angle of his grin. It was a wonder he hadn’t burned himself to death, or at all, but he had to have cast some modified version of his signature fire spell to escape from my clutches. He looked just like the last time I saw him, dressed in sleek, expensive streetwear, his hair falling to his shoulders, the ends of his fingers slender and agile.

      The fingers were the most important detail, because those would give away whether he was preparing another spell. When fighting mages, it was always, always crucial to watch their hands, and in Quill’s case, his eminently punchable mouth. But that was the other problem with fighting mages. They had their favorite incantations, sure, but you never knew how many more they kept chambered in their brains. A mage is a dangerous thing, but an educated one is a nuke in the body of a man.

      “We don’t want any trouble,” Florian said, glaring. He remembered our last encounter with Quilliam just as well as I did. Florian’s body was tense, his muscles perfectly still, but he was just a hop and a skip away from a tree. Proximity to nature was enough to give Florian access to his alraune magics, but if his skin actually made contact with the tree, it’d make it even easier for him to tear Quilliam to shreds.

      “Two against one doesn’t seem fair,” Quill said. “We should make this more interesting.”

      He snapped his fingers and the world around us shimmered. I steeled myself, reaching to the Vestments for the same suit of armor I’d used to fight both Quilliam and Mammon. I hadn’t forgotten about Greed, either. It was only a matter of time until it showed up to crash the party.

      “Where are you taking us?” I said, glancing around me, backing slowly away.

      Quill shook his head. “No where. We’re right where we were, out on a sidewalk in Valero. Only this way, the normals don’t get to see us.” Quilliam’s teeth gleamed in the sunlight when he smirked at me. “And the Lorica won’t, either.”

      He’d put up a cloaking shield, then, one that would keep us hidden from the normals. Yet it also meant that the Lorica couldn’t be alerted to the magical essences we’d release during our fight. Both a good and a bad thing. I didn’t want the Lorica on my ass any more than Quill did, but if it came down to fighting dirty – and knowing Quill, this fight was going to be extra filthy –

      “I don’t like where this is going,” Florian muttered.

      “Me neither,” I said. “But Quill’s a magus. Just another mage. Knife in the throat will end him just fine.”

      Quilliam threw his head back and laughed. “It will, will it? I suppose you aren’t wrong. It’d be prudent for me to stack things in my favor. Again, two against one is hardly fair.” He gestured with both hands, then spread them apart, filaments of magic trailing after his fingers. “Libris grandia.”

      The air around us shimmered again, and I waited for the inevitable swarm of demons that Quilliam had summoned. But the things that appeared weren’t demons. In fact, they weren’t humanoid at all.

      “What the hell?” Florian said, totally taken off guard. “They’re just books.”

      About half a dozen of them, each floating in midair, rotating like rocks spinning through empty space. They rustled with the soft crackle of parchment and aged leather, the flipping of their pages like the sighs of old, dead scribes.

      A bunch of books? That was it? I changed my mind about the suit of armor, reaching instead into the Vestments for a trusty sword. The warmth of divine steel felt good in my hand, my fingers gripping tightly around the sword’s hilt.

      “Some dictionaries,” I said, scoffing. I slashed at the closest book, cutting easily through its pages and its spine, watching with relish as it fluttered to the ground, useless. “Seriously, Quill? What are you going to do with these, bore us to death?”

      I should have known something was off from the way Quilliam was smiling. He gestured once more. When he spoke his words of power, they came as a whisper.

      “Ignis grandia.”

      The five remaining books stopped spinning, spreading themselves open and turning precisely towards me. From the depths of their pages roared five enormous gouts of guttering fire.

      Ah, nuts.
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      Here’s that tired old cliché of time slowing down, or at least seeming to, in moments of truest danger. My life did not, however, flash before my eyes. Eighteen years doesn’t seem like much to anyone who isn’t eighteen years old, I suppose, but it still didn’t matter. I didn’t feel sad, or regretful, or remorseful of anything I’d done in my life.

      What I wanted to do in that moment was crush Quilliam’s throat in my own two hands. What I felt was my blood boiling as hot as the fire threatening to scorch my skin and flesh completely off my bones. I could smell the fire, too, or rather the absence of its scent, the way the flames burned everything so cleanly in the air between me and the pages of Quilliam’s accursed books. It smelled like nothing, like how the afterlife must smell.

      To an outsider, summoning and engaging the Vestments seems like something that happens instantaneously. I’m here to tell you that this simply isn’t true. It takes time for me to decide on what piece of gear to requisition. In light of that, I should recant my previous statement. I did have one regret. I should have summoned an entire suit of armor, damn it.

      And besides, would suiting up in full armor even protect me from five jets of arcane flame? I would have been roasted alive either way. The armor might even speed up the process, the equivalent of pouring myself into a cake pan. I closed my eyes and waited for death, the roar of fire so much louder than Florian’s screams.

      Then, through the skin of my eyelids, came a flash of golden light. My eyes fluttered open in time to see a golden hand reach for my throat, clutching me by the collar of my shirt. A second hand reached for Beatrice Rex’s pink bag – what I then realized was Quilliam’s actual target. I reached for the bag as the golden hand hurled it towards the flames, but a pressure in the center of my chest took me off my feet.

      I landed heavily on my ass, dull pain shooting up my spine as my tailbone connected with the cement. I finally understood what had happened. A man in a full suit of gold armor had pushed me out of the path of the flames, the point where the five streams intersected. The golden knight threw himself across me, covering me with his body.

      Beatrice’s bag and all the jars of wine that Florian had so painstakingly brewed spun in midair ever so briefly before the fires ate through the enchanted leather, silk lining and all. An ungodly crack split the air, my ears, and my skull, and the world turned a terrible shade of brilliant, life-ending orange.

      I shouldn’t have survived that explosion. The white-hot blast that burst from the center of the five flames was fueled by fifty jars of highly flammable material, but it was the catastrophic act of utterly destroying a magical artifact that really gave it that extra face-melting punch.

      A massive, horrible groan issued from where Beatrice’s prized handbag used to be, the sound of the pocket dimension built into it imploding. The fires that were just seconds ago threatening to destroy everything under Quilliam’s dome of force were receding into the collapsing dimension, sucked hopelessly into a spherical vortex of furious, swirling void. My fingers dug into the ground, desperate for purchase as the vacuum pulled harder, this time tugging at my entire body.

      “Stab it,” the golden knight told me.

      “Raziel?” I said. “Is that you?”

      He lifted the visor of his helmet. “Well, who the hell else did you think it was? No time to talk. Just stab it.”

      Raziel didn’t even give me time to answer. He rolled off me, allowing the vortex to pull even more forcefully. The wind tore at me, shearing through my clothes and my hair. The hell was he doing? Stab it, he said, as if that was even going to work. Only one way to find out.

      I sprinted at the spinning whirlwind of nothing, taking a running leap as I set my sights on its heart. The centrifugal pull of the void only made me move faster, adding more power and weight to my blow as I lunged forward and slashed at the pulsating sphere. Imagine my shock when the sword from the Vestments not only passed through the orb, but cleaved it in two.

      The two halves of the sphere of annihilation fell away, then faded into nothing. I looked around, my breath coming to me in huge gulps as the air around us filled with smoke. The fires that escaped from the detonation had reached far enough to burn nearby trees and bushes, but the smoke was rising above the limit of the protective dome Quilliam had conjured around us.

      But wait. Quilliam. He was nowhere in sight. The books he’d used to attack me had either disappeared with him or been burned into ashes by the same explosion. His force field was gone, which meant the choking smog had somewhere to go. We could breathe. But that also meant that we were exposed – our camouflage was down. I wondered how we looked to onlookers, of which there was a slowly growing number. There we were, one dude with a golden medieval sword, another on the ground encased in gleaming, red-hot armor, and a third who – oh.

      Oh God. Where was Florian?

      I cursed under my breath, my hand squeezing harder around my sword until it slipped from my grasp, slick with sweat. It clanged against the ground, then disappeared.

      Raziel was still on all fours, coughing, but his armor was gone. That left just the regular version of him, which really wasn’t very regular at all considering his addiction to designer clothing. He was wearing a thick mustard turtleneck over leather pants, an insanely impractical outfit for the weather we were having, and proof of just how out of touch Raziel was with normal human life. He was going to be fine, though. Angels could reconstitute themselves even if they died on earth, and Raziel wasn’t just some rank and file celestial. He was the angel of mysteries, and that held some cachet.

      No, I was more concerned about the mortal members of our party. I rushed over to check on Florian. He was ancient, and resilient, sure, like an old oak tree – but that didn’t mean that he was invincible.

      I learned the distinction a long time ago, back at the Boneyard, when the lich who served as my employer explained the difference. Immortality only meant that you lived a really long time, potentially forever, never dying from illness or old age. That didn’t mean an axe through the neck, or in this particular case, being burned alive wouldn’t drop you dead, though.

      “You okay there, buddy?” I clapped Florian on the shoulder. He looked dazed, but none the worse for wear.

      He gestured vaguely at the ground and at the blazing pillar of fire near him, what used to be a tree. “I threw up a shield just in time. Made one from vines. But. All my wine.”

      I squeezed him by the shoulder, giving him the best sympathetic smile I could muster. “I know, man. I’m so sorry.”

      “But I worked so hard on them,” he mumbled, his shoulders sloped and rounded.

      Sighing, I clapped him on the back even harder. “It’s going to be fine. We’re going to work something out, okay? It doesn’t mean that we’ve lost the contract with Dionysus or anything.” I wasn’t so sure I believed that myself when I said it, but he had to hear us out. We really, really needed that money. It was the best way to ensure that we would avoid this exact situation in the future. If the entities, hell, if some asshole like Quill could track me down so easily, it meant that my friends and I would always be in danger.

      Florian looked down at his hands, then up into my face, his eyes slowly widening. “Oh. Uh-oh. Beatrice’s handbag.”

      I slapped myself in the forehead. “Oh no. Oh, shit. So on top of losing this entire stock, we owe Beatrice nine hundred bucks, too?”

      “Mason, I told you,” Raziel groaned, picking himself up off the ground, an uncharacteristic smear of ash dirtying his cheek. “I told you to become a doctor, didn’t I? They make so much money. But did you listen?”

      I rounded on him, snarling. “Don’t you know how long it takes to study to become one? Oh my God, Raziel, you’re one of the smartest people I know, but you don’t even understand the first thing about being human.”

      He blinked at me, his hands held up, palms forward. “Okay, whoa. ‘Thanks for saving my life, Raziel. Thank you for sacrificing the structural integrity of your bespoke leather trousers.’”

      “Shut up. You shut right up. Do you know how long I was sick after I went flying that one time? Why didn’t you warn me that that was going to happen?” I noticed I was breathing harder, my skin glazed with sweat, but Raziel was giving me the sort of hurt look you see from a puppy who just wants another treat. Damn it. Damn him. I stomped my foot and folded my arms. “And fine, thank you, I guess,” I said angrily. “Thank you for saving my life.”

      “May it not be the last time your friend does so,” said a voice from behind me.

      I balled my fists, ready to confront the plucky normal who thought it was their place to butt in on our conversation, only to come face to face with a woman swathed in brightly colored silks – a sari. I noticed the tiny hourglass she wore like a pendant around her neck, mainly because it was glowing with pale yellow light.

      I glanced over my shoulder to check for Raziel, knowing how flighty he could be. True to form, he was already gone, leaving just me and Florian to deal with the new stranger.

      “And who are you, exactly?” I said, scowling at the woman, my body still way too full of sass.

      “A good friend, Mason Albrecht, or a new enemy. My name is Maharani, and I am a Scion of the Lorica.”

      Shit.

      The Scion snapped her fingers once. The hourglass at her throat flickered, then the world around us went silent. No – it stopped completely. The fires weren’t moving, just static, like great amber sheets of glass. The rubbernecking pedestrians froze in place. Even the smoke stayed curled close to the ground, like huge gray ghosts locked in time.

      Great. Just great. We had ourselves a chronomancer.
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      Maharani had the power to stop time, which was terrifying enough under regular circumstances. My old employer at the Boneyard had told us about chronomancers, a rare breed of mages who could control the ebb and flow of time as easily as a child might manipulate the sand in an hourglass.

      Mages could be many things. A mage who stuck their nose in books earned the potential to become even greater, but each is born with something that makes them unique. Maharani was born with the gift of chronomancy, and to make matters worse, for me, at least, she then grew into someone ambitious and vicious enough to rise to the Lorica’s very highest ranks.

      “We need to have a little chat, Mason Albrecht.”

      I frowned at her, stepping away cautiously. “I find it really unsettling that you all know who I am, yet I know so little of you.”

      “But I only just introduced myself,” she said. Her tone could have made the words sound like a joke from anybody else, but Maharani was a very, very serious woman. The edge of her mouth curled slightly, her attempt at a smile. “My name is Maharani. It means ‘great queen’ in Hindi. You may call me Rani, if the casual comfort of knowing my nickname puts you at greater ease. Why, I even gave you my rank.”

      I winced. That wasn’t meant to be a formality. It was a threat. The Lorica was the highest order of mages in the Americas, meant to monitor and police the use of magic within the region. In ancient times, a lorica was a kind of breastplate, making the organization the literal governing body. Its mages were ranked according to their specialties. The Hands were combat specialists, doling out justice with raw, horrific magical powers. The Mouths were telepaths who could read and erase minds. The Wings were teleporters who transported the others to various missions and destinations.

      But the Scions were the worst of all. These experienced mages held the highest rank attainable within the organization, sitting at a council known collectively as the Heart. And contrary to a heart representing fluffy things like love and tenderness, the Lorica’s version of it was utterly ruthless.

      Florian stepped up to the frozen flames, his finger just inches away.

      “Don’t touch that,” I hissed. “You know better, damn it.”

      He tucked his hands behind his back, sulking. “I wasn’t gonna.”

      “My goodness,” Rani said, once again using a mocking, amused tone. “The two of you do have fun, don’t you?”

      I raised my chin at her. “We do. Is there a problem?”

      Rani blinked at me, unperturbed, and gestured around us. “This. This, Mason Albrecht, is a massive problem. For you, and for the Lorica.”

      “Okay, listen up, because I really don’t want to have to repeat myself. This has been a long, shitty day, and I really don’t need to deal with being attacked again. We didn’t do this. Florian does nature magic, and I do arms and armor. No fire magic between us. We were ambushed, fella by the name of Quilliam.”

      Rani clasped her hands, looking around the area pointedly. “I see no one else here. No sign of this ‘Quilliam’ either. Though I did catch a glimpse of your feathery friend just moments before he made his expedient exit.”

      “I can explain,” I said, and proceeded to do so, only stopping for breath when I spread my arms out to describe the explosion. I may have used the word “kaboom” at some point. Rani listened closely all throughout, staring intently and nodding.

      “These alleged wines you mentioned, the ones that became fuel for this extremely regrettable incident. Did you obtain proper permits for the manufacture and commercial distribution of said products? Was your workspace inspected by a professional accredited by the Lorica? No, gentlemen. There is more to operating a small business in the arcane underground than simply making things and selling them.”

      “Okay,” I stammered out, “but we didn’t know all that. What if we were to – ”

      “What if your customers were to contract illnesses? What assurance does the Lorica and the general magical public have that your products are not, in fact, tainted with curses or hexing tinctures, or even mundane bacteria? I think not. I would prefer to nip this operation in the bud before someone contracts a more than mild case of food poisoning, or worse. There will be no further attempt to sell your ‘wines,’” she said, making air quotes around the word, “until you can satisfy all of the underground’s requirements.”

      “Fine,” Florian said, defiant now, his chest stuck out, his fists at his sides. “Okay, fine, we’ll have everything done properly, and you can send your health inspector or whatever, and – ”

      “Which isn’t even to say anything of the taxes.” There was a heavy finality to her words, and again that artificial excuse for a smile worked its way across her lips.

      “Oh,” I said. “Taxes.”

      She nodded. “Indeed. Since you were intending to sell your wines in the Black Market – an interdimensional space outside the jurisdiction of both Californian and the United States federal government – then you would only be paying taxes within the arcane underground.”

      “But we were planning to sell them to Dionysus,” Florian mumbled. I shot him a glare, wanting to run over and kick him in the shin to stop him from talking, but it was too late. “You know, at the Amphora.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “What? The Amphora? You mean that your wines would have been sold within this reality? The one where the IRS and the California Franchise Tax Board exist? Where you would be liable for self-employment taxes totaling – ”

      “We get it,” I said, somehow keeping my voice level. “We get it. We won’t do anything now. We’re going to behave, okay? No more bootleg wine.”

      Florian sighed, deflated. I mouthed a soundless “Sorry” to him, but I knew there was no winning with Rani.

      “Then I am pleased that we could come to an understanding,” she said. “Curious, is it not? How so many things can be resolved without violence. I do so prefer to work that way.”

      I kicked at the ground. “Yeah, but you can stop time,” I mumbled.

      “An excellent observation. Perhaps you would prefer that I include you in the temporal stasis field I’ve lain down in the vicinity? Would it comfort you more knowing that the alternative would be for me to freeze both of you in time, slap your faces for sport, then have you both thrown into the Prism?”

      I stuck my hands deep in my pockets and shook my head. “No, ma’am.”

      The Lorica made good on their threats, too. The high-security Prism, located deep within the heart of Lorica headquarters, was a seven-layered jail, sorting arcane criminals into different levels based on the severity of their crimes and how dangerous their abilities were. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life in orange, or red. The stories I’d heard about that place – no thanks.

      “Then it’s settled. You will no longer engage in this ridiculous entrepreneurial endeavor. You will also behave, I trust, and avoid exploding entire sections of this fair city’s sidewalks. We make it look easy, but cleaning up after this mess isn’t going to be fun.”

      “But I told you,” I said. “It was Quilliam. He’s this magus, and he summoned a bunch of books, then the books opened fire on me, then – ”

      “I still see no sign of this Quilliam character,” Rani said. “Provide evidence of his existence, or of his role in destroying so much public property, and I will have him thrown into Prism faster than he can blink. But for now, you may as well be telling me that your imaginary friend did this. Well, imaginary enemy, more accurately.”

      She got us there. I breathed through my nose, trying to keep myself calm. It wasn’t fair. This was Quill’s fault.

      “Gentlemen,” Rani said. “I hope you both understand that you are extremely fortunate that I was the one who came to investigate this scene.”

      She paused for a moment, stretching out the silence. What she didn’t have to mention was the fact that she came alone. Nothing says confidence more than showing up without so much as a support team, let alone one or two bodyguards.

      “You have been shown more patience than the other Scions of the Lorica’s Heart would have afforded,” she continued. “Please keep your noses clean for the foreseeable future. Otherwise, the consequences could be dire. Remember. We are always watching.”

      Maharani snapped her fingers. Smoke and fire began rippling and crackling again, the stasis field lifted. The Scion herself was gone. Florian and I pushed past the gathered crowds, lowering our heads. The Lorica was bad news, but so were the cops. We needed to get out of there, and fast.

      I sucked on my bottom lip, chewing on its edge, half expecting to taste blood, breathing steadily to control my anger. They were watching. Like I needed to be told. Everybody was always watching – the Lorica, the demon princes, the people upstairs.

      Damn it all. I just wanted to fade from the world, go somewhere nobody could ever find me. But I wasn’t safe, not even in Artemis’s domicile. I needed to disappear, and as much as I hated the idea of it, I needed Beatrice Rex to help me do that.

      And the only way to make that happen was to do exactly what Loki wanted.
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      “This is most unfortunate,” Dionysus said, an empty goblet dangling loosely from his fingers. “Most unfortunate indeed.”

      I sighed. “Huge understatement. Look, we’re really sorry, but the Lorica’s got our number.”

      He set his goblet down, leaned forward, then planted his chin in his hands, grinning at me. “It really is the downside of being so famous, is it not, Mason?”

      “Yeah,” I said, squinting at him. “Famous.”

      Trust Dionysus to already be drunk so early in the afternoon. My understanding of gods was that they could sober up whenever they wanted, with the caveat of needing so much more alcohol to actually get sloshed in the first place.

      He just really loved the state of it, then, the warmth and buzz of – you know what, the hell if I knew. I don’t drink. Legally, I shouldn’t, plus I didn’t like losing control of myself, even for a little bit. No judgment for anyone who likes a beer or a cocktail to relax after work or what have you, but it’s just not my thing.

      Again, it was really nice of the staff at the Amphora to let us in regardless of all that. We weren’t there as customers, after all, but as potential suppliers. Well, one-time suppliers. Florian sat on the couch next to me, his face long and somber, not at all a fine match for the Amphora’s sumptuous interiors.

      Velvet everything, basically, deep red drapes cascading from the ceiling to the floor, attached to those fluted columns you might find on both ancient Greek buildings and the front porches of the homes of the rich and slightly tacky. Magical fires burned in every corner, glowing merrily. Everything smelled of an ancient, unknowable incense, its fragrance always just at the tip of your nose and your tongue, giving the Amphora a distinctly seductive air.

      Seductive. That was the right word. Not romantic, no. Dionysus and his crew were anything but. Both the god and his servants, the maenads, lived with a passion for festivities, for wine, and the frenzy of flesh-ripping violence. It was the reason I was so hesitant to visit the Amphora and report to Dionysus, because why risk being torn limb from limb when a phone call would suffice?

      But Florian had the right idea. It was the right thing to do, and based on the way Dionysus was giving us his signature lopsided grin, how he had his legs draped over the side of his chair, it looked like we weren’t scheduled for a casual afternoon dismemberment, after all.

      Dionysus peered into his goblet with one eye, pouting. “Ah, what a tragedy it is, to lose so much of that delicious wine you made.” He swirled his finger in the emptiness of his goblet, and where there was only space, suddenly he was making a whirlpool in a cupful of brilliant red wine. He waggled one eyebrow at Florian and grinned. “Ah. But you can always make more, yes?”

      “Whoa,” Florian said. “I’m not sure if we made it any clearer, but that sounds like a really bad idea.”

      Dionysus threw his head back and made a whining noise I wouldn’t have expected from a god, but maybe this was his negotiation style. “Why not?” he said, drawing out the vowel. “I can offer you protection.”

      His eyes went huge and he sat up, sloshing half of his newly materialized wine on the ground. From the bar, one of his maenads shook her head and tutted.

      “Florian,” Dionysus said, breathless. “I have an idea. You can come and brew your beverages right here in the safety of the Amphora.”

      “That sounds really sketchy,” I said.

      “Is your name Florian?” Dionysus said, scowling. “I didn’t think so. This is an opportunity, my friends.”

      “I don’t know,” Florian started to say, just as Dionysus launched from his armchair. He wrapped one arm across Florian’s shoulder, pulling him close, then went on a high-velocity sales pitch.

      The desperate want was thick in Dionysus’s voice, and I could see the dollar signs flashing in his eyes. Like I said, the god of wine was a passionate creature, but better that he was channeling it into entrepreneurial energy than the traveling massacres his tribe was known for in ancient times.

      It was pretty clear that I no longer mattered to the conversation, and I left the table to stretch my legs. Whatever it was the two of them decided, Florian and I could talk it out once we weren’t within earshot of a potentially murderous wine god. It was risky business, sure, tempting fate – and Rani – by agreeing to Dionysus’s terms, but all that was best left discussed outside of the lion’s den. I ambled over to the bar and nodded at the maenad.

      “Can I get a diet cola?” I said, fishing for my wallet – then remembering that I’d left it in Beatrice’s bag. “Oh. Oh shit.”

      The maenad tilted her head at me as she wiped down a glass. “Problem, hun?”

      “Sorry,” I mumbled. I raked a hand through my hair, my brain swelling with the stress of having to replace my IDs, get a new phone, and – my cash. That was the last of it, barring a hundred or so bucks I kept under my mattress. “Turns out I lost my wallet.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, softly adding: “Fuck my life.”

      She reached out, to my surprise, patting the back of my hand. “It’s okay. Boss says to treat you boys nice whenever you drop by. Drink’s on the house, but – ugh, Miranda didn’t bring out a new case. Be right back.”

      I gave her a weak smile as she wandered off into a backroom, grateful for the free drink, but still feeling like my heart had fallen into my shoe. As if I didn’t have enough problems already.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” said a familiar voice at my side, one that raised my hackles.

      “What are you doing here?” I muttered, narrowing my eyes as I turned to Belphegor, the demon Prince of Sloth.

      “Oh, you know,” he said, sweeping the fringe of his hair out of his eyes, his head comfortably shrouded as always in the hood of his jacket. “Keeping tabs on my boys, and on my favorite nephilim, especially. How are things, anyway?”

      I shook my head. “You know how they are. Bad, like always. Did you hear about Mammon?”

      Belphegor tutted. “I know, tough break. Who knew that Greed would stoop low enough to deceive you that way?”

      I scowled at him. “Don’t patronize me. You demons are all the same. Especially the princes.”

      “Oh, that’s simply not true,” Belphegor said, pouting, openly pretending he was hurt. “For example, Mammon would never help you out like this.”

      Belphegor pointed at a flatscreen TV suspended from the ceiling. It flickered on at his command, showing an interview with the handsome, dashing businessman named Theodore Thorpe. He looked familiar, of course, because Thorpe was only the public identity of the Norse god of deceit. Loki had spent generations building the reputation of the Happy, Inc. empire for the Thorpe dynasty, assuming the identity of a different Thorpe each time the last one ‘died.’

      “You should really consider his offer,” Belphegor said, nodding at the television.

      “I sincerely doubt that I have a choice in the matter.”

      “Well, there’s a reason I wanted you to see this specifically. Listen closely.” Belphegor stuck his finger out, swiping it upwards, just as you would on a phone or a tablet. The TV’s volume went way up.

      “And that,” Theodore Thorpe said, “is why Happy, Inc. is proud to announce its expansion into the world of electronics and lifestyle products.” He lifted his hand to the cameras, holding up a box. “Introducing: the Cube.”

      I frowned at the TV, listening intently as Loki made his pitch. The Cube, just like he described at the warehouse, was an all-around home assistant and mini computer, a lot like the ones you could issue voice commands into that would then play you music, dim the lights, run the dishwasher, whatever.

      Loki – sorry, Theodore Thorpe went on and on about its features. I mentally checked out around the part where he mentioned how the Cube could be programmed to monitor every household member’s vitals, alerting emergency medical services if it suspected an imminent health crisis.

      “Because Happy, Inc. cares about you and your loved ones,” Theodore said, speaking directly into the camera, smiling into my very soul.

      “God,” I said. “Turn it off, won’t you? He’s got the creepiest smile.”

      Belphegor pointed at the TV again, and it winked out, Loki’s face fading from the screen. “I’m hurt,” Belphegor said. “I thought my smile was creepier.”

      “Very cute.”

      “Where is that maenad?” Belphegor said, craning his neck around the bar. “I could kill for an IPA right about now. But anyway. You do understand what this means, don’t you? Loki wants to put one of these in every household. That’s how he gains his power. The greater his corporation’s reach, the stronger he gets.” Belphegor poked me in the chest. “And there’s really no harm having a very, very powerful god owing you a favor, now is there?”

      I grimaced at Belphegor’s finger, then looked up into his face, surprised to see him looking so serious, for once. He was right. Working for Loki didn’t just mean getting the cash reward I wanted – no, needed. Barring the fact that he once stabbed my friend in the chest, it meant securing an extremely valuable ally. And when it came to the world of the arcane underground and the supernatural, it all boiled down to contracts and agreements, to who owed who, and what. That was one thing I really admired about Dustin Graves. When he cashed his favors, he cashed the fuck out, all the way to saving the world.

