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      My muscles bunched as I slashed with my beloved new instrument of warfare, with the fury and delight of a man wielding a whip. The wind sang with every lash and stroke, the laughter in my chest matching the whistling of the air as I attacked again and again. Metal clanged against metal when my morning star met its mark.

      “Hey!” Raziel stumbled backwards, the weight of the blow striking heavily against his shield, leaving pock marks and dents. “Be careful, Mason.”

      I hefted my weapon over my other shoulder, preparing for another strike. “This is me being careful.”

      As light as divine steel could be when deployed in battle, it still landed with the brutal force of forged metal. Weightless to wield, but more or less unstoppable when it came to crushing things. Or people.

      Metal clanged again when my weapon’s three heads crashed against Raziel’s shield.

      “Dude,” Florian said, feeding himself another peanut. “Take it easy.” Next to him, Priscilla ooked in agreement, shaking her head at me in disapproval.

      It was a nice, warm day in Paradise, birds twittering, trees rustling in a gentle breeze, with nothing else disturbing the peace except for the grunts and clangs of two angels locked in battle. Well, an angel and a half, I suppose.

      Florian and Priscilla were bored enough to peel themselves away from the television Artemis had somehow rigged to work in the center of Paradise, neatly accessible from each of our huts and the domicile’s entrance. Artemis herself was nowhere in sight. If she’d been napping, Raziel and I would have found out the painful way at least a half hour ago, probably used for archery practice for the crime of waking her up.

      “Mason, I said to slow down.” Raziel’s eyes and nose peeped above the top of his defensive barrier. My voluntary sparring partner had clearly summoned an enormous full-body tower shield because he was worried about getting his not-fake designer threads all mussed up.

      The outfit of the day was a distressed tank top, holes slashed haphazardly all over what little fabric still clung to Raziel’s body. His jeans were similarly distressed, his leather boots intentionally scuffed. I never realized people paid such a premium for clothes that looked like they’d been fed into a woodchipper, but there we were.

      “I thought you’d put up more of a fight.” I took another swing, perhaps a little too proud of the weapon that I’d improvised out of thin air.

      The only thing better than a mace, I’d learned, was a morning star. Sometimes it’s called a flail, just a handle or a shaft with some chains on it, and with huge, heavy balls on the end of each chain to smash people with. Stop giggling, this is serious.

      Now, a morning star? Imagine every ball is studded with spikes. Now we’re talking. Of course, that’s the kind of thing that can seriously injure someone, maim them, kill them. Morning stars would have a limited use if I was just trying to fend an attacker off and not actually end them. They were great for caving in chests and skulls with both blunt force and some truly awesome spike action.

      And those spikes? As far as I knew, they didn’t keep morning stars in the armories upstairs. The spikes were my own special, unique touch, attached lovingly through the magic of creatio ex nihilo – of making something out of nothing.

      Clang. Clang. Even with the morning star’s feather-lightness, my muscles strained with every attack, meaning to deliver maximum impact with every blow. Raziel could take it, right? He was an immortal angel and everything, plus he was leagues better than me at all this Vestment stuff.

      Clang. Thud. Raziel’s shield went flying. My heart surged with the excitement of being strong enough to knock the damn thing out of his hands. I admit, it was amusing seeing how Raziel’s eyes went huge when he found himself defenseless.

      But I should have stopped when that last blow smashed Raziel’s shield clear out of his grasp. That would have been the sportsmanly thing to do, but the battle in my blood kept on raging, singing, and without meaning to, I let my muscles carry on their rampage, bringing the morning star down in one last, decisive blow against Raziel’s torso.

      “Oh, shit,” I muttered, just as metal clanged against metal yet again, just as a golden flash of light dazzled me long enough that I had to shield my face and stumble away.

      From somewhere nearby, Florian gasped, and Priscilla gave a long, awestruck “Ook.”

      It only took seconds for my vision to clear, but I couldn’t believe my eyes. Raziel stood before me, only it wasn’t him exactly. I’d never seen him unfurl his wings before, and I never knew that he had four of them. One pair was wrapped protectively across his torso, their feathers stronger than steel, enough to repel my morning star. The other pair loomed above his shoulders, majestic, radiant, reflecting the light of the sun. I’d never seen the angel of mysteries look more, well, angelic.

      “Holy crap,” I murmured.

      “Holy, yes. Crap? Not quite.”

      Raziel brushed a loose feather off his shoulders, then spread his arms. His wings sprang out to meet them parallel, then folded up, disappearing back into his body like they’d never been there. Just like that, we had the old Raziel back, just some slightly awkward dude in his thirties with a striking sense of fashion and a perpetual look of disapproval on his face.

      “You were enjoying that far, far too much, young man. That’s quite enough.”

      My morning star’s chains rattled as it thudded to the ground, then disappeared. “Sorry. I’m sorry. I definitely got a little carried away.”

      “I expect a firmer grip on discipline in future, Mason.”

      Florian swallowed noisily before speaking up. “You could have hurt him, dude.”

      My toe dug into the ground, and I bit on my bottom lip. “Okay. I swear, I’m sorry. It won’t happen again. But hold up, how come you’ve got four wings?”

      “Yeah,” Florian said. “What’s up with that?”

      “Oh, those?” Raziel brushed his shoulder off again, a smug little smile creasing his lips. “It’s kind of a status thing. That’s a simple way to translate it into mortal terms. You know about the hierarchies of angels, yes? Well, the stronger you are, the more wings you have. That about sums it up.”

      I looked over each of my shoulders, suddenly aware that I hadn’t even used my own wings in ages. “Will I get more than just the two?”

      Raziel shrugged. “In time, as your power grows, who knows? You might discover that you’ll have grown another pair yourself.”

      “Hah. He said to grow a pair.” Florian guffawed as he popped another peanut in his mouth, the pile of shells between him and Priscilla steadily growing into a little mountain. Priscilla chortled.

      “That’s not at all what I said. The point is, Mason needs to use his wings more.”

      “Nope. No way. Not after the first time. I didn’t know I could get airsick so badly. Never even been on a plane, and figuratively driving from the cockpit all by myself was not a great way to discover that my stomach was so sensitive to that shit.”

      Raziel harrumphed. “Ridiculous. An angel who refuses to use their wings? You’re being absolutely ridiculous. Flying is like a muscle, Mason. It needs to be trained. You’ve gone without using your wings your entire life. Of course it’s going to be difficult at first. You’re very much like an infant learning to walk. Imagine if you mastered the gift of flight. Imagine the advantages you could have in battle over your enemies.”

      “Pssh. Don’t need flying for that.” I flexed my biceps, posing and grunting for effect. “Check out these guns.” I pointed at the indentation in the ground left by my now-missing morning star. “Plus I can summon the Vestments, or enhance them.”

      Or fire an entire cannonball into someone’s face. I left out that last bit because I didn’t need Raziel lecturing me about learning to control my ability to create matter, either. Making that cannon had drained me physically and spiritually. It took a hefty amount of time to recover from the strain and get back to normal again, whatever normal meant for me, that is. The two weeks of intermittent fever and chills weren’t very much fun, either.

      “I’d caution you not to be so smug about your abilities.” Raziel folded his arms and sniffed. “You need to be ready for battle, any time, any place, and if that means calling on all of your talents to help you, then so be it.”

      “Oh, please. Let me rest a little, Raz. I only just went through that crap with Loki, and I still need to collect his fee. Don’t tell me you expect someone to come and attack me again so soon.”

      A pillar of crimson flame burst out of the ground just then, sending bright red sparks up into the sky. Priscilla leapt to her feet and beat her chest, howling. Florian sat there, mouth agog. Raziel raised his hand above his eyes as he retrieved his shield, and I readied myself to call one from the Vestments as well, just in case. I knew who was coming, anyway, even if I didn’t like it.

      I couldn’t help my teeth clenching as I grunted out a greeting to the thing emerging from the fire. “Belphegor,” I grumbled.

      The demon Prince of Sloth stepped out of the shaft of flames, kicking at a crimson ember that happened to be sitting in his way. “Mason Albrecht, and all your little friends.” He grinned, sharp teeth burning red in the firelight. “Long time no see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      I folded my arms, lifting my chin as I scrutinized the demon. “It’s a little early for you to be showing up, isn’t it?”

      Belphegor’s eyes flitted to either side of him. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      He wore the same skin he’d been using for months now, the one that made him look like a teenage skater, eyes rimmed red from all the pot, hair hidden under the hood of his jacket. As for what hid under his hair – I shuddered. Best not to remember what his third eye looked like.

      “It’s practically morning.” I tapped at the back of my wrist, at the watch that wasn’t there. “Shouldn’t your kind still be asleep?”

      “You must have me confused for vampires. I can walk in the day, nephilim. It’s no big deal.”

      The very distinct sound of a tautening bowstring squeaked from a little off the side, and like one unit, everyone in the clearing turned towards the noise. Artemis stood there, arrow nocked and pointed directly at Belphegor’s heart.

      “I thought I said that you weren’t welcome here.”

      “Then how come Raziel is welcome?” Belphegor said with a whine. “That’s not fair.”

      Artemis turned her gaze from demon, to angel, and back. “Raziel brings me the right offerings. Raziel is polite about showing up when it’s convenient for everyone. And most importantly, Raziel doesn’t do things to put my boys in danger.”

      Belphegor scoffed. “Oh, please. What’s the worst thing I’ve done to them? The very worst thing?”

      I scoffed back. “You stole Mammon’s sword all that time ago. It’s why the Prince of Greed wants to eat all our guts for breakfast.”

      “Okay. Besides that one time, when did I ever put you in harm’s way?” Belphegor rolled his eyes, then started fanning himself with one hand. “Don’t you people get hot here? It’s so damn hot.”

      In bewilderment, I shook my head. “But you live in hell. Or at least one of them.” He was right, though. My kingdom for an air-conditioner.

      “I can’t get too mad at the fact that the human half of your brain renders you so stupid.” Belphegor grinned at Raziel before looking back at me. “And the angel half just makes you gullible. But the point is, not all hells have to be exclusively hot. Or cold. But this place? Ugh. I can’t deal with this.”

      In one smooth motion, Belphegor unzipped his hoodie, and – I wish I had a better way of explaining this – unzipped the rest of his body in the process, too. The teenage skater boy’s skin fell into a wrinkled pile on the ground, shortly before being consumed by plumes of crimson fire.

      “Ah,” Belphegor said. “Much better.”

      She shook her hair out, letting it fall in gleaming tumbles across her shoulders, a bottle of sunscreen already in one hand, the other applying dollops of it to bronzed skin. This body wore a swimsuit, a wide-brimmed hat, and very little else, just another of the Prince of Sloth’s manifestations. Luxury is, after all, just the sin of sloth in another skin.

      That was how I first met Belphegor, in the guise of a woman sunbathing on what she considered her own private island. Gender didn’t matter much to the demons, or the celestials, or the gods, for that matter. Keep in mind that Loki is both the father of Fenrir and the mother of Sleipnir.

      “Dang,” Florian said, whistling.

      Raziel harrumphed. “Don’t let the body distract you. That’s still a demon. A demon prince.”

      The bottle of sunscreen in Belphegor’s hand vanished in a puff of fire as she smirked. She gathered her hair up above her shoulders, exposing her neck, then turned playfully to look over her shoulder at Raziel.

      “Jealous, angel? Then pick a different skin suit and shut up.”

      Raziel stamped his foot lightly and tugged on the hem of his shirt. “I like this one, thanks.”

      Artemis cleared her throat noisily. “This still doesn’t explain why you’ve decided to sully my home with your presence, demon.”

      “Oh. That’s right.” Belphegor pointed with one long, clawed nail at Florian. “Him. I came for him.”

      Florian blinked, looked at Belphegor’s finger, then over his shoulder, his eyes filled with the hope that the demon was pointing at some other dude who happened to be sitting behind him.

      “I had an agreement with both of you.” Belphegor folded her arms, her eyes flitting between me and Florian. “The alraune was supposed to be rehabilitated, waking up to his full powers, and the nephilim was supposed to do all the rehabilitating.”

      My hands went into fists. “And we’ve done both of those things already. What more do you want from us?”

      The demon prince poked one nail against her bottom lip, smiling. “You’re forgetting that Florian still owes me a favor. You performed yours, quite admirably at that. But you still need to participate, because this final act is what really qualifies as helping Florian awaken to his true glory. Oh, stop sulking. You’re getting a reward out of it too, you know.”

      “From a demon prince, which is hardly any incentive. Trickster gods are one thing, but you people are probably even sneakier.”

      Belphegor held a hand to her chest, her nails pressing against her skin. “Sneaky? Perish the thought. Plus, I shouldn’t have to remind you that refusing to help me is a breach of contract.”

      “I never signed a damn contract and you know it.”

      Belphegor chuckled, raising her hand. Flames flickered in her palm, then guttered out, leaving a scroll of parchment clutched between her fingers. The contract. My heart fell.

      “You never had to sign anything. The pact was sealed just as soon as you agreed to do me a favor. It’s that simple. And if you violate that pact? Well, there are consequences.”

      “Like what?”

      I shouldn’t have said that. Belphegor grinned, then snapped her fingers. A spark leapt from her left hand to the right, consuming the contract in a wreath of flames.

      “All I did was send it back to my study, mind you. I didn’t burn our pact.” Her smile stretched wider, her fangs wet, and her bangs shifted just then, revealing that horrible crimson eye that hid on her forehead. “In fact, you might say that I just reinforced it.”

      Florian clutched his head, then screamed. My heart thumped as I ran towards him, as the veins in his neck bulged from the agony. I wished there was something I could do stop him from feeling whatever pain was burning him from the inside – but then I felt it, too.

      I fell to my knees, my eyes bulging out of my skull as an ember began to sear me from inside of my brain. I clawed at my skin, knowing that I couldn’t rake my brain out of my skull, yet still believing in my panicked delirium that it was the only way to make the torture stop.

      Despite the screaming agony I still noticed Priscilla shrieking, thumping her chest, then taking off into the trees towards her kitchens. Raziel was suddenly in possession of a massive golden spear, his teeth bared as he poised to strike just feet away from the demon. Artemis’s posture was deathly still as she kept her arrow trained on Belphegor’s face.

      “Make it stop,” Artemis commanded. “Or I’ll send you back to your hell in a matchbox.”

      Belphegor rolled her eyes. “Ugh. You’re no fun.” She snapped her fingers again.

      And just as the pain had come, so did it fade, quick as a flash. I was on all fours, my palms pressed into the ground, my entire body slick with sweat. Florian staggered over to the river nearby, retching and heaving.

      “Honor the pact,” Belphegor said, unfazed by the sharp, deadly things pointed at her face and her heart. “Or suffer further consequences. I’ll send instructions to the two of you for how to access my domicile. In the mean time, rest well. You’ll need all your strength for the challenges ahead.”

      My fingers dug into the earth, the underside of my nails filling with soil. “You’re a fucking asshole.”

      “How charming.” Belphegor chuckled, then turned her head towards the trees. “Ah. There’s my signal to depart.”

      She spun in place, her body bursting into a column of crimson flames that dissipated as she faded out of reality. A second explosion erupted at the spot where she had stood, this one coming from an angry, sputtering ball of fire that rocketed from the direction of the trees where Priscilla kept her kitchens. Raziel yelped and dived out of the way, his spear disappearing as it fell from his hands.

      Priscilla yowled in fury, the ground thundering as she loped hurriedly towards us. In her hand was a long, gnarled branch. Its tip glowed like an ember, issuing wisps of black smoke. The earth reverberated as she slammed the end of her staff into the ground one final time. Ouch. I felt that in my bones.

      “It’s too late, Priscilla.” Artemis disengaged her bow and returned her arrow to her quiver. “Sloth is gone.”

      And again, in spite of my suffering and the fact that my body was still rocking with spasms from Belphegor’s psychic assault, I couldn’t control my curiosity. I raised one shaking finger at the wooden pole in Priscilla’s grasp.

      “What the hell is that?” I croaked.

      “Staff of fireballs,” Artemis said. “Priscilla loves magical weapons. What, where do you think her salary goes?”
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      I pressed the wet towel harder against my forehead, willing the cool compress to work better at wicking away the residual ache of Belphegor’s brain-fire surprise. Seriously, what a huge jerk. My foot dangled off the edge of my bed and I sighed, wishing the world would be just a little bit cooler. Creatio ex nihilo powers be damned, I still couldn’t do a single thing about chilling the air around me.

      Belphegor was right about one thing. Artemis’s domicile was pretty hot most hours of the day, set at that sort of tropical climate she liked to maintain, something about how it suited the animals. More like how it suited her, truthfully. It’s like that thing of how an old married couple bickers about the thermostat all day long, except in our case, we were all married to Artemis, and she won the argument, every time.

      “Okay, boy,” I said, one hand still damp from pressing the towel to my brow, the other holding my phone out towards the little wooden chest sitting on the floor. “Do like this. Copy this.”

      The box creaked as it tilted sideways, stretching and warping, then making a low whimper, very much like a dog.

      “It’s okay, boy.” I sighed, dropped my phone onto my chest, then patted the box on its – well, where its head would be. It whined again, this time making a somewhat happier noise. It was hard to tell with Box.

      Super creative, I know, but that was the name I settled on for the mimic who wanted to come home with us, that night out at the warehouse. And so far, so good. The thing hadn’t tried to eat parts of my body in the night, though he did enjoy a steadily omnivorous diet.

      Actually, that might be slightly inaccurate. Box liked raw meat, and berries, and nuts – and planks of wood, and crumpled paper, and basically everything else I tried to feed him. You couldn’t really tell from a casual glance, but Box’s mouth was precisely at the seam where his lid opened. Inside were just rows and rows of enormous, wickedly sharp teeth.