      A hand landed on my shoulder, almost making me jump. It was just the maenad. She smiled at me warmly.

      “Here’s your cola, hun.” The maenad slipped a coaster towards me, placing a still-fizzing glass on it.

      I gestured at Belphegor, nodding my head at him. “This one wants an IPA.”

      The maenad gave me a quizzical look, furrowing her forehead. “You playing tricks on me? Who wants an IPA, now?”

      I turned to show her, but he was already gone. I chuckled, playing it cool with the maenad. “It’s nothing,” I said, rubbing my temples and yawning. “Sorry. I’m just tired.”

      She clucked her tongue and shook her head. “Well, you finish up your drink and be sure to get some rest. Silly.”

      The maenad wandered off again, probably to wipe down another dozen glasses, leaving me to my thoughts – and to the little scrap of ripped, charred notebook paper Belphegor had left on his stool. It had an address scrawled across it, and at the bottom, underlined three times, a single word: Gambanteinn.
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      “This looks like the place,” I said, glancing up at the brownstone building. Three floors, the kind of compound that probably had a serviceable pool somewhere in the middle, so that the complex itself was shaped like a box around an artificially blue puddle.

      Florian tested the glass door leading into the apartment. I shushed him as it rattled in its frame, but it was locked, of course. We did have one thing working for us, though. Gambanteinn’s keeper clearly couldn’t afford to live in the type of place that had a doorman, and that was one less problem for us to deal with.

      “So exactly how do we get in?” Florian said, looking around, folding his arms. “I could call up some vines, and we can make our way up there,” he added, pursing his lips at one of the windows.

      “Dude. That might have worked when we were trying to steal that comb from the death witch, but this ain’t it. And what would we do, clamber into the closest open window and hope for the best?” I gestured around us. “Hello. Broad daylight.”

      He cast his eyes to the ground, rubbing the back of his neck. “It was just a suggestion.” He stood there moping for a couple of seconds, then gave me an accusing glance. “So how do you propose we get in?”

      I watched as a silhouette approached the glass doors, then fought to keep my smirk to myself. “Like this,” I said, starting to dig into my pockets.

      The door swung open just as I was turning out my left pants pocket, looking for the front door keys that weren’t there. “Damn it, Florian,” I said. “You keep doing this. Did you leave them on the counter again?”

      “I said I was sorry,” Florian mumbled, kicking at the ground. He was still sulking, maybe, or he’d picked up on the ruse. Either way: good boy.

      The woman just leaving the complex had enormous sunglasses on, as well as a wide-brimmed hat, and she glanced between us awkwardly as she held the door open with one hand. “It’s – it’s really no big deal,” she said. “I forget my keys too, sometimes.”

      “Oh, you’re a lifesaver,” I said, stuffing my pockets back into place and giving her my hugest smile. “Thank you so much.”

      She lowered her sunglasses, smiling back. “I think I’ve seen you around here before. Apartment 2B?”

      With all the confidence of a lying, liar-faced liar, I stuck my chest out and grinned. “Yep. That’s me.”

      I thought I could feel Florian’s eyes boring into the back of my head. “Well, we should be going,” he said, grabbing at my wrist and tugging me through the doorway.

      “Aww,” the woman said, her smile even sunnier as she pushed her sunglasses back up on her face. “You guys are a cute couple.”

      “Come on, sweetheart,” Florian grumbled. I followed along wordlessly as the woman left the apartment complex and let the heavy glass door swing shut.

      I finally wriggled my way out of Florian’s clutches, no small feat considering how damn strong he was. I rubbed at my wrist. “Didn’t need to be so rough about it, ‘sweetheart.’”

      “Ah, shut up,” he said. “Point is, we made it inside. Nice plan you had out there. Now, what apartment did you say this gambas stain was in?”

      “Gambanteinn,” I said, sighing. “And it’s 2F. Right over there, up the stairs and in the corner.”

      I thought that its location was especially convenient because it would afford us a little privacy. A thick fringe of overhanging palm fronds covered the view of the place, giving the apartment a lovely bit of shade from the afternoon sun. It must have been nice and cool in there. As a bonus, 2F being so out of the way meant that there was little chance of anyone hearing any commotion if we had to resort to – well, you know – breaking a few fingers, maybe some faces. Just in case.

      I led the way up the stairs, acting as naturally as I could, like I’d been up those steps a hundred times before, like I owned the place – or at least rented the corner one-bedroom. What I’d forgotten to consider, though, was how we were actually going to break in. Never mind that 2F was in a corner. We couldn’t just go smashing the door down. Everyone would notice.

      “Push a credit card into the slot,” Florian whispered. “You’re supposed to be able to jimmy doors open that way.”

      “News flash,” I said through gritted teeth. “My wallet and my phone were both in Beatrice’s handbag when it went up into a mushroom cloud. Not that I have any credit cards I could have used in this situation, but still.” I rubbed my chin, staring at the keyhole like it owed me money. “Maybe I can call something out of the Vestments to help. You know, a narrow knife to poke between the door and the frame? Maybe. Hmm. Maybe a mace?”

      That got me all excited. I loved swords, sure. They were my favored weapons when it came to a scrap. But maces had that special quality of being really, really useful for crushing things. I liked the feeling of having all the force of a miniature wrecking ball in my hand. Plus you have to admit, it’s pretty fitting, considering my nickname.

      These were the times when I missed the Boneyard the most. Everyone had a role to fill, a part to play, because we were a team formed out of so many different specialists. Gil the werewolf and Sterling the vampire were good at breaking things and making people bleed. Carver, the boss I keep talking about, was a powerful, ageless lich who knew all sorts of magic, and could use his spells to scout ahead, scry, and pick up information, which would have been super useful for me and Florian just then. We didn’t even know who – or what – Gambanteinn’s keeper was supposed to be. And then there was Asher, my best friend at the Boneyard, an ungodly necromancer, but the sweetest dude you’ll ever know.

      I eyed the doorknob again, wondering what Sterling would do. Punch through the wood with his fist, of course, and just deal with the splinters, because he didn’t do subtlety. I glanced around. The apartment plaza looked empty, at least. We’d timed it so that everybody would be at school or at work. I tensed my muscles, calling for a nice, blunt weapon from the Vestments, ready to bash the knob off the door in one clean, decisive blow.

      But then the door swung open.
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      Florian’s shoes scraped against the ground as he backed away, but I didn’t move, content to present myself to the occupant of apartment 2F.

      The consequence of which, apparently, was being exposed to the awful stench of his apartment. I thought my eyes were watering. It smelled like old food, and sweat, and stale cigarettes. A disheveled man shuffled towards the doorway, a cigarette hanging loosely from the corner of his stubble-rimmed mouth, black hair hanging in scraggly tendrils over his forehead, the rings under his eyes as dark and as deep as the defeated look that lived within his pupils.

      “Can I help you?” he rasped. “I heard talking out here.”

      “We,” Florian started to say. “We’re here to fix your, uh.” I loved the big lunk, but I often wished he would wait to finish his thoughts before trying to string them into words.

      “Pipes,” I blurted out, quickly replacing the uncertainty on my face with another smile. I know, I know. I’m a grumpy bastard most hours of the day, but a little charm applied practically always did well for smoothing out the creases in everyday life. This wasn’t a crease, though. This was a big old wrinkle, and we had to hope that this guy had some leaky pipes that needed fixing.

      Actually, hold that thought. I looked up and down his body, at the ratty slippers on his feet, the threadbare pajamas, the T-shirt with a too-wide neck and a bunch of little holes in it. Yeah, ain’t no one had fixed any pipes here in a long time. His apartment was in worse shape than his clothes. The poor bastard was never going to get his deposit back. No chance in hell.

      He cocked an eyebrow at me, a glimmer of intelligence wavering in his eyes despite the fact that he looked very much like he hadn’t slept in days. “I didn’t call for any plumbers.”

      “Oh,” I said, still smiling. “The super sent us. We’re doing a routine check of all the apartments on the first and second floors. Didn’t you get the circular?”

      The man rolled his eyes, turned his back to me, then shuffled back into the apartment, gesturing for us to follow. “Don’t give a damn about no circulars. I just throw them in the pile.”

      Said pile was a mountain of mail and loose papers, some of them coupon catalogs, the others sheaves upon sheaves of unopened bills. How this guy was able to live here without getting kicked out was anybody’s guess. I looked over my shoulder, checking on Florian, only to find him staring aghast at the inside of the apartment.

      “Behave,” I said. “Be polite.”

      “I am being polite,” he hissed.

      “Your face really, really isn’t.”

      Then again, it was admittedly a challenge trying to look past the state of the apartment. For that matter, it’d be a challenge to find anywhere to sit. Practically every surface was covered in junk, whether it was pizza boxes – not all of them empty, I noted with dismay – or crushed cans of cheap beer. I didn’t know what kind of funk this dude was in, but I was starting to feel worse for him.

      “Florian,” I said. “You should probably start in the kitchen.”

      I nudged my head at the filth of what used to be an area made for cooking food and washing dishes, now transformed into a toxic hazard. Florian stared hard at me with wide eyes, then shook his head vigorously. I nodded my head vigorously back. He shut his eyes, sighed, then relented, taking his sweet time to go around the counter separating the kitchen from the living area.

      Just as well, because I needed some alone time with – what was this dude’s name, anyway?

      “I’m Jason, by the way,” I offered. I held my hand up to my chest, because as bad as I felt for him, there was no way I was going to shake the hand that the man had just been using to scratch his nuts.

      “Skeeter,” he grunted, without hesitation, or even attention for that matter. He stared dispassionately at a muted television, hitting the remote control at oddly regular intervals, never stopping or lingering on a single channel.

      “Pleasure to meet you,” I said. “We just need to check on your water, and then I promise, we’ll be on our way.”

      He shook his head, his eyes still reflecting the harsh blue light of his ancient television. “No, you won’t,” he said. “I know what you people are here for. You’re not going to leave me alone. None of the others did, not until they could take Gambanteinn away from me.”

      I froze in place. “Were we really that obvious?” I said. A hard clanging sound drifted in from the kitchen. What the – was Florian actually doing some plumbing? Did he even know anything about it?

      Skeeter waved his hand vaguely in the direction of the door. “Every few months someone tries to come in. At least you two were polite about it.” He smacked his lips, looking lazily up into my face, neither angry nor amused. “Or maybe I just caught you while you were trying to break in. Doesn’t matter. Everybody wants Gambanteinn. You don’t live in Valero with a sweet magical relic and expect to keep it forever.”

      My eyes narrowed as I studied him. Standing above him like that made me feel like I still had an edge in the situation, at least physically. But I wasn’t liking where this conversation was going. Here he was, a crumpled man of forty, or maybe a really dehydrated early thirties, slumped into an armchair and grumbling little inanities. We could take him, me and Florian. No sweat. But first we needed to know where Gambanteinn was.

      Skeeter made it very easy. He pulled something out of his pajama pockets, a long, slender object I could best describe as a really elegant, shiny chopstick. The way it gleamed from between his fingers was even more impressive because of how grimy said fingers and the rest of his body were. He raised it to me, and for a second I thought he was going to offer me the wand. But then he stopped short of placing it in my hand, instead pointing it dead center of my chest.

      “If you want it,” he said, grinning through perfect white teeth that looked like they didn’t belong in his mouth. “If you want it? Come and get it.”
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      Skeeter leapt to his feet with alarming alacrity, grabbing my throat with one shockingly powerful hand, then twisting me around. I gasped and I croaked as I spun helplessly on my heels.

      “This doesn’t belong to you, and it never will,” he said. The unexpected strength of his forearm pressed down on my throat, the wand stabbing into my temple, its tip as sharp as a knife. “Over my dead body.”

      “Ack,” I choked out. “Gack. Florian. Fucking. Help me.”

      Florian’s head whipped left and right as he searched the apartment. “But all the plants here are dead!”

      I would have leapt right for his throat if Skeeter hadn’t been holding me back. “Just fucking punch him. Kick him in the nuts. Ack. Anything.” Warm blood dripped down the side of my head. The fucker had cut me with the wand.

      “You know the best thing about this?” Skeeter said, his breath sour with stale beer. “Gambanteinn isn’t really a wand. It’s a staff. One command from me – just one – and this thing will grow to its full size and shove through your skull and your brain like a railroad spike.”

      “Fucking – Florian, help me!”

      The side of my head stung as Skeeter removed the wand and pointed it at Florian. A crackling bolt of energy leapt from its tip. Florian threw himself at the ground, using the kitchen counter as a barrier just in the nick of time. Formica and cheap, fake marble flew in jagged chunks as the magical bolt struck the counter with a dull crash.

      “Don’t move a muscle, alraune. That’s right. I know who you are. I know who you both are.” His breath came hotter on my ear, and I grimaced, knowing that he’d bent closer to speak into it. “Jason, my ass. You’re Mason Albrecht, the nephilim. You don’t just roll into town and expect no one to hear about it.”

      “Nice to actually meet you,” I grunted, still struggling in his arms. Where the hell was all his strength coming from? He had the body of a man who worked way too much time at a desk and ate way too many salty pretzels.

      He jostled me again, his forearm pressing even harder against my throat. “Nice to meet you, too,” he said mockingly. “It isn’t actually Skeeter. I am Skirnir, servant and messenger of the Norse god Freyr, he who was once as glorious and as powerful as the All-Father himself.”

      Florian’s eyes peeked out over the edge of the counter. “Interesting choice of alias you picked there, Skeeter.”

      “It was convenient,” he snarled.

      “No, it isn’t,” I said. “It doesn’t even work. And anyway, if you’re supposed to be Freyr’s messenger, what are you doing cooped up in this garbage heap subsisting on takeout and pizzas?”

      No offense meant to either takeout or pizzas. I loved them both. Just not when they’d been living unrefrigerated in a rundown apartment next to the shell of a man-god who refused to clean up – or bathe, for that matter.

      “Because he’s forsaken me,” he hissed. “I seek him out and he eludes me. I sought solace in working for the other gods of our pantheon, but none of them would take me. Not even the trickster, Loki.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “About that.”

      Skirnir froze. “Don’t tell me he sent you.”

      “He did. And guess what. I learned a couple of tricks from him.”

      I swung my left hand upwards just as he let his guard down, the force of my punch augmented by the gauntlet I’d summoned from the Vestments. Just the gauntlet. That was all I needed. Good thing he was a mouth-breather, because it meant I knew exactly how to find his teeth without even looking. When my fist connected with the meat of his face, I felt and heard a deeply satisfying crack. His limbs flew off me as he grabbed his mouth, wailing. I caught a glimpse of blood spurting past my shoulder, along with a couple of broken shards of teeth. I danced away from him, finding him crumpled to the ground, his hands cupped around his mouth and under his chin.

      “I was kidding. Loki didn’t teach me shit. That was all me.” And okay, I thought. Maybe a little bit of Raziel, too. “Now. Hand over the wand.”

      Skirnir snarled. “Then take it.”

      I got too cocky. Skirnir tossed the wand upwards, grabbing it in midair when it grew into its full length, then firing a second bolt from the tip of what was now a magical staff. This blast was bigger, brighter, and more violent. I didn’t twist my body away in time, didn’t anticipate the exact trajectory of the arcane bolt he fired straight at the center of my chest.

      My mind and my muscles had prepared quickly enough to summon the full suit of armor from the Vestments this time, and my heart pounded with an exhilarating mix of excitement and fear as the warmth of divine steel encased me. Within a split-second I was a golden knight myself, just like Raziel.

      Then the magical bolt struck my chest.

      The sound that the impact made was like the clanging of an enormous bell. The force took me off my feet, sending me flying across the room. I slammed into a far wall as my chest began to beat dully with pain. It felt as if my breastplate had caved inward, pressing into my muscles and my bones. I looked down at myself only to find that it was even worse. The breastplate was shattered, almost as if it was made out of glass instead of golden steel.

      And just beneath the twisted crisscross of broken metal, I caught the unmistakeable crimson sheen of my own blood. I gasped, the pain coursing through my body, radiating from my torso. Had the blast ripped shrapnel into me? What was a plain, dull ache just moments ago was turning into stabbing agony. I writhed on the ground, trembling fingers hovering at my chest, wanting to clutch at my wound. But I knew I would only make things far, far worse.

      Skirnir rose to his feet, an eerie, faint wind blowing through his apartment. The stench of rotting food faded, as did the veneer of filth from his body. While his clothes remained rumpled and soiled, Skirnir’s skin, hair, and eyes looked clearer, as vital as someone who was meant to be a god. Because that was who he was, after all, a deity of the old world, regardless of whether he’d been forsaken by his more powerful master.

      I panted and strained through the pain, my mind focused on only one thing. If Skirnir was a god, it still meant that we could kill him. This apartment couldn’t possibly be his domicile. If I could call something new from the Vestments, then stab him through the heart or decapitate him, it would all be over. But my ruined armor wasn’t a good sign. I reached out to the armories, asking for a sword, a throwing dagger, anything – but nothing answered.

      “Nephilim,” Skirnir said, eyes wide with the thrill of ambition and power. “I will bring you to my master. You will be a fine prize indeed. Then he will know to love his old servant again. Then I won’t have to live in this repulsive human hovel any longer. I only have to take you alive.” His eyes narrowed as he grinned. “I’m sure Freyr won’t mind if you’re a little battered and bloodied when I deliver you to him.”

      “That’s never going to happen,” I growled.

      “Oh? And why is that?”

      The sound of breaking pottery stopped Skirnir’s monologue short. Soil, a shattered pot, and dried stems and leaves showered down past his temples and neck, along with trickles of blood courtesy of the new wound in his head. Skirnir’s eyes rolled back into their sockets as he slumped to the ground. Gambanteinn clattered and rolled into a corner, a terrifying staff of power, but just a worthless broomstick without a warrior to wield it.

      “Oh, thank God,” I muttered.

      “I found the heaviest potted plant he had,” Florian said, beaming proudly as he stood over Skirnir’s unconscious body. “See? Nature always saves the day. The plant was dead, too, so I didn’t feel too bad about smashing it over his head.”

      “I’m not sure Skirnir really cares at this point. Come on. Grab the staff and help me up. He wrecked me good and proper.”

      Florian gently pulled me to my feet, offering Gambanteinn as a walking stick. I accepted gratefully, but as I stood, my borrowed armor from the Vestments vanished. I saw myself in a mirror in the hallway, saw the bright bloom of wet, stinging red that covered well over half of my shirt.

      “Holy shit,” Florian said. “You’re losing a lot of blood. We need to get you some help. Right now.”

      “I’m okay,” I mumbled, wondering why Skirnir’s apartment was so much colder. “I’m fine, it’s nothing.” I held on to the staff, cursing the room for spinning around me, unsettled yet helpless over how my clothes were drenched with my insides. I blinked once, then felt myself falling. I blinked again, and the world faded from view.
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      “Gross,” Artemis said, wincing as she stared at the gash in my chest, munching on entire mouthfuls of her fresh supply of Snacky Yum-Yums. “That is so gross, man.”

      “Would you get out of here with your cheesy snacks?” I grumbled. She carried on chewing and ignored me, flecks of orangey crumbs falling from her mouth and staining her fingers as she noshed on the whole bag of snacks like it was a bucket of popcorn. I narrowed my eyes. “You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      She didn’t even look at me when she nodded, or when she spoke. “It’s like those videos on the internet where someone pops a huge pimple, or a cyst, and all this pus comes gushing out. It’s gross as hell, but you can’t look away.” She peered even closer, then mumbled to herself again. “Ew. Disgusting.”

      “I give up,” I muttered.

      Florian – sweet Florian had carried me through the streets and into the Nicola Arboretum, all the way back into Artemis’s domicile. Priscilla apparently hooted in a panic when she saw me, rushing to fetch the first cot she could find and settling it at the domicile’s nexus, next to the river. For easy access to water, Florian explained, and because he’d be able to examine me more closely in the sunlight. Priscilla really was the smartest animal I’d ever met – well, besides this one corgi that could make people’s heads explode, but that’s another story.

      Priscilla loped closer, her long arms low to the ground, her face twisted in a mask of motherly concern. All the while, Artemis crunched and munched. I knew that the sun was necessary, but it was so hot out, and yet if it was so hot out, why was I so cold? My sweat felt like drops of ice.

      “Here I come,” Florian said, done washing his hands in the river, clutching something in both hands.

      I grimaced as Florian approached me, a clump of bark, leaves, and crushed roots in his hand. The smell wafted up into my nostrils as he gingerly lowered the dressing towards my wound. I gagged, hoping that at least the horrible bitter-pungent smell of Florian’s eleven secret herbs and spices would distract me from the pain. But no such luck.

      “Here goes nothing,” he said. “Deep breath, now. One, two – ”

      For a second, the poultice was cool, almost soothing against my skin. But Florian pushed to help it settle into my wound. I threw my head back and screamed.

      Why that hurt so much more than him and Artemis working together earlier to extract actual shards of twisted metal right out of my freely bleeding chest, I’ll never know. Tears streamed down my face. I bit into the back of my fist, whimpering.

      “It’s like ripping off a bandaid,” Florian said. “But, you know, in reverse.”

      “And it hurts a hell of a lot more, too,” I sobbed. “Come on, man, couldn’t you have mixed in something anesthetic in there?”

      He sniffed, then stiffened. “It’s really not that simple, you know. If you think that a little ibuprofen can help you close up your wounds, be my guest, but – ”

      “Let’s not get into this right now,” I moaned. “But okay, I’m sorry for complaining. Thank you for helping me, even though it felt like you set the gash in my chest on fire for a second there.”

      Florian beamed. “Always a pleasure.” He trundled towards the river to wash up. I leaned back onto the cot and sighed, closing my eyes against the sun.

      The sweat on my forehead was drying off, my body temperature lowering, and despite the initial absolutely horrific bout of pain, I could feel Florian’s plant magic working on my cut already. I didn’t even need to check to know that my flesh was probably stitching itself back together. Florian was just that good at his work.

      Artemis rolled her eyes, her lips stained orange from the Snacky Yum-Yums. “That was it? Ugh. Boring.” She turned on her heel and wandered off, Priscilla following closely behind her.

      “Thanks for the help,” I called out, half sarcastic. So maybe she spent several minutes just gawking at my injuries. Like I said, she did help with plucking out the broken shards of armor from my chest. I shuddered to think of how much shrapnel got into my torso. At least we had Gambanteinn. One legendary Norse weapon down, two to go.

      Still, the thought of it unsettled me, knowing how often I was getting blasted in the chest. First it was that slash that a demon cut into me, back in a nighttime fight at the Nicola Arboretum. And then this? You may scoff, but I didn’t like this pattern. My father, Samyaza, that fallen angel I never met? It was how he died, by spearing himself through the chest with an enchanted sword, and he did that to bring Dustin Graves back from the brink of death.

      Samyaza’s death gave fruit to two new lives: Dustin’s second chance, as I said, and my own rebirth from regular dumb idiot kid into a regular dumb idiot nephilim spawn-baby. I followed the scent of my father’s blood to Valero and found it on Dustin, which was how that running joke of him kind of being my father started going around the Boneyard. But Dustin’s entire reason for entering the arcane underground was being stabbed in the chest with an enchanted dagger, and he disappeared from reality the night he was pierced in the torso by not one, but five magical swords.

      What the hell did it all mean? It was creeping me the fuck out. I didn’t want to go out like that. I pushed my forearm over my eyes, hoping that the temporary darkness would blot out all thought of the creepy pattern, stave away some of the heebie-jeebies. Nope, didn’t work.

      The cold, wet hand that landed on my bare shoulder didn’t help, either.

      I yelped, jerked to sit upright, then fell painfully back down onto the cot again, the strain too much on my wound. My eyes flew open and I gripped the side of the cot in pain, only to find Florian standing above me, staring apologetically into my face.

      “It’s just me,” he said, raising the same wet hand, because apparently he couldn’t be bothered to dry it off after rinsing in the river. “Just me, buddy, here with a quick reminder.”

      “You just shocked me, is all,” I murmured, trying not to be so damn harsh with the guy who would always do everything in his power to ease another’s pain. “What’s up?”

      He sighed. “I know you don’t like the idea of it, but we really need to go see Beatrice about the handbag we ruined.”

      I pushed my hands over my eyes again, this time genuinely praying it would blot out the world. Nope. No such luck.

      “Everything is the worst,” I grumbled.

      “Well, not necessarily.”

      That voice. I forced myself into a seated position for real this time, wincing through tears of pain. See, this just proved my theory. Even being hidden inside a goddess’s domicile wouldn’t keep me from the prying eyes of the supernatural. Not for long.

      I blinked, clearing my vision, rubbing my eyes with the backs of my hands, because I wanted to be sure. There he stood, clear as daylight, golden as the sun pouring from far above.

      “Hello, Mason,” said Raziel, the angel of mysteries.
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      “Well, well,” I said. “Look who it is. It’s Mr. Shows Up When it’s Convenient.”

      Raziel frowned. “Hey. How about a little gratitude, huh? More like Mr. Throws Himself on You to Protect You from a Bomb Thingy Person.”

      He had me there. “Oh, fine. You’re right. Sorry.”

      “Sorry’s right. You’re being a bit of a brat, Mason.”

      Florian shrugged. “He’s just upset that you didn’t warn him about flying sickness. Honestly, who knew it was even a thing?”

      “Oh, that?” Raziel scoffed. “That’s nothing. You’ll toughen up with practice. It’ll get better over time.”

      I shook my head. “Not sure I’ll ever want to do that again. And seriously, being reminded about how nauseous all that flying made me isn’t helping when my chest is ripped open like this.”

      “Hmm?” Raziel stretched his hand out, a pair of delicate golden tweezers appearing in his palm, which he used to carefully lift the poultice away from my skin. I hissed, but kept my fists balled and sat still, like a big boy. “Oh, you weren’t joking. That definitely looks quite nasty.”

      Florian tutted. “You should have seen it before we cleaned it out. There were pieces of broken breastplate in it and everything.”

      “Really?” Raziel shook his head. “The armor was broken? That doesn’t bode well.”

      “I don’t like the sound of this,” I said.

      “Neither do I.” Raziel tossed the tweezers into the air, not even giving them a second look as they vanished in a cloud of gold dust. “The armor being ruined means that it’s out of commission, Mason. There’s a very good chance that you won’t be able to retrieve something quite so effective for a while.”

      I stared at him with huge eyes. “You’re joking. But that was just one busted-up suit of armor. Surely they’ve got more of them upstairs.”

      “I don’t think you completely understand. You’ve not only caused the armor itself to break, you’ve also ruptured the specific connection you need to summon it.” He shrugged, then spaced his fingers out, like he was measuring something. “No more large conjurations from the Vestments, at least not for a while. Only small to medium ones, if that makes sense.”

      “Great.” I threw my hands up in disbelief, then twitched, immediately regretting the strain it put on my wound. “Just great. And what happens when I go up against the entities guarding the other two weapons I need to find? The first one was just a staff, but that blast felt like a cannonball to my sternum.”

      “Then improvise,” Raziel said, beaming. “You cannonball them right back. I told you already, Mason. Creatio ex nihilo. Make something out of nothing. You have the gift of creation. You don’t have to resort to, pardon the analogy, borrowing books out of heaven’s libraries for the rest of your existence. Why not write your own?”

      I gestured at his clothes. “The way you, uh, write your own clothes into existence?”

      Raziel stiffened, his eyes flitting away from my gaze. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

      I grinned at him. “So I’ve figured you out, haven’t I? You don’t understand how human money works, obviously, and you’ve shown that even currency you ‘create’ with your miracles dissolves as soon as it leaves your hands. Which leaves only one possibility.”

      Florian looked between the two of us like he was following a tennis match, but understanding dawned on him soon enough. “Oh, snap.”

      “Exactly,” I said, raising my chin triumphantly. “Our good friend Raziel just manifests his clothes. He makes them himself.”

      Raziel scoffed, stammered, then straightened his back, tugging on his lapels. “Well, if you must put it so crudely, then yes. Yes. These are indeed created through divine means.”

      “So they’re knockoffs?”

      Raziel gasped, then answered stiltedly. “They are simply perfect imitations,” he stammered, sweat beading on his forehead.

      “So you’re saying they’re good knockoffs.”

      “I said no such thing!”

      Artemis walked by just then, one hand deep in the same bag of Snacky Yum-Yums, just polishing off the crumbs. She stood there, giving Raziel the once-over. “And who’s this? How’d you get in here?”

      “Fair goddess of the hunt,” Raziel said, making a low bow. “Mistress of the moon. I am Raziel, angel of mysteries.”

      Artemis munched once, twice, then looked over at me, nudging her head in Raziel’s direction. “Friend of yours? Because otherwise I’m shooting him full of arrows. Angels make for good target practice.”

      “N-now, Artemis, there’s really no cause for violence of the – ”

      “I’m joking,” Artemis said. “Totally kidding.” She draped one arm across Raziel’s shoulder, her cheese-dusted fingers coming dangerously close to his not-designer threads. I smirked at the sight of the two of them like that. Artemis knew exactly what she was doing. “Any friend of Mace’s is a friend of mine.”

      “Right,” Raziel said, relieved, but still staring warily at her fingers. “Of course. Thank you.”

      “But maybe knock first next time, huh? You angels are all about etiquette and being polite, aren’t you? Hell, if humans can pull off a proper communion, surely you fly-boys can give me a simple ‘Hi’ and ‘Hello’ before you come crashing the party.”

      “Duly noted,” Raziel said, shuddering as he weighed the pros and cons of inching away from Artemis’s grasp and accidentally getting his clothes stained.

      “We really should go,” Florian said. “We’ve got to deal with Beatrice and all that.”

      “I know,” I sighed. “Just let me enjoy this for a minute longer.”

      All was forgiven, I suppose. I didn’t feel like shaving Raziel’s head anymore, and to be honest, he was right. I was being a brat. But seeing Mr. Put-Together suffer, even just the teensiest bit, was the exact pick-me-up I needed. It was super mean, but I just wanted to see him squirm.

      Still, all good things must come to an end. “Right,” I told Florian. “Just let me get dressed and we can go.”
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      I never knew that human beings could turn such fascinating shades of red until the day we went to tell Beatrice Rex what happened to her prized handbag. Her fingernails dug into the wood counter of her shop. I heard cracking, and there might have been some splintering in the grain.

      “You’re telling me,” she growled, “that the expensive, enchanted designer piece I lent you out of the goodness of my own heart is just – gone? Just like that?”

      “Exploded,” I said, trying to be factual and flat, but realizing I was taking a little pleasure in seeing her fume. I gestured with my hands, banging my fists together, then spreading my fingers as I separated them again. “Kaboom, then whoosh.”

      She waved her hands impatiently. “What do you mean ‘whoosh,’ what the hell is that?”

      “When the bag was destroyed, it looked like the pocket dimension in it was turned out into this reality,” Florian offered. He was less sheepish than before, clearly making an active effort to be more social with Beatrice. Good for him, I thought, even though I found her mostly insufferable.

      More importantly, good for us. The mere fact that Florian spoke up softened something in Beatrice’s features. But her eyes met mine, and she went full feral again.

      “You’re paying for that thing,” she said.

      I held up my hands. “I’m pretty sure we’ve had this conversation before, but I really don’t have that kind of money.”

      “It was all that stuff we were supposed to sell to the Amphora,” Florian cut in. “You know, like you suggested. Good idea, by the way.”

      Beatrice hesitated again, but once more, just as soon as her eyes left Florian’s face, she let loose with the first of what was sure to be another barrage of insults. “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you to take care of something so valuable,” she said, directing her ire towards me very visibly by stabbing one manicured finger towards my nose.

      “Hey, get that out of my face,” I said, grimacing. “That thing was probably better off incinerated, anyway.”

      Her eyes went huge, and she reeled back, hissing as she sipped in a huge chestful of breath. Uh-oh.

      “That ‘thing’ was a couture collaboration between me and my design partners. It was one of a kind. Irreplaceable. And a boorish idiot like you would never understand its true value, because – ”

      “Now, now,” came a voice from the backroom, speaking in a British lilt. “There’s really no cause to be so incensed, Beatrice.”

      It was joined shortly by a second voice. “We can always make another, you know.” This one was clearly American, and both voices were deep, strong, yet somehow feminine.

      The beaded curtain leading into the backroom of Beatrice’s workshop parted with a cascade of click-clacks, and out stepped two enormous women – two enormous men, rather, who were dressed as women. My mouth fell open at the sight of them, Valero legends in their own right, the night club owners and arcane vigilantes known collectively as the Fuck-Tons.

      Statuesque was the best way to describe the Fuck-Tons. Stylish, in their own way, that kind of garish, gaudy aesthetic that favored a lot of bright colors and loud details, all the good stuff you’d see from a pair of seasoned drag queens. The outfit of the day, apparently, consisted of looking like ladies of the French court, all white powdered wigs and huge skirts, with the special detail of the two queens wearing a golden monocle on opposite sides of their faces. I thought back to the handbag and the rest of Beatrice’s collection. Their partnership suddenly made so much more sense.

      “Now, what seems to be the problem here?” said Imperial Fuck-Ton, the British one. The stories differed: the Fuck-Tons either met on the internet or on the club circuit, and thus their partnership began. Imperial looked at me, then blinked. “Oh. I know you.”

      I smiled politely, the anger draining out of my body through the soles of my feet. I could sense Beatrice getting pissed at the fact that I was already putting on a different face and leaving our argument behind. Hah. Served her right.

      “Imperial, good to meet you,” I said to the first Fuck-Ton. “And Metric. I’ve heard so much about you. The two of you are legends, huge stars in the arcane underground.”

      Metric unfolded a fan and held it over her mouth, giggling. “Oh, this one’s a flatterer. I like him.”

      “Ladies,” Florian said, leaning one elbow on the table. He waggled his eyebrows, eliciting another round of titters from Metric. Imperial looked less than impressed, but I thought I saw a little crack in the veneer of her face.

      Florian was apparently emboldened by the fact that this really was purely a business relationship after all, and that the word ‘partner’ referred strictly to Beatrice Rex’s commercial pursuits. It all hung together. The Fuck-Tons were powerful enchanters in their own right, weaving spells and magic into mundane objects to use them as weapons against the more villainous elements of the underground: ensorcelled press-on nails, teleportation compacts, lipstick grenades, you name it.

      I never thought that Beatrice’s idea of collaboration went beyond the style of her wares, but it was clear that the three were working together to empower the substance of the items they created, making significantly more effective enchantments and artifacts by combining their talents. As for why the collection was made entirely out of leather products? Well, the Fuck-Tons also owned and operated an S&M club called the Leather Glovebox. Come to your own conclusions.

      “The name’s Florian,” Florian said out of the side of his mouth, all his bashfulness gone, returned now to the leafy Lothario we knew and loved. Beatrice clearly felt the same, already forgetting about butting heads with me. From her perspective, I might as well not have existed. “I do nature magic, that kind of thing. I’m your man if you need lotions, potions, commotions.” He winked, and Metric, who by that point had convinced me that she would laugh at practically anything, tittered again. Florian gestured at me, meaning to introduce me to the Fuck-Tons. “And this is – ”

      Imperial looked at me down the bridge of her nose. “Oh, we know very well who he is. Mason Albrecht. The nephilim.”

      Beatrice’s gaze switched from Imperial, to me, then back again. “A nefa-what now?”

      Metric took Beatrice’s hand and patted it on the back. “Oh, you didn’t know, did you? The boy is half angel. That’s what makes him different.” She adjusted her monocle, peering closer. I blinked at her, unsure of how to respond. “And I imagine that he’s been after your services so insistently because he means to disguise the aura of his spirit from the rest of the supernatural world. Did I guess correctly, dear heart?”

      I nodded. Beatrice sputtered.

      “Are you serious? All this time, and you didn’t tell me?”

      I shrugged, toeing at the ground. “It never came up.” And truly, it never did. I wasn’t in the habit of going around telling people who and what I was. Who did that? It sounded like a great way to get killed, or captured, or chopped up for parts.

      “I should have charged more,” Beatrice said, stewing. The Fuck-Tons laughed in musical unison.

      “That’s predatory,” I said. “Or discriminatory. One or the other. Maybe both. You should charge me the same as the rest of your clients.”

      She leaned over her counter, one hand flying up to point a finger into my face yet again. I noticed that her palm had left a wet stain in the wood. “I told you, I’m already giving you a discounted rate for the shimmerscale. Listen here, nephyl – nivel – Niflheim.”

      “It’s nephilim,” I growled.

      “I don’t like you,” she growled back.

      “Well, I generally think you’re okay, but right now you’re being kind of a jerk.”

      Imperial reached out this time, patting Beatrice’s hand. “Now, now, the two of you, let’s not be so aggressive with each other.” It was interesting, seeing how the two drag queens had such a calming influence on Beatrice. Each time one of them spoke, she looked at them and listened intently, with all the respect and reverence of a child attending to a grandmother. A really, really big grandmother. Two of them.

      “We’ll absorb the cost of the destroyed handbag,” Metric told Beatrice, all sweet and motherly. “So you won’t have to worry about it again. We can always make another one, sweetie.”

      “That’s true,” Beatrice said softly, her mouth in a pout, her eyes still stabbing daggers into my head.

      “Now,” Metric said. “What was the cost that you agreed upon again?”

      “Ten thousand dollars.” Beatrice folded her arms with all the gravity of a businesswoman who simply, absolutely refused to budge on her final offer.

      “A fair price for something crafted out of shimmerscale,” Imperial said, adjusting her own monocle. “Nephilim, consider this a favor. We will assist Beatrice in creating something suitable for you.”

      I stammered. “I, um. Okay, that’s really nice of you. But that means it’d have to be made out of leather.”

      Beatrice Rex and the Fuck-Tons smiled at me with huge, leering grins. I knew instinctively that not one of them was related to the other, but the family resemblance was striking. It was Beatrice who spoke.

      “What are your thoughts about an enchanted leather thong?”
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      The ladies were joking, as it turned out, which was just as well. Nothing against the lifestyle, I mean, but tiny leather panties did not sound very comfortable to me at all. They meant a thong necklace, one of those narrow cords of leather you wore with a pendant around your neck, in this case, sans pendant.

      “I like the direction you’re heading with that,” I said, equal parts relieved and intrigued.

      “Oh, absolutely,” Imperial said. “It simply wouldn’t do to have you wearing it as a belt now, would it? The enchantment must be something that clings to your skin at all times. What if an entity tries to pounce on you in the shower?”

      Metric shuddered. They weren’t exaggerating, either. I’d heard stories. Entities loved to harp on about etiquette when it came to humans approaching them for favors, but they sure as hell were happy enough to show up unannounced whenever they damn well pleased. Dustin Graves would often joke about it happening to him, so much that I had to wonder if they were legitimate complaints rather than actual jokes.

      “A friend told me that Arachne is especially fond of pulling that sort of trick,” I offered. Dustin and Arachne had a special bond, but even then it was kind of creepy, the way she could send her spiders in to visit whenever she wanted.

      “Oh, don’t get me started,” Metric said, waving a hand and visibly shuddering again.

      “Yeah,” Beatrice said, chuckling, her eyes a little distant. “I’ve heard the same.”

      “But that’s how it works, you see,” Imperial said. “The relationships we humans have with the entities, they’re all contractual, all about give and take. The problem is that some of them will feel a sense of entitlement, or maybe even develop a fondness for a particular human. Still, strange as it seems, the risks are well worth it with someone as knowledgable as Arachne.”

      Florian looked between the rest of us, then chimed in. “Is she that spider-woman? Comes from Greek myth? Got too cocky about her weaving skills or something, got cursed.”

      I smiled at him, impressed that he got something right about mythology for once. “That’s the one.”

      “It’s interesting how modern times have shifted the balance of power,” Imperial added. “Arachne was only a woman cursed by the gods, but in a world like ours, where information is so precious, so expensive? Someone who can hear all the secrets holds all the power. And there are very few places in the world that spiders cannot access.”

      That got me thinking. Florian and I hadn’t heard from Belphegor since our run-in at the Amphora, and we had no clues about the next weapon Loki wanted, Mistleteinn. I didn’t very much like the idea of getting in touch with a demon prince to check on that, because the last thing you want is to owe one of the Seven another favor. Gambanteinn’s location was a clue freely given. But maybe, despite all the sinister stories – maybe Arachne could help us.

      “Hypothetically,” I said. “Theoretically. If someone was interested in getting in touch with Arachne for, you know, a communion. How would that someone go about finding the spider-queen?”

      “That’s easy,” Beatrice scoffed, whipping out a piece of paper from under her counter, scrawling out a rudimentary map of the city. She seemed really eager to show off, and I’d given her enough grief that afternoon, so I was happy to let her do her thing.

      Florian and I peered closer, finding that Arachne’s tether in Valero was located in – huh.

      “That’s an alleyway,” I said. “Somewhere in Little China.”

      Metric nodded. “It’s kind of convenient, truth be told. Means you can pick up some fortune cookies on the way.”

      I cocked my head. “Sorry. Fortune cookies?”

      “Don’t you know anything?” Beatrice rolled her eyes. “They’re Arachne’s preferred offerings. You should take a bunch of them with you. Take a whole bag.”

      “I’m new to a lot of this stuff,” I said. “Sorry, damn.”

      “Then you would know to be wary as well in your dealings,” Imperial said. “The entities are not to be trifled with.”

      Metric chuckled. “We know that you’re good buddies with the Greek twins and everything, but that doesn’t mean it’ll always be smooth sailing.” The lens of her monocle flashed just then. See, this was why the Fuck-Tons had a reputation. They knew damn well everything that was happening in the city, for better or for worse.

      Beatrice looked at each of us, her eyebrow cocked. “The Greek twins?” Nobody answered, which filled me with relief. Say what you want about the Fuck-Tons, but they weren’t out to air all of my dirty laundry after all. Just enough of it to be a tease. “Whatever,” Beatrice grumbled, folding up her map and shoving it in my hand.

      The corner of it poked into my palm sharply, and I grimaced. “Um, thanks.”

      “Why do you even need to see Arachne, anyway?”

      I gave her the kind of secretive, knowing smirk that I knew would annoy her just a smidge. “We need a little favor.”

      For the billionth time, Beatrice rolled her eyes away from me. “Whatever. Come back when you’ve got money for your leather jockstrap. I promise, I’ll make it extra scratchy.”

      We said our goodbyes to the Fuck-Tons, then headed out of the Black Market, eager to find our way over to Little China.

      Now, before you go wondering why so many entities loved to have their tethers in Valero, of all places, you have to think of them as doorways. Every entity’s domicile is a mansion with multiple doors, each one leading back out into our reality. You could knock, if you wanted, but in most cases, it’d still be up to them to decide whether to let you in.

      It goes without saying that the more powerful and influential supernatural beings maintain tethers in multiple locations. Someone like Loki probably had a worldwide network, at least one in every major city. But someone like Skirnir, who’d been forgotten by both time and his own master? Poor guy didn’t even have a domicile to attach tethers to. Can’t have doors without mansions. At least he had his apartment.

      As instructed, we made sure to swing by for fortune cookies, the most convenient place being a Chinese restaurant called Seven Dragons. I thought that the waitress would be more weirded out by my order of “Thirty fortune cookies, please,” but she very nonchalantly proceeded to bag them up for me, like nothing was amiss. Huh. Maybe everybody specifically came to Seven Dragons to pick up Arachne’s offering pre-communion. The alley with her tether was nearby, anyway.

      It was curious, too, how the alley was set at an angle that kept it shrouded from the sun, all shadowy and cool on the inside. “This must be it,” I said, pointing at one of the walls. Among the graffiti, a single symbol stood out, its lines too precise to fit in with the rest of the tag art. It was an octagon with lines drawn through, forming a small image of a web.

      “Okay,” Florian said, nodding. “I’m ready.”

      I chuckled. “Whoa,” I said. “Hold up. We’ve got to actually commune with her, first.”

      Carver once told me that communing was one of the first things any inductee into the arcane underground learned. Even the most mundane, most nonmagical person who could barely conjure a fireball could still learn to commune with the entities.

      “There are only a few key ingredients,” I explained, finally understanding from the look on Florian’s face why teachers enjoyed the act of teaching. He was rapt in attention, eyes staring intently, mouth hanging open. “You need a circle, an offering, an incantation, and just a single drop of blood.”

      I cleared away most of the debris from a spot in the alley using my shoe, making just enough space for our ritual. Using a piece of chalk, I drew a loose circle into the ground. Both summoning circles and their incantations, Carver explained, could be as simple or as complex as you liked. All that mattered was the intent.

      He’d also shared that an entity might even overlook some of the ingredients in a summoning, depending on how much it liked you. Raziel, for example, seemed happy enough to show up if I yelled really hard, or if I was close enough to being burned alive.

      “Looking good,” Florian said, his hands balled into loose fists at his side as he watched with fixed curiosity.

      “I beg to differ.” A long, mocking yawn filled the alley, and our heads whipped about towards its source. This place was a dead end, which already didn’t bode well, especially when I saw who was standing at the mouth of the alley.

      “You again,” I grumbled.

      “Yes, me again,” said Sadriel, the angel of order.
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      I retreated from the summoning circle, Florian instinctively backing away into the alley to join me so we stood shoulder to shoulder. If Sadriel wanted a fight, we were going to take her two on – wait. She was alone. I glanced around hurriedly, making sure that her quicksilver bodyguards weren’t lying in wait, but considering the size of those bastards, there really wasn’t any way of hiding them in such a tight alley, was there?

      “You came alone,” I said, my fists raised just by my face. At my side, Florian’s palms were pointed at the ground. We were standing on filthy cement, sure, but maybe he had some way of penetrating through to the earth if the need arose. “What are you even doing here?”

      Sadriel smiled at us. “I decided to travel light today, Mr. Albrecht. It might seem to you that descending from our celestial offices is just a matter of flapping one’s wings and arriving on terra firma, but I can assure you, it’s quite taxing. And I have to take up the bulk of the work.”

      Her heels clicked as she approached, one hand curling fingers across the bottom of her ever-present clipboard, the other clutching her golden pen. Check that: her deadly, potentially skull-piercing pen. Really puts a new spin on the concept of bullet journaling.

      My feet shifted against the ground as she came closer, my hands up to protect my face. Why was I even assuming a boxer’s stance? The hell was I thinking? I couldn’t reach out and summon the armor I liked so much from the Vestments. Raziel said so. That probably meant that I wouldn’t be able to access the gauntlets, too.

      Sadriel chuckled. “There really is no cause for alarm, gentlemen. You can let your guard down. You have my word. I am only here to observe.” She crouched closer to the ground, adjusting her glasses as she peered at the summoning circle, then wrinkled her nose. “And to offer some advice. This is really very crude, don’t you think?”

      My fists fell to my sides as I broadened my shoulders and lifted my chin in defiance. “Hey. That’s kind of rude. It’s the best I can do.”

      “Is it, now?” Sadriel said, only just concealing her amusement. She smirked to herself, tapping the blunt end of her pen against her cheekbone as her eyes flitted between the summoning circle and my face.

      I frowned. “What?”

      She smiled even wider. “Perhaps you will allow me to make some adjustments, to demonstrate how a perfect circle actually looks.”

      I rolled my eyes. “How is this going to help us with our communion? It’ll work either way.”

      Sadriel dusted off the back of her trousers as she stood up and straightened herself. “It’s the principle of it, Mr. Albrecht. It is part of my territory, after all, my portfolio. Neatness. Precision. Order.”

      My lips pressed together tight as a little idea dawned on me. “Oh, that’s right.” I walked over to the circle, still wary, but kneeling close enough to reach its edge with my hand. “So it’s really going to bother you if I do something to make it even messier, wouldn’t it?” I ran my fingers along the outside of the circle, smudging the chalk. “Does that bother you?”

      Sadriel gasped, her lips parting in horror, her eye twitching. “Please,” she said, gulping. “It’s already so terribly drawn.”

      Frigging angels. I smeared more of the chalk on another bit of the circle, mingling it with the dirt, making its lines all wobbly.

      “No, please,” Sadriel groaned. “It’s so hideous.”

      “Well,” Florian said, tutting. “That’s just uncalled for. A little mean of you, Sadriel.”

      I wish I could more accurately describe the mix of annoyance and triumph that brewed in my chest each time I made the summoning circle more and more imperfect.

      Sadriel breathed deeply. “Mr. Albrecht, there really is no need to be so antagonistic.”

      Oh, no she didn’t. I pushed myself off the ground, my joints popping as I stood up. “That’s a lot of funny talk coming from someone who has, first off, barged into my home, and second, fully attacked me with a squad of buffalo angel goons. And let’s not forget that you got Florian here involved both times.”

      “Then I confess,” Sadriel said. “That wasn’t ideal. But you have to believe me, I really was only gathering data, building up my department’s knowledge base of your capabilities, and even of your personality traits. I know that I am in no position to ask you to trust me, Mr. Albrecht, but I am not your enemy.”

      I folded my arms, standing with my feet apart. “You’re going to have to excuse me when I tell you that I find that hard to believe.”

      She pursed her lips, but said nothing. For a moment, she scribbled in her clipboard, the only sound in the alley the scratching of her pen against paper. I caught Florian standing on tiptoe, trying to catch a glimpse of what she was writing. Sadriel raised her pen, and I caught him by the wrist and tugged him away.

      “No way in hell are you going to hurt us, you – ”

      But she didn’t attack. Sadriel thrust her palm towards the ground, fingers splayed out, and a circular pattern of golden light appeared to burn through her clipboard, like it had penetrated paper and wood. It floated at her command, the sigil growing until it was just about the size and shape of the chalk monstrosity I’d drawn myself. The golden lattice of energy fell delicately to the ground, as light as a feather, and there it formed the most beautiful, most geometrically perfect summoning circle.

      “There,” Sadriel said, her smile this time one of satisfaction, and not smugness. “That should serve. Just because any old circle will suffice, doesn’t mean you won’t get a little extra mileage out of a properly crafted one. Arachne will be more likely to lend you her ear when she sees this – well, if I do say so myself – this thing of utter beauty.”

      I still had my arm across Florian’s chest, staring warily at the circle in the dust, waiting for it to turn into a glyph of entrapment like the one Mammon used on me, or an explosive rune, something truly horrible. Yet nothing happened. I raised an eyebrow at Sadriel.

      “What’s the catch, then?” I said.

      “No catch, Mr. Albrecht. Consider this a peace offering. You’ll find that Arachne is as much a fan of patterns and mathematic precision as I am. But alas, that is where our similarities end.”

      I let my arm drop at last, and Florian took the opportunity to trot up to the summoning sigil, marveling at it, the gold reflecting in his eyes. Rubbing the backs of my eyelids, I sighed. We both knew that he was more resilient than your average humanoid, his extensive lifespan and the thickness of his weird not-quite-bark skin giving him a natural toughness, but Florian really needed to be more damn mindful of his mortality.

      “You should know that we still don’t trust you, Sadriel. Not by a long shot.”

      “Understood,” she said, pressing her clipboard to her chest, her expression neutral and unruffled. “In the meantime I shall resolve to avoid antagonizing you further.” She pushed her pen up into her bottom lip, eyes gazing at the sky, then quickly scribbled into her clipboard. “No more attacks, perhaps. That would help. No more threats.” She muttered to herself as she wrote, her pen working so fast that it was a wonder the clipboard didn’t just burst into flames.

      “So,” I said, reaching out to the Vestments, requesting a slender dagger. “If we’re done here?”

      “Yes, yes,” Sadriel said impatiently, her hand now a blur as it took more and more of her copious notes. “Go on with your business, then.”

      “Right,” I said, just as the warm metal of a dagger materialized between my fingers. “Florian, open up one of those fortune cookies, would you?”

      He did as I requested, the plastic rustling as he tore the wrapper open. I didn’t need to tell him to crush the cookie into little shards, to put the mess into the center of the circle.

      “And for reference,” I said, holding the point of the dagger up to my finger, “here’s the last step. The final ingredient.”

      I pushed, inhaling sharply as I felt the prick of the dagger against my skin. Squeezing on the end of my finger, I let the single drop of blood fall into the circle among the broken pieces of fortune cookie. It hissed and smoked as it struck the pavement, the sign that the communion had worked.

      The little octagon glyph painted onto the brick wall shuddered, then rapidly expanded into an oval of shimmering gossamer gray. Whereas the portal to Artemis’s realm was shaped and colored like a leaf, the gate to Arachne’s very much looked like a constantly spinning spider web.

      And it felt like one too, I noticed, just as I stepped in. “Exactly like walking through spider webs,” I told Florian behind me, trying not to get too unsettled by the feeling of sticky, silky threads adhering, then tearing from my skin.

      “Kind of gross,” Florian said, his arms held out to his sides like he was playing at being an airplane. “But kind of cool, too. I’m into it.”

      I chuckled. Florian was into a lot of weird things. I hoped he was ready for whatever we were about to encounter in Arachne’s domicile, though. I hoped we were both ready.

      Spoiler alert: I was not.

      The last traces of Valero’s warmth died from my skin and hair as we stepped into the spider-queen’s home, a cavern lit in odd spots by flames that burned a sickly jade green. The part that bothered me the most, though, wasn’t the pale woman with the lower body and abdomen of a massive spider. It wasn’t the thousands of her arachnid children skittering across the floors and walls, either.

      No, what had the sweat trickling down my back was the enormous web stretched like a lace net across the entirety of the domicile, a silvery-gray canopy over which more of Arachne’s thousand thousand young crawled and frolicked.

      Even Florian’s footsteps felt more hesitant. But if there was one thing I learned from Carver, it was to show a confident face to the entities, even in times of uncertainty or fear. They could smell it on you, he taught me and the others. Weakness. And that was the very last thing you wanted an entity to know about you: that you were vulnerable, or soft, or afraid.

      Arachne’s head, covered in an exquisite veil that trailed to the ground, turned slowly at the sound of our approach.

      “Ah,” she breathed, her voice filling the vastness of her chamber. “Mason Albrecht, the nephilim, and his companion, the alraune, Florian.”

      “Thank you for welcoming us,” I said, inflecting my voice with both strength and reverence, a tough balance to strike when you’re worried about stepping on one of your host’s eight-legged children, or equally as concerning, worried about them crawling up your pants leg.

      “Why, it’s my pleasure.” Arachne tilted her head just enough to let the veils fall partway past her mouth, revealing the glint of greenish light on her wet fangs. “Come into my parlor.”
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      We’d caught the spider-queen in the middle of doing – well, I wasn’t sure what, exactly. Her legs were carrying her around the underside of the great web, her head raised as she trailed her fingers along its length. On closer inspection, I could just see filaments of silk dangling from the web, and little spiders hanging from the ends. They were glimmering, too.

      “I hope we haven’t intruded,” I said, careful to be respectful. “It seems that you’re very busy just now.”