      As for why it was a him – I don’t know. It just felt right. He seemed to respond really well to “Good boy,” but then again, he also really liked the name Box, so maybe it was something about the B sound.

      Box had permanently taken the shape of a wooden chest, too, just like Artemis’s field guide said. It could have been some kind of genetic memory, based on what mimics were known for doing historically, which was to hang out in the dungeons, cellars, and studies of especially cruel and creative wizards. There they would wait in disguise, eager to eat the fingers and hands off of reckless thieves – maybe even entire bodies, if they were lucky.

      I picked up my phone, sighing as I gazed at the photo I’d brought up on my browser. Box whined again. I smiled at him and shook my head.

      “It’s okay, boy. This is a tough one. I don’t expect you to pull it off that quickly.”

      Over the past week or so, I’d been showing him pictures of air-conditioners and electric fans, hoping that visual exposure would somehow teach or encourage him to transform into one. Genius, you say? Totally. How Box could even see anything without a pair of eyes was anyone’s guess, but it seemed to be working to some extent.

      One time, he’d actually stretched his body into the circular shape of an oscillating fan. The jury’s out on whether he would have the proper mechanical ability to blow cool air right into my face, but hey, you never know until you try.

      Naturally, the more permanent solution would have been to go out and buy an AC unit in the first place. Still, until Florian and I knew whether Loki was just making false promises or actually planning to pay us a fair price for retrieving his sword Laevateinn, we needed to keep our expenses under control.

      Artemis paid us a little, sure, but after the initial construction work we did for Paradise, that stipend shrunk. Commensurately so, I hate to admit. It wasn’t like we did much else to help around the place apart from some random chores and minor repair work.

      Priscilla, though? I didn’t know how much she made, but she deserved every penny for all of the delicious meals she lovingly prepared for everyone who lived in Paradise. And whatever her salary was, it must have been pretty sweet. I mean, she could afford to collect artifacts. I still wasn’t over the fact that she kept a staff of fireballs in the kitchen.

      I put my phone to sleep, folded my hands behind my head, and sighed again. “I guess we’re just really going to have to go to Loki and get our paycheck.”

      Florian lumbered in just then, giving Box a quick, cautious glance before stepping towards my bed. “It’s the best option we’ve got. Beatrice Rex still expects you to pay up for that invisibility bracer, remember?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Don’t remind me.”

      I rubbed my hand against my face. It wasn’t going to make me invisible in the conventional sense, only enough to disguise my spiritual signature so that entities like Belphegor and his friends could no longer track me. That was all that mattered, really. If I wiped myself off the map, then I’d have far fewer arcane ambushes and supernatural surprises to deal with.

      “We should visit Loki soon,” Florian said. “He said to just go over to Happy, Inc. headquarters whenever we were ready. Are you feeling better?”

      I sat up and nodded. “I think so. You?”

      Florian sat on the foot of my bed and nodded back. “I’m okay. But it really felt like Belphegor was punching me out from the inside of my brain. Stabbing, more like. The worst kind of pain.”

      My hands flew to my forearms to rub down the goosebumps forming on my skin. The sheer memory of the agony was enough to make me shudder. “Don’t remind me. What could she possibly want from you now?”

      He shook his head. “Dunno, but she’s right. I still owe her.”

      “What exactly for?” I cocked an eyebrow. “I needed her help for something specific. The fact that you owe her a favor means you needed something too.”

      Florian threw his hands up, then plonked down onto the lower half of my bed. “It wasn’t even by choice, you know? I told you before, I was in hibernation for a while. When I woke up, I was in Belphegor’s garden. Nasty place, just a bunch of carnivorous plants, and a lot of toxic ones, too. The kind that spit acid in your face. Anyway, that alone meant that I owed her, me waking up in the Crimson Gardens.”

      I scoffed. “That hardly seems fair.”

      “Not really, no, but she reasoned that she could have crushed me to death, fried me up in oil, turned me into nut butter.” He made a shape with his arms around himself. “I was in a seed form at the time. In a fetal position, but there was this thick membrane around me, like a shell.”

      “Or an egg. Or a cocoon. Man, you alraunes are weird.”

      Florian shrugged. “Point is, she spared my life and allowed me to grow in her garden, taking in the nutrients and whatever form of sunlight they had down there. That was the favor. And now she wants me to return it.”

      I patted him on the shoulder. “Listen, I might not understand what Belphegor is going to need from you, but I’m here. I’ll help you any way I can.” Box nuzzled up against my foot just then, making an odd, wooden noise that might have passed for a vague bark. “And Box will, too. Won’t you, boy?”

      Florian sat up, folding his legs under him, making sure that Box was nowhere near his toes. He frowned at the mimic for a moment. “Might as well take him along when we go to see Loki. You never know. If things go super sideways, maybe Box could eat his face off.”

      I chuckled. “Box would probably love that. Wouldn’t you, boy? Would you like to eat a rat bastard trickster god’s face? Of course you would.”

      I rubbed Box across the top of his lid, tickling with the tips of my fingers – not at all expecting him to open wide, show me his rows of spiky teeth, then lick my hand affectionately with his huge, snakelike tongue.

      Huh. That was new.
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      Florian and I didn’t have to wait in the lobby of Happy, Inc. headquarters for very long. Within minutes we were ushered through the locked security doors by a woman who introduced herself as Katherine.

      Katherine had a pleasant enough smile that got more and more disconcerting as you realized how it never left her face, almost as if some invisible strings were pulling on the sides of her cheeks and making her look that way.

      Fortunately, there was plenty to see around Happy HQ without having to stay focused on Katherine’s increasingly creepy smile. I didn’t know what Loki’s hiring standards were, or if he made an effort to, um, magically enhance his employees to help them better fill their job roles, and I didn’t want to find out.

      The office was a skyscraper located in Central Square, the heart of Valero’s central business district, which also, incidentally, contained the local Lorica office. How Loki could keep his seat of power so close to people who were essentially the paranormal police was anybody’s guess, but the Norse god of deceit had amassed a lot of magical might in contemporary times. He had plenty of mundane security upfront, which only hinted at the amount of arcane protections he would have had in place as well.

      Loki’s offices reflected the spirit of his fast food empire, all bright colors and fun decor made to evoke the young, carefree nature of Happy’s various franchises. Katherine plied us with samples as we headed towards the back of the building, where we were assured that the elevator leading directly to Mr. Theodore Thorpe – Loki’s human alter ego – was waiting.

      By the time we got to said elevator, both Florian and I had been loaded with everything the Happy empire had to offer: artisanal hotdogs, steamed Chinese meat buns, milk tea in various fancy flavors, even miniature bowls of their upcoming Happy Ramen franchise.

      Whenever possible, I dropped crumbs and morsels into my right pocket, where I kept Box. We’d practiced this before. He liked going on walks with me, which only ever happened around Paradise because you obviously can’t go around a dog park with a little treasure chest on a leash.

      Box seemed to understand that he needed to keep a low profile out in the real world, so on command, he’d conveniently shrink himself down to a little cube about the size of a die. Katherine, fortunately, didn’t seem to notice the faint munching sounds that issued from my jeans pocket.

      The decor got more severe and serious as we reached the back of the building, until everything was so sumptuous and rich that you’d thought we’d been transported to a different property entirely. Here it was just all deeply stained woods and shiny lighting fixtures and knobs and knockers, including those found on the door opening out into the single elevator that Katherine helpfully corralled us into.

      “Mr. Thorpe will be waiting at the top,” she said cheerily, the whiteness of her permanent smile searing itself into my brain.

      “Thanks for your help,” I answered, giving her a small wave. Florian tried to say something similarly polite, but had too much hotdog crammed in his mouth to successfully do so.

      The elevator quietly hummed as it brought us to our destination. The thirteenth floor, we learned from the brightly polished numbers mounted on the wood-paneled walls as we stepped out into a corridor carpeted in rich vermilion. Thirteen. Typical.

      Florian nudged me with his elbow. “I feel so poor,” he said, though not with any amount of shame. It was more out of excitement, the odd, naughty thrill of knowing that we weren’t supposed to be there, that we didn’t belong.

      I nodded. “Totally agree. This all feels so pretentious, which is probably exactly how Loki likes it.”

      A pair of doors near the metallic numbers on the wall swung open, faint strains of classical music spilling out. I rolled my eyes, having no doubts that Loki heard us gossiping about him through the walls. Florian and I stepped through the double doors, and I fought to keep my awe to myself as we stepped into Loki’s offices.

      The bastard had rearranged the place. He had to have. There was no desk there, only endless rows of bookcases filled with ancient, impressive-looking books. Tall, huge light fixtures tipped with green glass lamps that glowed like emeralds flanked a massive chair that sat in the center of the room. To either side of the chair were huge black vases positively overflowing with lush plants that spilled their snaking tendrils all over the floor. I could smell them, too, the cool, sweetish scent of green, and somewhere in there, the aroma of freshly turned earth.

      It was like Loki’s own little taunting joke. He knew exactly what Florian needed to activate his powers, and Loki made sure we could see that he didn’t fear his nature magic. “Try and strangle me with these vines that I’ve provided for you,” the presence of the vases seemed to suggest. “Try and see what happens.”

      And in the massive chair which was upholstered in shimmering red velvet and finished in black lacquer, a seat that was more throne than anything, sat Loki, one leg casually draped over the other, a smirk on his lips.

      “The nephilim and the alraune. So we meet again.”

      Florian grunted his greeting. I scratched my eyebrow and shot him an annoyed look. “It’s not like I’m thrilled about this or anything.”

      Loki chuckled. “Always so charming, Mason Albrecht.” He leaned forward in his throne, then sniffed at the air. “I smell something familiar. Something I made on my own.”

      “Oh. Must be this.” I plucked Box out of my pocket, felt him wriggling happily in my fingers as I set him down on the floor. He grew several orders of magnitude within seconds, transformed into a little treasure chest once more.

      “A Cube,” Loki breathed. “One of them survived?”

      I stuck my chest out proudly. “And followed me home. His name is Box.”

      Loki rose from his throne, then bent forward, as if to touch the mimic. Box growled. The god flinched, frowned, and quickly retrieved his fingers. I kept my smile to myself.

      The first few nights with Box in my hut, I had mildly disconcerting dreams where I would wake up to find that he’d singlehandedly – or singlemouthedly, rather, devoured every last animal that fell under Artemis’s protection.

      It was encouraging, seeing the mimic be so apprehensive towards the fickle god that made him. It meant that there was very little chance of Box suddenly developing a fondness for his wayward asshole father and turning on everyone in Paradise.

      “I don’t like it,” Loki said, his fingers safely tucked into the palm of his other hand as he returned to his throne.

      “Well, you’re in luck.” Florian knelt on the floor, giving Box a tentative pat on the lid – the first time I’d seen him do so. “He doesn’t like you either.”

      Loki sniffed, raising his nose in the air. “Pray that it doesn’t learn to bite the hand that feeds it.”

      “Right,” I said. “Whatever, man. Listen, we’re just here for all the money you owe us. Remember? For retrieving the one magical weapon you actually do own, plus the other two that you lied to us about?”

      The god laughed, covering his mouth when the first peals came out too loud and thundered around his office. “It was entertaining, all right? So very amusing, seeing all of those disparate parties come together, all because you two numbskulls couldn’t be bothered to do a little research.”

      My eyes narrowed as I focused on his stupid face, as I imagined how much fun it’d be to punch his teeth in. “I don’t like libraries. I don’t like books.”

      That was a lie. Reading’s fun, when I’m in the mood for it. But considering how my last few brushes with books nearly got me killed – I’m talking about Quilliam and his levitating literature, here – I wasn’t too keen about opening one up for some light afternoon reading any time soon.

      My lips curled. Quilliam. Just the thought of him made my blood simmer. I dug my nails into my palms, reminding myself that we were only at Happy, Inc. to pick up our paycheck, and not to rearrange Loki’s face.

      “More’s the pity,” Loki said. “There’s so much to be learned from a good spot of reading. One or two spells, for example. Ah, but surely the newbie nephilim, the son of Samyaza has no use for tawdry hedge magic. Why bother when he has twenty-four hour access to divine miracles and the armories of all the heavens themselves?”

      I hadn’t meant to do it, but the joints in my knuckles popped when I clenched my hands into fists. The god grinned, satisfied and pleased by how he was getting his hooks into me.

      “Listen, Loki. We didn’t come here to chitchat. We’ve got no reason to make nice and polite with you, considering the number of times you’ve put me and my friends in danger. So if you don’t mind – just sign the check out to Mason Albrecht.”

      Loki laughed again. “Please. I know I run a corporation, but we, gentlemen, are members of the arcane underground. We don’t do checks and apps and bank transfers, not between us supernaturals.” He grinned, and the sight of it sent a chill up my spine. Uh-oh. “No. You have done Loki a fabulous service, and so I will shower you with riches.”

      “Oh, shit,” I muttered. Florian blinked at me in confusion as I rushed to him and raised my arm, conjuring the hugest shield I could summon from the Vestments. Box yelped and clattered across the floor to join us as the first of the coins fell from the ceiling.

      One tinkled to the ground, then another, and another, and what started as a slow drizzle of currency quickly grew into a hailstorm of metal beating steadily across the surface of my shield. A few gemstones clinked as they fell to the floor to join the coins, a carpet of treasure that could have dealt some serious damage to anyone who wasn’t made out of solid rock.

      When the rain of treasure stopped, I dismissed my shield, then pushed myself up off the floor. I raked my fingers through my hair as I studied the little lake of silver and gold that had formed around us. How the hell were we supposed to transport all this shit out of the building, much less across Valero without being mugged? I knew it. I just fucking knew there was going to be a catch.

      “You’re an asshole, Loki.”

      One last emerald the size of a tangerine fell out of thin air, tinkling as it hit the pile of treasure. Loki’s laughter was hearty, musical, jingling like a pouch full of coins.

      “Correction. I’m a wealthy asshole.”
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      I learned something special about Box that day. Turns out that mimics liked to dress up as treasure chests for a reason. He slurped all of Loki’s treasure up right quick, hoovering every last coin into his slobbery gullet in a matter of minutes.

      Loki wasn’t laughing much anymore after that. He was especially unhappy about how much saliva Box got on the carpet, which was something I quietly found amusing.

      And yes, I made sure to check. Who knows where Box kept it all, but the treasure was definitely inside him, somewhere, maybe in a special treasure-storing organ of some sort. I shook him a little, just to check, and he definitely jangled.

      What’s even better was that he shrank again, into the size of a tiny little cube that could fit in my pocket. Super handy. Next time you find a gross, whitish cube of jelly out on the street, take it home. As far as I’m concerned, mimics are the bomb. It was like having one of Beatrice Rex’s dimensional handbags, minus the garish hot pinkness.

      Of course, the big problem was actually finding someone who would take the whole load off our hands, which was why Florian and I headed straight to the Black Market, Valero’s biggest and – well, I guess only bazaar dedicated to the trade and exchange of magic and magical goods. You can’t just walk into a supermarket and try to buy a loaf of bread and some apples with a ruby the size of a chicken nugget.

      Fortunately, it didn’t take much asking around to find someone we could turn the treasure over to. People at the Black Market were quick to point us towards Abel’s Appraisals, a magical pawnshop of some repute that would offer us fair value for Loki’s reward. Florian and I kept it vague. You don’t go around broadcasting the fact that you’re lugging around a wading pool’s worth of silver and gold, after all.

      One less savory type suggested that we could try fencing the goods, which had the added benefit of possibly paying less and the potential bonus of a knife in the belly. Abel’s Appraisals it was, then. The place was easy enough to find. The shop was pretty cool, a little old, but charming, much like Abel himself.

      Lit with small magical fires that lurked in various corners, the shop’s dark shelves were filled with a vast assortment of magical knick-knacks in all flavors: wizened hands of glory, black candles, crystal balls, murky wax-sealed bottles of who-knows-what, and of course, your standard selection of dusty and possibly explosively lethal grimoires.

      Abel himself was a kind, portly older gentleman who looked like he was permanently dressed in waistcoats, pocket watches, and wire-rimmed glasses, even in bed. He also wore a jeweler’s loupe on a chain, which he used to study the gems and coins that Box methodically horked up from within his biological depths.

      I liked Abel. He didn’t even complain about all the slobber he had to wipe off every single coin. Florian was very good about helping out, too, and in under an hour, with the assistance of some rags Abel produced from out of a backroom, we were able to sort all of Loki’s treasure into several stacks of coins that looked vaguely like a small fortress, or a gleaming city of silver and gold.

      It was exactly fifteen thousand dollars. I wanted to be surprised, but Loki was the exact kind of sociopath who would know to dispense just the precise amount of treasure he’d need from his hidden hoard to hit the right number in American dollars, even accounting for whatever exchange rate Abel subscribed to.

      Abel sniffed as he placed the last coin onto the final stack, completing his sparkling little city of riches. “I will, of course, be taking a small fee off the top.”

      “Naturally.”

      I nodded as Abel quoted his price. A couple hundred bucks seemed fair, especially since that meant that we’d still have plenty left over even after paying Beatrice Rex her asking price.

      Hell, I’d even have lots to split with Florian, who deserved every damn penny for putting up with my mood swings, helping me out, and even willingly brewing an entire batch of presumably tasty wines for Dionysus before Quilliam appeared to blow the whole lot up.

      Ugh. Quilliam. My mouth curled into a sneer, and I didn’t even notice my fist slamming into my open palm until the impact made a smacking sound. Just the thought of the guy made the idea of wringing someone’s neck an incredibly entertaining proposal.

      Quilliam J. Abernathy had gotten both me and Florian into trouble enough times, and sure, maybe it was my fault that I kicked his precious book into oncoming traffic and totally destroyed it, but hey. The fucker deserved at least that much.