      Arachne smiled again, then spun slowly in place, her face turned up to the web above us. “It is no great concern, nephilim, I am merely doing what I always do. A little maintenance, if you will. A woman’s work is never done, or something to that effect, whatever it is you humans like to say.” She paused just then, bringing her hands together, favoring me with an odd grin. “Ah, but I hope you do not take offense to me calling you a human.”

      “None taken,” I said, approaching slowly, the bag of fortune cookies rustling in my hand. “I’ve been human longer than I’ve been an angel, if that makes sense. I’m still figuring out that part of myself.”

      Arachne chuckled, a sound that was both wondrous and frightening. She raised her hand to the strands of dangling silk, collecting one of the sparkling spiders. “Yes, that is true. My children told me that you’d only just learned to fly. What a fascinating gift that must be.”

      My legs almost locked in place, but I pressed on, not wanting to show Arachne that her awareness had caught me off guard. The Fuck-Tons weren’t kidding. The spider-queen had eyes and ears everywhere, even in that distant, unnamed meadow that Raziel had taken me to.

      “I’m not sure it’s for me,” I said, laughing softly. “It might take some getting used to, assuming I ever try again.”

      This time I was just feet away from Arachne, and the closeness really impressed upon me the difference in our size. While her torso was indeed that of a human woman, her spider half was tremendous, each leg as thick and as long as a spear, each ending in a chitinous spike. One of those things through my body and I was a goner, guaranteed.

      “For you, Arachne.” I held out the fortune cookies, lowering my head in reverence as I did. Hey, my momma taught me to be a good boy, but Carver taught me to commune right.

      “How charming the nephilim is,” Arachne said, tittering as she reached out for the bag. “How sweet is the princeling.”

      My skin crawled when she said the word. Arachne really did know everything. She smiled again as she took the bag from me, all eight of her eyes just visible through the gauze of her delicate veils. And up close, I understood why the spiders in the canopy, and the one on her hand, were sparkling. Each had a little gemstone embedded in its back, each a different color of the rainbow.

      “Arachne thanks you.”

      I bowed my head again, backing up, then promptly bumping into the front of Florian’s body. I looked over my shoulder at him, glaring pointedly. “Dude. Come on.”

      “I was curious,” he whispered hurriedly. “Sorry.”

      Arachne laughed. “Approach, Florian. There is nothing to be afraid of. Curiosity never killed anyone.”

      Except the cat, I thought. She really did have this way of leaving out the choicest parts of idioms and proverbs and quotes. Come into my parlor, indeed.

      “Sorry,” Florian said, stepping up to the queen. Again, I’d say something about how he really should be more worried about his ass, but we were way past that now. “Only these little spiders are so pretty. How did you get those jewels into their stomachs?”

      The veils over Arachne’s face rustled as she laughed. “What a wonderful question. It took much experimentation, of course, but these secret-spiders are among the most valuable of my children. Each jewel records pertinent information for me. My offspring, as much as I love them, do still have imperfect memories and limited capacities for communication. This way, the delivery of knowledge is convenient. Instantaneous.”

      The sapphire in the secret-spider’s back glimmered and shone as it skittered its way up Arachne’s arm, then her neck, finally settling on her earlobe, where it clung with all eight legs like an elegant and truly very odd earring. Arachne lowered her head, as if she was listening.

      “Ah,” she said, smiling. “For example, this little one has just informed me that you desire assistance. You wish to locate the presence of a special sword. A very special sword indeed.”

      I locked eyes with Florian, though the two of us were wearing very different expressions. Mine was filled with alarm and concern. He was just dumbstruck, eyes huge, a dopey smile on his face as he slowly grasped the extent and reach of Arachne’s power.

      “This I won’t deny, Arachne,” I said. “We definitely need your help finding Mistleteinn.”

      Her fingers worked quickly to unwrap, then crack open one of the fortune cookies. “And find it you shall. Allow me to consult the web.” She laughed at her own joke, then reached up to the canopy again, tugging on a nearly invisible strand of silk like she was ringing a dinner bell, though nothing sounded. Then she inspected the slip of paper inside her cookie. “Look at the pointless wisdom contained in these treats. ‘You are capable of great acts of kindness.’ Oh, how simply terrible and untrue!”

      Arachne cackled delightedly before she crammed the broken cookie pieces into her mouth, crunching noisily with her fangs. I wasn’t sure how to fill the silence, though I did notice another glimmering spider descend from the ceiling. This one bore a yellowish-orange jewel, maybe citrine, or amber, Carver’s favorite. The spider did the same as the sapphire one, clambering up to the opposite earlobe to deliver its secrets to its mother.

      “How interesting,” Arachne said. “This one tells me that you will find the blade Mistleteinn in – ah. Yes. This might necessitate a brief journey away from Valero. You must go to Los Angeles.”

      I started. “What? But LA’s massive. Where would we even start looking?”

      Arachne reached into her bag of fortune cookies, retrieved one, apparently at random, then flung it at me. I caught it in one hand, the confusion plain on my face.

      “Open it later,” she said. “You will find the address there.”

      What? I glanced down at the fortune cookie, still entombed in its wrapper, and started to protest. “But – I – how did you even – ”

      Florian’s hand gripped me firmly by the shoulder, reassuring. “I think we should just roll with it, buddy. Best not to question how any of this stuff works.”

      “The alraune speaks the truth.” Arachne turned her back on us, continuing her circuit of the web, reaching out at intervals to collect and deposit secret-spiders in every color of the gemstone spectrum. “Now, if you’re quite satisfied, gentlemen, I must return to my work.”

      I bowed my head briefly, hissing for Florian to do the same. “Thank you for your time and your help, Arachne. You’ve been most gracious.”

      We hadn’t taken three steps towards the gossamer exit from the chamber when Arachne spoke again. “Oh, nephilim, before you go. What have you heard of my sweetling? My beloved Dustin Graves?”

      Ah. I should have expected her to ask about him. Dustin was her favorite, so much that Arachne would infiltrate the dimensional walls of the Boneyard just to talk to him, whether for important matters or just to chitchat.

      “I thought you would know better than I do. I’ve heard nothing. I left the Boneyard after he did what he had to do to save us. He’s gone.”

      She stared at me in silence for some seconds, then nodded. “What a pity. He truly must have thought it necessary to sacrifice himself, then. I do so miss my little sweetling.” Arachne shook her head sadly and smiled, her veils dancing with the rush of her breath. “Do visit when you can. It can be quite lonesome in this place.”

      I smiled at her, feeling a little twist of pity for the strange spider-woman. “We’ll try, Arachne. We definitely will.”

      She smiled back. “One final thing, Mason Albrecht. It is my understanding that you wish to find not only Mistleteinn, but another blade as well. The one called Laevateinn.”

      Again I struggled to maintain my composure. “Yes, actually,” I said. “We need it for – well, that’s not important. It only matters that we find it, too.”

      “In that case,” she said in a sibilant voice, the last half of the sentence missing, as always. There it was. I knew there was a catch.

      I flinched in alarm when her hands landed on the crown of my head, then slid down, fingers splaying across my face, her palm up against my brow. My words came out muffled. “I. Sorry. What’s happening?”

      “A final gift.”

      It was at once the creepiest and the most sensual feeling I’d ever encountered, this sensation of little threads warping and wrapping across my head. They settled there into what felt like the lightest hood, or a shroud. A veil. Arachne removed her hand, and the tickling feel of invisible silks was gone.

      “Okay. What just happened?” I blinked at her. “I’m not sure if anything’s changed.”

      “Call it a boon, nephilim. I’ve given you a small dose of my own magics, a mystic gossamer screen through which you will find the bearer of that most important sword. A Veil of Surveillance, if you will.” She tittered again at her own joke.

      “So this is supposed to help us find Laevateinn?” I said, pressing my fingers against my face, finding nothing but skin.

      “And find it you shall,” Arachne said. “But I would caution you to take care when attempting to retrieve this second sword.”

      I raised one eyebrow, curious. “Why? Is it hidden somewhere dangerous?”

      “Not quite,” Arachne said, steepling her fingers, smiling. “It is hidden by someone dangerous. My children have told me. Quilliam J. Abernathy. Have you heard the name?”
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      “Calm down,” Florian said, stumbling after me as I stalked out of the alleyway that contained Arachne’s tether. “Mason? Seriously, slow down at least. You’re scaring me.”

      Night had fallen on Valero, and the air was cooler, crisp, but it did nothing to soothe my flaring temper. Quilliam had a ton of strikes against him now. Attempting to entrap and kidnap me was one thing. But trying to blow me and Florian up, and now taking the sword that would at once put me in a powerful god’s good graces and earn me the cash I needed to go arcane incognito?

      “I’m gonna cave his skull in.” My arms swung like pendulums as I stalked the sidewalk, Little China already desolate except for some stray citizens out in search of dinner. “I’m going to enjoy rearranging that stupid fucking face of his.”

      “Okay, buddy. I’m all down for that, and I’m with you. Quill is a monumental jerk. But shouldn’t we think about this first, settle down a little? We don’t know where the guy is, and there’s really no rush to head all the way out to LA this late at night.”

      I whirled on my heel. Florian almost bumped into me, stopping short as I turned to confront him. He was at least a full head taller than me, but I was as big as skyscrapers when I got pissed. It was clear from the expression on Florian’s face that I looked the part, too, the glow of the glyphs on my skin reflecting in his eyes.

      “No. I’m sick and tired of being a magnetic vortex for all these supernatural idiots. I’ll cut up and smash every single one that comes looking for a fight, but if there’s a way to stop the flow, then I’m going to build the dam, damn it.”

      Florian twiddled his thumbs. “Bunch of mixed metaphors there, buddy.”

      “Shut up. I’m taking the next bus out to LA. Gonna smash some doors in, break some windows, steal Mistleteinn, and then I’m out of there. You can join me, or you can stay here and bite your nails. I don’t care.”

      I made another one-eighty, heading down the sidewalk again, feeling bad about being nasty to the one friend I had left in all of Valero, but I knew I was right. I would never be able to cut off the stream of demons and angels and entities at its source. The best option was to disappear outright. And I meant what I said, too. I enjoy making things break and bleed as much as the next battle-crazed nephilim, but I couldn’t hold off heaven and hell forever.

      “Well, I’m coming with.” Florian’s feet stomped after me, like I knew they would. He was a good friend, and I would have to be better at reminding him of that. “I’m not letting you go alone, even if you’re being a jerk. But let’s at least stop somewhere for dinner.”

      My pace slowed to let Florian catch up with me, and I breathed in carefully, knowing I’d been too harsh. “Yeah, you’re right. Sorry. I’m an ass. And dinner sounds great. It’ll have to be someplace cheap. I love everything Priscilla makes for us, but it’s been a good while since I’ve had a nice, classic steak. Seared on the outside, and just all good and bloody.”

      “Mmm. I love bloody.”

      That wasn’t Florian’s voice.

      The leaves above us rustled and I leapt away in time as a blur of something silvery and beetle-black fell from the trees. Dropped out of them, rather, in a deliberate, premeditated way. The thing moved so fast that at first I thought it was a creature with a wet black hide, but my senses caught up long enough to focus on the fact that it was just a man in a leather jacket and pants. A very slender, very pale man, at that.

      Uh-oh. Vampire.

      Florian exploded into a tangle of flying fists and feet as he fought off the vampire, but the creature kept darting around him, moving in a lightning-quick circle as it hissed and snarled. The bastard was hungry, clearly, and it worried me to wonder how much faster it could move if it was fully fed.

      I cupped my hands over my mouth, shouting to make myself heard over the vampire’s unsettling ululations. “Florian, just call on your nature magic and swat the thing out of the way. We don’t have time for this.”

      Again Florian lunged, and again he missed, his huge fist just sailing through thin air as the vampire weaved and dodged in a flurry of hair and leather. I thought I caught the jangle of jewelry, too, silvery accessories worn on its fingers and throat that glimmered in the moonlight.

      “Don’t you think I’m trying?” Florian roared. “I can’t catch the fucker. He’s too fast.”

      He? Florian must have caught enough of a glimpse of the vampire’s face to tell, not that it mattered. A vampire was a full threat under most circumstances, but a starving one, even worse. I extended my hand, catching the sword I summoned from the Vestments as it entered our reality, clutching its hilt tight. Then I entered the fray, prepared to stab the vampire through the heart.

      Prepared to try, rather. Florian wasn’t kidding. Watching the two fight from a distance was disorienting enough, but trying to predict where the vampire was going, or where it had been, for that matter, was a pointless exercise.

      The soles of its boots tapped at the pavement as it danced around the two of us, like it was so very pleased to exercise its agility and physical superiority. It slowed down long enough for me to see its profile, though, and how it was transfixed by Florian. Vampires were just animals, after all. It was far more interested in the larger, meatier prey. So be it. I wasn’t complaining.

      Again I thrust my blade at where the vampire should have been standing, and again it vanished from view with its monstrous speed. Florian swung his fist in a wide arc, and I thought that he was just about to catch the vampire’s stomach on the end of his knuckles. But the thing pivoted at the last second, somehow bypassing Florian’s limbs entirely – and latching its mouth onto his neck.

      “Florian!”

      I thought that Florian would at least cry out in pain, or make some initial effort to shake the vampire off his body. But he just kind of stood there smacking at the creature, shoving at it and failing to get it to detach from his throat.

      “Come on,” Florian whined. “Get off.”

      I planted my sword into the pavement, panting and leaning onto it like a cane. “Oh my God. Dude. Is it – is your skin too thick for fangs to penetrate?”

      “Yep,” Florian said, completely unperturbed by the fact that the vampire was still desperately trying to suck his blood through his neck. “Ow, okay, that smarted. Come on, knock it off. Cut it out.”

      I could just hear the vampire’s muffled grunting as it wrapped its arms and legs around Florian’s torso, trying to get a better grip. Wait. That voice sounded familiar.

      Florian shoved at the vampire again. “Okay, now you’re just way overstepping your bounds, Mr. Vampire. Look at this pervert.”

      My sword clattered to the ground, falling from my grasp as my mouth fell open with realization. “Florian. Step away from the vampire.”

      “It’s fine, I’ll just call up some vines to stake him through the heart.”

      “No, don’t do that.”

      “Okay, cool, through the face it is, then. Geez, Mason.”

      The vampire and I cried out at the same time. “Wait.”

      Detaching itself from Florian’s neck at last, the vampire – the pale man – stepped away, his eyes wide. He looked me up and down, his face blooming with recognition. “Mason? Is that you?”

      I sighed. It was inevitable. The past really does catch up with you, no matter how hard you try to outrun it.

      “Settle down, guys. Florian, this is an old friend of mine, from the Boneyard. I’d like you to meet Sterling.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      The vampire – Sterling, that was his name – grinned at me with a mouth full of neatly maintained fangs, his eyes lighting up. I smiled bashfully back. I never thought I’d be so happy to see the old bloodsucker. He clapped me on the back, hard enough to make me recoil. The guy never really knew his own strength.

      “It’s so good to see you, you cheeky bastard.” Sterling cupped his chin in his hand as he looked me over and beamed like he hadn’t seen me in years. “We thought you’d skipped town.”

      I gestured down at myself, then spread my arms. “Here I am. Well, sort of. I still live in Valero, except that I kind of don’t.”

      Sterling cocked an eyebrow. “You found yourself another interdimensional home realm to squat in?”

      “Hey, now.” I bristled, lifting my latte up to my lips, blowing across the top of the cup. “Squat is a very strong word.”

      The skinny, leather-loving vampire called Sterling was one of the guys I lived with back at the Boneyard, someone I considered a friend, despite his occasional histrionics and terribly arrogant attitude. It was actually so surprising for me to see this side of him, all sentimental and friendly.

      But as Sterling himself had told me enough times in the past, all the people he knew, everyone he loved died off around him as he lived on in vampiric immortality. Sterling loved blood, and sex, and more sex, but above all things else, he valued his friends. I respected that.

      As an apology for trying to suck Florian’s blood out, Sterling had very kindly offered to take us out for coffee on the spot. We went straight to Human Beans, of course. It was a good chance to catch up, and truthfully I was glad that he’d come along to take the wind out of my anger-driven and totally disorganized plan of going straight for Mistleteinn.

      I didn’t think I’d ever be so grateful for a vampire attack. The weirdest part was how Sterling admitted that he wasn’t even all that hungry for blood, just really, really bored. Classic Sterling. He did make up for it in spades, though.

      He bought me and Florian quiches for dinner, plus some pastries. Florian was digging into his third serving of cake. Carrot, this time, after a slice of chocolate ganache and what might have been red velvet.

      Sterling played with his lighter as he grinned at me, its metal case clicking as he flicked it open and shut. At some point in the past I admit that I might have found it annoying, but now? It was so familiar, and comforting. Metallic, fidgety music to my ears.

      “So you’re saying that you never left Valero after all?” Sterling tapped his nail on the side of his cup, a cute little demitasse with a single shot of espresso, just the way he liked it.

      I shrugged. “You know, I thought about all the places I could go, and I just kind of ended up staying.”

      “Face it, Mace.” Florian gave me an apologetic smile, a little spot of chocolate frosting still on his bottom lip. “The reason you didn’t move away was because you wanted to be found.”

      “I agree with the tree man.” Sterling cocked an eyebrow at Florian. “Human plant? Look, what are you? You taste like a garden salad.”

      “Alraune, actually.” Florian rubbed his neck, the little indentations from Sterling’s fangs already faded and healing over. “Long story. I am a plant person, basically. That’s all you need to know.”

      “He’s been a damn good friend to me, too.” Florian smiled at me as he shoved another forkful of carrot cake in his mouth. “And you won’t believe who the two of us are living with now.” I attempted a naughty, teasing grin before I blurted out the answer anyway. “Artemis. It’s Artemis. We live in her domicile.”

      Sterling shook his head. “You’re really making something for yourself, Mason, aren’t you? Gotta admit, I was a bit shocked when you said you were planning to leave the Boneyard.”

      That was the place I used to call home. The Boneyard was also an interdimensional space, owned by the lich named Carver, the man who served as both my mentor and a kind of father figure for the entire time I lived under his protection. And it truly felt like home, too.

      The Boneyard was a place for misfits to gather, where a werewolf, a vampire, a shadow mage, and even a necromancer with only good intentions could live without fear of persecution from the sometimes prejudiced community of the arcane underground. It was also where I met Dustin Graves, the man I jokingly, tauntingly called my father, and the entire reason I left in the first place.

      “I know it was sudden,” I said, sighing. “But I didn’t want to make trouble for everyone. That ritual Dustin performed, it sent all those swords that we borrowed scattering. You remember Mammon, right? Demon Prince of Greed? It wasn’t happy about losing its sword. And neither was Loki.”

      Sterling tossed back his espresso in one shot, grimaced, then leaned back in his chair, scoffing. “Loki. I remember that dickhole. God, what a prick. And I suppose he’s commissioned – sorry, blackmailed, more likely, the two of you into finding the sword for him.”

      “Three whole weapons, actually.” Florian put down his fork long enough to contribute to the conversation, taking a quick sip of water while he was at it. “So far we’ve found one.”

      “The second one’s in Los Angeles.” I gestured at Florian. “We were about to make our way there when you, um, dropped in on us.”

      Sterling frowned. “And how exactly were you going to get there? A bus, at this time of night? Surely not.”

      I picked up my latte again, slurping it noisily so that I wouldn’t have to answer. Sterling sighed.

      “Amateurs. We’ll rent a car.” He perked up and thumbed himself in the chest. “I’ll rent the car. We’ll make this an adventure.”

      Cautiously, I leaned a little closer across the table, trying to contain my excitement. “You’re really going to help us?”

      “I said I was bored tonight, didn’t I? Might as well have some fun. I’ll drive us there. We’ll kick some door downs, collect some heads. Just like old times, eh, Mace?” His fangs gleamed as he grinned, his eyes burning with malevolent joy. Sterling pumped his fists above his head, a boy in the body of a centuries-old vampire. “Woo. Road trip!”
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      Sterling’s rental smelled so close to new, that weird, tantalizing odor that comes with a spiffy, fresh car. Plush leather seats, too, nice and warm from the inside. Florian sat in the back. I had a good feeling that he was doing pretty much the same as me: trying not to show just how impressed we were by the luxurious everything of the very expensive and very stylish car Sterling had hired for our little adventure.

      “I can always loan you the money, you know.” Sterling’s leather-gloved hands squeaked as they maneuvered the steering wheel, gripping tight. How he managed to find leather driving gloves on such short notice was anybody’s guess.

      “No,” I said. “That’s okay, man. It’s the principle of it.”

      “Suit yourself.” He squeaked again as he shrugged, his leather jacket rubbing against the car’s leather interior. I wondered if that was a bad thing, if the proximity would set either vampire or vehicle on fire, or at least give them little friction burns.

      I breathed in again, casually taking in the smell of extravagance and old – very, very old money. The boys at the Boneyard and I had agreed on one thing about our vampire friend. Sterling probably wasn’t his real name, just an alias he picked up over the decades, and it was fitting because of how well he handled his finances.

      Sterling was no stranger to excess, but it felt like he had a near limitless supply of currency. He was generous about it, too, paying for the group whenever we went out to eat. If I had to guess, he was doing something similar to how Loki had worked things out for his own corporate empire. Multiple identities, that is, inheritance passing down between the same person under a different name. Absolute decades worth of compound interest on top made it so that they never wanted for anything.

      But borrowing the money just wouldn’t feel right. This was something I had to earn for myself. I wasn’t a kid anymore, and despite no one on planet earth asking me to prove that, I had to establish it for myself. I was going to pay for that stupid enchanted leather thong or whatever it was with my own two hands. Or with Florian’s.

      Granted, I felt a little bad about using him to brew up the stock we meant to sell to Dionysus, but the plan was always to pay him back, even if it meant owing him for the rest of my nephilim life, however many years that was.

      Sterling’s fingers kept hovering near the switch to open the driver seat windows. The guy loved to smoke, having nothing to fear from tobacco’s terrible effects, but even he knew that we shouldn’t be smelling up a rental, especially one this snazzy.

      “How much does this Beatrice woman want from you again?”

      I winced. “Well, considering how much she dislikes me, I’m worried she’s gonna bump up the price some more. I don’t like it. But last we checked, she wanted ten grand.”

      Sterling whistled. “Ah. Yeah. That’s got to smart. But you do what you gotta do, eh?”

      I nodded. “Loki promised to pay me the full amount, with a bonus for returning all three weapons. Gambanteinn’s hanging out back at Artemis’s domicile. So Mistleteinn is supposed to be with this collector guy we’re visiting.”

      Someone in the greater Los Angeles area, according to the slip of paper I found in Arachne’s fortune cookie. A man by the name of Wyatt Whateley, who lived in the Silver Lake district. Pricy place, which probably meant security systems, or even hired muscle.

      “And the last sword?” Sterling looked away from driving long enough to stare me in the eye.

      I turned over my shoulder, locking gazes with Florian, who only nodded at me encouragingly. “According to Arachne, it’s with this dude named Quilliam. Bad news all around. He tried to capture me and take me to one of the prime hells. Long, long story.”

      Sterling’s fingers flexed and squeaked excitedly as he gripped the steering wheel even tighter, his fangs gleaming with wet glee. “Sounds like a fight. One of the prime hells, eh? Is he a demon, then?”

      “That’s the thing. We aren’t really sure, haven’t properly figured him out. I do know that he’s a magus, though. Likes to use elemental magic.” I frowned as I looked down at my lap, finding my hands already bunched into tight fists.

      “What’s a magus, exactly?” Sterling asked.

      I shrugged. “Like a sorcerer, I guess, only more of a jerk.”

      “Gigantic asshole,” Florian said. “Just colossal. Almost killed us recently.”

      I cracked my knuckles, unsurprised to find myself grinning just as happily as Sterling was. “The good news is that a mage is just a mage until you get up close and snap his neck. Then he’s just another dead guy.”

      Sterling guffawed, his laughter filling the car. “Are you serious? Wow, Mason, that’s so violent. You used to be a bloody marshmallow. Soft, cute, sweet. And superficial.”

      “Very funny,” I grumbled. “I’ve always been like this. I guess being with you guys helped me chill out a little.”

      “Oh, I don’t need reminding,” Sterling said. “First day you joined the Boneyard, you wanted to rip Dustin’s head off. Hell, even I was scared of you.”

      Florian bent closer to the front seats, suddenly curious. “Why would a vampire be so scared of a nephilim?”

      “Holy light and all that.” Sterling waved his hand and gestured, like he was pretending to cast a spell. “Divine magic. It doesn’t mesh well with being undead, you know? I don’t like the whole smiting thing. Hurts a fucking lot. And if the thing that does the smiting is powerful enough – ” He dragged a finger across his throat, making a croaking noise.

      “Good to keep in mind if I ever have to fight like a million zombies,” I said, chuckling. “Speaking of Dustin, though. Any news from him?”

      Sterling shook his head, solemn out of nowhere. “No. Dead silence. He performed the ritual, then disappeared. It’s been months, and not a peep. But he saved the world, and that’s that.” He turned his head slightly towards me, one eyebrow raised, then looked back at the street. “You haven’t asked about Asher, I noticed.”

      I sighed. I hadn’t meant to gloss over that, but I was curious, for sure. Asher was the closest thing to a best friend that I ever had. “Sorry, man. I thought – I don’t know, this sounds sappy as hell, but thinking about him makes me sad.”

      Sterling grunted, like he disapproved, but he shook his head and acquiesced. “I guess I understand that. He misses you, you know.”

      I collapsed against my seat, sighing again. Florian’s eyes were burning into me, I could tell. I owed him an explanation. “Asher Mayhew was another friend from the Boneyard. We had so little in common, but we’re the same age, and when you can talk about video games there really isn’t much else you need to bond over. Good guy, had the sweetest heart. You’d never have guessed he was a necromancer.”

      That was the Boneyard for all of us: a safe haven, a home for all the misfits. Asher had been through a lot in his short life, living on the streets for too long a time, then being kidnapped and imprisoned by a druidic death cult.

      And none of that hardened any of his edges. The guy could raise the dead, summon enormous, jagged walls of ivory from beneath the earth. Fuck, he could jettison huge shards of bone from his body, using them as swords and spears. But he was always just a load of laughter and light, the Boneyard’s own heart, almost its mascot, if you didn’t count Banjo.

      Oh, Banjo’s a Welsh corgi who can make people’s heads explode. It’s this whole thing.

      I twisted around in my seat, making sure I got a good look of Sterling’s face before saying my piece. “You won’t tell Asher you saw me, will you? It isn’t safe for me to be at the Boneyard, to be around you and Carver and the others. You know that Loki isn’t the worst of this, right? I took an archangel’s sword, man. I’m only doing this to protect you guys. You have to believe me.”

      Sterling glowered at me in the brief second he took his eyes off the road. “I believe you, Mason. But I also believe that your problems can be solved more efficiently if we involved your support system in this. You know, all your friends at the Boneyard? And at the Lorica?”

      Florian gasped. “You have friends at the Lorica?”

      I shook my head impatiently. “Just a few of them, okay? They’re not all bad. Some of them understand what it’s like to be different.”

      Sterling scoffed. “Emphasis on ‘some.’”

      “It’s like that Scion woman we met the other day.” Florian audibly shivered. “She gives me the creeps.”

      “You’ve got a Scion on your tail? The Lorica really thinks you’re that important and dangerous?” Sterling sniffled, dragging a finger under his eye, feigning tears. “My baby is all grown up.”

      “Very funny, Sterling. Have you heard of her, maybe? Goes by Maharani. Rani for short.”

      He shook his head. “That’s totally new to me. Must be a transfer, or a recent promotion?”

      “Whatever it is,” Florian said, “she can stop time.”

      Sterling’s laugh was hard and humorless as he looked at Florian in the rearview mirror. “A chronomancer? Man, you guys really are popular. Which is a polite way of saying that you two are mostly fucked.”

      I sighed, melting in defeat into the leather upholstery, cupping my chin as I stared out the window. “Buddy, tell me something I don’t already know.”
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      It was an hour or so away from midnight when we finally arrived in Silver Lake. A very pretty district, fitting of the name, and exactly as expensive as I imagined. The part of the area we were in had houses on a series of rolling hills that overlooked the rest of the city. The specific house we were staking out was modern and boxy, all smooth white walls and huge glass windows.

      We were careful to make little noise as we exited Sterling’s rental, gently shutting the doors and parking a full block away, just to be sure. The air was cool, and almost sweet, which was weird for basically anywhere in Los Angeles, as if paying for a premium spot on a hill translated to getting slightly improved atmospheric quality.

      “I like this area.” Florian dug his hands into his hips, breathing deeply as he took in the surroundings. “And shame that we might have to break the windows on that thing just to get at this Wyatt Whateley guy. It’s really a very pretty house.”

      “Very modern.” Sterling’s fingers shook as he fumbled for a cigarette, the pack trembling in his hand. “Very chic.”

      “Dude.” I pointed at the pack. “You need to cut down on those. Look at you, you’re a mess.”

      He bared his teeth at me, and I almost cowed from the sight of huge eyes and even huger fangs. “I’ve been driving for nearly two and a half hours and I haven’t had a single puff in all that time. That’s the longest I’ve gone without a smoke for decades.” He popped a cigarette in his mouth, his hands practically vibrating as he brought his lighter to his lips.

      “I’m just saying, this looks like it’s a problem for you. What if you have to get on a plane?”

      “Hate planes. Fuck planes. Why fly when Carver can teleport us long distances? Now shut the fuck up and go investigate. Figure out how we’re going to crack this place.”

      Sterling dismissed me by blowing a plume of smoke directly into my face. See, he’d been so nice to me all night that I knew it was only a matter of time until the real, asshole side of him came out to play. This was more like it. Good old nasty Sterling.

      “Rude,” I muttered, coughing. “So rude.”

      “Come on, dude.” Florian tugged on my upper arm, peeling me away from Sterling even as I protested.

      “I should have let Florian stake you, damn it.” I coughed some more, snorting and sniffling as I tried to get the acrid smell of cigarettes out of my nostrils. “Right in the heart.”

      Sterling blew another plume of smoke after us, even if it didn’t stream out far enough to reach me, just as a last proverbial middle finger. “Kiss my lily-white ass, nephilim.”

      Oh yeah, bad Sterling was back in full force.

      Whateley’s house was even prettier and shinier up close, floodlights in the pebbled zen garden reflecting against the windows and making the whole thing gleam like a giant, polished marble box. Weirdly, it reminded me a lot of those Cube things that Loki was planning to mass produce.

      Now, the predicament here was that the inside of the house was just as brightly lit as the outside. Any aspirations we might have held of quietly sneaking in, smashing a vase over the back of Wyatt’s head, then absconding with his ancient magical collector’s item were quickly dashed.

      “I don’t like our chances here.” Florian peeked over a bush, trying to get a better view of the yard. “No cracked windows for me to sneak some vines in, either.”

      Shaking my head, I sighed. “Not that it’d help that much. We don’t even know where he’s keeping Mistleteinn. I mean, look. How are you going to find it? His collection looks huge.”

      “What are we talking about?” said a third voice.

      I almost screamed. Sterling’s head was poked between us, his cold, dead arms draped over our shoulders. I’d forgotten that about him. Sterling had all the beneficial traits of a vampire. He had improved strength, an inability to die barring some very specific conditions, the works. But he was exceptionally good at two things: being super fast, and being super sneaky.

      “Will you not do that, please?” I hissed. “You almost made me crap my pants.”

      “That would have been hilarious. Imagine.” Sterling squeezed my shoulder, leaning against my back as he peered over the same bush. “So what are we looking for, exactly?”

      “A sword.” I gestured vaguely at the Whateley house’s enormous windows. “But that’s really all we know. I don’t have a description or anything.”

      “And it’ll be tough to find regardless.” Florian pointed at the house. “Look at all that stuff in there.”

      To be fair, Wyatt Whateley made an effort to make his collection as presentable as possible, and you’d never get away with calling it a mess. But the man kept a lot of paraphernalia around. Like, a lot. He was lucky to have so much space to keep it in. There were glass cases for every last precious item in his collection, too: sensitive-looking books opened to specific pages, ancient pottery, statuettes made out of precious, rare materials. But no sword.

      “Just you let Uncle Sterling handle this. Follow my lead.”

      Florian blinked at me. “Uncle Sterling?”

      I groaned. “Bad joke from back at the Boneyard. My father, Samyaza? His blood brought Dustin back, so the joke was that Dustin was also sort of my father.” I rolled my eyes and thumbed over my shoulder at Sterling. “Which makes this jerk think that he’s my uncle.”

      “Respect your elders, damn it.” Sterling tugged on me by the scruff of my jacket. “Uncle Sterling says we’re heading in. Now.”

      Was he joking? I glowered at him, ripping his unsettlingly cold hand away from my jacket. “It’s really cute that you think you’ve got this covered, but how are we supposed to get in there? Throw a brick through the window?”

      “I could throw Sterling through the window,” Florian offered. “That might work.”

      Sterling rolled his eyes. “Amateurs. Look.”

      He pointed at the far left wall of the house. I almost slapped myself on the forehead. The front door was ajar. We could just strut into the place.

      “Wait.” I held my hand out against Florian’s chest, knowing correctly on instinct that he was always so excitable about getting a move on. “How do we know there wasn’t a break-in? Maybe someone’s already in there. Shit. Did someone beat us to the sword?”

      “Highly unlikely.” Sterling pointed at the driveway, then the sidewalk. “That’s probably Whateley’s car, and there, on the street. That’s a guest. Also, listen closely.”

      It was unmistakable. Soft jazz was streaming out of the doorway, along with the clearly titillated musical laughter of more than one person.

      “He’s hosting someone.” Sterling sniffled and rubbed his chin. “Maybe a lady friend. Or a buyer. Either way, they forgot to shut the door behind them, which works for us.”

      “So what do you propose we do, exactly?” It was a challenge, yes, but surely Sterling wasn’t suggesting that we just waltz in there uninvited.

      “I’ll do all the talking.” Sterling grabbed the edges of his leather jacket, tugging. “I’m good at dealing with rich people. Let me handle this.”

      Florian’s mouth was partly open as he marveled over Sterling’s harebrained plan. “You’re really good at this.”

      “Oh, well, you know how it is.” Sterling grinned at me as he stretched, rolling his neck around, his joints popping. “I’m an old hand when it comes to this kind of stuff. Mason’s great in a fight, but he’s a goody two shoes. Not very useful for breaking and entering.”

      I perked up, my spine stiffening as I bristled. “I am, too.”

      “Shut up.” Sterling pulled on us abruptly, lowering us behind the bush. “Someone’s coming.”

      Heightened senses were definitely part of the vampire skill set, and I credited Sterling’s for warning us about what was approaching. Footsteps from inside the house leading to the front door, first of all, followed by a voice.

      “Hang on in there, Wyatt, I just need to get something from the car. You really are twisting my arm on this, you know.”

      It was a man’s voice. Wyatt’s voice joined it in pleasant laughter, and it was so familiar that I just had to poke my head up over the bush, to see for myself.

      “Mason,” Sterling hissed, pulling on my arm, forcing me down again. “What the hell are you doing?”

      My lips drew back in anger as I verified the voice’s owner. “I fucking knew it,” I growled.

      There, walking out of the Whateley house, wearing casual clothes and an easy grin, was Quilliam J. Abernathy.
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      The blood rose to my temples, warming me more than usual against the cool Silver Lake air. It was something about my nephilim genetics, maybe. I was, just as likely, extra pissed about seeing Quill again. The fucker did try to make both me and Florian explode, after all, and he directly put a damper to my master plan of disappearing from arcane society altogether.

      My shoes scraped against the asphalt as Sterling held me back, grabbing me by the scruff yet again.

      “Let me at him.” My arms pumped in a windmill, and I kept going despite how stupid and cartoonish I knew I looked to the guys. “I’m gonna rip his fucking face off.”

      Sterling effortlessly shoved me into a bush. I landed on my butt, confused, in a tangle of leaves, twigs, and grass, shortly before getting even angrier as I started to formulate my protest.

      “Mason.” Florian held his palm against my chest, restraining me as gently as he knew how. “Chill out. Your sigils are going bananas.”

      That took some of the anger out of me. Florian was right. I was glowing like a firefly, the glyphs etched into my skin lighting me up like a Christmas tree. That only ever happened when I got too emotional, and I hated that I ever allowed it to begin with, but hey, I’m still half human.

      My breathing went into an even rhythm as I stilled my body and mind, shutting my eyes and regulating myself the way Carver had taught me, a kind of simplistic meditation. Even with my eyes closed, I could see the golden cast of my sigils fading.

      And fine, Sterling helped, in his own brusque, obnoxious way. I admit, the bush was a cool, if slightly damp enough place. Being tossed into it was a bit like getting spritzed with some cold water, which at least helped lower my temper and temperature enough to get me to settle a little. Sterling went down on his haunches, leveling his eyes with mine.

      “So, are we done being a rabid little honey badger now?”

      I bit the inside of my bottom lip, then nodded sheepishly.

      “So here’s the plan. Florian, you stay out here where it’s nice and full of nature. If everything goes to hell, you’re our backup. Use your vegetable magic and save our asses in there.”

      Florian gave a little salute, then nodded briskly, all seriousness.

      “And you. No more tantrums in there, okay, Mason? We’re doing this my way. We’re going to charm the pants right off of this Wyatt guy, then figure out how to take his goods.”

      “Right. I promise, no more tantrums.”

      I lied. I couldn’t promise that. Come on. Being grumpy’s my whole thing.

      We waited for Quilliam to collect whatever it was he needed from his car. When the coast was clear, Sterling and I stood up, leaving Florian hiding in the bush. Sterling kindly picked out some twigs and leaves from my hair, then brushed my clothes off a little, just to make us look convincingly presentable.

      “There,” he said, adjusting my jacket. “Now you’re good enough to trick the best of them with Uncle Sterling.”

      “Can we – can we please drop this whole Uncle Sterling thing?”

      “Never. Now come on.”

      I followed Sterling up the cobblestone path to the front door, which, to my surprise, was again left ajar. That suggested a kind of familiarity at play. Wyatt Whateley must have trusted Quilliam enough, and it did imply that this was going to be a short visit. But what the hell did Quill want with a collector of rare treasures? Was Wyatt in danger?

      Sterling shoved the door fully open with one hand and swept into the house. I scuttled in after him, and the warm, controlled temperature of the great indoors fell over me like a soft, comforting blanket. Wyatt’s house smelled nice, too, like someone had lit some scented candles before we came in. A fragrance I could best describe as green lingered in the air, making everything smell faintly like a forest.

      We passed the foyer, which opened up into a living area, where Quilliam stood at a high table opposite the man of the house. Wyatt Whateley was a mousier sort of gentleman, with beady little eyes that told me he was shy, but not unintelligent. Quite the opposite. He gave me the impression of someone who made himself seem smaller and more vulnerable precisely to put them off guard. It was clever. Too clever.

      Wyatt Whateley blinked at us, once, twice, before asking a meek, soft question. “Who are you gentlemen? Is there some way I can help you?”

      Quill’s lips hitched into a satisfied smile when his eyes caught mine. I bit my tongue hard to stop myself from doing or saying anything that would blow our cover. It felt as if both Quill and I had silently agreed to pretend we didn’t know each other, to see how the rest of the evening would play out. I placed my focus on Wyatt instead, just about to respond, when Sterling swept in and, just like he promised, did all the talking for me.

      “We’re here about the wares.”

      Wyatt blinked again. “The wares?”

      Sterling tapped his foot against the marble floor and snapped his fingers impatiently. “The wares, man. The wares. We talked about this.”

      Recognition washed over Wyatt’s face. “Oh my goodness. Are you Mr. Devereux? Mr. Charles Devereux?”

      “Yes.” Sterling never missed a beat. “Exactly. And I’m here to see the goods.”

      The gamble paid off, then. Quill was here to buy something off of Wyatt, who apparently liked to collect and keep precious things, but not so much that he would turn his nose up at an opportunity to turn a profit. The good thing about this was that we would potentially get the sword without a fight. The bad news was – well, it was Quilliam.

      “I thought you would have more of an accent. I didn’t expect you to sound so – I don’t know, British.”

      “Oh, it’s been a while since I lived in Loosey-anna.” I nearly stomped on Sterling’s boot just then, and he just shot me this wild-eyed look that more or less said “The fuck was I supposed to say?”

      Improvise it was, then.

      “And this is my young associate.” Sterling pulled me closer, slinging one arm across my shoulders. I tried not to flinch over how it felt like someone had dumped an ice pack on my back. “Introduce yourself to the nice gentlemen.”

      “Of course.” I didn’t even bother with an accent, they could come to the conclusions they wanted. “The name’s Jason. Jason – Albright.” Nice. Nailed it.

      Somewhere in the back, I thought I heard Quilliam snorting.

      “Oh, my manners,” Wyatt said. “And this is Mr. Quilliam J. Abernathy. He’s just here to pick up a book. I should have everything in order soon, gentlemen.”

      “Well, hurry,” Sterling said, tapping his boot even faster. “We don’t have all day. Jason and I are here to acquire Mistleteinn, and then we’re off. It’s a long drive down to San Francisco.”

      I blinked at Sterling, mildly impressed at the sudden backstory he’d cooked up for us.

      “Mistleteinn?” Wyatt wrung his hands. “The sword that once belonged to the draugr Prainn? Mr. Devereux, I thought you were interested in that vase we communicated about. A whole email chain, it was.”

      “Yes, yes, but I think I’ve changed my mind. I would much rather purchase the blade instead.” He cast his eye among the glass cases littering the room, somehow lucking out on the only one that contained a sword, then swept over to it dramatically. “Look at its majesty, how it’s so – so rusty and broken.”

      Wyatt Whateley followed after him with tiny steps, his little eyes already glimmering with the promise of a sale. I left them to it, my feet carrying me unerringly towards Quilliam’s side of the room, almost like I wasn’t even in control of them anymore. I glared daggers at him as he taunted me with a cocked eyebrow. Somehow the two of us ended up in an alcove, out of sight of both Sterling and Wyatt Whateley.

      Quill tilted his head at me and grinned. “Well, well – Jason Albright. Fancy meeting you here.”

      “Can it, Abernathy.” I spoke in a low, rough whisper. “How many times have you fucked us over now? Don’t think you’re going to get away with your bullshit again.”

      To my annoyance, he ignored practically everything I said, simply folding his hands behind his back and peering past me. “And who the hell is this? Your sugar daddy?”

      “Shut up, Quill. You’re here to steal that book, aren’t you? You should pay for that, you fucking asshole.”

      “I’m a regular customer here. Wyatt Whateley is one of my best sources for new – ah, shall we say, scholarly acquisitions. Of course he’s going to be fully paid. Dear Mason, you must have me confused for someone poor. ”

      I glowered at him, my nails digging into my palms, ready to throw one or two punches upside his smug, snide face.
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      “Wait a minute.” Quill cocked his head, pressing the end of his finger in the hollow of one dimple as he grinned at me, an exaggerated play of mockery. “You’re not actually planning to buy that old sword, are you? As I recall, you’re still in the poor house because neither of the Rodriguez witches actually had money to give. And then there was that unfortunate matter. The accident with your entire stock of bootleg wine spontaneously combusting.”

      I stood on the balls of my feet, scowling, barely able to hold myself back. “You blew up our goods and you fucking know that. It wasn’t an accident. You attacked us.”

      Quill waved his hand and chuckled softly. “Details, details. Semantics. Just words. What are words at the end of the day, after all? How much power do they truly give us over the universe?”

      My eyes went wide as I understood what he was planning to do. One word, two words, a phrase. That was all he needed to blow up this entire house. No way was I going to let him. Before I knew what I was doing, I’d shoved him up against a wall – and slammed my hand over his mouth. He grunted into my palm, his eyes going dark with anger as he realized what had happened.

      “You listen to me, Abernathy.” I bent in closer, just to communicate exactly how serious I was about delivering on my threats. “One false move, and I crush your windpipe.”

      He just rolled his eyes and grunted again, which only made me angrier. Settle down, I told myself. I didn’t want to go all Christmas tree in there, though even if I did, all the incandescent lighting in the Whateley house would at least hide the fact that I was an angry human lightbulb.

      “I don’t know what you’re actually doing here, and truthfully, I don’t care. I just want the sword. You have it. Give it to me. Hand over Laevateinn.”

      His forehead furrowed at the sound of the word. His eyes narrowed, one eyebrow raising, like he was trying to ask me something.

      “I’m going to take my hand off your mouth, slow like. You say one thing – I mean one thing that sounds like a spell trying to happen – and I’ll knock your teeth out.”

      Quill did his best to nod. I removed my hand. He sputtered and grimaced. “There are less aggressive ways to show me your affection, nephilim. I don’t even know where that hand’s been.” He stuck out his tongue, making faint retching noises.

      “Shut the fuck up and tell me where you kept Laevateinn.”

      He shook his head, chuckling. “If you couldn’t tell from before, I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about. What even is that? Lay-vah – levit – I don’t know. I truly don’t.”

      Invisible gossamer threads cut into my skin, Arachne’s Veil of Surveillance all but yelling at me that we’d found the perpetrator. “But I was told – it was Loki’s sword. It’s the god of mischief’s sword. You’ve never heard of it?”

      Quill swatted my hand away from his neck, then brushed at his clothes, as if he was concerned that I’d smeared too much of my poverty over him. “Look at me. I deal in spells and spell books. My whole thing is magic. Tomes, grimoires, scrolls, the works. Do I look like someone who needs a sword? I could kill you with a single word.”

      My hand reared back, forming into a fist as I aimed directly for Quilliam’s mouth. His hands flew up.

      “But I won’t. Geez. Just a joke. I wouldn’t do that to Wyatt. It’d be rude to leave a mess of your corpse.”

      I spoke through clenched teeth. “You’re lying. Again.”

      “Um. Mr. Albright? Mr. Abernathy?”

      Our heads turned as one towards the sound of Wyatt Whateley’s voice. I gave him my best smile. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that Quill was grinning, too.

      Wyatt’s fingers were in a tangle, worrying at each other as his gaze flitted from me, to Quill, and back. “Is everything all right here?”

      I lowered my fist and backed away from Quilliam. “Quite all right. No problems here. We were just talking, is all.”

      “Right,” Wyatt said, drawing out the word with suspicion. I shouldn’t have let my guard down, shouldn’t have let Quill get to me like that. “Only that the tome Mr. Abernathy wanted to purchase is now ready. Packaged and prepared, just as you requested, Quilliam.”

      “Wonderful.” Quill’s voice was thrilled and positively musical. He swept past me, but not before staring daggers bare inches from my face. He didn’t move his mouth as he glared at me – not once – but I knew what that look meant. This isn’t over.

      He had a point, though. Quill was the kind of mage who took pride in his magical talents. He was too full of himself to resort to anything less than an explosive show of arcane power. Swords and guns and bullets meant nothing to his agenda. But then why was Arachne’s veil tightening across my skull? It knew. He had to be lying.

      I stepped back into the main room, watching as Quill gathered up a parcel wrapped in brown paper and string. Ugh. I didn’t like the idea of him walking out of this place having acquired even more power. Yet it did surprise me to realize that he’d kept his word. Quill didn’t attack us, almost as if he considered Wyatt’s home hallowed ground. Maybe it was all the artifacts.

      Walking up to Wyatt and Sterling, I just caught the tail end of their conversation. “And I think that a fair price for the sword is this.”

      Wyatt scribbled something on a little square of paper, then slid it across the table over to Sterling. I never thought I’d see the day, but when Sterling picked up and read the amount, his eyes went as huge as saucers. He sputtered, then choked.

      “Oh. Oh wow.” Sterling’s eyes flitted from the scrap of paper to me. “I think we can arrange something to this effect. Jason?”

      It took a second for me to remember that Jason was my extremely stupid alias. “Y-yes, Charles?”

      “Run.”

      In one smooth motion, Sterling smashed his fist straight through the glass case containing Mistleteinn, then grabbed it in one hand. I didn’t wait to check if he was bleeding. Wyatt was already screaming his head off by then, wailing, clutching at his hair as he saw the diamond perfection of his collection ruined.

      Sterling and I ran abreast as we beat feet straight for the front door. Quilliam, as it turned out, was already heading to his car, rummaging around in his jeans pockets for the key fob.

      “Florian!” Sterling shouted at the top of his voice. “The little one. Tie up the little one.”

      I chanced a glance over my shoulder as Wyatt Whateley waddled out of the front door and hoofed it over the cobblestones. Within moments glistening greening tentacles had found their way from out of the garden, snaking at Wyatt’s ankles and restraining his wrists. I winced at the sight, despite knowing that Florian would never dare to tear this guy limb from limb, the way I’d seen him do to demons. Tears rolled down Wyatt’s face as we ran. I would have felt sorrier for him, but we needed Mistleteinn badly.

      Sterling streaked ahead of me down the path, his vampire physique making him lightning-fast, and he went the far way around Quilliam’s car. Call it instinct, but I knew exactly what we had to do. I reached out to the Vestments, summoning my own sword – and Sterling and I each slashed a tire on Quilliam’s car as we sprinted past.

      “No,” Quilliam screamed. “Not again, no, no.”

      Emboldened by the adrenaline pumping through my blood, I moved on to the second phase of my masterful impromptu plan.

      “Look alive, dork.” I disengaged my sword, returning it to the Vestments, but with just the perfect twist of my body, sent my right leg careening towards the underside of the book cradled in Quilliam’s arms. My foot connected and sent the book flying far across the car’s hood. It thudded on the street – where it was promptly run over by a passing truck.

      Quilliam fell to his knees. “Nooo.”

      It served him right. The bastard had tried to roast my ass alive on multiple occasions. Hey, I’m a nephilim, not an angel. I’m allowed to be a bad boy every now and then, especially when it comes to getting back at people who’ve been bad to me first. The world isn’t always black or white, or even gray. Sometimes it’s about having some fun. Nothing wrong with a little sin or two, right?

      My laughter misted into puffs of fog, the sigils on my skin lighting up the dark in my excitement. The boys and I raced each other to our rental car as the night filled with the music of Quilliam J. Abernathy wailing his stupid head off.

      Best. Road trip. Ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      Florian slapped his thigh, the clap of flesh on flesh and his uproarious laughter resounding throughout Artemis’s domicile. A nearby copse of trees rustled, flocks of birds twittering huffily as they ascended into the sky, disturbed by the ruckus.

      It wasn’t just Florian laughing, of course. Sterling was sliding a finger under his eye, already in tears, and Artemis, though she had no idea who Quilliam was, seemed happy to celebrate our little victories with us. Priscilla shook her head disapprovingly as she doled out beverages, lingering as she handed Sterling a Bloody Mary, examining him with some suspicion. I sipped on a coconut half shell, amused by the whole tableau. This was my family, I thought. These were my friends.

      “And then – and then he threw his head back and screamed. ‘Nooo.’” Florian wiped at his cheeks as he chortled. “God, Artemis, you should’ve been there. He was practically crying.”

      It was hilarious in the moment, for sure, but thinking back to it only made me happier. So maybe slashing his tires and catapulting his precious tome into oncoming traffic was a childish thing to do. So what? Quilliam was an asshole.

      “I’m impressed.” Artemis rose to her feet, running her fingers along the hilt and haft of the sword and staff we’d already collected, both stuck into the earth just outside my hut. “Now you just need to find the third and you’ll be home free.”

      I nodded. “More or less. But I’m really not sure what happened there. This thing Arachne wrapped around my head was meant to show me the way. It was Quilliam. He was supposed to have Laevateinn. I was sure of it.”

      Artemis rolled her eyes. “Arachne has access to a massive wealth of information, but I’m not sure that I’d trust everything that came out of her mouth a hundred percent. Then again, I’m biased, so what do I know.” The bag of Snacky Yum-Yums in her hand rustled as she stuck her hand in, searching for the last crumbs. “I’m out. Gonna go refresh.”

      Sterling grinned at her. “You eat a hell of a lot of those, don’t you? Have you considered a bargain with Loki? He manufactures them. Could be to your benefit.”

      She scoffed. “Hah. As if anything to do with Loki could be to anyone’s benefit. You know better than that.” Her eyes flitted up and down his body, and she smiled. “Feel free to hang out here any time you want, Sterling. It’s nice to see you enjoying the sun.”

      “Thanks, Artemis.”

      The goddess went off in search of more cheesy snacks, and I snuck a look at Sterling as he shut his eyes and lifted his face to the sky. It was the rarest sight, seeing Sterling’s lips curve into a smile that was completely devoid of malice or ill intent. He was happy, just genuinely delighted to be basking in the light of the sun once more.

      I should have clarified. Artemis might be the goddess of the moon, but she liked to keep her domicile lit under the gaze of an artificial sun, one so realistic and convincing that you’d be correct for worrying about Sterling bursting into flames just from walking into the place.

      Conversely, her brother Apollo’s domicile was plunged into near perpetual night. His home, or so I’ve been told, was located on a beach, an endless stretch of white sand. My guess was that even the entities got bored with the things that were meant to flesh out their portfolios, the symbols of their station. It was interesting to me, getting a firsthand look at how close to human the gods could be.

      Yet that didn’t help for squat when it came to Arachne. Was she lying about Laevateinn? As huge an asshole that Quill was, I believed him. He didn’t mess around with weapons because his tendencies leaned towards magic.

      Hell, what convinced me was the fact that he didn’t lord things over me. If Quilliam had the sword on his person, I would bet my left nut that he would have bragged and taunted me about it, shortly before attempting to detonate my skull with a fireball.

      Or worse, he could have tried something on one of my friends. Sterling, for example. A lot of the myths about vampires simply weren’t true. Yes, you could kill them with a stake through the heart, and yes, sunlight would absolutely incinerate them. But Sterling lived up to his name and wore plenty of silver jewelry, and he was a huge fan of garlic.

      I watched him some more, hardly realizing that I was mirroring the smile on his lips. It really was good to see old friends again. His eyes flicked open, and he nearly caught me staring. I looked away quickly, flushing.

      “Well, I should go.” He brushed his hair out of his eyes, throwing the sky one last winsome grin. “It’s daytime here, but it’s early morning out in Valero. Sun should be up in a few hours, and I should be heading back to the Boneyard.”

      I nodded. “That’s a sound plan.”

      He smiled at me again. “You’ve really got a good thing going for you here, Mason. I promise I won’t tell the others that I found you.” His smile fell into a frown. “But you have to swear to me that you’ll take care of yourself, that you’ll at least come and say ‘Hello’ once the heat settles down around you.” He lifted a finger and stabbed it towards my face. “Call. Asher. He misses you.”

      I swallowed the little lump that formed in my throat. “I will. I promise.”

      Sterling sighed, pushing his fists into his waist, smiling up at the sky. “I hope Artemis wasn’t kidding. I’d love to come hang out here some more. See, I know it isn’t actually the sun, but gods, Mace. I can’t even remember the last time I walked out into the daylight. I can’t even remember the – hey, what’s that?”