      The door to Abel’s shop swung open just then, the entrance bell tinkling as another customer walked in. I stayed focus on Abel’s hands as he carefully piled Loki’s gold into his own supply of chests and counted out the money he owed us, but they froze in place when footsteps approached from behind me. Abel looked up, staring just past my head, and his mouth broke into a huge grin.

      “Why, if it isn’t Master Quilliam himself!”

      My blood curdled. Nope. No, no, no. It couldn’t have been that easy. Rather, it was just so unfair that Florian and I could be so unlucky. Granted, the Black Market wasn’t exactly a gigantic shopping complex, but weren’t there other places for Quilliam to visit? Both my hands tightened into fists.

      “Abel, it’s been a while,” said that familiar, syrupy voice. Then, in a more mocking tone, it continued: “And well, well. Florian and Mason. Fancy meeting you here.”

      My feet were heavy as I turned in place to meet Quilliam’s eyes. I thought of how much gold I would give just for the chance to erase the smirk from his stupid lips. I resisted the urge to reach out to the Vestments for a special present I could deliver right into his face. A mallet, maybe, or every jagged sphere of the morning star I’d learned to love so much.

      And there he stood, unharmed, just as I suspected, from the flame spell that backfired on him back at the warehouse. Quilliam greeted me with his infuriating smile and a sweep of his eyes from my head to my toes, the kind of thing meant to remind you of how little you were truly worth.

      “Mason Albrecht.” Quilliam’s irises glowed orange for the barest fraction of a second. “It’s so very good to see you again.”
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      “You might want to reach out to the Black Market’s enforcers, Abel.” I pushed my hands into my hips, giving Quilliam a sharp look. “A known criminal has just walked into your shop.”

      “Criminal?” Abel laughed. “Oh, perish the thought. Master Quilliam and his family are valued customers here at Abel’s Appraisals. They’ve been coming for years.”

      “Criminal?” Quilliam echoed. He folded his arms. “Humor me, Mason. Exactly what crime am I guilty of?”

      I scoffed. “Wow. Do you really want to make this a whole thing? Where do I even begin?”

      Florian walked up next to me, folding his own arms, which made his muscles bulge and only highlighted how he was probably twice as thick and strong as Quilliam could ever hope to be. He stood there, stalwart, towering, and smoldering. What a champ.

      “You blew up all those wines I made for the Amphora.” Florian’s voice was never that deep or angry, but I could tell that Quilliam detonating his hard work had left its mark on him. “You almost killed us.”

      Quilliam pushed a finger under his chin. “Oh, did I? Name the time and the place. Where is the evidence that I attacked you or your alleged wines?” He waved his hand dismissively. “This is all just nonsense. Show me a witness.”

      Florian gaped, grasping for straws. I raised my hand and pointed it straight in Quilliam’s face. “What about the time you tried to kidnap me? Eh? When you attacked me with a squad of twelve demons?”

      “And who was there to see what happened? Who can you call upon to testify that I did, in fact, act in a way that would have violated the arcane underground’s precious laws?” Quilliam smirked in a way that made me want to punch his teeth out. “Next thing you’re going to tell me is that the only witness was the demon Prince of Greed.”

      I snarled. “You’re so full of shit, Quilliam, I swear to – ”

      “But before you continue with your pointless rant – perhaps there has been a spate of magical crime in California lately. Why, just a few weeks back I was attacked by some ruffians on the street. Two men slashed my tires with enchanted swords, and one of them kicked a very rare and very, very expensive grimoire right out of my hands.”

      I stood frozen to the spot. Florian glanced at me very briefly. Behind us, Abel breathed heavily as he shuffled through more dollar bills.

      “You know, one of the men looked very much like you, Mason. I’d have to check to be sure. Good thing I had a witness on hand. A man by the name of Wyatt Whateley, a collector of artifacts and antiquities who lives over in Silver Lake, down in LA. The incident did occur outside his home, after all.” Quilliam rubbed his chin as he tilted his head, his teeth seeming so sharp and pointed when he grinned. “Does that ring a bell?”

      Checkmate, I thought. How was it fair that the jerks of the world had everything stacked so conveniently in their favor? In my mind, I saw a morning star, and Quilliam’s bloodied face, then myself behind bars.

      From somewhere behind me, Abel cleared his throat softly. “Mr. Albrecht? If you’re quite finished berating my long-term client, your cash is ready.”

      I turned around shakily, taken aback by Abel’s frankness, but he was right. He was just a guy trying to keep his business afloat, after all. “Sorry,” I said. “Right. It’s just, your client and I here have some history.”

      Abel smiled again. “As do we, Mr. Albrecht. Young Quilliam here drops by every few weeks or so to peruse the selection of tomes I’ve accrued in the meantime. There’s always one or two witches or wizards in need of some quick cash willing to turn in a few scrolls, a journal, perhaps even a personal book of shadows.” He adjusted his glasses, then shook his head solemnly. “Of course, so very few of them ever find the money to buy back what they’ve pawned off to my business.”

      “Wow.” Florian stepped closer, placing his hands on the edge of the counter as he perused the books Abel kept lined up on a shelf behind him. “But these are powerful mages you have to deal with. If they can’t pay to get their books back, haven’t any of these people attempted to reclaim them with magic?”

      “Ah. They’ve certainly tried.” Abel frowned, and his glasses seemed to gleam. He pointed towards a wall with a standing lamp leaned against it.

      Florian followed Abel’s finger. “Well, that’s a lamp.”

      Quilliam scoffed. “No. Not just a lamp. Look closer. Behind it.”

      Behind it? All I could see back there was a large, black stain on the wall. Maybe some mold that really should have been contained a long time ago, or – wait. The stain was vaguely in the shape of a man. Ah. That wasn’t a stain at all. Those were burn marks.

      “Oh,” Florian cooed as he began understand.

      “Indeed,” Abel said gravely. “I don’t keep a very large selection of spells in mind myself, but a well-placed disintegration can end an argument very swiftly and efficiently.”

      I cleared my throat. “Duly noted.”

      Quilliam stepped up to the counter, placing his hands face down on the wood. “Abel,” he said, in a voice far kinder than anything I’d ever heard out of his mouth. “Do you have anything new for me to look at?”

      Abel nodded eagerly. “Quite a few things have come in, in fact. I can close up the shop if you’d like to go into the backroom to peruse them.”

      Quilliam’s smile was sweet, and, I hate to say, genuine. “If you would be so kind.”

      Again Abel nodded, his jowls and wet black eyes making him look very much like an enthusiastic pug. “Just as soon as I complete this transaction. Mr. Albrecht, here you go. Will you be needing an envelope for that?”

      I shook my head and accepted the fattest stack of bills I’d ever held in my life in two hands. “No, this is all right, thanks.”

      Resting an elbow on the counter and his chin in his hand, Quilliam grinned at me. “My, my, Mr. Albrecht. We’re moving up in the world, are we?”

      “He’s just trying to get to you,” Florian mumbled. “Don’t engage.”

      Quilliam’s smirk stretched from ear to ear, his eyes trailing up and down my body again, but this time in a way that I could only describe as sticky. He batted his lashes and leaned his head at an even more exaggerated angle when he spoke again.

      “Maybe that gigolo gig really is working out for you, then. Or perhaps it’s all those extra hours you’ve taken up working as a go-go boy. How else could you have possibly made all this money?”

      The glyphs all across my body lit me up like a lantern as anger boiled in my blood. Florian, being the good friend that he was, took charge at that point. First, he took the wad of bills and stuffed it all into my pocket. Then he picked up Box, coaxed him into shrinking to his diminutive form, and put him in the same pocket. Finally, with me simmering in rage and frothing at the mouth, Florian picked me up, threw me over his shoulder, and marched me straight out of Abel’s Appraisals.

      Quilliam J. Abernathy cackled, then twiddled his fingers at me as he waved goodbye. I waved goodbye, too, but all I needed was one finger. The middle one.
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      I had nothing against gigolos and go-go boys and all the other flavors of men who worked their bodies for the sake of a paycheck. Actually, that probably got me even more pissed about Quilliam and his bullshit privilege. He was just the kind of asshole who thought it was fine to judge others by how much money they made, or how they made it.

      “Damn mama’s boy,” I grumbled. “That man wasn’t raised right. Spoiled brat. Garbage human. I mean, we both know that he’s an asshole, right? Like a grade A asshole.”

      “It’s okay, buddy.” Florian patted me on the shoulder, his arm draped across my back. “You’re okay.”

      Fortunately I’d cooled down a little by the time we got to Beatrice Rex’s shop, but that didn’t mean that just being within a ten-meter radius of the place didn’t put me on guard. You understand. I guess Florian and I could consider Beatrice an ally of sorts, or at the very least an acquaintance, but she’d never exactly been the friendliest when it came to me.

      A certain measure of triumph fluttered in my chest as I pulled the gigantic wad of bills out of my pocket. I watched with relish when Beatrice very carefully contained her eyeballs in their sockets as I took my sweet time counting out the ten grand she’d been asking for so long.

      “We’re still on the same page, right?”

      I raised my eyes to meet her gaze, impressed at how quickly she wiped the look of quiet awe off her face. It was a strange feeling, being both vindicated and offended by her fleeting expression at the same time.

      “Yes. Ten thousand it is.” Beatrice Rex sniffed and lifted her nose, her palms planted on her counter, to show that she was firm on the number and wouldn’t at all be willing to budge. “Shimmerscales are very rare and very expensive, like I told you.”

      They were special scales, as she explained, harvested from merpeople, and not just any mer. They had to be the magical type, even rarer among mer than mages were among humankind. I had to hope that Beatrice’s supply of them was ethically sourced, though. For all her obnoxiousness, I still clung to the belief that she wasn’t fundamentally a terrible person.

      “Excellent. I’ll work with the Fuck-Tons on this, and we should have your item ready and fully enchanted within a week.”

      “Just so we’re on the same page, it’s going to be a leather bracer, right?” I slapped my wrist lightly, like my body didn’t trust her to remember our past discussions on the matter. “I’m really not into the idea of a leather thong.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes, of course. More convenient for you. There’s a good chance you’ll never have to take it off your body, and that way you’ll always be protected.”

      I nodded, then with some satisfaction, reached across the counter to hand her what was owed. We didn’t even bother with matters of paying half upfront, then the remaining balance later. Magical contracts, even seemingly mundane ones for sales and transactions, were very much binding. And as Belphegor proved earlier that day, their terms could apparently be enforced in creatively painful ways.

      “Wonderful. It’s a pleasure doing business with you.” Beatrice accepted the stack of bills without even counting them, which probably meant progress in terms of our friendship. She stuffed it all into an ornate filigreed lockbox that appeared to need her fingerprint, a series of complicated gestures, and a barely-whispered passcode to open.

      Closing the lockbox with a decisive click, she swept a lock of hair away from her face, sighed, then spoke again.

      “Listen, both of you. I’m sorry again about how I behaved the last time we saw each other.”

      Florian coughed softly into his hand. “You mean when you turned your shop into a nightmare house and attacked us with your entire supply of raw materials?”

      I drummed my fingernails on her countertop, narrowing my eyes at her. “You mean when you levitated every needle, pin, and pair of scissors in the place and tried to bleed us to death?”

      The tips of Beatrice’s ears reddened, and she huffed, folding her arms. “Don’t make this harder than it already is. Look, I’m sorry, okay? It was a tough decision for me to make, and in the end, I don’t think that surrendering my soul to Arachne would have been the right thing to do. There are other ways to acquire power.”

      I rubbed my forearm, exchanging a slightly guilty glance with Florian. “Yeah, well, to be fair, it turns out that Arachne kind of had the right idea all along. The two of you hiding Laevateinn meant that Loki wouldn’t be able to pull off his master plan, which we did end up stopping. In the end, Arachne telling you to keep the sword would have meant just waiting for the boil to pop.” I picked up an invisible pin, then stabbed it downwards, pretending to poke into an invisible abscess. “Me and Florian, we sort of sped up the process and lanced the boil. It was hella messy, but at least it’s over.”

      Beatrice wrinkled her nose. “I mean, I feel like you could have used less disgusting analogies, but I see your point.” Then the left corner of her mouth turned up, like she was trying to smile. “And thanks for understanding.”

      “And anyway,” I said, trying to perk up the conversation. “Something sort of good came out of it in the end. We got a new pet.” I pulled the teeny tiny cube out of my pocket, rested it on Beatrice’s counter, then leaned in to whisper. “It’s okay, boy. We’re all friends here.”

      With a resounding, wooden thud, Box expanded to his full size and clunked onto the table. Beatrice’s eyes went wide – with horror, I thought at first – but she clapped her hands once and gave a delighted squeal.

      “It’s a mimic! Where did you find it? Aww, I’ve always wanted one for a pet.” She bent closer, patting Box along the top of his lid. Unlike with Loki, this time he didn’t react by snapping at her fingers.

      Florian joined the little love fest, offering his own pats, which Box gratefully accepted. “Long story, but he followed us home, and he’s actually been super helpful.”

      “Tell me about it.” Beatrice riffled through her drawers, pulling out a handful of mismatched buttons that Box was only too eager to take as a treat. She smiled as he munched and crunched away. “They’re so good for storage. There’s a reason they look like treasure chests, you know.”

      My eyes lit up. “We just found out today. He sucked up a whole pile of treasure, then spat it out again later like it was nothing.”

      Beatrice nodded. “They’ve got a bunch of stomachs, and I’m pretty sure a few of them are dedicated just to keeping things. It’s why wizards and dragons love them so much. Oh, and for other reasons, too. They’re arguably better than guard dogs because nobody sees them coming. Like, there’s just no warning. One moment you’re just a cat burglar, standing next to a potted plant. Next minute?” She sliced her hand across her throat, making a rasping noise. “Headless. Decapitated. Dead.”

      “Badass,” Florian muttered.

      “And they’re really good at detecting other things in disguise, too. I mean, a mimic will easily recognize another mimic, but camouflage is so second nature to them that they’ll also easily spot someone or something that might be under the protection of illusory magic. A glamour, for example, or even a full metamorphic transformation.”

      I patted Box on the head. “I admit, that part I didn’t know about. He’s even handier than I thought.”

      “Plus,” Beatrice said, feeding him another handful of buttons, “they eat just about anything. Upkeep is so easy.”

      Box belched, then licked at her fingers with his huge, horrible tongue. Beatrice cooed again. “Aww. Sweet little baby.”

      I let Beatrice and Box get to know each other for a couple more minutes before I broke the bad news. “Listen, I’m glad you two are getting along so well, but we’ve got to be heading back home. We’ll probably want to stop for dinner someplace, too.”

      “Ooh. Can I come?”

      I blinked at her in quiet surprise. Beatrice Rex looked so genuinely hopeful that I felt like saying “No” would have shattered something inside her. Plus, there was no reason that she couldn’t come along. We were maybe, probably, finally learning to become friends.

      “Sure. We’ll help you close up. If there are no objections, I was thinking we could all grab some fried chicken?”

      Both Beatrice and Florian hummed noises of approval, and the three of us went around shuttering windows, locking doors, and throwing drapes over creepy, slowly shifting leather goods that may or may not have been still alive. But partway through, Beatrice rushed to her counter, hurriedly sifting through the drawers for something.

      I followed her, seeing that there was nothing else around the shop that needed turning down. “What’s up? What’re you looking for?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t believe I forgot to tell you. Someone came by earlier today and left a note for you.”

      Florian and I looked at each other and somehow managed to exchange a fair bit of information in that brief glance. We both had an idea who left that note, and neither of us was particularly happy about it.

      “The note, and the person who left it. Was it, I don’t know, a woman in a bikini?”

      She raised an eyebrow and scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Fine. Then was it maybe a guy wearing a hoodie? Youngish, looks like a teenager. Sort of dresses like a skater.” I lifted my hand out. “About yay tall?”

      Beatrice stopped mid-riffle, then looked me dead in the eye. “How did you know that?”

      I grimaced. Of course. Belphegor.
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      Belphegor’s instructions were written in just the sort of lazy, half-hearted scrawl you’d expect from someone whose official designation was the Prince of Sloth. And not much about the instructions he left us had been appealing. We still ended up doing a fast food chicken dinner with Beatrice topside in Valero – where else but at a Happy Chicken, another one of Loki’s cholesterol-laden innovations.

      Color me optimistic, but by then I thought it was safe to trust her with the note’s contents. Besides, knowing her, she probably snuck a peek at it before handing it over to us, anyway. It wasn’t like Belphegor bothered with an envelope or anything, just a scrap of paper that anyone could have torn out of a notebook.

      It was a good thing we brought it up, too. Between bites of chicken and huge, heaping mouthfuls of mashed potato, Beatrice Rex offered what advice she could on meeting Belphegor’s bizarre standards for a communion. She did, after all, give us some help with tracking down Arachne and her domicile. Never mind that Beatrice happened to be in cahoots with Arachne back then. Different time, different place, water under the bridge and all that.

      “I’ve got to admit, this is probably the weirdest communion I’ve ever heard about.” A chicken drumstick in her fingers, Beatrice licked her thumbs before continuing, as if the act of doing so was helping her to think. “The only thing I can really recommend is following the instructions precisely. It’s a good thing Belphegor isn’t asking for specific objects or artifacts to sacrifice, or this could get even more annoying. Or expensive, for that matter.”

      A quickly cooling hunk of chicken breast waited to be eaten in my hand as I stared glumly down at Belphegor’s note, which I left facing upwards on our table. In the morning, I told myself. We’ll deal with this in the morning. Right in that moment, all I wanted was some crispy fried chicken skin, potatoes, and maybe one or two biscuits. I just wanted to have a good time while I could, okay?