      What was what? I followed his gaze, just catching sight of a golden streak of something crossing the clear blue sky. And it was descending, falling harder, and faster, almost – directly towards our group.

      “Hit the deck,” Florian shouted.

      We scattered, Priscilla somehow moving even faster than Sterling, taking off like a bolt towards her kitchen. Sterling cursed as he ran, diving behind a bush. I did the same, but on the opposite side of the clearing. Huddled and behind cover, we watched as the golden comet fell towards us –

      Then stopped, just before it struck the ground. The light around it cleared, then vanished. Where a smoking, dust cloud-covered crater should have been stood Raziel, the angel of mysteries, once again a strong candidate for getting his head shaved bald.

      He glanced around innocently, somehow unaware that he’d just caused an impromptu evacuation. Raziel brushed at his shirt and tapped off his shoes, despite the fact that it was everyone else who’d tumbled into the dirt and potentially shit their pants.

      “Is everyone quite all right?” Raziel blinked, turning in place as he searched our faces. “It’s just me.”

      An electric shaver. I wanted one more than ever.
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      My hands were already in fists when I rushed up to Raziel. He backpedaled slowly, but confidently as I approached. Within moments Florian was already on me, looping an arm around my waist and pulling hard.

      “That’s not how you say ‘Hello,’ damn it! Raziel, I swear.”

      He raised his hands, apologetic. “I was in a rush. I’m sorry, all right?”

      I shook Florian off – no mean feat considering the guy was a full head taller than me, and a walking slab of meat to boot. “I’m okay,” I told him, meaning it, the blood no longer simmering just under my skin. “I’m fine now.”

      Sterling, it seemed, was not feeling similarly. He stayed huddled behind a bush, his eyes just peering over the edge of it. Raziel gave him a reluctant wave. Sterling hissed, baring his teeth.

      “Play nice, you two.” I sighed, ruffling my hair. “Raziel, this is Sterling, an old vampire friend. And Sterling, this idiot here is Raziel, the angel of mysteries.”

      “That’s very unkind. And it’s a pleasure to meet you, um, Sterling.”

      Sterling eyed him warily. “Not a fan of angels.” His voice came out suppressed, and oddly unconfident.

      Raziel blinked, then stepped closer to the bush. “I’m sorry? But Mason here says that you’re friends.”

      Harrumphing, Sterling stood up, brushing loose leaves off his clothes. “I’m okay with Mason because he’s still got that human side. You people are – different. And not in a good way.”

      Raziel stiffened, his lips pursing, but he said nothing more.

      “I should go,” Sterling said. He clapped me on the back as he made a careful loop to avoid getting close to Raziel, then offered Florian a rigid wave. “I’ll see you boys around.” With no more angels between him and the exit out of Artemis’s domicile, Sterling made a run for it, clearing the ground inhumanly fast and reentering Valero’s reality in seconds.

      I was still annoyed by Raziel’s theatrics, but the dumb, slightly sad look on his face made me take a little pity. He wasn’t used to people disliking him so much. “Don’t take it personally. Sterling doesn’t trust angels on principle. Something about the undead and smiting, he said.”

      Raziel sniffed and tugged on his lapels, still pouting. “That very much depends on the undead in question. We don’t just go around smiting indiscriminately, you know.”

      “Sure. Sure, you don’t. I believe you.” I took a moment to look up, reimagining the golden comet that was actually Raziel’s alternate form just moments ago. “How do you keep doing that, like, just descending out of the sky? Like a buzzard diving for scraps.”

      Raziel bristled. “I resent that.” If his wings had been visible, I was sure they’d’ve been ruffled.

      “How do you keep finding me?” I turned to Florian. “See, that was what I meant. Homing pigeon, not a buzzard. My bad.”

      “I am not a homing pigeon.”

      Florian nudged me with his shoulder, leaning in as if to whisper, but still speaking loud enough specifically so Raziel could hear. “Santa Claus rules, I bet. He’s watching you, even when you’re asleep. That kind of shit.”

      “How dare you,” Raziel barked.

      “Oh, man. Raz, you might want to start looking away when I’m in the shower, or most nights before bed. That’s my special alone time.” I clucked my tongue and winked. “If you catch my drift.”

      He reddened, so much that I had to stop myself from laughing. “This is the thanks I get. Honestly. I come here bearing information – information that could prove beneficial to your cause, no less – and I’m treated like some common peeping Tom.”

      I grinned at him. “Aww, you’re more precious to me than that, Raz. More important. A peeping Thomas.”

      He stamped his feet. “I hate you both. If the two of you are done mocking me – I’m here to talk about Quilliam.”

      Both Florian and I stopped chuckling. I straightened myself up, curious. Raziel grinned smugly and folded his arms.

      “Ah, you see? Now I’ve got your attention.”

      “Of course you do.” I set my coconut shell down, then cracked my knuckles, doing none of it on purpose, my body simply reacting appropriately whenever it came into contact with anything Quilliam-adjacent. “This is about some jerk who tried to kill us. What do you know about him?”

      “Just enough to tell you that he isn’t as common an enemy as you might think. The man is an accomplished magus. That much is clear. But there is also the matter of his parentage. You told me that when he attempted to capture you – the fight with Mammon, correct? You told me that there was some mention of Quilliam being called a princeling, either by Mammon itself or Quilliam’s demon subordinates.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck tingled. “Yeah. Princeling. The same word that some of you entities like to use for me. And I still haven’t quite figured that out.”

      Raziel nodded. “Look it up in a dictionary and you’ll find that it is simply a term for a young prince, one who hasn’t come into the fullness of his role. That describes you quite well, Mason, especially considering how there is no true formality around your father’s title and station. There is no throne, no kingdom to rule. You are rightfully his heir, but a princeling in name only. This all loops back to the act of creation.” He pressed his hands together, smiling, his eyes practically glowing with excitement. “To building a kingdom of your own.”

      “Creatio ex nihilo,” I said, almost automatically, the words already waiting at the tip of my tongue. “You don’t mean literally, surely?”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not.” Raziel shrugged. “But the fallen need someone to turn to, do they not? Imagine all the nephilim scattered all over the planet. You had zero understanding of who you were before all of this awakening business came along, the sigils on your chest, the arcane underground. Imagine how they would feel, lost and alone as they are.”

      I looked down at my hands, then at Florian, who looked back at me with awe, and maybe a little pity. “I can’t handle that kind of responsibility.” My words came so softly that they surprised even me.

      “And nor should you have to. But it’s something to think about, Mason. Ultimately, this would be your destiny. But you always have the freedom to choose. It’s in your blood. Rebellion is in your very nature, and I would be insane to try and stop it.”

      “But what does all that have to do with Quilliam?” Florian plopped onto the floor, his body thudding heavily against the earth. It felt to me like he had a need to be grounded, like this information was overwhelming for him. I smiled flatly. Imagine how I felt.

      “Ah, that’s the thing. In many ways, Quill is Mason’s opposite. We know little of the boy, but we do know that he has an impressive command of the arcane arts. It’s also clear that his parentage is not entirely human. This should be no surprise to you, but Quilliam J. Abernathy is part demon.”

      “That bit I already had a hankering about.” I let my knees take me to the ground, arranging my legs across the grass as I sat. Just like Florian, I thought. I needed to be rooted to figure all this shit out. “But what about him being a princeling, and also part demon? What does that have to do with – oh no.”

      Raziel tapped the side of his nose. “Precisely.”

      Florian looked between us hurriedly, like he hadn’t yet made the connection. Then his eyes went wide as he caught up. “Oh. Uh-oh.”

      I gathered my legs up underneath me, crossing them, my arms folded, like my body was trying to press itself into the smallest space possible. “He’s a child of the Seven.” I groaned, letting my head loll back as I stared accusingly at the sky. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “Correct. Quilliam is a princeling because he is an heir to a crown. If his parent, whichever of the Seven that happens to be, should somehow perish – close to impossible, considering how desperately and violently the princes cling to their power – then he himself will ascend to their station.” Raziel looked at the grass, like he was considering joining us on the ground, but then he looked at his white jeans and thought better of it.

      “Imagine that.” Florian’s eyes were still huge, his mouth hanging open as he paused. “Quill, one of the Seven.”

      I punched my knuckles into the grass. “What a nightmare.”

      “Agreed,” Raziel said. “Which is why I would caution the both of you to be very, very careful in your dealings with him.”

      Too late, I thought. We slashed his tires and ruined his book. “See, that’s part of the problem now. I was led to believe that Quilliam was in possession of Laevateinn all along. Now we’re in a rut. Dead end, like.”

      “The game’s not over yet.” Florian pointed at the sword, then the staff. “We’re two out of three, but that counts for nothing if we don’t retrieve the thing that Loki actually wants.”

      “Ugh.” I collapsed on the ground, spreading my arms out and yawning as I stretched. “In the morning, please. It’s been such a day.”

      “Agreed.” I turned to find Artemis, who clapped her hands twice, shutting off the sun. Her domicile immediately went dark as night, lit by a perfect moon and a canopy of stars. “Bed time, everybody. Lights out. Also, be sure to – well, hello there.”

      “Uh-oh.” Raziel looked to me, then to Florian, wet eyes reflecting the stars as he silently, desperately begged for help. Hah. He was going to have to field this one. Served him right.

      Artemis sidled up to him, one hand tucked into the pocket of her denim cut-offs, the other reaching across Raziel’s back and coming dangerously close to his neck.

      “Listen,” Artemis said. “I thought we talked about this.”

      Raziel gulped.
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      Just some cheesy snacks, Artemis said. That was all she really wanted, a proper offering each time Raziel crashed the party. I thought it was amusing that she didn’t demand any such sacrifices from Sterling, but they knew each other through their encounters with Dustin Graves.

      That counted for something, I suppose, but it was far likelier that Artemis just didn’t like Raziel very much. He’s like that one guy who always shows up unannounced, then drinks all your beer and stays around too long, even after the seventh hint you’ve made about having work in the morning.

      Granted, Raziel didn’t drink beer or truly overstay his welcome, but you get the point. I only found it frustrating that his little information excursion didn’t really help us in any meaningful way. Sure, I guess it was good to know that Quilliam was this weird, dichotomous reflection of who I was. I appreciated getting a better understanding of why he was such a giant cockhole. That aside, though, we still had no leads for finding Laevateinn.

      “We’re stumped.”

      I sighed, resting my chin in my hands, my elbows on my knees as Florian and I sat on the sidewalk just outside the Nicola Arboretum. It was late the next afternoon, nice and balmy out in Valero, though gloomy for me on the inside, because despite the lighthearted sort of celebration we had in the domicile the night before, we were still pretty stuck as far as Loki’s sword was concerned.

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “Stumped. Is that supposed to be you ripping on me for being a plant person? Because I can’t decide if it’s offensive or not.”

      I shrugged. “Bad choice of words, I guess. No offense meant. Though I’m not sure how offense could be taken in that situation, either.”

      “Wow,” a third voice added. “Oh wow. Do the two of you always have such scintillating conversations?”

      Our heads turned at about the same time. I frowned, then openly groaned when I found Belphegor standing behind us.

      “Ugh. What do you want now?” I made sure to roll my eyes as I looked away from the demon Prince of Sloth.

      “Is that any way to thank the guy who led you straight to Mistleteinn? Where’s the gratitude? Where’s the respect?”

      Florian ignored him and joined me in solidarity, facing the street in silence. But Belphegor started squeezing himself between us, trying to get his own little section of butt real estate on the sidewalk.

      “Scooch over,” he whined. I glowered at him as he pressed in, his clothes smelling of weed, the air surrounding his body way too warm to be human. He wriggled his way into place, sighing happily as he stretched his arms out and draped them across our shoulders. I shrugged, but Belphegor was blessed with unholy strength, even in the guise of a scrawny, pot-smoking teenager.

      I smacked my lips, already annoyed. “And to what do we owe the pleasure? How can we help?”

      Belphegor grinned widely, a worrisome expression considering he was normally so relaxed, more like apathetic. “But you’ve helped so much already.” He turned to Florian, gripping him by the shoulder and rubbing vigorously. “Look at all that you’ve done for our flowery friend over here. Florian’s a functioning member of society now. You’re really living up to your end of the bargain, Mason.”

      Florian scratched at his hair, and I got the distinct impression that he was trying to avoid my gaze.

      “Well, almost.” Belphegor scratched the end of his nose. “Sorry about all those bottles of wine you made getting blown all the way up.”

      “Right,” I said, watching him warily, removing his hand from my shoulder. “Which is why we really need to get this business with Loki and Laevateinn over and done with. The sooner I get paid, the sooner I can vanish into the cracks. What can you tell us about the sword?”

      Belphegor’s face dropped, and he gathered his arms into himself, crossing them and sulking.

      I blinked at him, confused. “Was it something I said?”

      “Come on,” he moaned. “I’ve helped the two of you so much already. Do you realize how little I actually do? You measure your time in days. I do one thing a month. Okay? One thing. And that was my quota.” He folded his hands behind his head, sighing as he stretched. He lifted off the sidewalk, brushing off the underside of his jeans as he continued to give me a long, drawn-out sulk. “Now it’s time for me to relax. Besides, it’s not like I know anything about the other sword.”

      I stared at Belphegor long and hard, waiting for a subtle shift in his expression, but there was nothing there. Granted, demons were mostly liars, demon princes being actual professionals at it. And this was one of the Seven, no less.

      “You know the worst thing about this?” I rubbed the bottom of my chin as I watched him. “Whether or not you’re withholding information, it sucks that there really isn’t anything we can do about it.”

      Belphegor shrugged, his mouth hitching into a little grin as he winked at me.

      “Don’t buy the act. He doesn’t know anything.”

      I turned my head towards the direction Belphegor bared his teeth, only to find the last person – well, angel that I was expecting. “Sadriel? What are you doing here?”

      She tapped her pen against her clipboard, walking in a slow, deliberate circle around Belphegor, who stood there wrinkling his nose at her and seething. “Trying to prove my worth, perhaps. No, I suppose that’s an exaggeration, Mr. Albrecht. I’m here to help where demonkind clearly cannot.”

      I followed Florian as he got to his feet. I wasn’t quite sure I liked where this was going. Sadriel was circling Belphegor like a shark. Was she insane? He was one of the Seven, and she was just some rank and file celestial bureaucrat, as far as I knew. So maybe she had a managerial position, like she told me all that time ago. She still wasn’t a seraphim, or an archangel. Not as far as I knew.

      “So you caught me.” Belphegor folded his arms, rolled his eyes, and huffed. “I’m not holding shit back. I really have no idea where this other sword is.”

      “But I might.” Sadriel pushed her pen against her cheek, smiling smugly.

      “Whatever you’re trying to accomplish here, Sadriel – why?” I still wasn’t convinced that she was doing anything out of the goodness of her own heart. That was one of the most important things I’d learned about the entities: the celestials, the infernals, the gods of earth. There was no such thing as purity of good or evil, not as far as I’d encountered. Everything was hopelessly gray when it came to the supernatural.

      “I am hoping to prove, Mr. Albrecht, that I am a more capable ally than you thought. I am attempting to demonstrate that I do not necessarily mean you harm. You are, as I have tried so very hard to explain, a curiosity for our department. An active nephilim. It would be a shame to see you perish, with the fullest extent of your abilities unmeasured, unrecorded. Such a pity.”

      Data. That was what Sadriel wanted. Numbers and lines and charts, things to measure. As long as I knew she wasn’t out to kill me, then fine. I nodded, dropping my arms to my sides – exposing myself.

      “Do whatever it is that you think needs to be done.”

      She smiled curtly, her heels clicking as she approached. “With pleasure.”

      Sadriel placed one smooth hand against my forehead – not exactly what I expected – and I stood there, noting the warmth of her skin, which was at least closer to human than Belphegor’s raging ambient temperature. Her hand smelled of flowers, the kind that you can never remember the name of, but that your mother loved so much.

      “I sense it. This gift from Arachne. This – Veil of Surveillance, was it? Something’s wrong.”

      Belphegor chuckled. “Sure is. It’s tainted. I don’t know why I didn’t notice before.”

      My head jerked at the sound of his voice. “Are you serious? Wait, what do you mean tainted?” I yelped when Sadriel forced my face back into position, making it so that we were eye to eye. “Hey, watch the face. And the neck. And the everything else.”

      The Veil had melted right into my face, all over my eyes. Could the two of them detect it from the lingering magics of Arachne’s gift?

      “Hush, Mr. Albrecht. This blessing she gave you was meant to locate a missing sword, yes? The truth of the matter is that Arachne has done quite the opposite. The Veil of Surveillance is a misnomer. She has ensorcelled you to become blind to Laevateinn’s presence.”

      Florian gasped. “Why would she do that? What was the point?”

      A second hand clasped me by the chin, and I almost flinched away in surprise. Sadriel stepped even closer. What the – where were her pen and clipboard? How many hands did this woman have?

      “I need your consent, Mason Albrecht. Allow me to modify the enchantment.”

      My mouth gaped for a couple of beats as I searched for my answer. “Will – will it hurt?”

      Belphegor cracked his knuckles and paced closer, taking a deep toke of the vape pen he produced out of nowhere and coughing as he chuckled out a cloud of thick mist. “This I gotta see.”

      “Jerk,” I muttered. “Okay, Sadriel. Do what you must.”

      She whispered words I couldn’t understand, every phrase of the celestial language sounding like a strain of the sweetest music, the world’s most perfect song. The pads of her fingers pressed against my skin. Sadriel spoke one final word, my heart shivering at the beauty of it.

      Then my brain caught on fire.

      Sadriel’s hand flew to cover my mouth as my head lolled back, as I screamed from deep in the pit of my stomach. I could only see white, ivory fire burning my vision all the way from the back of my eye sockets. Then the white flame cleared, and I could see again. I wiped at tears that had fallen suddenly, my hand shaking as it found my skin glazed with cold sweat.

      Florian’s hand grasped me by the shoulder and squeezed. “Are you okay there, buddy?”

      I nodded, no longer in pain, but uncertain, and afraid. Sadriel reached for me again, and this time I really did flinch. She gazed into my eyes and blinked. “Do you see now?”

      My lashes fluttered as I struggled to focus on whatever it was she wanted me to find. It was like seeing through my own eyes for the very first time.

      “Boring,” Belphegor said. “As if he didn’t already know.”

      I glowered at him. “I really, truly don’t.”

      Belphegor rolled his eyes again, then snapped his fingers, disappearing into a pillar of crimson fire.

      Sadriel placed her hands on my shoulders, turning me in place and guiding me around. She pointed down the street. “If you were to follow this road all the way to its end, Mr. Albrecht, where would it take you?”

      My eyes narrowed as I struggled to focus, and there it was, a red line as thin and delicate as thread, running all the way down the street. “Silk Road. It’ll take me to Silk Road.”

      “Very good. And what lies beneath? Think hard.”

      My blood ran cold. “The Black Market.”

      Florian’s eyes were hard as he stared between the two of us. “Are you sure about this? Is this true?”

      I blinked, my eyes searching the far horizon as they scanned through the mists of the Veil of Surveillance. “Laevateinn. She has it. It’s with Beatrice Rex.”
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      There’s no feeling in the world quite like the rush that comes when you kick a door open. My blood was surging on the walk all the way to Silk Road, down through the Black Market, all of the anger boiling inside of me culminating into a point on the heel of my foot.

      I believe the exact noise I uttered when I caved in the front door of Beatrice Rex’s atelier was “Graagh!”

      “Would you please calm the fuck down?” Florian scampered in after me, worrying and nagging the whole way to the Black Market. “Don’t do anything that’s going to get us arrested.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I growled. My right hand thrust at the air, catching the handle of a golden mace as it appeared out of the Vestments. “We’re just here to talk. Loudly. With a hammer.”

      “That’s a mace,” he pointed out helpfully.

      “Neither the time nor the place.” I looked around the darkness of the workshop, then cupped one hand to the side of my mouth. “Come out, Beatrice. We know your dirty little secret.”

      Florian walked up next to me, finally catching up. So he had the wider stride, sure. But I had the tenacity of – well, of a honey badger, I guess. A really angry one, with a mace strapped to its little paws.

      “I don’t like this.” Florian shook his head as he looked around the store, seeing the same thing that I did: very little at all. “It’s too dark. Shouldn’t she be open this time of day?

      “She should be.”

      I sniffed at the air, hoping to catch a whiff of something amiss, but there was nothing. Beatrice’s atelier smelled as it always did, faintly of sweet perfume, but now lightly laced with the scent of leather. The place was warm, too, about the same comfortable temperature it always was when we visited, which meant that there hadn’t been a break-in, no draft. Well, apart from all that fresh air coming in from the doorway I just smashed.

      “Beatrice,” I barked again. I was starting to get a little worried, admittedly, but also a little apprehensive. This didn’t bode well. “Don’t make us come look for you. Just come out and talk to us. I promise, we’ll be real reasonable.”

      Which could have meant anything, which worked to my advantage. I could, for example, break her counter into wooden splinters if she didn’t give us the answers we wanted.

      Beatrice’s answer was the tinkling of beads from the curtain draped over the doorway to her backroom. In the gloom, Beatrice Rex looked the same, a little imperious, a little bit of a brat. But this time her eyes seemed so hollow. I thought the same thing about her voice.

      “What do you want?” She sounded like someone who was in the middle of something. Something big, and secret, and potentially dangerous. “I’m very, very busy just now.”

      “You’re not too busy to tell us the truth, are you?” I lifted the mace, pointing it at her. “Not too busy to explain why you’re hiding Laevateinn from us?”

      Beatrice sighed, tilting her head so she could look around my shoulder. All that stood between her and the business end of my mace was her counter, but she looked completely unintimidated, even bored.

      “Listen, Mason. I’m going to look past the fact that you now owe me for a ruined enchanted handbag and a broken doorway. I’ll even give them to you as freebies. But you don’t understand the forces at play here.”

      “Tell us.” Florian stepped forward, placing his hands on the counter. Not something I would have done. “We’ll listen. There’s a reason you’re keeping the sword to yourself, but you’ll get your asking price in the end. We need the sword, too.”

      Beatrice’s face screwed up into a mask of anger. “But I need it more.”

      “Sorry, but I find that hard to believe.” I approached the counter, still brandishing the mace, ready to turn Beatrice’s shop into a pile of kindling. “Give us the sword, and we’ll be on our way.”

      She lifted her chin, glaring at me in defiance. “Feel free to take it. It’s right here in the backroom.”

      “If you insist.” I feigned taking another step towards the counter, fully aware that she was going to try something on me the moment I made my move. I wasn’t wrong.

      Beatrice Rex slashed her hand through the air, like she was swatting a fly, or more appropriately, slapping my face from a distance. I only just caught the enormous tangle of white that shot out of the darkness, what looked like a massive tentacle, rooted deep within the shelves that lined the back of her shop.

      I fell to the ground, pressing my body low to avoid a second attack. Staring up at the ceiling, I wondered if I was even seeing correctly. Was she really attacking us with bolts of cloth?

      There was a yelp from Florian as he thudded heavily to the floor, knocked over by another long curve of gleaming fabric. “Ow,” he groaned. “I felt that.”

      Somewhere above us, Beatrice Rex cackled. “Fine silk, straight from the best mulberry silkworms China has to offer. Magical silkworms.”

      Florian rolled onto his back. “Then why did it feel like I was hit by a truck?”

      Again we got another wordless answer. Florian dodged as one of the sentient bolts of cloth found him, its tip bunching up into knots, then smashing into the ground with the force of a giant’s fist. My eyes went huge as the finely woven clump of cloth cratered the beautiful parquet floor, sending splinters and sawdust flying.

      “Holy shit,” I shouted, clambering back up on my feet. “Holy shit.”

      I released the mace, letting it fall from my grip and return to the Vestments, then summoning its replacement. Something sharp, to deal with all these reams of possessed fabric Beatrice was using to terrorize us. I knew she was really good at enchanting things, but I’d never heard of anyone using tailoring supplies to kill.

      My back was already damp from sweat, my breath hitching as I cursed to myself, waiting for a sword to appear from out of the Vestments. I whirled in place, overwhelmed by the weaving, undulating reams of cloth surrounding us, like gleaming snakes of all colors, lengths, and patterns.

      “Florian,” I yelled, unsure of where he even was. “Do something. Use your nature magic.”

      “Oh, sure.” I’d lost track of how he was positioned among the streamers of living fabric, but those two words were dripping with a whole lot of sarcasm. “Let me just command all of these plants you’ve seen growing down here in the Black Market.”

      “This is not the time for sass, Florian!”

      He was right, though. Apart from the occasional exotic plant sold by a Black Market vendor, the bazaar really didn’t have much in the way of flora. Either things simply didn’t grow in the dimension’s artificial darkness, or its proprietors, whoever they were, didn’t much fancy the idea of investing in nocturnal plants.

      “The fuck am I thinking,” I muttered under my breath, realizing that I had far, far more important things to worry about than arcane real estate and landscaping. Staying alive, for example.

      I closed my fingers as the sword appeared. Just in time, too. I twisted as a particularly slender length of silk shot out of the darkness, ready to punch a hole through my torso, then brought the sword down, cleaving it in half. It twitched, then rippled and fluttered to the ground, its magics depleted. These things packed a punch, but we just needed to cut them down. That was all.

      Easier said than done, of course.

      My sword sang through the air as I hacked and slashed at any sentient fabric that came too close for comfort. It was working, then. Anything I cut up badly enough went dormant, Beatrice’s control over it deactivated somehow. If we could beat back enough of them, we’d stand a chance against her.

      But then the workshop started filling with the noises of things pinging and zinging, little pinpricks of light glimmering in the darkness. Whizzing noises joined the bizarre, tinny orchestra, followed by Florian voicing a muffled litany of “Ouch” and “Ow” and “Quit it.”

      I found him ducked behind the counter, looking like a human pincushion, his skin pierced by a multitude of needles and sewing pins. He wasn’t even bleeding, though. Good thing he was as tough as bark. I wish I could say the same for myself. I took another step towards Beatrice, then hesitated, seeing the bank of sharp, silvery objects suspended in the air just above her head.

      Through some oddly specific brand of psychokinesis, Beatrice had levitated an entire swarm of needles, pins, and even wicked scissors, ready to use them as razor-sharp bullets. And all of them, with their gleaming points and edges, were aimed directly at my face.
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      Instinct forced my arm up to cover my face. Beatrice Rex could slice me up all she wanted, poke me full of holes, as long as she didn’t take out my eyes. I needed those to see where I could stab her, where I could put my sword to end this needle-filled nightmare.

      Armor would make dealing with this problem a cinch. I called out to the Vestments, straining and gritting my teeth, but nothing answered. I’d ruined the last suit of armor I borrowed, which gummed up the works. Like Raziel told me, the gifts of the Vestments slip into our reality the way that packages come through slots in a mailbox. By getting the armor destroyed, I’d plugged up the slot for big packages.

      Over the edge of my forearm, I still caught glimpses of silvery missiles whistling towards me. I winced, my eyes clamping shut as I waited for the horrible, piercing agony of being stung by so many dozens of sharp objects. No bark skin for me. This was going to be bloody. Death by a thousand cuts. I gritted my teeth, and waited.

      But instead of the grotesque sound of needles and shears penetrating my flesh, I only heard the clinking of Beatrice’s many projectiles against metal. Slowly, I opened my eyes, mouth hung open in disbelief at the sight of the golden kite shield strapped to my arm.

      “Holy crap,” I murmured.