      We finished off our dinner – Beatrice was very meticulous about eating her chicken down to the bone – and went our separate ways. Of course, for me and Florian, that meant heading back to Paradise together, but as we went off to our respective huts, there was still that cloying sense of unease hanging in the air between us.

      See, Belphegor’s instructions specifically called for us to show up before nine in the morning, ostensibly because he expected us to put in a full day of work in his hellhole. Plus it didn’t help that the directions he specified for accessing his domicile were so off-putting.

      Creepy, to say the least. The entities all had their idiosyncrasies, sure. Arachne liked fortune cookies from Chinese places. Artemis demanded a tithe of cheesy snacks whenever someone approached her for a favor, preferably a jumbo pack of Snacky Yum-Yums, her favorite brand.

      Belphegor didn’t ask for anything especially difficult to find, but it discomfited me still. Every communion needed some blood as part of the offering, sure. Well and good. But the Prince of Sloth seemed to be asking for a little too much blood, if you asked me.

      The destination? The Beauregard, an ancient hotel in one of Valero’s more, shall we say, weathered districts. Back in the eighties, it was supposed to be something big, the kind of place where you’d spot a movie star if you were lucky, a nice little retreat from Hollywood, not too near to the limelight, but never too far.

      These days, as I saw when our rideshare pulled up, it was probably better off condemned. The building’s facade was peeling, paint jobs from maybe the late nineties at most already chipping away. Anything that hadn’t been eroded by time was weathered by, well, the weather, huge, gross streaks of greenish brown trailing from the mouths of concrete gargoyles that, even in the Beauregard’s heyday, couldn’t have possibly looked anything near classy.

      “Imagine what this place looks like at night,” Florian said, shutting the door to our car and waving our driver off.

      I looked up at the crappy exteriors, all two floors of bad maintenance and neglect, and shuddered to think. When night fell, the Beauregard probably looked like the perfect Halloween haunted house.

      “They should rent this out in October. It’s just creepy enough to work.” I stuck my hands in my pockets, my fingers chilly despite the warmth of the day.

      I let Florian take the lead as we approached the building. The both of us had packed to be prepared, based on experience from the last time we’d taken on contract work for an entity. Artemis was really chill about us improvising with tools, letting me use a battle-axe from the Vestments to chop wood when I admitted that I had no alternatives. Priscilla was even around to keep us fed and watered. But this was going to be a whole different kind of work environment.

      We had no ideas at all about what to expect from Belphegor – whether the demon prince even cared about safety standards and shit – so you can be damn sure that Florian and I came prepared. We both wore jackets over tank tops, so we could shuck or add layers depending on what kind of climate we were going to be up against. We brought an ample supply of bottled water, too, just in case, tucked safely into Box, who was, in turn, tucked safely into my pocket.

      Plus, there was that tiny matter of how we were even supposed to access Belphegor’s domicile in the first place. Getting indoors wasn’t going to be fun even the first time around, and I sure as hell didn’t want to think about what Florian and I would have to do if we went out on a lunch break and had to come back.

      Our point person was already standing at the grimy double doors, her sallow face peering out of windows that hadn’t seen a good polishing in possibly decades. Despite how rundown the Beauregard was, though, I still fancied the idea of giving the place a facelift better than whatever Belphegor had in store for us.

      Frankly speaking, though, the only good kind of renovation the Beauregard could have seen at that point would have involved a wrecking ball and a stick of dynamite.

      “Get in here,” the woman said gruffly. She had the face and build of a bulldog, plus the temper to match, her lips clenched around what I had to assume was her fifth breakfast cigarette, considering the rasp of her voice.

      The musty, ancient air of the Beauregard hit us like a cloud as we walked in, almost like a palpable wall of old, dead Hollywood history. Yellowing, peeling black and white portraits of fallen movie stars plastered the walls, tilted off-center and probably left that way after some earthquake.

      What used to be a deep, rich red carpet was pulling up at the corners, and the brass knobs and railings of the hotel were specked with stains and verdigris, the patina of a once-glamorous place lost to time. Something like deep sadness permeated the building. This used to be a place of lush luxury, of excess, and I understood immediately why Belphegor kept a tether there.

      We followed the woman as she waddled up to the counter, where a single key was waiting, attached to a laminated card with a number on it.

      “Room 666,” she grumbled.

      Of course it was.

      “And don’t take the elevator. Don’t work. All the way up the stairs.”

      On the second floor, she explained, which hardly made sense, but there we were. Whoever this woman was probably knew who or what she was working for. The Beauregard was clearly out of service, probably only kept open to accommodate the unfortunate, desperate few who needed to come to Belphegor for favors and contracts. She watched us with hard eyes, taking wheezing tokes of her cigarette as Florian and I clambered up the stairs.

      Rickety, naturally, and you had to watch your step because they were covered in that same carpet that was coming off the floor in sheets, curling up at the corners. Up on the second floor, the only light came from windows at the far ends of the corridors. Belphegor wanted to keep an active tether, sure, but I guess no one in their right mind would pay to light a whole unused floor, even if it was only for the rare supplicants who made their way up there.

      Room 666 was at the far end of the hall, in a dead end that didn’t have windows opening out into the sunlight, which I suppose made sense for the den of a demon prince. The third number six had fallen off its top screw and hung off the edge of its bottom, so that the room number read more like 669. Dangling that way, it swiveled and squeaked as I unlocked the door.

      Florian grunted noncommittally, as unimpressed as I was with the rest of the Beauregard, and with the room. It looked like your standard hotel room, just way dumpier from years of disuse, thick cobwebs hanging like great drapes of silk and dust from the ceiling. Thin shafts of light pierced through the grubby windows, the room’s curtains thrown open and left that way by its previous occupants, illuminating the queen-size bed in the middle of the room.

      It also lit up the circle drawn on the floor.

      That was arguably the newest thing about the entire building, a geometrically perfect circle inscribed in metallic paint, with the bed as its center. Those were the ingredients for a communion, after all: a circle, a drop of blood, and an offering.

      “Well,” Florian sighed. “It’s now or never.”

      This was the part I’d been dreading all day, hell, since the night before when Beatrice Rex handed us our instructions. The two of us had to get into the bed. Anyone who wanted access to Belphegor’s hell had to start by throwing themselves onto this musty old mattress. The thick layers of dust were not at all encouraging. The bloodstains in its center, less so.

      But get in the bed we did. I balanced my duffle bag on my stomach, then raised my hand to the ceiling, clutching my fingers in time around the shaft of a dagger that I’d summoned from the Vestments. According to Belphegor’s directions, no incantation was necessary to enter the domicile. All we needed was the intent, the instrument for bloodletting, and, of course, a sufficient amount of blood.

      I hesitated, the knife over my torso. “I’m still not so sure about this, Florian. What if this is a trap?”

      Florian placed his hands behind his head, trying his best to relax despite the utter weirdness of it all. “I doubt it. You’re far more useful to the Seven alive than dead. I’d be more worried about what Belphegor might try to pull on you when we get into the domicile, rather than the process itself.”

      “Fair point.” I stared at the point of the dagger, taking a deep breath as my muscles fought the impulse of what I was about to do. “Okay. See you on the other side. Here goes.”

      “See you there, buddy.”

      Florian’s breathing made the mattress shift, but it was soothing, rhythmic, a reminder of the small, silent patterns of life. He shut his eyes, ready. I sure as hell wasn’t, but now or never, exactly as he said.

      I shoved the knife in my heart.
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      I wish there was some way of telling you what happened next without making it sound so awful, but I also wish that I didn’t have to enter someone’s home by stabbing myself in the chest. Whatever happened to a doorbell, or some brass knockers?

      No. I very cleanly felt the bite of divine steel as it cut through the flesh of my chest, then carved down into my heart. I felt the agonizing fire of my heart, the vibration of its beating and thrashing running up the dagger’s point, the hilt faintly throbbing in my hand as the life left my body.

      I heard Florian’s soft, sorrowful, uncertain whispers as blood flowed in impossible amounts from the depths of the wound in my chest, as crimson red gushed out of me in horrible waves. I saw the sunlight fade and the world around me blur as I died. I heard Florian drowning on lungfuls of my blood as the both of us sank into darkness, into the wet, warm depths of the bed in the Beauregard suite.

      You want to know my theory on why an incantation wasn’t required for that communion? That was a lie. Belphegor got exactly what he wanted, the sick fuck. The gurgling noises I made as blood filled my throat, the desperate inhalations of breath I took as my body shut down and died – that was the incantation.

      If all this wasn’t proof enough of the fact that Belphegor was a gigantic asshole, I don’t know what else possibly qualifies.

      When my eyes flew open, I sat bolt upright, gasping for air, clutching at my chest for the hole that I’d cut into myself, the gash directly over my heart. But there was nothing there.

      My clothes were still drenched in my own blood, though. Next to me, Florian was coughing, sputtering, choking as he spat out great mouthfuls of blood that he’d swallowed from the wound that was no longer in my chest. The mattress underneath us both was soaked through with sticky, warm blood that I was no longer so sure even belonged to me.

      You know who would have had fun with all this? Sterling. For sure.

      I squeezed my fingers, testing to see if the dagger was still there, but it had returned itself to the Vestments in the brief seconds that I’d passed out and away from the real world. I blinked, rubbing my eyes blearily with hands already crusting over with drying blood, then looked around.

      Oh. Oh wow. This wasn’t the real world. Not anymore.

      “Bloody hell,” Florian muttered, flecks of blood-laced spittle dribbling down his chin.

      Bloody hell was right. We weren’t in the Beauregard suite anymore, the bed having transported both us and itself into some kind of huge, sprawling garden – only none of it was green. Where you would have expected great, curving leaves that gleamed like wet emeralds in Paradise or the botanical gardens of the Nicola Arboretum, here, everything was blood red, as if the plants themselves were made out of flesh, or grown and fed on blood instead of water. Even the stone fixtures nearby, the statues and fountains, all gushed out copious quantities of blood. Whether the blood itself was human, animal, or even demonic in origin, I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.

      Wait. I looked down at myself, at the generous coating of blood left all over the mattress, my clothes, even my duffle bag. So, this was the offering Belphegor demanded. Everyone who entered the domicile needed to donate a portion of blood to these horrible, gory gardens.

      Something shifted near my pants leg, and I kicked out and yelped. What I at first assumed to be a red snake turned out to be some kind of tendril with an opening at its end, and it was lapping at the little puddles of blood formed by my life force spilling from the bed onto the bright red grass.

      “Aww,” I said, grimacing. “Gross. This is all super gross.”

      Florian spat one more time, then pressed a finger down over his left nostril, blowing a bloody snot rocket out of the right. “Listen, buddy. You’re not the one who had to swallow a whole bucket of blood. You’re fine.”

      I examined myself again, tugging my shirt aside to check and running my fingers over unbroken skin. “I guess. But I’m still not sure how the hell all this happened. I mean, you’re drenched. So is the bed.” I smacked the sentient tendril away when it tried to probe at my wrist. It wriggled off, emitting a noise very much like a kicked puppy. “Of all the communions we’ve ever been on, this has to be the very worst.”

      “Flatterer,” said a voice that came from somewhere behind a red topiary.

      I lifted my duffle bag up to my chest, then stood up, trying to infuse myself with some dignity despite being slathered in gallons of my own bodily fluids. Florian slipped a couple of times across the slick sheets as I helped him up, but we managed in the end. There we stood, sullied, bloodied, but for the moment, very much unharmed.

      I angled my head around the topiary, trying to spot Belphegor among the foliage. “It’s never easy with you, is it? Bunch of riddles, you show up whenever you like, and instead of talking out a contractual agreement, you try to soft-boil our brains from the inside.”

      Belphegor chuckled hoarsely, issuing puffs of bluish smoke as he coughed in between peals of laughter. He was back in his skater boy skin, the same form he used when he went to visit Beatrice Rex to drop off the instructions. More of the same bluish smoke curled from the joint pinched between his thumb and forefinger, the unnaturally crimson ember at its end burning the same color as his eyes.

      “It’s nice to see you too, boys. I trust the trip over wasn’t too much of an inconvenience?”

      I lifted one finger up at him, pointing at the dead center of his chest and not his face, because while I was pissed, I wasn’t quite pissed and irresponsible enough to goad Belphegor into turning the inside of my head into a barbecue pit again.

      “First of all, the knife thing was a major psych out. It hurt like hell, and I swear I could feel myself actually dying.”

      Belphegor shrugged, blowing gently on the end of his joint, dislodging a gnarled twist of ash from the tip. “That’s just how stuff works here. It hurts a little at first.”

      “A lot,” I grumbled, grimacing.

      “Sure, whatever. But the actual gesture is more symbolic than anything. The extraction of blood, though, that part is very real. I structured the ritual very specifically, but long story short, it kind of gets teleported out of your body.”

      Florian spread his arms out, demonstrating for Belphegor’s benefit. “It’s like a bottle of ketchup jizzed all over me. I feel like a crime scene.”

      I nodded. “They could study him for spatter patterns, honestly.” I nudged Florian with my elbow, then mumbled softly. “Sorry again for spraying all over you, man.”

      Florian grunted, then nodded back to accept my apology. “Point is, Belphegor, we haven’t even started the workday yet and we already need showers.” Florian sniffed at himself. “Three showers. Each.”

      Belphegor groaned. “Ugh. The two of you are such whiners. I know that humans complain a lot, but you’re supposed to be hybrids. Mongrels. Shouldn’t you be better about handling this sort of thing? Babies.”

      He blew out a stream of blue smoke, then snapped his fingers.

      Something – something shifted in the air just then. It felt like a hot breeze was blowing through the gardens, specifically towards us, and my clothes were shifting in the wind. Wait. That wasn’t because of the wind.

      Florian and I stared at ourselves in horror as my blood removed itself from our clothes and bodies, wriggling down in tiny, microscopic beads, as if every cell had gained sentience. I felt every droplet of blood as it swam over my skin, moved through the hairs on my arms, slipped from my body and dripped into the grass to feed Belphegor’s garden of horrors.

      My skin crawled, goosebumps forming under every hair as the last of my blood leapt from my body and landed somewhere in the soil. I shivered, then rubbed my forearms with both hands, thoroughly heebied and jeebied. Florian stamped his feet on the ground, less audibly bothered, but still clearly grossed out as he shook off his hands and fingers.

      Belphegor rolled his eyes and sighed. “Damned if you do, damned if you don’t. I give the two of you the royal dry cleaning treatment and do I get a word of thanks? Not even close.” He took one last impossibly long puff of his joint before tossing it in the grass, where it hissed as it made contact with the blood. He stubbed out the ember with his shoe for good measure. “Come. I’ll give you babies the grand tour. We’ll come back to the Crimson Gardens later.”

      Said tour led us through more of the carnage gardens, clearly Belphegor’s pride and joy, before we actually arrived at the back entrance to an enormous mansion. It was, I suppose, about what I expected a demon prince’s home to look like: sumptuous, luxurious, where every hard surface was either marble or onyx, and every soft one was either crushed velvet or silk.

      My relative poverty felt more and more pronounced, despite the fact that I was still in possession of a very decent sum of cash left over between Loki’s prize and Beatrice’s price. Belphegor prattled on as we walked, pointing out his favorite couches and divans as we passed them.

      We came to a marble balcony, a semicircular platform so huge that it felt more like an extension of the mansion than a place to hang out on for afternoon cocktails. I followed in Belphegor’s footsteps, admiring the fact that the sky seemed to be permanently reddish orange, like a sunset.

      “You know,” I said, “this place really isn’t all that bad, for one of the prime hells. I guess I thought it’d be a lot worse. And a lot bigger.”

      “Oh,” Belphegor said, matter of factly. “That’s because you haven’t looked at the fields.”

      He clapped me on the shoulder as I walked past him, as he ushered me out to the edge of the balcony. My stomach swooped as I looked far below us, at the acres upon acres of dead red earth.

      And planted there, in the thousands, like crops sorted into equidistant plots and rows, were the corpses.
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      I couldn’t even hold myself back at that point. The words were bubbling out of my throat. My hands reached for the balcony railings, like my body was trying to steady itself.

      “What the fuck?” I turned to Florian, then Belphegor. “Seriously. What the fuck?”

      Belphegor smiled at me, then brushed his bangs aside, his horrible third eye pulsing red as he cast his gaze across his fields of butchery. “Beautiful, isn’t it? It’s an elegant solution, really. I hardly have to do any of the work myself. The system is self-sustaining, for the most part.”

      Florian covered his mouth, a sound like restrained retching burbling in his chest. I raked the ends of my fingers along my scalp, staring at Belphegor in disbelief.

      “Elegant? Self-sustaining? You have a garden with plants that feed on blood and entire fields filled with dead bodies. Just rows and rows of corpses planted in the ground.”

      “Corpses?” All three of Belphegor’s eyes blinked at the same time as he stared at me in bemusement. “What makes you think that they’re dead?”

      And right then, as if on cue, one of the bodies in the middle distance convulsed, reached red-stained hands up to a bloody sky, and screamed.

      “Oh dear God.” Florian grabbed onto the railing. “They’re alive. They’re all alive.”

      Belphegor tapped the point of his chin. “Well, for a given value of ‘alive,’ that is. This is one of the prime hells, after all. I shouldn’t have to explain this to you, but these aren’t actually bodies. They’re the souls of the dead who ended up in my realm.”

      Thousands of them, I thought, as I looked out over the fields, my heart lurching when I realized that they stretched on forever, fading as their endless rows met the horizon. Where I couldn’t see, way into the distance, the souls potentially numbered in the millions. My head throbbed with the impossibility of it. Half angel or no, the human mind can’t possibly be equipped to grasp such enormity – so much, so very, very much – just laid out like that.

      Imagine seeing all the stars in the universe, all of them, at once. Now imagine that each of them was a soul that once belonged to a living, breathing person, half planted in crimson earth.

      Florian, bless him, tried to speak again, in between heaves and burbles. “So you’re saying – ugh, Christ – you’re saying that these people are all asleep and you’re just harvesting their dreams?”

      Belphegor’s laughter tumbled out across his horrific plantation, the sound of it scraping the air. More of the bodies planted in the earth convulsed and screamed as his voice passed their plots, as if it had physically hurt them.

      “None of them are asleep. Down here, they don’t have that privilege. They’ve been lazy all their lives, so now they get to undo all that and work for me. They can feel every little stimulus here, every grain of soil shifted by the wind, every insect’s legs as it perches on their foreheads, every last drop of their essence siphoned by my harvesters.”

      “By your what?” I didn’t think it was possible for me to be even more disgusted, but there it was. “What do you mean by your ‘harvesters?’”

      The prince’s eyes narrowed as he smiled at me, three irises burning with malevolent glee. “You mean you didn’t notice the tubes running out of their bodies?”

      I was afraid to look. But the curiosity burned me, and my eyes went searching, finding the tubes Belphegor had described. They looked very much like that slender bloodsucking tendril I’d swatted away from my body back outside in the Crimson Gardens.

      “You’re sucking the blood out of every one of them,” I breathed.

      “Well, it’s not blood. Not exactly. Not anymore. The dead don’t bleed. It’s the essence of their suffering. The fate of those condemned to the hell of Sloth is to be stimulated forever, to make penance for their apathy and inertia in life. None of these people ever amounted to anything, even the wealthy ones, who only ever got that way from inheritance, from excess.” I recoiled when Belphegor’s hand pressed against mine, as he smiled into my face. “You’ve accomplished so much with your small, short life, Mason. It’s unfortunate, but you’ll never have to fear being condemned to this particular prime hell. More’s the pity.”

      I retrieved my hand quickly, slipping it into my pocket, overcome with hatred and revulsion for this cruel, three-eyed thing and its terrible plantation of souls.

      Belphegor raised an eyebrow. “You look at me as if I’m such a monster. This is the way of things, boys. This isn’t even the worst you’ll ever see among the prime hells. Gluttony, your good friend Beelzebub? He has punishments that would make even my skin crawl. You know that thing about Prometheus on the rock, how his liver keeps growing back even though vultures eat it every day? Worse. Way worse. And Wrath? Hah! Forget about it. You’d never sleep another wink.”

      Florian gagged again, all six, almost seven feet of him doubled over and pale from queasiness.

      “Besides,” Belphegor said, indicating lazily over the balcony with a wave of his hand. “These people have it easy. It’s the ones in the subterranean sector who really have all the fun.”

      My stomach turned. How much worse could things possibly get? “Don’t even start. Don’t tell me anything. Florian and I can only take so much.”

      “Suit yourselves. Ugh. Babies.” Belphegor stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets, leading the way back into the mansion, the fringe of hair on his forehead falling into place and hiding his awful third eye from view once more. “You won’t be tilling the fields, after all. Like I said, those are mostly self-sustaining. The hags have all that covered.”

      Florian bent low to listen, a giant next to Belphegor, this strange contrast of size and power, an odd reminder of how bad things could also come in small packages. “Hags?” Florian looked around us, stopping in place, his muscles still. “There are hags, too?”

      “Do I look like the type of person who wants to do any sort of manual labor? Ever?” Belphegor scoffed and rolled his eyes. “Yes, hags. I sourced demon witches who knew their way around plants and plant life. They’re the ones who engineered the field system I have out there. It’s all automated, for the most part.” He tugged at his jacket’s cords and thumbed at himself, grinning. “Prince of Sloth, as if you hadn’t heard.”

      I glanced around the mansion, through the crystalline windows and out into the gardens as we passed, but saw no sign of his alleged employees. “This place is so empty. Where are all your servants? And where are these witches, exactly?”

      “First of all, this is the Court of Sloth. No one does any work around here until I need them to.” Belphegor raised one finger. “And not witches. Hags. I said hags. Because who else is going to be as good at hagriculture, am I right?”

      I knew very well that Belphegor was the class of demon who could probably melt my face off just by looking at me, give me a vasectomy by uttering a single word. But I still couldn’t bring myself to even pretend to laugh at his stupid jokes. Florian gave it the old college try, though, chuckling uneasily through a face creased with concern.

      “Ugh, you guys are no fun.” Belphegor gestured vaguely in the direction of the Crimson Gardens, where he was leading us. “They move around a lot. Pretty swiftly and silently, too, just the way I like it. But their leaders like to hang out in the redhouse.”

      As we discovered not twenty steps later, the redhouse was just the Crimson Garden’s version of a greenhouse, colored in the same bloody cast as the rest of the prince’s dimension. It was almost beautiful, this enormous structure sculpted out of panes of scintillating ruby, all suspended like stained glass in a maniacal spiderweb of black steel. But all you had to do was take one look through the glass to be brought down to earth once more – or hell, in this case.

      The shapes of three women moved around the inside of the redhouse, their spindly arms pushing and pulling at great, heaving masses that glistened with what could have been either dew or ichor. I hated that you couldn’t tell whether the huge, throbbing bulbs they were working on were plant or animal in origin. That didn’t really matter, though, because they made me sick to my stomach either way.

      Belphegor was supposed to be taking us out into the grounds of the Crimson Gardens, towards what looked like a huge, grand gazebo, but the witches tittered and shrieked at the sight of him, rushing up to the redhouse’s entrance as we walked past.

      Instinctively my mind reached out for a weapon from the Vestments. It didn’t materialize just yet, but I trusted my body to do the work of being vigilant enough for me. It was always good to be prepared. Florian, on the other hand, staggered shakily away from Belphegor, ending up standing slightly behind me, as if he was using my body for protection, or at least a bit of camouflage.

      “Lord Belphegor,” the first hag screeched, long, white hair spilling down her shoulders, her entire body shrouded in coarse brown robes stained with the saps and juices of the redhouse’s specimens. “We’d hoped to see you today. We’ve made quite a few interesting strides with – with that thing you wanted us to do.”

      That last bit was spoken hesitantly as the hag looked between me, Belphegor, and Florian. She gave me a jagged smile as she finished, one that was mirrored by her hag sisters. It was then that I noticed how the three witches looked very much alike, down to the deep red stains on their arms that colored their skin from the tips of their fingers all the way up to their forearms. Their teeth were as white as their hair and skin, and similarly tipped in that strange uniform red. There was an eeriness about the three women, the color blanched out of their skin like vegetables, utterly inhuman. Of course, there was no way I should have believed the hags were anything near human in the first place.

      Florian’s fingers dug into my shoulder and my upper arm, and I would have scolded him for overreacting if I hadn’t noticed the same thing that he had. The hags were all looking at him, as one, as a single unit. It was as if they’d fallen into a frozen, grinning trance, one that was only broken by the sound of Belphegor’s voice.

      “That’s a discussion for another time, ladies. For now, I trust that you’ll do your best to make our new guests feel welcome.”

      “Indeed,” said one witch. “May our working relationship be most fruitful.”

      “May we all quickly reap the rewards of what we sow,” said the second.

      The third one cackled. “I love puns, but I’m not very good at them.”

      I groaned as softly as I could. Florian tugged on my jacket, then whispered in my ear. “I hate them.”

      I whispered back. “Me too, buddy. Me too.”
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      The hags weren’t so bad, if you ignored the explosions and sounds of breaking glass coming from the redhouse. Throughout the day, one of them – who knows which – would come out tittering, hunched over with something clasped in her hand. Twice it was a gleaming phial full of unknowable, presumably noxious liquid. The last time, it was a shiny red apple.

      Hah. I might not be the sharpest tool in the shed, but I know a thing or two about apples and witches.

      “No, thank you,” I said politely each time, and each time the witch would cackle and snort as she shuffled her way back to the redhouse. I waited for the door to creak shut before elbowing Florian in the ribs. “They’re a pretty friendly bunch.”

      He grunted. “They’re creepy is what they are. You know they want us to eat or drink the stuff they bring out, see what it’ll do to us.”

      The sound of glass tapping brought my attention back to the redhouse. All three of the hags were pressed up against the panes, waggling fingers and smiling at us. I smiled back uncertainly, waving with a limp wrist.

      “Okay, so I was joking.” I wiped my hand off on the back of my jeans like I’d just touched something unpleasant. “They’re totally super creepy.”

      “Like I said. And that look was different. That looked more like they wanted to eat you.”

      Something witches are known for, at least in the fairy tales. Demons, too. Beelzebub, the demon Prince of Gluttony, had made that very clear the first time that we ever met. He said something about wanting to sample my soul, how it would always grow back.

      The day, if you could call it that, was hot in Belphegor’s hell, but I still shuddered. All things considered, tilling the soil, pulling up weeds, and doing some watering in the Crimson Gardens wasn’t the worst job either I or Florian ever had. This despite Belphegor’s warnings as he pointed out the shed that contained all his tools.

      “Watch out for the tendrils. They will try to suck your blood out.”

      So yeah, the work was okay, apart from the fact that you had to swat away creeper tendrils intent on sucking your blood out like leeches maybe twice an hour. It also helped if you pretended that the Venus fly-trap looking things with all the sharp teeth weren’t following your every move and sniffing at the air as you walked past. It was almost pleasant.

      Almost, though, like I said. The garden had that delicate floral scent I’d come to expect from any place that’s packed with plants and flowers, though there was still that off-putting certain something underneath it all. A freshly fertilized flower garden might smell sweet, even if you can still make out the faint stench of manure past the perfume of flora. In this case, it was the cloying, ever-present metallic aroma of blood.

      We broke for lunch at about noon. My phone had no reception down there, but at least it still showed the time. Florian and I parked our butts on an empty patch of grass and sat back to back as we ate, looking out for the sucker tendrils. Priscilla had very sweetly packed us a picnic blanket along with the array of treats she’d whipped up for lunch.

      We each had a decently delicious seaweed salad, some sushi rolls with bits of fresh salmon, sticky coconut rice with mango for dessert, and the best eggplant parmigiana I’d ever tasted as a main. Priscilla had thrown in some pomelo wedges, too, I guess to serve as a sort of palate cleanser. Very refreshing. I admit, I’d never personally explored the extent of the kitchens that Priscilla kept behind that one copse of trees in Paradise, but she was obviously equipped to make actual culinary magic back there.

      Partway through our appetizers, Florian cleared his throat, kind of pushing against my back with his, like he had something to say. I pushed back and grunted, I guess my non-verbal way of telling him to speak up if he wanted.

      “So, this is weird for me.” He turned over his shoulder to check if I was listening, which I was. “You know what I mean? My whole thing is nature and nature magic, and Belphegor dumps us here and everything is just so – it’s just so awful and unfamiliar. It’s all tainted, twisted, corrupted. Belphegor hasn’t actually done anything to hurt us or whatever, but this whole situation is just super uncomfortable.”

      I nudged him back, sighing, hoping it helped as a little bit of a soothing gesture. “I know what you mean, buddy. This is all pretty damn creepy to me, too. But it’s the last thing we have to do for him. Once we’re done, he’s out of our hair forever.”

      Florian was silent for a second, then he nodded. “That’s true,” he said, his voice rumbling against my back.

      “Think of it this way. It’s just a job. Once we’re done, you’ll never have to return to the Crimson Gardens. Ever. We’ll never have to see Belphegor again.”

      That last bit was more wishful thinking than anything, but hey, the thought of it helped me tolerate our job that little bit more.

      But no less than an hour after lunch, my stomach was grumbling already. Color me strange, but unless I get a little bit of meat inside me – and I’m not talking raw fish here – I can tend to get a little grumpy. Plus there was the post-lunch carb slump that made me kind of sleepy, too. It just wasn’t a great combination overall.

      Still, by then Florian and I remembered that we still had Box with us, and that meant a third hand – or a mouth? – that could help with the gardening. And Box did his honest best, too, holding his jaws open as we loaded him up with ripped-up weeds, fallen twigs and branches, and dead leaves. It was all one huge salad bar to him, and Box was happy to chew and swallow between servings.

      That kind of helped keep things a little entertaining for me. Plus Box would occasionally snap and snarl at the stray tentacles that tried to sneak up on my ankles, or Florian’s, for that matter.

      By the time it was quarter to five, the half of the Crimson Gardens that Belphegor had assigned to us looked about as clear as it could be. The good news was that we’d finished a ton of work in record time. The bad news? We would have to come back to deal with the other half on a second work trip.

      My nostrils were choked with the smell of freshly turned earth, not a bad odor as far as I was concerned, but way too much for one day. I unfurled my muscles, using a rake across my shoulders to get a good stretch, gathering up our tools to return them to the shed.

      Box tottered along and nipped at my heels as we placed our armfuls of tools in their respective spots, rakes and scythes and shovels all lined up nicely with their siblings. Out of nowhere, Box suddenly started for the back of the shed, staring down, then audibly growling at something laying against the wall there.

      “Down, boy.” Florian walked over, squatting and patting Box reassuringly. “See, it’s nothing. It’s just a rusty old hoe.”

      The words came before I could stop myself. “You’re a rusty old hoe.”

      Florian stood up and held his hands out to either side. “Whoa. Holy crap, what crawled up your butt and died?”

      I shook my head sheepishly, scratching at my hair. That was confusing for me, too. “Man, sorry. I’m sorry. I like Priscilla’s food, but would it kill her to put a little bacon in there every once in a while?”

      “So ask her. Don’t take it out on me. Geez. Grumpy, much?”

      “Sorry. Sorry.” I got down on my haunches, holding out my hands. “Come on, Box. Come to Papa. Uncle Florian’s right, that’s just a rusty old hoe.”

      A rusty old hoe that he seemed to be taking a little too much interest in. After a few more moments of sniffing and snarling that really didn’t accomplish much of anything, Box tottered back around in a semicircle and came clattering up the shed towards me.

      I did wonder, though. Was it really the food or the lack of it that got me all grumpy? I gave the hoe one last look. Something about it, or something about Belphegor’s shed was making me feel all sorts of things. Bad things, mostly. Naughty things.

      Box shrank back into the shape of a tiny cube, and I placed him gingerly in my pocket. Florian and I headed back out, the relatively fresh air of the gardens a good deal better than the shed’s stuffiness.

      “I think we’re basically done. I’m out of here just as soon as Belphegor signs us out.” He gestured at himself, his shirt stuck to his body with sweat. “I need to change out of these.”

      “You’re right about that.” I sniffed at myself and grimaced. “Cripes but I could use a shower.”

      I slipped my shirt up and off my head, cool air rushing across my sweat-slick skin. This was too much. The workday had to be over already. I would have thought that the whistle that cut along the lawn was some sort of official signal that five o’clock had struck and we were done. It had, in fact, come straight out of Belphegor’s pursed lips.

      “Nephilim. Yes, you. Don’t waste all that sweat.” He gestured towards a patch of particularly limp-looking flowers in a corner. “Squeeze your shirt out over that flowerbed, would you? The irises respond really well to angel tears. I wonder if angel sweat would do the same trick.”

      I squinted suspiciously at Belphegor, never saying a word, and his face never changed in expression, but the challenging smile was clear in his eyes. He was daring me to say something. Carefully, very carefully, I slipped my sweaty shirt into a plastic bag, then tucked it back among my belongings.

      Belphegor shrugged. “Suit yourself. I can always juice the next angel that comes along.”
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      Darkness was falling over Valero, a cooler breeze blowing through streets filled with honking cars, their windows down as clipped cellphone conversations and spitfire hip-hop lyrics streamed from within. It was early evening in California. Things were winding down, and if I drank beers at all, this would have been the perfect time to crack one open. Heck, my guard was down, too, and I actually shook my head at Florian when he kept walking down the main street on the way back to the Nicola Arboretum.

      “We can take a side road. Down one of these alleys. We’ll cut through and get home in no time.”

      Famous last words. Florian nodded, then ambled along with me, too tired to protest. I could see it on his face, feel it in my bones. We just wanted to take quick showers and fall into our respective beds. I might not have liked Belphegor very much, but there’s nothing like the pleasurable ache your body feels after a good, long day of honest work – as honest as services rendered for a demon prince can be, of course.

      A bunch of men appeared in the alley just as we turned into the very side street I suggested, like a reminder from the universe that one really shouldn’t take shortcuts through dark alleys when one isn’t looking for a mugging, or a beating. I squinted as I focused on the interlopers, and I clenched my teeth in preemptive irritation.

      Angels. Five of them. The four larger ones in the back looked very much like the bodyguards that Sadriel, the angel of order, liked to drag around. The one front and center was new to me, though. He had the build, blond buzz cut, and squared jaw of a college quarterback, with all of the smugness to boot.

      I turned on my feet, noticing that Florian did so, too, the two of us checking behind us, farther down the alley, to see if our escape route had been blocked off. The way out was sealed, naturally, barred by another rank of large, muscular angels.

      As for how I knew they were angels, maybe it was the same with how dogs recognized each other by their scent. It could be the same for angels and half angels like me. One easy sign, I suppose, was the odd imperfect perfection of their faces, like they were sculpted by someone who had a good idea of what a human being should look like, but was just far, far too good at their job. Every wrinkle and freckle was too perfectly placed, too geometric, almost robotic.

      They also had this almost uniform aura of smugness, how each of them so unsubtly wore an expression of self-satisfaction. The phrase “holier than thou” must have come from someone’s assessment of what an angel’s face looked like in neutral gear. Resting bastard face.

      “Halt,” said the blond one, holding up his hand, palm out, like a traffic cop.