      “No!” Beatrice stomped her foot, gesturing again as she summoned more and more of her little silver soldiers from out of the depths of her workshop. They came like salvos of tiny missiles, swarms of hideous metal insects, but all of them collided with my shield, then tinkled as harmlessly as bells when they fell to the ground.

      I glanced down at my other arm, by then no longer surprised to find that the sword was still clenched in my hand. “Well. Would you look at that.”

      This was Raziel’s doing somehow, his silly lessons worming their way into my brain and manifesting themselves through practical application. I never thought it was possible to conjure more than one armament from the Vestments at the same time. The few times I’d attempted to use my talent too often in succession, things had backfired in a pretty painful way, like a jagged electrical jolt ripping through my body. Now I could summon two whole things. I grinned to myself. I was getting better at this, and fast.

      With shield in hand I barged my way through the store, Beatrice harrumphing in frustration as her magics fell to nothing against my defenses. Any piece of cloth that came too close was quickly turned into scraps and rags with my sword, and the shield held her storms of shredding metal at bay. I chuckled deeply when my eyes met hers, as I found the fury and frustration building there.

      “Give it up,” I called out, barely containing the laughter in my voice.

      Beatrice smiled. “Never.”

      She thrust her hand out, fingers splayed apart, and out of the end of each sprayed a fine, almost invisible filament that looked very much like spider silk. My muscles stiffened, then I bent closer to the ground, ducking behind my shield, prepared to slash at the shimmering threads. But they weren’t headed for me.

      Florian cried out as Beatrice’s silk ensnared him, wrapping each of his limbs and a good portion of his torso in gleaming threads. One last thread wrapped itself lovingly around his neck, like a noose. I hated the echo of what was happening, this reversal, how this was almost a mockery of how he liked to fight and entangle others with his own vines.

      Beatrice pulled. Florian choked.

      “No.” I dashed straight at Florian, using my shield to bat away the last of Beatrice’s needles, cutting sentient cloth to ribbons. Beatrice meant business. She was actually strangling him, his skin turning blue.

      Her eyes glimmered with an awful, distant rage, as if the woman we knew was somewhere far, far away, at least mentally.

      “Stop this. Beatrice, stop this, or I’m going to have to do something drastic.”

      No response. Her teeth were bared and clenched, the corners of her mouth hitching. Part of her was enjoying this. I had to end it. With my sword upraised, I approached. She was too focused on keeping Florian entrapped to really notice me, or so I thought, until I attempted to bring my sword down like a guillotine.

      I aimed for her wrist.

      Beatrice shrieked. She twisted away at the last moment, her fingers just narrow inches away from the edge of my blade as it bit through her silks. It took a second swing to really sever them. Beatrice fell over in the process, retreating farther behind her counter, but I managed to cut every cord sucking the life out of Florian. He gasped for air, the silks coming loose from his limbs and his throat. His eyes were wide as he lifted his head, heaving and wheezing.

      “Are you okay? Florian?”

      He didn’t answer – probably couldn’t – but he nodded.

      Anger flooded my chest again, and even through my clothes the light of my sigils flooded the darkness of the workshop. Around me the moving swathes and fabric and flying needles fell gently to the ground, disarmed and harmless. And behind the counter, her knees pulled to her chest, was Beatrice Rex.

      I raised my sword at her as I stepped closer, a warning and a promise, but she flinched, then yelped. This wasn’t the Beatrice from before, not the ruthless seamstress witch with the fucked up and oddly specific telekinetic powers. Her eyes were different, no longer distant. She was crying, too.

      “The workshop – you guys – my things. I’m so sorry.”

      Sighing, I placed my sword on the floor, not even caring that it might have scratched the perfect parquet. Come on, Beatrice had much bigger things to worry about. I slumped to the ground, sitting cross-legged just a foot or so away from her. In my mind, I told the sword not to return to the Vestments. Just – just in case.
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      Beatrice Rex wiped under each of her eyes, more frustrated than anything, her hair in disarray. I breathed deeply and brought the back of my hand across my forehead. To say that the fight made me break a sweat was an understatement. I studied her face as her eyes flitted from me, to Florian, then to the surrounding devastation of her workshop. She sniffed, her gaze falling to the ground.

      “So,” I said, massaging my temples. “Would you care to explain what happened here?”

      Her eyes were wet as she looked up at me, and I could see the glow of the runes in my skin fading as she paused to form her words. It was hard to stay angry knowing that the attack wasn’t completely Beatrice’s fault. Something had taken over back there. Something different, and angry.

      “Do you remember how we met?” She wiped the last of her tears away, then raised her nose, regaining her composure, dignified. “The spider silk that you helped save from that thief?”

      I nodded. I remembered. It wasn’t so long ago. I was out in the Black Market looking for an enchanter to help me with a cloaking spell when I ran into some dude who had stolen something from Beatrice Rex. Well, I didn’t run into him, exactly. He ran into a mace that I just happened to be holding at chest level.

      “That lace I showed you, the stuff that the guy tried to steal? I’m sure it was obvious that it wasn’t just any old piece of cloth. It was woven from Arachne’s own silk. That’s why it’s so valuable.”

      The floor creaked as Florian walked over, his insides full of oxygen again. “So that silk came straight out of Arachne’s butt?”

      Beatrice frowned. “No, it didn’t come from – will you listen to yourself?”

      “Then get another supplier,” I said. “You have tons. You’ve said so yourself.”

      “You don’t understand. I can weave literal magic with it. It’s sturdy, but lightweight, perfect for something like a cloaking enchantment.” Her eyes flitted rapidly up and down my body. “If you could ever afford it,” she added under her breath.

      “Hey, now,” I said, glancing at my sword. “This thing is still here. Don’t get all sassy with me.”

      She rolled her eyes. Good old Beatrice. “The point I’m trying to make is that you can’t just walk into a store and ask for the Arachne special. Arachne – she needs favors. And this time the favor was to keep Loki’s sword hidden, somewhere even Loki himself couldn’t find it.”

      I frowned at her. “What would that even accomplish? Why would Arachne even care?” I raked my hands through my hair in frustration. “And is that really worth a scrap of lace?”

      Beatrice eyed me guiltily, then shook her head. “It’s not just about the lace. This is – it’s about my soul.”

      Florian’s body thumped heavily against the floor as he sat himself down. “Oh, Beatrice. Oh no. That’s a little too intense.”

      She nodded. “It’s called patronage – surrendering your soul to an entity in exchange for power.” She looked down at her hand, flexing her fingers. “What you saw just now? That was a taste of what I could do if I gave everything up to her. And it fits so well, too. The greatest weaver in the universe lending me her talent? You don’t understand. That reverberates through everything for me – my art, my workshop, even the magic I can use to defend myself.”

      “But Beatrice. At what cost?” I shook my head. “Did you even remember what you were doing? You almost killed Florian.”

      She glanced at him apologetically, her eyes wet again. “I really am sorry. I lost control and it all – I just slipped away. Some people can give up slivers of their soul and be perfectly fine. But I – I don’t think I’m cut out for this.” Beatrice thumbed over her shoulder, her gaze on the ground again. “Take it. Take the damn sword. It’s in a pouch in the backroom. You can’t miss it.”

      The beaded curtain rattled as I parted it, and she was right. There was no way I was going to miss the fuchsia fanny pack sitting on a lone stool in the center of what looked like a very neatly organized stockroom. It had a few ribbons attached to it, along with some pink rosettes. Some gaudy, jangly gold clasps completed the effect, making it look about as stylish and as wearable as a three-tier bubblegum birthday cake at a sweet sixteen.

      I scowled as I picked the bag up. It was the kind that strapped around your waist, the exact type a father of three might tuck just under his beer belly on a daylong trip to the amusement park. I marched right back out to Beatrice, holding the fanny pack between thumb and forefinger like it was roadkill. Florian grimaced.

      “Seriously?” I said. “No offense to you and the Fuck-Tons, but a designer fanny pack? Really?”

      Beatrice glared at me. “I’ll have you know that even the biggest fashion houses have made their own luxury versions over the years. They can be very, very stylish, on the right person. And don’t you say a word against the Fuck-Tons. They’re like – like my fairy godmothers. Literally.”

      I strapped the fanny pack around my waist, its buckle fastening with a click, and I smiled at her. “I noticed. It feels like you ladies have some history between you.”

      She smiled back. “They’ve been very good to me. Let’s just say that I see them as family. Now, the sword is in that thing, which, if you could see yourself right now, you’d have to admit is pretty damn stylish.”

      I scowled as I looked into a full-length mirror, turning this way and that, the fanny pack at my hips jangling merrily. “I don’t see it for me, but okay.”

      Florian narrowed his eyes and lowered his head. “If I squint really, really hard, it’s not so bad. Maybe if I close my eyes?”

      Beatrice harrumphed. “The two of you don’t know the first thing about fashion. But – back to the Fuck-Tons. Please don’t tell them about this. Please? They don’t have to know.”

      I lifted two fingers in a salute. “On my honor. Just as long as you figure yourself out and, you know, maybe not sell your soul to Arachne. But that still leaves the question. Why did she want you to keep Loki’s sword so hidden?”

      Beatrice shrugged. “Beats me. But entities will be entities. Who the hell knows why they want the things they want? I have my own concerns about you giving it back, to be honest. Are you sure about this?”

      “It’s a matter of life and death,” Florian said. “At least when it comes to Mason. The entities won’t just stop coming some day, as long as they can see him on the map. And you know as well as we do that Loki will have something really horrible in store if we don’t cough up the sword.”

      Our heads snapped towards the broken front door as sounds of activity streamed in from the streets outside. I locked eyes with Beatrice as we realized what was happening.

      “The guards,” she said. “The Black Market’s enforcers. Someone must have reported the commotion here. Quickly.” She thrust her finger at the backroom. “Through there. Take the back exit, and only head through the alleyways. They didn’t see your faces, so I can always tell them that someone tried to mug me.”

      I leapt to my feet, granting my sword and shield permission to return to the Vestments. They disintegrated on the spot, leaving clouds of glitter. “Thanks, Beatrice. You’re not so bad after all.”

      She half smiled, sweeping a lock of hair behind her ear, one side of her mouth lifting into a curve. “I’m an actual nightmare, but thanks for being so sweet about it. Now go. Save your butts. And good luck with Loki.”

      We ran then, just as we heard the voices of the Black Market’s guards approaching Beatrice’s ruined front doorway. Luck, she said. Yeah, we were going to need all the luck we could get.
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      My legs pumped as fast as they could go, my torso already sweaty despite the heat and light of the afternoon fading into evening. Florian ran just ahead of me, a tireless half human engine. I might have been imagining it, but I thought I could feel little vibrations as his feet stomped the pavement.

      What a pain. We had to head all the way back to Artemis’s domicile to pick up the staff and the first sword, because Florian and I very well couldn’t walk around Valero carrying full-sized weapons. The fanny pack made it easy to transport all three of the items Loki requested. I appreciated the functionality, but it didn’t make me think that it was any less garish. It also had a really annoying habit of flopping around and jingling while I ran.

      And now we were out in the city again, a dumpier part of it, definitely. I followed Florian’s lead since he remembered the venue for our first meeting with Loki best, a warehouse in the Gridiron. As Valero’s industrial district, it was a mostly featureless concrete wasteland filled with – well, even more warehouses, all of which looked so very much alike.

      “Which one?” I shouted, surprised that Florian was outpacing me for once.

      “Just trust me on this. Um, that one. I think.”

      He pointed out a warehouse that looked very much like the others, but I trusted Florian’s sense of direction more than my own. He was an alraune after all, right? Someone who was in touch with the earth? Or flat concrete, in this case. I had to admit, I didn’t like the idea that we were walking into the lion’s den with little to zero vegetation to depend on.

      “Hey, out of curiosity.” I nodded at the warehouse, panting. I was close to drenched in sweat, but at least the sun was down, which promised some slightly chillier weather. “No plant life in there, and none for a huge radius around. What would you do if we got in a fight?”

      He shrugged. “Punch stuff, I guess.”

      I frowned, but got an idea. “In the future, would it help if you carried around at least one plant with you?”

      Florian blinked, then frowned back. “What, you mean cradle a potted ficus wherever we went, just in case? That’s ridiculous.”

      “No, dumbass. You can get these super cute necklaces with tiny little terrariums for pendants.”

      Eyes wide, Florian rubbed his chin, pursed his lips, and nodded. “That’s not a bad idea.”

      “Make them overgrow in a pinch, you know? Choke a bastard out. Whatever helps in a fight. Next time, then.”

      A cold, leathery arm draped over my shoulder, and I yelped. “What are we talking about?”

      I pulled myself out of Sterling’s reach, pedaling backwards as my goosebumps found their way back under my skin. “Jesus, Sterling, give a guy some warning, would you?”

      He still had his other arm slung over Florian’s shoulder. Florian looked perfectly unperturbed.

      “Oh, so that’s how you greet me?” Sterling scoffed. “No appreciation for me showing up to the fight? ‘Thank you, Sterling, for being our handsome and extremely sexy backup.’ It’s really not that hard.”

      Florian smiled, then chuckled. “Thank you for being our extremely sexy backup.”

      “Don’t encourage him,” I snapped. I shook my head, my heart still racing from both the sprint and Sterling’s little scare. “How did you find us out here, anyhow? How’d you know where we were heading?”

      Sterling grinned, then lifted one hand, twiddling his fingers. Both his fangs and a ring with an amber gem in it gleamed. “Borrowed one of Carver’s scrying rings. You know he loves to enchant his jewelry. He won’t miss this one.”

      I gnawed on my lower lip, annoyed that even my friends had resorted to stalking, but at least Sterling had good intentions. “Thanks,” I said grudgingly. “But don’t make a habit of this.”

      Sterling stretched out his fingers, admiring his nails and his newly pilfered ring. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      My eyes drifted down to the scabbard attached to his hip. So the ring wasn’t the only enchanted artifact he’d brought along. Sheathed in the scabbard was a katana gifted to him by Susanoo, the Japanese god of storms.

      “Wow.” Florian nodded at the sword. “Looks like you’re ready for a fight.”

      Sterling scoffed. “Please. Don’t tell me you two seriously believe that this isn’t going to end in hellfire. It’s Loki we’re talking about. The katana is just there for insurance.”

      Despite my nerves still fraying, I forced myself to give Sterling a smile. “You’re a good friend, Sterling. Thanks.”

      He wagged his finger. “No. Nope. Uncle. I’m a good uncle.”

      I sighed. “Let’s just get this over with. Florian?”

      Florian nodded, then led the way into the warehouse, knocking on the shuttered doors. They rattled open as they flew upwards, guided by one of those massive, icy-looking gentlemen that Loki liked to employ. The frost giant nodded curtly, then ushered us in.

      Loki – sorry, Theodore Thorpe’s warehouse was different. There was way more stock than before, crates piled higher, pallets as far as the eye could see. A couple of forklifts lingered towards the back of the warehouse, their work for the night completed. Sterling whistled as he looked around.

      “What the hell is he shipping? Doesn’t he run the Happy Cow? These can’t all be burgers.” He rapped his knuckles on a nearby crate. “Not very sanitary either. No refrigeration.”

      “You would know all about decay and decomposition, wouldn’t you, blood-drinker?”

      Loki’s voice filled the warehouse, but when he stepped out from behind a stack of crates, he was just another man, just Theodore Thorpe in one of his snazzy suits. Out of my peripheral vision I caught Florian stiffening. Sterling’s knees bent a little lower to the ground. I could hear him snarling under his breath.

      “We’re here to give you the goods, Loki.” I stepped forward, patting at my fanny pack. “Got ’em all right here.”

      Loki narrowed his eyes and grimaced as he looked at my waist, but he said nothing. Instead he turned to address Sterling, gesturing at the crates around us. “These are not hamburger patties, friend. Give me more credit than that. Haven’t you heard? Happy, Inc. is expanding into technology now. These are all virtual home assistants.”

      I sighed, tapping my foot. “We don’t need another sales pitch, Loki.”

      “Of course. Of course. You’re just here to complete a transaction.”

      He was hiding one hand behind his back. I flinched when he brought it forward, then sighed in relief when I saw that it was just one of his precious Cubes. He lifted it to his face, its surface almost wooden and brown except for little panels of light that bathed his skin in an eerie, whitish glow.

      “I’m just so proud of my little babies, is all,” he said, somewhat wistful. “I worked so hard on developing them, too.”

      Sterling rolled his eyes and stamped his foot. “Fine. Tell me about the stupid things.”

      Loki beamed excitedly. “The Cube is a home assistant, speaker, digital photo frame, alarm clock, and mini computer, all in one. It can do anything and everything. The dream is to have one in every home.” He sighed, smiling proudly at the single Cube cradled in his hands. “I’m not just about burgers and hotdogs, after all.”

      “Great. Awesome.” Sterling folded his arms. “Bully for you. Now let’s just finish this exchange so we can all get on with our lives.”

      “Oh, of course. All right.” Loki set the Cube down on top of a nearby crate, clearing his throat. He waved his hand, and a squat, solid block of wood with three slots along its top – one for every weapon – appeared at his feet. “Just hand me the relics I requested.”

      I nodded, carefully unzipping my – sorry, Beatrice’s fanny pack. The zip itself felt warm, oddly, either from the container’s own magic, or potentially from the proximity of three ancient weapons being nestled so close together in such a limited space. One by one I brought out the three relics, standing them in the slots. I saved Laevateinn for the middle, almost awed by the bizarre, reddish hue of its steel as I stood it in place.

      Loki smiled beatifically, stroking Laevateinn’s hilt like it was the brow of a favorite child, the back of a kitten. “Beloved,” he murmured. “You’ve returned.”

      The warehouse around us – well, it changed. First came the humming, then the vibrations. Sterling and Florian closed in on me, our natural, wordless instinct to clump together in case of a scrap. Where the hell was that commotion coming from?

      “What’s going on?” Florian looked around himself, eyes wild, and maybe even a little frightened.

      “They’re waking up,” Loki said quietly.

      The Cube that Loki had placed on the crate – it moved. It was just a shift of half of an inch towards the edge of the crate, but it moved all on its own. From my left, from among the stacked pallets, came a sound very much like dozens of dog whining – then growling.

      “This is not good. Not good at all.” I looked between Sterling and Florian, then turned to Loki. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “Oh, not at all, nephilim. On their own, the Cubes would have fed back to corporate with information about every household, every user they came in contact with. But because you brought my baby home, these little critters can do so much more.”

      Florian tugged on my arm. “Mason? I don’t like this.”

      “Neither do I,” I grunted back. “But we’re not running. Who else is going to stop this?”

      Loki chuckled. “Stop this? How could you hope to stop the onslaught? These things ship tonight. Each little lovely is a living creature, hidden in the guise of a home assistant. Imagine that, the speaker sitting on your side table doing so much more than playing music.” He brought one hand up to his face, grinning madly, overwhelmed by his own genius. “The Cubes are there to siphon human energy. Trace amounts of life, not enough that anyone would miss them. But add up enough from the millions that sleep next to these things? Harvest the wealth of their dreams and the currency of their nightmares?”

      “That’s insane.” My back bumped against Florian’s shoulder as I retreated, eager to find a more optimal position for when Loki’s monologue would inevitably lead into a huge fight. “You can’t possibly pull this off. There’s just no way.”

      “Oh, can’t I?” The god of deception rose to his full height, spreading his arms as every Cube in the warehouse creaked and squeaked and rattled into animated life. “What’s the next step above ‘god?’ Imagine deposing the All-Father. I could be the All-Father.” I didn’t think it was possible, but the grin splitting his face went even wider. “I could be the father of all pantheons.”

      “This was why Arachne was hiding the sword from you all along.”

      “Meddling spider. I’ll squish her. End her.” He glanced around the warehouse, at his sentient Cubes, all of them glimmering and chittering. “I’ll end all of you.”

      “Enough with this bullshit,” Sterling snarled.

      Sparks crackled as he drew his katana, tiny arcs of lightning springing from sheath to sword as he extended it in an expert horizontal slash. The Cube closest to us shuddered, then slid into two perfectly sliced pieces. Black goo oozed from its insides like blood.

      Loki’s voice was hoarse when he spoke. “Oh. You probably shouldn’t have done that.”
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      The entire building was shaking by now, the warehouse filled with a horrible groaning that seemed to emanate from the walls. Loki was cradling the two halves of the severed Cube in his hands, his fingers sticky with black blood. He looked up at us with a terrifying mix of horror and delight as he addressed Sterling specifically.

      “You’ve angered its brethren.”

      The crates were jerking across the concrete, toppling over, splintering at the seams. Sterling, Florian, and I tightened into a smaller circle, our shoulders practically touching. The Cubes tumbled out of their crates, wriggling free of plastic wrappers and packing peanuts, attracted, it seemed, to each other.

      They slid across the floor as if magnetized, and brick by careful brick the boxes sloughed off their wooden shells, revealing jelly-like cubic cores that stacked themselves into piles, growing taller, wider, higher. Their true bodies were clearly thick, membraneous gels coalesced into the shape of an enormous translucent humanoid, one built out of bizarre organic parts.

      “What the fuck is that thing?” Sterling shouted, his katana brandished.

      “Listen,” I snarled, sending my thoughts to the Vestments. “It’s your fault it got so pissed off to begin with.”

      Loki walked past us, stepping too dangerously close, like he knew that even together, the three of us barely represented a threat against his deific power. “Now you’ve gone and done it. Who knew that my babies could meld and transform themselves into a golem? They were supposed to ship out in the morning, you know. These are for California, just a test run for the moment. Then America, then the world.”

      “This is fucked up,” I said. “Even for you, Loki.”

      The god scoffed. “I gave birth to an eight-legged horse and fathered the wolf that will eat the sun. Creating these little ones wasn’t much of a challenge. All it took was time.”

      Florian pointed at the translucent giant. “Exactly how the hell do you plan to break that thing down into its parts and pack them into boxes again?”

      Loki scratched the bottom of his chin, gazing up at his abominable offspring. “Oh, they just need to let out some aggression, that’s all. All they have to do is feed, and they’ll calm right down.”

      “They need to – did you say feed?”

      I accepted the sword and shield that appeared out of the Vestments, pleased that I could still access two separate things to use in this fight. Or maybe Raziel was right and I’d made one of them out of my bare hands with my half angel magic bullshit. But I won’t deny that I was still heavily anxious about a fight to begin with. I mean, the thing was massive. How high do warehouse ceilings go? This monster’s head was up in the rafters.

      “Best of luck, gentlemen.” Loki walked to a far corner of the warehouse, settling into an armchair. A frost giant rushed to his side, pouring him some tea in a dainty cup and saucer set. Loki sat there sipping with a smile on his face.

      Behind him, past the slightly cracked opening of a door, more frost giants were watching, poking their heads in to ogle the Cube colossus. Then the colossus – golem, titan, whatever the hell it was – threw its gelatinous head back, unleashing an ululating, gurgling roar that shook the warehouse.

      Florian kicked at the empty crates nearest us, freaking out, his forehead glazed with sweat. “How can there be no plants in a one-mile radius? What kind of concrete hell is this?”

      “Welcome to the big city,” Sterling growled. “We need to stop this thing. If those little gremlins ship out to the entire state, there’s no telling the kind of bloodbath we’ll have on our hands. Mason? Let’s do this.”

      I nodded, my stomach knotted with doubt and anticipation. But this was what I was built for, what I was born to do. The thrill of the fight, the thrum of battle. Samyaza’s blood flowed in my veins. I was a fallen soldier, wasn’t I? In blood and in name.

      In a blur of silver and leather, Sterling sprinted forward. I followed. He zigged, and I zagged, each of us slashing and slicing wherever the opportunities presented themselves. Thick rivulets of black goo dripped from every cut, but the creature’s wounds closed up again, like it was made of some repulsive, self-repairing gelatin.

      The monster shrieked each time Susanoo’s katana bit into its flesh, jolts of electricity coursing through its body and searing entire sections of its quivering gray skin. The smell was horrible, this unearthly combination of burning plastic and human hair. I dreaded to think what the Cubes were made out of, how Loki came to birth these tiny abominations. And he wanted one of these in every home? By God. In every home.

      Sterling quietly offered himself as the decoy, being the faster of us two, and where he dashed, the golem’s furious fists followed. I shielded myself from the first spray of concrete as one of the golem’s titanic hands punched a hole in the ground. The second punch slammed way too close to my feet, enough to throw me off balance.

      I skidded and stumbled across the floor, only just staying on two feet. But I lost my grip, and my shield went flying from my hands, clanging and clattering against the concrete, then disappearing into nothing. From the back of the warehouse, some of the frost giants cheered. Fucking assholes.

      Fine. A shield wasn’t going to help me anyway. But what would? We could cut into this thing all night long and nothing would happen. If only Florian could do something explosive with his magic to turn the tide of battle. But what?

      And just where the hell was he?

      I found him as I scanned the warehouse, one foot planted firmly into the stand where the three legendary weapons were placed. He was struggling to tug the staff out of its base. Florian was probably twice as strong as I could ever hope to be, but Gambanteinn wasn’t budging, like the sword in the stone. Staff in the stone, as it were. It was a good idea, if he could somehow unplug it from the base, and then figure out how to use it to blast things to hell the way Skirnir did.

      “Give that back,” a voice cried out. My attention snapped to another end of the warehouse, where, at a door that opened up into the Gridiron, stood Skirnir.

      What. The. Fuck?

      He made a mad dash for Gambanteinn, and therefore, Florian, who immediately put up his dukes, ready for a fist fight. Then another figure stepped in through the open door, followed by another. Wyatt Whateley, this time, followed by – oh, sweet mother.

      Quilliam J. Abernathy.

      I narrowly dodged the golem as it swung its fist just half a foot over my head. Somewhere between its legs Sterling was screaming for me to help out, but I was too distracted. Whateley was waddling over to retrieve Mistleteinn himself, heading directly for an increasingly panicked and increasingly sweaty Florian, who now had to fend off two assailants.

      And I had zero doubts whatsoever that this intrusion had everything to do with Quilliam and his anarchic antics.

      “Abernathy, you piece of shit.” I brandished my sword at him. “This isn’t your fight. Get the fuck out of here.”

      “Make me, you peasant.” He strode in, chest puffed out and arms spread wide, his eyes staring daggers at me, then at Loki. “The sword and the staff don’t belong to Loki. They just had similar-sounding names. Are you really that stupid? He tricked you all along. Laevateinn is his to keep, but the other two? Gambanteinn belongs to Skirnir by right, and Mistleteinn belonged to an ancient king, now in Whateley’s safekeeping. Loki has no claim to them. Read a book, Albrecht. Gods, how dumb are you?”

      My gaze flitted from Quill to Loki. The god was shrugging, a shit-eating grin on his face. And speaking of eating – the frost giants lining the doorway somehow had open bags of microwave popcorn at the ready. These gigantic cockholes. Loki had planned this all along.

      “You did this?” I yelled, getting increasingly furious as Loki’s smile grew wider and stickier. “For your own amusement. For your entertainment.”

      Fucking entities, all the same. Immortality, they said, made things so boring. It was why Loki started his own corporation. It was why Odin, the All-Father, had his own bed and breakfast staffed by valkyrie. But Loki would always be worse – no, the actual worst, because he engineered these situations precisely for fun. Schadenfreude, but to a massive, meticulously orchestrated degree.

      “You’re a goddamn asshole,” I yelled again, roaring loud enough so he could hear.

      Loki’s response was voiceless, but deliberately mouthed with lips and teeth so I could understand him. “Guilty as charged.”

      “Damn you all to hell,” I muttered under my breath. My palm was damp as my eyes flitted back to Quilliam. He was smiling, his nose lifted in the air. Not a great sign. Even from afar, I could hear the words of power as they left his lips.