      I groaned, probably at the top of my voice, my head lolling back so far that my neck could have snapped right then and there. “Can we not do this today? Please. Whoever you are.”

      Blondie wasn’t expecting that. He gaped and gawped, unsure of what to say. His goons watched wordlessly, forearms like thick Christmas hams folded across their chests. I barreled on, emboldened by the silence.

      “Listen, buddy. I’m stinky, and tired, and super vascular from a whole day of manual labor. Check this out, asshole, I’m ripped.”

      Florian nudged me in the ribs. “Dude, why are you talking like this? Stop flexing your biceps, it’s embarrassing.”

      “I dunno. Hormones. Adrenaline.” I flexed harder, then pointed a crooked, threatening finger in the main angel’s face. “Listen, sweet cheeks. I’m being serious here. I will pile-drive your feathery ass into next Tuesday. You leave us alone or so help me, I will put a crater in the asphalt in the shape of your stupid face.”

      Blondie bristled at that, standing taller, his eyes darkening with offense. “We’re only here because we know you’re in cahoots with Belphegor. You came from one of the prime infernal realms. I literally saw you use a portal to hell.”

      I stumbled towards him, drunk with arrogance, then stabbed my finger across the invisible line I drew from the tip of my nail to his forehead. “Buddy, your face is a portal to hell.”

      He gasped, then groped at his jawline, clearly offended.

      “Mace, settle the fuck down,” Florian muttered. “We don’t know who these people are or what they want, and you’re not making things easier by taunting them.”

      And Florian had a fair point, too. It wasn’t exactly our style to shoot first and ask questions later. But technically, no one was doing any shooting here. I was just really, really tired of being followed around by supernaturals all the time, and knowing that I was so painfully close to attaining the ethereal invisibility I’d been wanting for so long just chapped my ass even more.

      “Fine.” I cracked my knuckles, arched my back, and rotated my right arm in its socket, because this conversation was clearly going to end in one of two ways. “Yes, you caught us bare-assed and red-handed. We’re working for Belphegor. Big fucking deal. We’re doing him a favor, that’s all. And I’m really sick of you angels lording yourselves all over me. I’m not an angel, okay? I’m barely even half of one. Your dumb rules shouldn’t apply to me.”

      “They literally do,” Blondie said.

      “That’s not how you use literally!”

      I yelped when Florian’s fingers bit into my upper arm. “Will. You. Stop. Antagonizing.”

      “That hurt,” I grumbled, ripping myself away from Florian and clutching at my arm. I turned to Blondie, the pout still glued to my mouth. “Who the hell sent you, anyway? It’s always Sadriel who shows up to accost us. Bring back Sadriel. She was cooler.”

      Florian slapped himself in the forehead.

      Blondie brought himself up to his full height, his eyes piercing into me even more harshly as he stared me down. “Sadriel has been removed from your case.”

      “For the record, she knew about us being buddy-buddy with Belphegor and was perfectly fine about it. Like I said: I like Sadriel. She was cooler.”

      The angel gave me the smarmiest grim he’d mustered that day yet. “That is literally why she’s been removed from your case. I’ll be watching you from now on. My name is Raguel.”

      I’m not sure what possessed me that evening, but I couldn’t stop my mouth if I tried. “I misbehave the tiniest bit in the eyes of the people upstairs, and they send me a babysitter named after some pasta sauce.”

      Florian didn’t even say anything this time. He just backed away from me, then shifted even farther, retreating under the shadow of a tree. The sun was already setting by then, but it seemed to set even faster as Raguel took one, two steps forward. It felt like the world itself was darkening around us.

      “Let me introduce myself properly,” Raguel said. He opened his hands to either side of him, and his wings unfurled – all four of them.

      Ah, nuts.

      “I am Raguel,” he said. “And I am the angel of justice.”

      My mind started racing. Shit. Shit shit shit. We needed a bunch of mystical swords for a ritual a while back, the whole reason Loki wanted me to track down and return Laevateinn to him to begin with. I ended up stealing one from an archangel. Not on purpose, okay? Shit. Was this the archangel I stole the flaming sword from? Were archangels supposed to even have four wings? What was the upper limit on these things?

      Damn it. I really should have had the foresight to ask Raziel for some way for the two of us communicate. Rich, coming from someone who wants to go in hiding from every other supernatural creature who walks the earth. But Raziel was an exception, okay? Possibly the only exception. Angel of mysteries, right? Dude had a lot to say, much of it useful – I bet.

      Raguel scoffed, his smug levels rising and threatening to go all the way off the charts. “Not so cocky now, are we? That’s right. From now on, you’ll answer to me. When you do anything shady, I’ll be there, breathing down your neck and waiting for an explanation. When you misbehave, I’ll be there with a wooden ruler, ready to smack you on the wrist. Or if you’re naughty, right on the – ”

      “Run for it!”

      I followed in Florian’s wake as he pulled a tight one-eighty and headed away from Raguel, which meant that we were sprinting straight towards the five bodyguard angels at the other end of the alley. We were fighting our way out, then. A better choice than sitting there and listening to Raguel gloat, I thought. I held my right hand out, summoning a weapon, then accepting eagerly as the balls and chains of my beloved morning star appeared in my grasp, clinking and clanging threateningly.

      “Wait,” Raguel called out. “I just wanted to talk.”

      “Thanks, but no thanks,” I shouted back, my morning star clanking as Florian and I ran faster and faster. The five angels at the end of the alley stared us down as we approached, just this huge slab of meat and menace. “Florian,” I said, huffing. “You better have a plan for dealing with this one.”

      Florian didn’t even answer. He just thrust his arm out, then shoved his hand to the right, like he was pushing aside a stack of invisible newspapers.

      I wasn’t expecting the sudden rush of lush green vines to explode out of the trees and bushes lining the street, their cords and tendrils forming into a massive hand that mimicked the precise gestures that Florian made. The enormous green fist slammed the angels out of the way. They yelped and shouted, smacked aside like a row of bald-headed bowling pins.

      “Dude,” I shouted as we blew past the fallen angels. “That was badass. You totally knocked those jerks over.”

      The look Florian threw me could have wilted entire rainforests. My heart thumped with newfound fear in the split second we made eye contact. I might have escaped the hand of Raguel, angel of justice – but it looked like I’d just stumbled headlong and straight into the jaws of Saint Florian.
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      I got the tongue lashing of a lifetime from Florian that evening. Whatever the circumstance, wherever we happened to be, I was lectured about how irresponsibly I acted, how arrogant I’d been, even by my own laughable standards.

      “You’re right,” I said glumly, nodding through the first five, then ten minutes of Florian giving me the business. Thirty minutes later, when we were already safe back in Paradise and he still hadn’t given up on the thrashing, I knew he wasn’t fucking around.

      I deserved every second of it. Florian was always so patient with me, and generally speaking, all I ever did was take a dump over how much leeway he gave me, whether in terms of my behavior or my, shall we say, occasional recklessness in combat situations.

      And he didn’t let up. The only time he stopped lecturing me was over dinner, because even when he was mad at me, Florian was still the good kind of friend who wouldn’t want me to get into even more trouble with Artemis over my own inability to control my own mouth. But after dinner? Oh, all bets were off.

      We bathed five feet away from each other in the river, but the whole time he was giving me a right good verbal whipping. When I went off to change, he stood outside my hut’s window, giving me just enough privacy to get naked and dressed up again, but never easing off the pressure. And the gist of what he told me was that I didn’t have any reason to be such a jerk that day. He was right, too.

      Neither of us knew what Raguel was capable of, and thanks to me, we still didn’t know. Florian and I had a silent, unspoken understanding that knowledge was power, something we’d instinctively picked up from Raziel, but I’d thrown all of that out the window. If I’d just let Raguel say his piece, then maybe we’d have some idea of what him being “assigned” to me even meant. And was he telling the truth about Sadriel? I hoped she was okay.

      And I couldn’t tell you what had overcome me, either. I vaguely recalled my skin glowing like a lamp that afternoon, my blood merrily bubbling with the pleasure of taunting and teasing someone, anyone, with no real regard for the consequences. It felt correct somehow, like something I was allowed to celebrate and savor, not just as a nephilim, but as a teenager. I recognized the feeling and the rush of power for what it was: rebellion.

      It was lucky that we were so worn out from working for Belphegor – well, and from the run home as well – because it meant that I could fall asleep as quickly as possible, mainly from the exhaustion. It meant that I wouldn’t have to think about the truth behind the flaming sword, and whether Raguel was the one to look out for.

      Shit. I really should have let him talk more. At least then I could see myself moving around Valero without having to look over my shoulder every two seconds.

      And yet it was all I could think of the next day. Florian had cooled off, only throwing me the last three or four disapproving “I was rooting for you” glances before finally reverting to his cheerier self. I mulled it over all morning, chewing over the thoughts of archangels and wings even as I chewed my oatmeal. We spent most of the day on construction chores for Artemis, but by late afternoon, we headed out for a prior engagement. By the time we made our way through to the Black Market to meet up with Beatrice Rex and pick up my bracer, I just couldn’t contain myself anymore.

      “That Raguel guy. Did he strike you as the type to be an archangel?”

      Florian and Beatrice both turned towards me, blinking, but unresponsive.

      I cleared my throat. “I guess the question was more for Florian.”

      “Well,” Florian said, “for starters, he didn’t have that kind of regal aura I would’ve expected from an archangel, you know?”

      “What?” Beatrice Rex poked a finger against my shoulder. “What’s all this talk of archangels and ragu-elles? I don’t like being left out.”

      I filled her in quickly, leaving out very few details. She stuck a finger against her chin, thoughtful.

      “Blond beefcake with a buzz cut, you say? Sounds like he could be my type.”

      Florian chuckled, leaning one elbow against the shop counter. “What is your type, anyway?”

      Beatrice giggled, then flipped her hair. Now? This was the time they picked to start being flirtatious with each other again?

      “Guys, please, can we focus?”

      Beatrice collected herself quickly, her expression going serious once more. “Well, to be perfectly honest, I do tend to associate archangels with a very specific set of names. You know, like Gabriel. Michael. Raphael. Those sound way more like archangels.”

      Florian chuckled again. “Or ninja turtles, am I right?”

      The two of them high fived, and I stuck my head in my hands. Florian barely knew about the modern world. How’d he ever hear about ninja turtles?

      But then a familiar voice spoke up from nearby, drifting out of one the aisles in Beatrice’s shop, and my mood went very quickly from frustrated to mildly infuriated.

      “My, my,” said the unmistakable voice of Quilliam J. Abernathy. “Sounds like someone has a bit of a pest problem.”

      I whirled on my feet, turning to face him, remembering so suddenly that there definitely were creatures on this known earth who could be smugger and smarmier than even the angels themselves. Whatever Quilliam was supposed to be surely counted, for example.

      “The only pest around here is you, Quilliam.”

      He scoffed, tucking aside a lock of his hair. “Not to Beatrice Rex, I’m not. I’m a loyal customer.”

      This again. I gritted my teeth. It seemed that he was a loyal customer everywhere in the Black Market, which somehow gave him a free pass against being labeled a potential kidnapper and a bona fide arsonist.

      I gave Quilliam the once-over, frowning when I found his arms loaded with leather goods. He’d picked out a satchel and a couple of leather-bound notebooks, all courtesy of Beatrice Rex’s collaborative collection with the Fuck-Tons, naturally. He also had what looked like a particularly loopy brown leather belt.

      “Is that a harness?” I scoffed, making sure not to expose that I only knew what a harness was because the Fuck-Tons had been so generous with their knowledge on BDSM gear. “Kinky. I didn’t know you swung that way.”

      Quilliam’s face creased as he scowled. I’d hit a tender spot. I enjoyed getting a reaction out of him, especially when it meant that I’d punched through that pretentious, cool as a cucumber veneer he liked to believe he could keep up at all times.

      “Is that supposed to be some kind of insult? Who cares if I’m into that? And it’s not a harness, dimwit. It’s a book belt, not that you’d know the difference, since you’re about as well read as a box of rocks.”

      The tips of my ears reddened. He was right. I was being a jerk about the harness thing. Then again, Quilliam had that effect on me, where words just fell out of my mouth in a rapid-fire attempt to push his buttons harder and faster than he could push mine.

      “A book belt?” I plucked the thing out of the load of shopping in his arms. “That’s the dorkiest, dumbest thing I’ve heard of.”

      It wasn’t. I was lying. I’d fucking love a book belt, but again: anything to set Quilliam off.

      “Give that back,” Quill snarled, snatching the belt out of my fingers, then setting all his stuff on Beatrice’s counter. He seemed to remember that we weren’t alone, his eyes flitting between her and Florian, and he cleared his throat, straightening his back and lifting his nose even as the red cleared away from his skin. “Like I said, dumb as a pile of bricks. Not that I’d expect anything from someone who didn’t even finish high school.”

      Ouch. Now who was being the jerk? “That’s a low blow and you know it,” I said, scowling. “How do you even know that about me? And what’s with you going around and loading up on all this dork shit, anyway? Grimoires, book belts? Either you’re planning another terrorist coup or you’re preparing for your next semester at some shitty, overpriced gated wizard academy.”

      Quilliam stepped forward so quickly that I almost recoiled and backed away. Almost.

      He shoved a finger in my face. I nearly flinched that time. I watched the end of it defiantly, my gaze alternating between his fingertip and his mouth. One word was all it would take for him to fry me.

      “You take that back,” he hissed, poking at my chest for emphasis. “Madam Grayhaven’s School for Gifted Boys turned me into the magus I am today. I will not stand for that kind of slander. Besides, I’m a graduate.” He teetered proudly on his heels.

      “Pssh. A graduate in being a grade A asshole. Am I right?” I reached out to Florian for a high five, but he had his hands resolutely tucked into his elbows, arms folded and eyes averted like he really didn’t want to get involved.

      “If it isn’t yet obvious, I’m restocking because of all the books in my collection you’ve so summarily destroyed, nephilim.” Quilliam said the word like it was the most disgusting sound he’d ever had to make with his mouth.

      It was instinct that took over my body then. I pointed a finger at his chest, mirroring his posture, but my mind was already reaching out to the Vestments. “Just doing my part as a good citizen to stop you from blowing up another city block, you fucking arsonist.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Like that’s supposed to get a reaction out of me.”

      My spine tingled as I said my next words. And I did so with glee, my mouth curling into a smile as I spoke. “Mama’s boy.”

      That did it. Quill’s hand closed the littlest distance left between us, his fingers splaying as his palm pressed flat against my chest. In that exact moment, a dagger appeared in my grasp, looking almost spring-loaded as it manifested from out of the Vestments and emerged straight from my wrist, its point just a fraction of an inch away from piercing Quilliam’s throat.

      He grinned, speaking through his teeth. “Do it. I dare you. See what happens.”

      I lifted my chin even higher. “Same, bitch. Try me. One more word out of your lips and I paint the countertop with your blood.”

      We held there for some moments, my body thrumming with both the fear of fire and a strange sense of longing, of wanting to press forward just another centimeter closer so I could draw his blood. Checkmate.

      The last thing I expected to break the silence was the sound of Beatrice Rex’s voice.

      “Jesus Christ, you two, get a room.”
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      Florian’s breath came in one long, exhausted exhalation. “Seriously. I’d say for you to just prick each other or blow the other guy up, but I don’t think Beatrice wants your internal organs all over her shop.”

      Beatrice wrinkled her nose, then chuckled softly. “Prick and blow? Are those really the only options? Sounds fruitful.”

      Quill and I turned towards her at the exact same moment, glaring daggers. She held her hands up, laughing.

      “You boys are so sensitive. Lighten up. Put them back in your pants. Mason, this isn’t very angelic of you. And Quilliam, that kind of behavior is quite unbecoming, don’t you think?”

      “Listen,” I said, raising a finger but still finding myself lowering my dagger. “You of all people would know that being a perfect little angel isn’t exactly top priority for me.”

      “Hey,” Beatrice said. “I’m just trying to defuse the tension in here. I don’t want to spend the day scrubbing either of your guts off the floor and ceiling. Do you know how hard it is to get blood out of hardwood? Don’t ask me how I know that.”

      Quill growled softly, the tips of his fingers digging into my chest.

      “Dude,” I said. “Could you not? You’re enjoying this a little too much.”

      Beatrice folded her arms. “Quilliam? Mason was nice enough to put his toys away. Won’t you do the same?”

      I was expecting that kind of slightly condescending and somewhat parental tone to aggravate Quill even more, but his fingers stopped pressing into me so hard. He bit on his bottom lip, looking away sheepishly as his hand left my chest.

      Air rushed to cool the heat his hand had imprinted into my body. Either his blood just naturally burned really hot, or he really was preparing a fire spell and planning to blow a hole in my torso. I couldn’t reach for a suit of armor from the Vestments, and considering what Skirnir had done to my chest in our fight, it probably wasn’t my best option for protection, anyway. I blinked at my chest, then collected myself, smoothing out the creases in my shirt, breathing steadily as I made a mental note to thank Beatrice for distracting us later.

      “Much better,” Beatrice said, both her expression and her voice measured and even. Florian heaved a sigh of relief. I guess I hadn’t realized how close Quill and I had come to actually killing each other.

      And still something in my blood wanted to land one last, taunting blow. I thumbed over my shoulder and nudged my head in Quill’s direction. “All I’m saying is that a known arsonist like Peter Pyromaniac over here shouldn’t be allowed to walk around so freely.”

      “Oh, please.” Quill drew out the second word in exasperation, rolling his eyes. “Evidence, nephilim. Evidence. Last I checked, you needed some proof to convict anyone of a crime. All I’m hearing right now is a lot of baseless rambling.” His mouth curled into one of those sneers he loved to make so much. “Material that could be considered slanderous.”

      I stiffened, my eyes looking between Florian and Beatrice Rex. “Can he do that?” I said, my voice whisper-soft. “Can he sue?”

      “My pockets certainly run deeper than yours, nephilim.”

      “Boys,” Beatrice barked. Drawers and sewing boxes rattled and clinked with the sound of shears and pins and needles hungry for blood. Behind her, along the shelves and counters, lengths of thread and bolts of cloth shivered and rippled as they threatened to come to life and obey their mistress. “Enough. I am not going to stand here and mediate this pissing contest all day. I have far better things to do. I don’t expect you to kiss and make up, but if you want to fight, don’t do it in here.”

      Quill and I exchanged a last set of cutting glares. I scowled at him, then placed my hands across the top of Beatrice’s counter. He did the same, his fingers worrying at the leather book belt still waiting to be wrapped up and purchased.

      Beatrice’s shop went still, no longer responding to her anger. “That’s better.”

      “Peasant,” Quilliam muttered under his breath.

      “Fucking mama’s boy,” I mumbled back.

      Beatrice curled her fingers around thin air, squeezing her hands into fists. “What I wouldn’t give to throttle the both of you.” Her hands flew to her old-timey register, the machine clanking as she punched in numbers. “Quill, I’m ringing you up right now. The sooner I get you out of here, the better.”

      Quill smiled like he hadn’t just been insulted, then bowed his head politely. “Appreciated as always, Beatrice.”

      Beatrice grumbled to herself as she swept Quill’s purchases into a couple of paper bags.

      Florian cleared his throat. “Couldn’t you just slip everything into one of those bags that holds lots of things? One of those pocket dimensions.”

      I scoffed. “You mean like the one that Quill exploded on us?”

      Quilliam ignored me, smiling genuinely at Florian as he explained. “Actually, putting one inside the other could be potentially catastrophic. Causes dimensional collapse, and stuff in a wide radius begins to implode. I think I read that somewhere. Is it true, Beatrice?”

      It was weird seeing the shift in his personality. Suddenly he was being so nice and polite. It didn’t change the fact that I still wanted to crush his windpipe. The Jekyll and Hyde act made me dislike him even more.

      Beatrice finished the last of the wrapping up, sliding Quilliam’s wares across the counter. “It’s true, actually. It’s written in our warranty policy. We’re not liable for dimensional tears and breaches of any size. It’s a customer’s responsibility to handle our products with care. It’s also their responsibility to handle whatever steps through any rifts they might open in space-time.”

      My eyebrows furrowed as I searched her store for the thing I’d ordered myself. “Does that – that doesn’t apply to the bracer I ordered, does it? I mean it’s not just going to spontaneously explode and take my hand off at the wrist, is it?”

      Beatrice opened her mouth to answer when Quilliam let out a braying laugh. “Mason Albrecht is buying something from the great Beatrice Rex? I didn’t know you could afford such luxuries. What did you do, sell a kidney?”

      “That’s it.” Beatrice stamped her foot and pointed at the door. It flew open, the bell above ringing ominously. “Out, Quilliam. I asked you to play nice. I’ll put everything on your account. Thanks for your custom, now get the hell out.”

      Quill flipped his hair over his shoulder and sauntered towards the door. “Always a pleasure, Beatrice,” he sang out, his voice laced with mirth and malice.

      I glared daggers – no, full-on spears into his back as he disappeared through the doorway. “God. Why is he such an asshole?”

      Florian shook his head. “Dunno. You gotta admit, though, the boy’s got style.”

      “Traitor,” I shot at him. Florian shrugged apologetically.

      Beatrice sighed and shook her head. “You know, it’s strange. People talk, and Quilliam doesn’t exactly have the squeaky-cleanest reputation in the underground. But he’s been nothing but pleasant to basically everyone I know. Present company exempted.”

      “He’s a sociopath. He knows just how to behave to please and charm people.” I pointed at the empty doorway. “Didn’t you see how his personality just shifted on a dime? The guy probably strangles kittens for fun.”

      Beatrice Rex’s eyes narrowed at me. “I’m starting to understand what he was saying about slander. Gotta admit, I’m impressed by how vitriolic you get around him. It’s like you aren’t at all afraid about his connections to the Seven.”

      I slid my thumb across the side of my nose and sniffed. “I’m not scared of him.” Note how I referred specifically to Quill, and not the Seven. “He’s just a spoiled brat living in his mom’s shadow. Under her skirts. Whatever, probably both.”

      “Whoever that is,” Florian said. “Remember what Raziel told us before? Quill’s parentage isn’t exactly public knowledge.”

      Beatrice cupped her chin, humming. “Interesting, isn’t it? How everyone seems to know that he’s connected to the demon princes, yet nobody has a firm idea of who actually spawned him. How convenient. He might even just be making it up. Makes you wonder.”

      “Oh. I may have one or two ideas.”

      The three of us turned as one towards the sound of the new voice. There, nonchalantly poking at one of the handbags, was Maharani, chronomancer and a Scion of the Lorica.

      “How long have you been standing there?” Florian asked.

      She shrugged. “Does it matter?”

      “I guess not.” I was too sick of arguing by then to give her any sass, plus a Scion wasn’t exactly the best candidate for sassing in the first place. “Then maybe you could enlighten us? Tell us more about jerk face and his parentage.”

      Maharani smiled and spread her hands, a generous gesture. “I have all the time in the world.”
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      All the time in the world. “Very funny,” I said, groaning.

      Though to be fair, the fact that a Scion was comfy enough to get all punny with me should have been reassuring. It was certainly a step up from “We’re always watching, Mr. Albrecht.”

      Beatrice Rex tilted her head as she checked between the shelves and aisles. “Who’s this, now? Is there someone else out there with you?”

      Maharani held a hand over her chest, bowing her head slightly. “My apologies. My name is Maharani. I am a Scion of the Lorica, and perhaps, in some ways, an ally to Mr. Albrecht.” She turned to Florian, giving him a small smile as she nodded in greeting. “Florian. It’s good to see you again.”

      Florian beamed. “Same.”

      He was always ready with the smiles, always eager to please and be someone else’s friend. It was a little reassuring, how his demeanor with Maharani was changed, more amiable. It helped to make him a sort of social barometer for how I was going to behave with her, too. If someone like Florian trusted her, then surely I had no reason to be a jerk myself.

      Beatrice leaned one hand against her counter, cocking her hip. “Okay, spill. Did I violate some super obscure Lorica ordinance? Are you here to collect on something? You people have nothing on me. I pay my taxes, same as everyone else in the Black Market.”

      Rani shook her head and laughed softly. “On the contrary, I’m just here as a shopper.” She placed a bag on the counter, setting it down gingerly by the handles. “I think I’ll take this one. I could stand to have something more functional. I might be moving apartments soon, and this would really help. You know how it is.”

      “Oh.” Beatrice blushed to the tips of her ears, her hand flying over her mouth, like she wished she could take back what she said. “I’m so sorry. I’ll just, um, pack that up for you. So sorry.”

      “It’s quite all right,” Rani said, smiling. “Though I confess, I only came to shop. I wasn’t expecting to eavesdrop on such a curious conversation. For that, I apologize.”

      “That’s the guy I was talking about,” I said, once again casting a finger at the doorway. “Were you around when he was being a dick to me?”

      Florian coughed into his fist. “To be fair, you were both being dicks to each other.”

      I shot him another glare, and he withered immediately, glancing away. Traitor.

      Rani looked at the door. “I admit, I wasn’t around for the spectacle. I picked up on your discussion with Ms. Rex, however, and as I said, I might know one or two things about Mr. Abernathy that might prove interesting to you. We have a file on him.” Her eyes flitted between the three of us. “We have files on everyone.”

      “Okay, that’s just creepy,” Beatrice murmured.

      That much was obvious to me. The Lorica trained their watchful Eyes on everyone in the arcane underground, even if they wouldn’t admit it. I held my breath, my mouth slightly open as I waited for Rani to spill the beans.

      “Quilliam J. Abernathy is suspected to be in his early twenties. Despite the Lorica’s desire to keep tabs on anyone and everyone who may be a threat, he eludes our best efforts at obtaining specifics on his data – and that includes his parentage.”

      “Well, that hardly helps us.” I threw my hands up. “At least you’re admitting that you know he’s dangerous.”

      Rani nodded. “Indeed. However, we have little evidence of actual criminal activity on Mr. Abernathy’s part. You cannot simply throw someone into the Lorica’s high security Prism without proof. My understanding is that he is a troubled young man. His upbringing might have been privileged, but it wasn’t without its dark moments.”

      I raised my hand, shaking my head. “Oh, no. Nope. If this is the part where you give me his heart-tugging backstory, I’m not buying any of it.”

      “Then I shall refrain from discussing the matter, as the Lorica also knows too little on the subject. I will, however, prove that our information network is far more reliable than you assume. It is certainly curious how Quilliam’s family is so influential, so much that even their true identity can be kept so secret. However, by a process of elimination, we have whittled the options down to a handful of suspects.”

      Florian frowned as he listened, his face screwed up. “Why are you telling us this? I thought the Lorica was all about keeping its own secrets.”

      Rani lifted her nose. “Because one hopes that, if and when the time comes, dear Florian, you and your friends will be willing to lend the Lorica your own strengths. There are many potential threats to this city. The state. No, even the nation. We may not see eye to eye on policy and other matters, but I believe it is prudent to form loose alliances. The others within the Heart might disagree, but I did not become a Scion without raising a few hackles.” The smile that played on her lips was self-satisfied, and more than a little proud.

      “Okay, hit the pause button.” Beatrice lifted her hands. “The Heart? What is that, exactly?”

      “It’s the Lorica’s ruling council,” I said hurriedly, eager to get back to Rani’s story. “You’ve got all the different parts of the body – the Hands, the Mouths, the Eyes and Wings – and the Heart controls them all.”

      “Excellently explained, Mr. Albrecht,” Rani said, this time the pride in her eyes reserved for me. I can’t lie, I felt a little tickled by her approval. “But to continue, again, we know that Mr. Abernathy is the son of one of the Seven. Now, this is mainly conjecture for now, but the Princes of Greed, Gluttony, and Sloth are too busy with their respective domains to bother spawning. Wrath doesn’t really concern themself with matters of procreation, which leaves one of the other three.”

      I looked uncertainly at the others. It might have just been the little thrill of fear coursing through my blood, but the room suddenly felt just a little bit colder.

      “Okay, hold up. I can’t believe I only just made that connection. Lucifer is one of the Seven. You’re saying that Quilliam could be the spawn of Lucifer.”

      Maharani nodded slowly, her face grim, her voice taut. “Heaven forbid.”
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      My hand swept through my hair, fingertips tugging lightly at the ends as I tried to get my heartbeat to settle, to stop my blood pumping so rapidly.

      “That’s the best we’ve got?” I said. “And even if we know that Quill is a mama’s boy, that’s useless information, considering how the princes change their skins and bodies as often as they change their clothes.”

      Rani tapped the side of her nose. “Exactly. And the uncertainty of his heritage poses a little bit of a problem as we have no way of telling if he has inherited any of his demon parent’s abilities. We are very much aware of his competence with magic. He is a powerful magus, no question. But the boy’s real strength is in his unusual connection to arcane literature.”

      “He sure loves his books,” I said, mentally reliving the delight of kicking Quill’s tome under the tires of a truck.

      “A bibliophile in the most extreme sense. We suspect that he has something of a photographic memory, at least when it comes to tomes and grimoires. That type of retention means that he has the potential to very quickly grow his stock of spells for as long as he has access to books of magic.”

      Florian nodded. “We’ve seen him summon his books out of thin air. He doesn’t just use them for reference, though. It’s like they amplify his magic. He can project spells from them, so each book becomes its own mobile flamethrower.”

      Beatrice gasped. “Like an armed drone? That’s pretty damn terrifying. And a little awesome.”

      “But I still find it so bizarre that he can be so personable with people,” I said. “With Mammon, back when it was pretending to be both of the Rodriguez witches, for example, or with that Abel guy who runs the pawnshop.” I gestured at Beatrice. “Even you said that he’s never been anything but pleasant.”

      “That is a fair point.” Rani shrugged. “But people will say and do anything to get what they want and need. Perhaps we should consider ourselves fortunate that Mr. Abernathy has not yet shown a knack for taking things by force.”

      “Hmm.” Beatrice rested her elbow on the counter, then her chin in her palm. “Actually, isn’t this where you and Quilliam first met?”

      I nodded. She was right. Quill had approached me with an offer of work, the little job for the Rodriguez witches meant to be a trap to weaken me and make me an easier target for abduction. A nephilim kidnapping, I guess.

      Rani looked between us, her eyes slowly widening. “Is that so? Very interesting. It appears that Ms. Rex’s shop is a sort of stage, a setting for – well, for something. I don’t believe it is mere coincidence for so many of you – for so many of us to be bumping into each other here.” Rani picked at a loose bit of packing string sitting on Beatrice’s counter, twirling it around her finger. “I dare say that our fates may be intertwined in some way.”

      Beatrice bit her lip as she watched Rani wrap her finger in string. Florian and I exchanged silent glances. Was this just some weird Scion quirk of an older, more experienced sorceress going around being cryptic and mysterious, or did Maharani really mean something by that?

      The bit of twine fell from Rani’s hand when she unclasped her fingers, going limp on the counter. “Of course, that could just be me rambling. The ravings of a lunatic, eh?” Rani cast her eyes across the room, smiled at the three of us, then swept towards the door, tucking her new bag under the swirling silks of her sari. “Farewell, friends. Perhaps the threads of fate will bring us together again someday.” She laughed, her voice tinkling like the bell above the doorway.

      We were quiet for some moments, the others no doubt dwelling on the same thoughts I had about what had just happened. In any other context, in conversation that involved regular human beings, that might have just been some lighthearted sentimental statement. But we were talking about a woman who could control time here. What if she could see through time as well?

      No one discussed any of that stuff after Rani left, her words and sweeping declarations long gone, but cloying and lingering in the air like a strange perfume. Instead, Beatrice turned our attention to the whole reason Florian and I had shown up, and the thing I’d been wanting for so long.

      “Here’s the bracer,” she said, running her fingers across the lid of a long cardboard box, its surface stamped with her workshop’s logo in embossed gold foil.

      The suspense, I thought. The drama! But even though I tried not to take things so seriously, I still held my breath when Beatrice lifted the lid. There, resting on a puffy felt cushion, was a strip of brown leather, all but unremarkable to the untrained eye.

      Yet if you looked at it from a different angle, you could just make out the faint gleam on its surface as light struck the leather, the sort of odd iridescence you’d see from oil on water. Blink once, and it was gone. It was probably the shimmerscale’s doing, bending and warping just enough of reality to sustain its illusion.

      Beatrice lifted the bracer, its ends drooping heavily with their brass closures. “Stick your arm out. Come on.”

      I did as she said, marveling at the intricate designs embellished in the leather. The curlicues and lines didn’t tell any particular story or evoke a specific pattern, yet they still drew me in with their beauty. I had to admit then that maybe not everything that Beatrice and the Fuck-Tons collaborated on was loud and gaudy and bright. This was understated, rustic, like a relic from a different time.

      Beatrice snapped the ends of the bracer shut as I studied its ornate engravings. I jerked when the entire length of leather grew warm, then wrapped tighter around my wrist. Within moments it felt like it had melted against my body, fusing with my skin, and mere seconds later, it had completely vanished. I turned my forearm back and forth, my mouth hanging open as I stared.

      “Oh wow.” Florian leaned closer, similarly fascinated. “Where did it go? I didn’t know it was supposed to be invisible.”

      Beatrice smirked at us both, barely containing the haughty laughter building in her throat. “We figured that Mason would want this to be inconspicuous, something that an enemy couldn’t just rip or burn off his body. They can’t destroy what they don’t even know is there.”

      I was still staring stupidly at my arm, finding nothing but my skin and the faint little hairs growing out of it. “I can’t even feel it. It’s like it just disappeared completely, not just out of sight.”

      Beatrice beamed triumphantly. “I’m a genius. Say it.”

      I gaped for a moment, then got my thoughts together. “I mean, I’ll say that the Fuck-Tons are more talented than I thought.”

      “Say it, nephilim. Tell me I’m a genius.”

      “Fine,” I said, sighing. “You’re a genius. You’d think that sinking ten grand down your pockets was reward enough.”

      Beatrice flipped her hair over her shoulder, laughing heartily. “You clearly don’t know me well enough. I want the whole world, or nothing at all.”
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      Time to head home, we decided. The Black Market was just as dark by night as it was by day, with no real way to tell the two apart unless you had a watch on you.

      Despite the darkness, I always thought that I was pretty good at keeping aware of my surroundings. It kind of comes with the territory when supernatural entities are constantly trying to crawl up your butt for the most random reasons.

      That was precisely why I struggled so furiously when a pair of slender yet unreasonably powerful arms wrapped themselves around my chest, like their owner was trying to put me in some kind of lock.

      I yelped, instinct taking over as I kicked at the air, and when that didn’t work, slammed my elbow into my assailant’s stomach. The arms let me go as my attacker doubled over, wheezing, the air smelling of cigarettes as his breath came out in labored puffs. My hands flew to my mouth, and my apologies came in stuttered gasps.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. Dude, Sterling, are you okay?”

      Sterling, our good old vampire friend from the Boneyard, waved his hand at me as he clenched his forearm against his stomach, his hand pressed across his chest. “That’s Uncle Sterling to you. And I’m – I’m good.” That last part was added at the tail end of a wheeze.

      Florian tutted. “You shouldn’t sneak up on people like that, especially not Mason. He’s had a day.”