      “Libris grandia.”

      Out of thin air, seven books materialized, rotating in a slow orbit around him. I licked my lips, tasting sweat, knowing exactly what Quill’s bizarre tome magic was capable of. All the while my blood boiled. I couldn’t leave Sterling to tackle the golem on his own, but I couldn’t ignore the threat of Quilliam’s fire, either.

      I fucked up. I knew I fucked up. I shouldn’t have given Loki those artifacts, but what did I know? It was selfish, because all I could see was the end goal of fading away from the arcane underground, making enough money to turn myself invisible. But now, whether or not Loki was still paying me, I had to fix things. Money or no, I had to make this right.

      The light of my body spilled into the warehouse as my anger built and mounted. Which, unfortunately for me, meant that I was a big, bright target for the twenty-something-foot-tall giant that was presently bellowing its rage throughout the warehouse.

      A fist the size of a sedan came whooshing straight for my face.

      Then it stopped.

      In fact, everything stopped – the fistfight between Florian and Skirnir, Wyatt Whateley’s tear-stained attempts to rip Mistleteinn from its stand. Underneath the Cube colossus’s legs, Sterling was shouting something at me, eyes wide, veins bulging. Even Quilliam and Loki had stopped moving, frozen in place.

      Or rather, frozen in time.
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      The confident, measured footsteps echoing around the eerie stillness of the warehouse confirmed my suspicions. Maharani, Scion of the Lorica, and the only chronomancer I’d ever met stepped out from the shadow of a pile of crates, her eyes boring into mine.

      “Mr. Albrecht. I told you to keep your nose clean, didn’t I?”

      I planted my sword against the ground, using it for support as I took a breather. “Trust me, this is as clean as it gets.”

      She looked around, tutting. “Giving a god of deception access to multiple instruments of power doesn’t sound like staying out of trouble. Very irresponsible indeed.”

      “I messed up,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t even know what to tell you anymore. I knew a betrayal was coming, but I didn’t think he’d designed for everything to be quite this big of a clusterfuck from the start.”

      The smallest muscle in Rani’s face strained when she heard the expletive. She reminded me of Sadriel, in a way, very much obsessed with order and cleanliness, except that Rani had even less of a sense of humor. She stepped up to my side, the deep blue of her sari drifting as she walked, an odd, dynamic demonstration of movement against the chilling, impossible stillness of everything else around us.

      “This won’t hold for long, Mr. Albrecht. I want you to know that I only did this to contain the potential havoc that might have ensued from – gods, that really is the word, isn’t it – from the absolute ‘clusterfuck’ this meeting would have produced. I strongly recommend you pick a course of action while the stasis field holds. Divide and conquer.”

      I glanced from every pocket of activity to the next, mulling over my options as quickly as I could. Quilliam first. He stood to do the most damage, after all. We were in a warehouse filled with empty crates and wood pallets, a pile of tinder waiting to go up in smoke.

      “Mr. Albrecht. Have you decided? I don’t believed you understand how my magic works. I have to fight to contain these elements in time. The giant creature is proving particularly challenging.”

      Rani winced, then faltered. I rushed to her side, holding her up by the elbow as she clutched my arms for support. “Are you okay?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      She brushed some hair away from her face, tucking it behind her ear. Wait. That particular lock wasn’t gray before. It’d turned white right before my eyes. It hit me then. Every use of her magic was aging her.

      “Rani, are you sure everything’s fine? I can – ”

      “Now, Mr. Albrecht,” she said, her eyes hard. “I can’t hold this for long. Act now.”

      And so I did. I sprang away from her, diving directly for Quilliam, my heart pounding, blood racing through my temples as the books encircling him began to resume their orbit in slow motion, pages fluttering and flapping. Rani’s magic was wearing out. I brought my sword down in seven slashes, cutting every one of Quill’s tomes in half as I struck. It made me wince, knowing how some of those books must have been so rare and valuable – but better than all of us going out in a glorious fireball.

      Florian could handle himself, that much I knew. Skirnir might have been a god, but he was weakened, lacking influence in the modern world. And Wyatt – damn, poor Wyatt was a blubbering mess, the tears frozen on the end of his nose only just starting to trickle as time remembered its purpose. No, my priority had to be the Cube colossus. Kill that thing, or at least disable it, and we could focus our energies and attention on severing Loki’s connection to his precious stolen relics.

      My sword fell from my hand, my arms aching from the fight, from the short burst of exertion it took for me to ruin Quill’s bookish battle strategy. I winced from a sudden twinge of pain. The wound from the blast Skirnir fired into my torso with Gambanteinn had healed over well enough, but it had picked a prime time to start aching again, maybe from the strain. My hand went over it, rubbing uselessly. God, that bolt of magic had felt like a cannonball slamming into my chest.

      Huh. A cannonball.

      “Then improvise,” Raziel had told me, all the way back in Artemis’s domicile. “You cannonball them right back.”

      I looked up at the colossus. Could I even come close to injuring the thing? I had to believe that inflicting enough damage on the monstrosity would cause it to collapse back into its parts, if not destroy it utterly. The Cubes individually had clambered on top of each other, interlacing, interlocking into a single organism. So if I applied pressure at its center, just enough power to break those connections apart –

      “Mr. Albrecht,” Rani shouted. “The stasis is failing.”

      The Cube golem’s fist was moving through the air again, slowly, surely, as it aimed its massive knuckles directly for Sterling’s face.

      “Fuck it,” I muttered under my breath. I parted my arms and reached in front of me, spreading my fingers, envisioning, uh – God, what did those things even look like? A long pipe, I guess, tapering at one end, with a place on the other for the fuse. Did I even have any matches? How was I supposed to spark the fire?

      These doubts and more filled my mind as I thought about how absolutely ridiculous it was to come up with such a cartoonish solution to our problems. But even as I scoffed and grumbled inside my head, even with my eyes closed, I could detect the barest gleam of light and the telltale warmth of divine magic radiating from my palms.

      No. It couldn’t be.

      My eyes flew open, and there it was: a thick cannon, as long as I was tall, pointed directly at the colossus. My mouth moved on its own as I muttered in disbelief.

      “This is the dumbest thing I’ve ever seen. Or done.” But it made sense, a little bit. I could be a loose cannon myself, too reckless, too gung-ho. It felt appropriate.

      “Mr. Albrecht. The field.” Rani’s voice was more strained than ever. “Get on with it, you stupid bastard.”

      Well. I wasn’t quite expecting her to go full expletive on me, but okay, understandable. I patted at myself, horribly aware of how unprepared I was, wondering if I should have ex nihilo created a machine gun turret instead – then briefly wondering if that was even possible – when I remembered that we had a smaller, less dangerous source of fire than Quilliam J. Abernathy’s fingers.

      I sprinted over to Sterling’s side, reaching into his jeans pocket. His eyes swiveled slowly down as I did, his body breaking out of the time field. The look he gave me was halfway between “What the fuck are you doing?” and “A little to the left.” I grimaced, but closed my fingers triumphantly around the metal lighter in his pocket.

      My hands trembled as I fumbled with the lighter on the way back to the thing I’d created out of thin air. I still hadn’t decided if I’d made it myself, or if heaven actually had its own storehouse of cannons somewhere in its armories. Flick, flick, and finally a flame held steady on the lighter’s wick. I lowered it to the cannon to light the fuse, ran like hell, then crouched behind a crate, eager to witness the fruits of my labor.

      The cannon exploded with an ever-loving kaboom, a quick gout of celestial smoke and gunpowder issuing from its mouth as its payload rocketed out in a thunderous crash. Even the cannonball was gold, gleaming like a perfect metallic marble as it spun and bulleted straight for the center of the Cube creature’s body.

      And the cannonball struck true. A wet, squelching noise I can only correctly describe as “splorch” filled the warehouse, along with the Cube golem’s innards as black goo exploded from its torso, spattering the walls, the crates, the pallets – and naturally, most of Sterling’s face and body. He yowled in revulsion as Maharani’s time magic wore off, but that wasn’t the only scream filling the building.

      Far at the other end of the warehouse, Loki was standing on tip toes, his fists balled as he yelled “My babies!” at the quickly collapsing and disassembling tower of gelatinous Cubes. His frost giants shook their heads solemnly. I caught two exchanging dollar bills, fulfilling the terms of a bet.

      The thud of knuckles on bone cracked as Skirnir and Florian beat on each other in an exchange of blows that was really just an extended standstill. Wyatt sniffled and groaned as he tugged in vain on his beloved Mistleteinn.

      But the greatest cry of frustration came, of course, from Quilliam J. Abernathy himself. His eyes were huge as they flitted between the disintegrating Cube monster, the cannon, and my face.

      “No! But how?” Quilliam wrenched at his hair, his face wrinkled with dismay. “How is this possible?”

      I shrugged. “You’re not the only one who’s good at magic around here.” Hey, I knew I got lucky with the whole cannon thing – still stupid – but he didn’t need to know that. And then I added, for good measure: “You huge dork.”

      “You’re going to pay for this, Albrecht. Ignis grandia – ”

      Somehow, in his anger, Quilliam hadn’t noticed that his books were no longer spinning in an axis around him. With his foci gone, and with nowhere to channel such a massive concentration of his magic, his spell sputtered – then backfired. Clothes, skin, hair, all went up in flames. Quilliam screamed.

      The cannon at my side disappeared, and again I reached out to the Vestments. A sword. I just needed to run him through while he was on fire, and that would be one less problem to deal with, forever.

      But even through the flames, Quill’s eyes focused on my face with an infernal hatred. I dashed towards him, my hand prepared to accept the blade from the Vestments, but he backed away. Quill spun in a circle, going faster and faster like a whirling dervish, until he vanished.

      I clenched my teeth. No way was he dead, just off to lick his wounds. And when he came back, I knew that there would be hell to pay.
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      Sterling went through his third towel, retching and complaining the whole time as he wiped more of the Cube goo off his body. It was hard to tell where the black blood ended and his leather jacket began, and there was a good chance his clothes were permanently ruined. But what I found more interesting was how the Lorica had shown up bringing towels at all.

      “Standard procedure,” Maharani told me, a look of boredom in her eyes. “There’s often at least one person on hot cocoa duty as well. Just in case.”

      And no matter the situation, the Lorica’s teams could just as easily teleport in and out whenever they pleased, to retrieve more resources for whatever was required for a cleanup. We were still at the warehouse, my legs, for once, happy to resist the urge to flee at the first sign of the Lorica showing up.

      On Rani’s command, a squad of Wings had appeared. Those were mages who specialized in teleportation magic of various flavors, and their job was to transport both supplies and the Lorica’s less transportation-competent members, whether it was to a battle, or to conduct what was referred to as a cleanup.

      “This isn’t new to you, I trust.” Rani waved a hand at the fifteen or so men and women who had spontaneously popped into existence. “The Mouths are there to wipe memories, in case there are any witnesses. And the Hands, well, you know how it is with the Hands.”

      The Mouths were Lorica mages who used telepathy in all its forms to delete the part of a civilian’s brain that might have spotted a manticore flying overhead, or witnessed a hobo firing lightning bolts out of his fingers. The Hands were combat specialists, second only to Scions in how dangerous they could be. Even in noncombat situations, it was always a good idea to have one or two Hands, er, on hand. Just in case.

      Some Hands had extensive experience with healing magic, however, and one of those was attending to Florian’s bruises, running her fingers lightly over his brow, across his forearms. I might have imagined it, but I thought I saw the Hand giggle as she slipped a piece of paper into Florian’s pocket. Attaboy. He looked down at himself, then back up at her, confused.

      A couple of Mouths had worked in tandem to help subdue Wyatt Whateley. His sword was returned to him, and together Wyatt and Mistleteinn were teleported by a friendly Wing all the way back to his sumptuous house over in Silver Lake.

      And I’d never known it to happen to a god, but Mouths were engaged to erase Skirnir’s memories, too. It took five of them, perhaps because he was still an entity despite his state. A couple of Hands and Wings were sent to escort him and Gambanteinn home to his apartment, where he could continue to live his life unmolested, I hoped, by gullible alraunes and nephilim who just happened to be conned by trickster gods.

      Speaking of which, Loki had disappeared, though not without a trace. They found a note in his armchair, addressed to me, that promised payment in full. My mouth soured just at the sound of that. Knowing Loki, that could just as easily be interpreted as a threat.

      But he’d better cough up, I thought. This whole thing at the warehouse was a gigantic mess, initiated by a single entity’s boredom. I wanted out of all that, out of this life where my location burned as bright as a bonfire on the arcane map, where any Tom, Dick, or Harry Houdini could easily track me down.

      Maharani cleared her throat as she tapped her foot in front of me, one eyebrow cocked, both expectant and analytical. “You’re off the hook, Mr. Albrecht. We won’t be hauling you in – at least not this time.”

      “Really?” I forced myself to stare her in the face, using every ounce of my willpower to avoid glancing at her new lock of gray hair. “What gives? Not that I’m complaining, honestly.”

      “Because with or without Laevateinn, Loki would have found some way to catalyze his insane plan. All he really needed was power sources, which you so conveniently brought to him.”

      I toed at the ground, scratching the back of my wrist. “Sorry.”

      “Well, as luck would have it, we managed to halt distribution of these – gods, whatever these things are. I couldn’t imagine the headache our PR department would have had to deal with if these monsters had made it out all across California.”

      I chewed on the inside of my lip, drumming up enough courage to test her with a question. “So what you’re saying is that we saved the day?”

      Maharani scoffed. “Hardly. If I hadn’t intervened, the collision of energies might have been more catastrophic. Explosive. But – I do very much appreciate your cooperation in the matter. Your commitment to righting your own wrongs has not gone unnoticed.”

      But that was when it clicked for me. Arachne commanding Beatrice Rex to hide Laevateinn made sense all along. They were supposed to prevent all of this from happening. I felt guilty for a moment, but the reality was that Loki would have found his sword at some point, one way or the other. Arachne’s solution was delaying the inevitable. By some happy accident, we’d nipped the problem in the bud by destroying every last living Cube.

      My chest puffed out and I grinned. “You’re welcome.”

      She frowned. “Not so fast. This is not a matter of the Lorica thanking you. I’m only saying that we may be growing more sympathetic to your existence, and more aware of the possibility that you are not, as was originally presumed by the rest of the Scions, a threat and a menace. I will be the first to admit that the Lorica does indeed wield a heavy hand, especially when it comes to matters of the demi- and nonhuman species. But only time will tell.”

      I shrugged. “Look around you. I don’t know what else I could say or do to prove to you that I’m just a really good boy. I mean, I am part angel.”

      Maharani’s eyes narrowed. “It’s the other part that I’m worried about. Good evening, Mr. Albrecht. The less we see of each other, the better.” She turned away from me in a swirl of silks, and just like that, I was dismissed.

      “Piece of work, that,” Sterling said sulkily, rubbing at a spot on his cheek. “Come on, let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “Fantastic idea,” Florian said, stretching his arms, then groaning as his joints popped and creaked in a way that most definitively proved he was both a little bit human and a little bit sequoia.

      “I’m beat. Let’s head out.” And I was just about to, leading the three of us out of the warehouse in a direction that I knew wouldn’t take us past the Lorica’s cleanup crew when – well, something nudged up against my shin. I glanced down at it, recognizing its whitish, gelatinous sheen.

      “What the fuck,” Florian yelped. “Don’t move, I’ll squish it.”

      Metal sang as Sterling unsheathed his katana. “No no, let me do the honors.”

      “Because that worked out so well the last time,” I hissed. “Chill out, the two of you. Look at it. It’s not trying to bite me or anything.”

      Which was somewhat hard to tell considering the Cubes had no perceptible mouths or – well, any other features, apart from being small six-sided things. This one felt like it was clinging onto my pants leg, almost like a cat, or a puppy. I lowered my head, studying its glossy, somewhat gross outer membrane when it made a sound like a dog whining.

      “Let’s just kill it,” Sterling said.

      The Cube turned over on itself, rolling lumberingly into place behind my shoes.

      “Sue me for saying this, but it’s kind of cute.” I bent down, sitting on my haunches to give the creature a closer look.

      “Mason, what the hell are you doing?” Florian tugged on the back of my jacket. “It’s going to eat your face.”

      I shook my head. “No. This one’s different. And there are none of the others left for it to turn into that stupid mega-monster. It’s the last of its kind, and it’s not angry. It’s not trying to kill us.”

      Wondering what the hell I was doing, I reached out gingerly for the Cube, knowing that its membrane probably felt like the surface of a bowl of jello. The translucent whiteness of its fleshy body pulsed once, then turned into a deep, oak brown, like wood. I prodded it with one finger. Nope, definitely wood, just like how every Cube was supposed to look when it was brought into someone’s home.

      “You scared it,” Florian said.

      “I think that’s just a defense mechanism. It’s trying to blend in, sort of like camouflage.” I picked it up in both hands, cradling it against my chest, somehow completely unafraid of it unhinging its heretofore unseen jaws and biting my entire head off. I looked up at Sterling, batting my eyelashes. “Can we keep it?”

      “First of all, I don’t live with you, so do what you want.” Sterling sheathed his katana, then in one smooth motion, lit his first cigarette of the evening. “Second of all, it’s your funeral.”

      Florian shrugged. “It’s not sleeping in my hut.”

      “He won’t,” I said, tucking the Cube under my jacket so no one would notice when we snuck out.

      Sterling cocked his eyebrow at me. “Oh, it’s a ‘he’ now, is it?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. Does it matter?”

      He shook his head. “The only thing that matters is that you feed it, clean up its boom-booms, and make sure it doesn’t chew up the furniture.”

      We walked into the night, just me, a vampire, an alraune, and my new pet – um, whatever it was.

      What could possibly go wrong?
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      “It’s a mimic.” Artemis poked a finger into the side of the Cube, grimacing when it slid in a little too far. “Loki must have found some way to mass produce them and bind them to his will. And you’re right, these things have no gender. But I don’t think it minds very much what you call it.”

      I scanned quickly through the textbook that Artemis magicked out of the air and handed to me, looking for a ‘care and feeding’ section, disappointed when I found none. Mimics were exactly what they sounded like, organic oddities that could camouflage themselves as practically anything. The caveat was that they could mostly only copy inanimate objects.

      “This white, fleshy body it’s wearing appears to be its juvenile form. You know, like larvae? Normally it should look a little wooden, especially when it reaches adulthood, but it’s dropping its defenses around us. Kind of like when a cat shows its belly to you.” Artemis scritched the Cube on – well, on one of its six sides, I guess. “It’s a sign of trust. Isn’t it, you little cutie?”

      The mimic’s jelly-like surface rippled, which I suppose in mimic-speak meant that it was happy.

      “In time I think it’ll take a form that it’s more comfortable with, because this is really like the thing walking around without a carapace. Back in the old days, sorcerers hid these guys around their dungeons as booby traps. Great deterrent for thieves.” Artemis laughed, stroking along the top of the mimic’s surface. “You think you’re rummaging through a cabinet or a treasure chest, then wham! Out of nowhere it slams shut on you. Also, it has teeth. Also, it just ate your arm all the way up to the elbow.” She wiped a finger under her eye and slapped her thigh. “Good times, man.”

      “Okay.” I handed the book back to her, maintaining eye contact the entire time. “But I can keep it, right?”

      Artemis shrugged. “No skin off my back. Might be some skin off yours, depending on whether you train it not to eat you.” She slapped her thigh again, chortling. “Holy shit, why am I so funny? But seriously, make sure it doesn’t develop a taste for human flesh.”

      “Oh.” I cast a suspicious glance over the squishy little box as it wriggled across the ground. “Um, I’ll be sure to look out for that, then.”

      “Because technically, you’re the only human who actually lives here.”

      I looked around her home dimension, smiling at the sight of my friends, our slowly growing family. She was right, too. Artemis was a deity and didn’t qualify. Neither did Priscilla, a goddess of the kitchen and the culinary arts living in the body of a gorilla, as far as I was concerned. Florian was half human as well, but he’d spent so much time hibernating, so oblivious of the modern world that he sometimes still felt like a relic from a different age. I guess I understood why he lied to make himself seem older.

      Sterling was human once, too, but the vampiric transformation probably changed his biology in a way that wouldn’t make him very palatable to carnivorous beasts, mimics included. Part of the reason why zombies don’t eat other zombies, for example. Plus he wasn’t exactly going to be a permanent fixture in Artemis’s domicile. He sure was good at making it seem otherwise, though.

      Hanging from trees spaced evenly apart were three hammocks. Artemis clambered onto hers after she finished her inspection of the mimic, sighing as she sank into the netting. And there they swung happily in the breeze, side by side, Artemis, Priscilla, and Sterling. Priscilla had on a pair of oversized sunglasses, her lips working busily on a straw connected to a massive and extremely fruity cocktail. A coconut shell was balanced on Sterling’s stomach, the skin of his bare torso as pale as the coconut’s meaty flesh.

      Florian had gone on a date with the Hand who healed him, someone named Becky, I think. He was apprehensive, at first, but Artemis and I rooted him on. “Just don’t be weird” was the best advice the goddess of the hunt and I gave him, an ancient deity and a single-from-birth nephilim, the both of us clearly qualified relationship experts.

      He went happily in the end, excited as a puppy as he slicked his hair back and stepped out of the portal from Artemis’s home. Scratch that, from our home. He told me that he’d realized how both he and Beatrice had things to figure out about themselves. Maybe it was best if they tried to stay friends, at least for the moment.

      It was weird, seeing him vacillate so wildly between being a consummate flirt and a blushing teenager, but I was coming to accept that about Florian. He was steadfast and dependable, like an old oak with its roots set deep in the ground, but somehow still temperamental, changing like the seasons. Too sappy and poetic? Probably. I blamed Raziel. It was all his influence.

      Raz actually did decide to show up to come and see me, shortly after we returned to the domicile. He even brought Artemis those offerings she wanted. Where Raziel found the money or learned the modern social interactions necessary to buy fifteen jumbo packs of Snacky Yum-Yums from a supermarket, I’ll never know. He dumped them sheepishly at Artemis’s feet when he appeared – this time, through the front door.

      As the three musketeers swung languidly under the sun in their hammocks, Raziel spent his time poking and prodding at my skin, examining my sigils, running his finger across my collarbone, humming curiously the whole time. We’d put down a woven mat like a picnic blanket so I could hang out in the sun and get some fresh air. Don’t get me wrong, I felt mostly okay, but summoning that stupid cannon had taken a lot out of me.

      “Ouch.” I slapped at Raziel’s hand when he started digging the end of his fingernail at a spot just under my throat. “Hey, quit that.”

      “Sorry.” He retrieved his hands, examining the tip of his finger. “I had to make sure it was one of your glyphs, and not just a smudge of dirt.”

      I scratched at my forearm, sulking. “I’m really not as filthy as everyone makes me out to be.”

      Raziel sniffled. “That is debatable. Now tell me again how it happened.”

      I rolled my eyes, leaning back on the mat on my elbows, very much aware of how my weight against its woven surface was printing textures into my skin. “I closed my eyes, and I imagined this long, tubular thing, okay? As best as I could reconstruct it in my mind from whatever I’d seen in books and movies. Then I opened my eyes, and wham! There it was. I wish I could tell you if I called it out from the Vestments or somehow made it on my own.”

      The smile that spread across Raziel’s face crept slowly, turning into something that made him look very much like a proud parent, or a teacher who knew that they’d done the right thing. “Mason? You’ll be quite pleased and alarmed to know that the armories upstairs do not, in fact, have stocks of cannons and cannonballs.”

      My breath left my lips in a gust of warm wind. “You’re joking. Do you mean that I – the thing and the ammo, I did all that?”

      Raziel nodded so quickly that his hair started bouncing in time with the rhythm. “Precisely. You created them. And this could really only be the beginning.”

      “Holy shit.” I clambered onto my knees. “Could you even imagine all of the things I could – ” But I faltered, stumbling forward, barely catching myself as I planted my palms onto the mat. This creatio ex nihilo business had sucked away more of my strength than I thought. I grunted as Raziel helped me back down. “I’m fine. It’s okay. I just – need to rest. I think.”

      “That would be prudent.”

      The little cube of jelly wriggled up to me then, snuggling up against my legs. “I think I’ll call him Box,” I said. Raziel blinked at me, his eyes dimming with confusion and maybe a little disappointment. “Fine, I’m not creative, don’t look at me like that.”

      “But,” he protested. “Creativity is in your nature. Creatio ex nihilo.”

      “Shut up, Raz. Just – please. Let me enjoy this.” I patted Box along the top of his surface. Head? Whatever. He quivered slightly, which I took as a sign that meant he was okay with being petted.

      Raziel sighed, then handed me another coconut shell. “Anyway, drink up, eat up, whatever it takes to regain your strength. And it’s exactly as you said. Imagine the things you could do, Mason. Granted, the cannon didn’t even last a minute in existence, but with time, with practice? Who knows what wonders you’ll manifest?”

      Sterling groaned, then ripped the sunglasses off his face, glaring at the two of us. “Well, can he manifest a muzzle for you? Angel of mysteries, my ass. More like angel of never shutting the hell up, if you ask me.”

      Raziel pressed his lips together, too good and pious to fire back with an insult, but he shook his head when Sterling turned away, then bent in to whisper to me. “How is he staying alive?” Raziel pointed up at the sky. “With all this, you know.”

      “Artificial sun. Artemis’s specialty.” I pressed my hands against either side of my mouth. “Yo, Sterling. How long are you gonna bake over there with your shirt off? Are you trying to get a tan?”

      I laughed as I dodged the coconut he threw directly at my head. It hit the ground and splashed its leftover juices onto a quickly darkening spot on the earth. Priscilla shook her head disapprovingly, but kept on sucking down her glorious cocktail.

      “Kiss my entire ass, Mason.” He leaned back into his hammock, slipping his sunglasses back on. “Just sunning myself.”

      Like a cat, I thought, conniving, and snippy, but so sporadically affectionate. If there was something to be said for Sterling, it was his loyalty, to his friends and his chosen family. That much could never be denied.

      And despite all my whining about Raziel and his celestial spontaneity, I had to admit, the guy was teaching me more than a couple of new tricks. He might have been awkward, really just learning the ropes when it came to human contact, but his heart was in the right place. I couldn’t begrudge him for trying.

      “Everyone just shut up and let me nap.” Artemis snapped on her bikini in irritation, twanging it like she would a bowstring. The gesture was somehow very successful in making me nervous, in various ways. “I said you could all come over and hang out, but I didn’t invite you to – to my. Hmm.” She sat up, pulling off her sunglasses. “This place needs a name.”

      Sterling wriggled around in his hammock, scratching absently at his chest, then spreading his arms far above his head, stretching like a cat. “I mean, I don’t know that it needs a name, really. What could you possibly call it? There are no words. This place is paradise.”

      Something clicked for everyone then, and a breeze rushed through the heart of the domicile, as if binding our silent agreement. Exactly. Paradise. That was it. That was the name.

      Raziel nodded in scholarly approval. “I like it. Very aspirational, and also vaguely sacrilegious. Perfect for all of you.”

      I knocked my coconut shell against his, grinning. “For all of us.” Raziel smiled back, daintily lifting his drink to his lips.

      It was perfect. I had friends, close enough to a family, a full belly, and a future positively brimming with impossible possibilities. I lowered myself gently onto the mat, placing my hands behind my head, sighing as I gazed up into the clear blue of the sky, savoring the sweet air, enjoying the faint twittering of tropical birds.

      Sterling was absolutely right. It really was Paradise.
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