      Sterling frowned as he greeted Florian. “Nice to see you too, tree man.”

      “Florian.”

      “I knew that.”

      “Wait.” I frowned as Sterling composed himself. “How did you know to find me? Don’t tell me you’re still using that scrying ring you stole off of Carver?” What the hell was the point of getting an enchanted bracer, then?

      “No, no, vamp’s honor.” Sterling held up three fingers in a salute. “Carver got super pissed about me nicking his ring. He’s changed all the locks, but don’t you worry. I’ll figure them out. I just spotted you out here and thought I’d say ‘Hi.’ I wasn’t expecting to get smashed in the stomach, that’s for sure.”

      I scratched my forearm sheepishly. “Sorry about that.”

      Sterling scoffed. “It’s nothing. But you’ve got other stuff to be sorry about.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “You still haven’t called Asher, I see.”

      It was tough not to show my guilt, but I managed to keep my cringing on the inside. Asher was my closest friend at the Boneyard, a necromancer, one of the rarest types of mages you could be in the arcane underground. Carver was our combination boss, mentor, and father figure, everything in one, a deathless lich who had eagerly adopted each of us and welcomed Asher to his unholy fold.

      I rubbed the back of my neck, grimacing. “I promise, I will, okay? One of these days. It’s just not the right time yet. And besides, the news flash here is that you really shouldn’t be sifting through Carver’s stuff. I hear that some of it is booby-trapped.”

      Come to think of it, he might have even kept one or two mimics around the Boneyard to protect his valuables. It fit his personality precisely.

      “Stealing comes with the territory.” Sterling winked, his eyes practically twinkling in the Black Market’s many-colored lights. “I’m a naughty boy, I am.”

      Florian tilted his head, frowning. “Boy? Aren’t you hundreds of years old?”

      Sterling leaned his torso forward, frowning back harder. “Aren’t you?”

      I pushed my hand between their chests, sliding my shoulder in to separate them bodily. “Whoa there, boys. Play nice. You got along before, what the hell is going on?”

      “Just a bit of cheeky banter.” Sterling shrugged. “It’s nothing serious.”

      Florian’s shrug mirrored Sterling’s. “We’re just playing, is all.”

      I looked between them suspiciously. “Well, you guys are both hundreds of years older than me, so maybe quit acting so childish.”

      “Childish?” Florian blinked at me incredulously. “Did you know how you were behaving with Quilliam back there?”

      “Quilliam?” Sterling narrowed his eyes. “Are we talking about that douchebag who tried to blow you up that one time, then the other time?”

      “You slashed his tires,” Florian offered helpfully. “That Quilliam.”

      “Oh, that’s right.” Sterling chortled, clapping his hands. “Good times.”

      I stamped my foot and folded my arms. “I was not misbehaving. I acted completely appropriately in the presence of someone who was minutes away from roasting my ass. Or my chest. Whatever, point is, the guy’s an asshole, and I can’t be held accountable for my actions around him.”

      “Aww.” Sterling threw an arm over my shoulder, his flesh and his skin freezing cold even through his leather jacket. “Isn’t he adorable when he pouts? Look at him sulking.”

      “It’s cute,” Florian said. “He gets all red, then his skin starts glowing.”

      I looked down at myself, and he was right. My sigils were pulsing right through my shirt. I gathered my arms around my chest, keeping them there and letting my emotions settle. The Black Market was the last place I wanted to be exposing myself, it being the city’s epicenter of magical activity and everything.

      “Settle down,” Sterling muttered close to my ear. “We don’t want anybody kidnapping you for your organs. They’d probably fetch a pretty penny in a chop shop, too. You never know who wants an extra spleen. Hmm. Nephilim spleen.”

      I shuddered at the thought. Florian nodded in silent agreement.

      “Don’t worry,” Sterling added, this time speaking through a cheery grin. “You’re safe with us. Uncle Sterling will make sure you’re okay.”

      The thing is, he was right. With my friends around, I never felt vulnerable. I made sure to hide my smile from Sterling, and the three of us continued on out of the Black Market.

      Sterling was, unsurprisingly, welcomed back into Paradise with open arms. Artemis had clearly taken a liking to him, maybe because of their shared affinity for darkness and the moon. Actually, it might have been as simple as a matter of compatibility. They both had that laidback vibe, and Artemis really valued the casual, relaxed life. She never even questioned Sterling about showing up without an offering of Snacky Yum-Yums.

      To my surprise, the same courtesy was extended to Raziel. I’d summoned him to help me test out the bracer, using a simple communion that involved a sheet of paper, a hastily drawn circle, and a spot of my blood. I did this all from a comfy spot on the ground, because hey, I needed to stretch my legs, plus I hadn’t quite managed to buy or build myself a proper desk yet. Sorry.

      Raziel showed up in a huff and a pillar of golden light, his hands pushed into his hips as he frowned down at me. “You couldn’t be bothered to do a proper circle, maybe? Entice me a little with a scented candle, maybe a sprinkle of flower petals?”

      I frowned back up at him. “It’s a communion, not our first date.”

      Artemis walked by just then, helping Priscilla with some of the cocktails. She nodded at Raziel in acknowledgement. “Oh. Hey. Sup.”

      “Oh. H-hello.”

      And that was the end of that conversation. No mention of Snacky Yum-Yums, for once. Either Artemis was too eager to get to her pitcher of frozen margaritas, or she was starting to see Raziel as someone who wasn’t just another pain in the butt.

      “So,” Raziel said, collecting himself once Artemis was out of earshot. “Why did you call me here, exactly?”

      “I need a favor.”

      “Evidently the case.” Raziel sniffled. “Seems to be the only reason you ever summon me anymore. Can’t we go out and explore sometimes? I’d like to see more of the world, but through your eyes. Eat your food. See your sights. Smell your smells.”

      It almost made me laugh, but I grimaced instead. “Maybe ‘No’ to that last part. But in all seriousness, Raz, is that really how you feel? I’m sorry if it seems like we just use you as an encyclopedia.” I straightened my back, folded my legs under me, and gave him my sincerest, most serious look. “I promise to let you know next time me and Florian go hang out somewhere, with or without Sterling.”

      Raziel turned over his shoulder to look for Sterling, then back to me. “I suppose that’s fine. He still appears to be frightened of me, but he seems friendly enough. That said, I could just look down on you from upstairs like I always do, find you that way. Though I couldn’t exactly see you tonight, try as I might. Have you learned to disguise your spiritual emanations?”

      I couldn’t help the way the smile broke across my face like sunshine. Raziel’s response was to squint at me suspiciously.

      “So you have,” he mumbled.

      “So I have. That’s actually why I called you here tonight. I wanted to test this bracer out and see if it really did hide me from entities.” I raised my forearm at him, fist closed, which I’m pretty sure is a fairly rude gesture in some cultures, but I wanted to check if he could see the bracer to begin with.

      Raziel folded his arms and scoffed. “I’m not some genie who just shows up every time you please, Mason. Every time you rub your magic lamp.”

      I scratched the end of my nose, grinning. “What’s all this about rubbing my magic lamp, now?”

      He reddened at the ears, fuming, then squinting even harder at my forearm. “I’m not sure what I’m looking at.” He snapped his fingers. “A tattoo. You got a new tattoo. A very bad one, by the looks of things. I can’t even see it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “No. It’s an enchanted bracer. I bought it, custom-made from Beatrice Rex. Blends into my skin.”

      “That’s very clever. Saves you the trouble of having someone attempt to deactivate it, or chop your arm off to do so. But – oh. Oh goodness.”

      Raziel stared at me hard, his gaze narrowing even more. Then he firmly shut his eyes. I looked down at my chest and my shoulders.

      “What?” I said. “What is it?” I’d changed into a tank top to be comfier for the evening, but my sigils weren’t glowing at all.

      “I can’t see you,” he said softly. “I can’t detect you anymore, Mason.”

      “Excellent. I hope it’s good enough to hide me from everyone, especially that Raguel guy.”

      “Wait, wait.” Raziel lowered his head, staring fixedly into my eyes. “Did you just say Raguel?”

      “The angel of justice? Blond, beefy, kind of a jerk? Yeah, that guy. Florian and I ran into him.”

      “Please tell me you at least tried to play nice. Please tell me you didn’t antagonize him.”

      I kept my gaze on the ground, rubbing my chin, then forcing out a yawn. “Boy, it sure is late. I’m getting so sleepy.”

      Not good enough. Like a long suffering kindergarten teacher – or a mother, actually – Raziel pinned me to the spot with a drawn-out, castigating lecture. I sulked, sucking on my bottom lip and playing with my thumbs. I was in for a long night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      It was weird waking up in Paradise and feeling so palpably that something was now very different. There was a certain comfort in knowing that the bracer was protecting me at last, hiding my essence from prying eyes. I woke up feeling refreshed, more rested and calm than I’d been in a long, long time.

      Raziel had wandered off and left Paradise long before everyone turned in for the night, but not before berating me for the better part of an hour about giving celestials the benefit of the doubt, lest I incurred even more divine wrath. At least I managed to calm him with my promise that we would go out and eat stuff when all this Belphegor business was over.

      But as I discovered coming out of my hut, Sterling was still lingering in Paradise. He’d made it very clear early on that the artificial sun of Artemis’s domicile afforded him a rare and nonlethal way to bask in the sun’s glory again. I could see why he liked hanging out. But as I told him the night before, it simply wouldn’t be feasible to take him along with us to Belphegor’s gardens. We had another appointment, as Florian helpfully pointed out. Our last one, I hoped.

      Sterling looked visibly disappointed when I explicitly reminded him that it was daylight out, and there was no way he could come with us to the Beauregard or the Crimson Gardens without bursting into flames.

      “Aww. You’re right. Fine, then. Guess I’ll stay here and nap.” He turned to Artemis. “If that’s okay with you?”

      “Hey, mi casa and all that. Pick a hammock.”

      Sterling swung his legs, then his whole body into a hammock, slipping on a pair of sunglasses and placing his hands behind his head. Where did those even come from? Also, where exactly had he found a pair of board shorts to change into? I placed my hand above my eyes as a visor, glancing around Paradise to look for a gift shop.

      “Catch up with you boys after work. Uncle Sterling needs his beauty sleep.” He pulled a wide-brimmed hat over his face – again, what the hell? – then almost immediately started snoring.

      Artemis took up one of the hammocks next to him, balancing a split coconut on her stomach. “You boys off to hell again?”

      Florian nodded. “Belphegor’s, yeah. The sooner all this is over, the better.”

      “Agreed,” Artemis said. “Especially with all those hellephants roaming around. Gotta watch out for hellephants.”

      I blinked at her, confused. “You – you meant elephants, right?”

      She lowered her sunglasses, fixing me with a glare. “I said what I said. They’re huge, those things, and angry. Pretty sure they can breathe fire when they reach maturity, too. Native to the prime hells. Consider yourselves lucky that Belphegor isn’t asking you to trim jungles for him.” She pushed her shades back up her nose, then settled back into the hammock, sighing. “Not yet, at least.”

      Florian bent closer to me. “We’re totally going to die, dude.”

      I elbowed him in the ribs. “We’ll be fine. You’ll be fine. Shush. Hellephants? Pssh. As if.”

      Artemis suddenly sat bolt upright, which is a feat when you try it in a hammock, let me tell you. “Wait,” she cried out. “Watch out for the bed.”

      “The bed?” Florian glanced at me worriedly. The bed we used to access Belphegor’s hell? That bed?

      She spread her hands out, her head bobbing forward like she was telling a ghost story. “Legend tells of a truly dangerous bed found only in Sloth’s hell. It’s perfectly soft, yet just firm enough to offer perfect lumbar support. It’s as warm as you want it, and cool enough so you’ll never sweat or want to throw off the downy blankets. It’s the universe’s most comfortable California king-size bed, and if you climb into it, you’ll never want to leave.”

      I rolled my eyes and scoffed. “Now that? That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. Ever.”

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Artemis crooked her finger at me, like a witch placing a curse. “Don’t get into any beds while you’re down there. Belphegor is the Prince of Sloth for a reason.”

      Florian shrugged. “I don’t know. As far as punishments go, being stuck in a sweet bed for all of eternity seems pretty okay.”

      “I wish I could get in that bed,” Sterling grumbled. “I wish somebody would pick me up and throw me into it, because it looks like nobody around here wants to shut the hell up and let me finally sleep, damn it.”

      That was our cue to leave. We did one last check before exiting Paradise: bags, water tumblers, extra clothes, and in my case, a teeny, tiny Box in my pocket. I figured it wasn’t a bad idea to help him get more accustomed to the outside world, just so he’d grow a little more used to the concept that not all people were meant for eating. Baby steps for my baby boy.

      The trip to the Beauregard was uneventful, which is a nice, polite way of saying that we managed to get there in one piece without being harassed by killer angels, bratty kids of demon princes, crazy cultists, what have you.

      It was the same woman who greeted us at the door, this time wordlessly, ushering us to pick up the keys to room 666 ourselves from the counter. A heavy sensation weighed my chest down as we trudged up the stairs. It might have been an echo of the last time we went there, a phantom remembrance of how it felt to die to a knife in the chest.

      “Hey, Florian?”

      “It’s okay.” His footfalls on the stairs made them creak each time, and he didn’t even turn to answer me. “I’ll do it this time. Fair is fair.”

      “You’re a good friend, man.”

      Florian reached the top of the stairs and paused in his steps long enough to smile over his shoulder. “Least I could do.”

      Room 666 was only a few notches less musty than our first visit, the imprints of our bodies still visible in the dust clinging to the bedsheets. I grimaced at the patch of brownish red, the freshest looking one, left by my own stab wound. The bed creaked as I sat on its edge, and I pursed my lips apologetically at Florian as he joined me. He shook his head, as if to say “It’s okay.” And it was. But it still made me brutally uncomfortable.

      We took our positions in bed, our backs flat against the mattress, motes of dust disturbed by our presence dancing in the thin sunlight streaming through the grimy windows. Florian brought something out of his backpack, a large kitchen knife.

      I frowned, then chuckled softly, trying to lighten the mood, as light as you can make a ritual sacrifice, that is. “Priscilla’s going to be pretty mad that you stole that from her.”

      “I’ll make it up to her,” Florian answered softly, his chin pressed down into his chest as he checked for the right part to stab himself. He turned to me, eyes full of concern. “It’s going to hurt, isn’t it?”

      As best as I could, I nodded, unsure of what else to say.

      He lifted his face to the ceiling, then sighed. “Here goes nothing.” The knife plunged into his heart.

      I should have looked away. Florian’s cries, first sharp and keening, then sobbing, then gurgling as the blood filled his throat, cut me to my core. It seemed impossible to think it, but this was almost worse than doing it myself the first time.

      I should have looked away. In that moment, I realized that Florian really was my closest friend throughout all this. Transfixed, the tears threatening to spill down my face, I watched as the light left Florian’s eyes, the bed hot with his blood. I watched as my best friend died beside me.
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      I blinked again, and the musty interiors of Beauregard room 666 had faded from around us. We were on the same bed, nonsensically mounted out on the red lawn of the Crimson Gardens. Slick, glistening tentacles slinked through the grass, flicking like prehensile tongues at the beads of Florian’s blood that dripped from the mattress. It didn’t matter that he was an alraune, I guess – the human half of him made his blood just as red as mine.

      After checking that we were both fine, we peeled ourselves off the bed and set to work. Just as soon as my feet touched the grass, my body became rocked with that same, strange sensation from before. My head kept turning, my eyes continually going over to the squat little structure made of red wood that served as Belphegor’s toolshed.

      Florian stepped in to retrieve a shovel, some shears, and a rake. I was about to do the same, only I hesitated at the threshold. He stared at me questioningly, then asked anyway. “Is everything fine?”

      I wiped the sweat forming on my palms off on the seat of my jeans. “Yeah. Sure. I think so.”

      He chuckled. “You’re not going to get all weird and crabby on me like the last time, are you?”

      “Oh, shut up.”

      I huffed and pushed past him. He laughed, shrugged, then sauntered off into the gardens. I gathered up the tools I needed as quickly as I could move, giving the rusty hoe lying against the shed’s far wall a wide berth. Even just avoiding looking at it took so much effort, its effect magnetic, sinking hooks into my brain. But I resisted.

      Gardening was pretty much the same as the last time, sifting around the grounds and clearing out whatever was left of the weeding and raking that needed to be done. I let Box loose to help out with collecting the debris we extracted from the plants, and to help ward off the slithering tendrils that were too brave and too curious about sniffing at our heels.

      “Where’s Belphegor?” I wondered out loud, my forehead furrowed as I glanced around the gardens and peered into the mansion. “No sign of him anywhere.”

      Florian shrugged. “Doubt that it matters. As long as we get our work done, we can put all this behind us, live our lives.”

      I nodded in agreement. It also meant that we’d never have to deal with Belphegor’s eccentric employees ever again. At least this time I was a lot better about ignoring the hags as they pressed up against the inside of the glass redhouse, waggling fingers at us and waving various bizarre bulbs and fruits and bubbling phials, as if they could be in any way enticing or appetizing.

      Yet that same bizarre aggression from before kept threatening to intrude on my senses, to make its presence felt. I’ll admit, I did my level best to suppress it that day, biting my tongue and keeping mostly to myself as we worked. Shoving in some earphones and letting a playlist of instrumental jazz do its thing helped, too, but that odd compulsion remained, this irresistible urge to find a source of fire, set the gardens ablaze, tell Belphegor to shove it.

      And, just as before, the desire was centered around the toolshed, emanating, I was sure of it, directly from the rusty hoe in particular. What the hell was that thing supposed to be? Whatever it was, Box seemed to notice something amiss himself, tugging on my pants leg with his teeth each time I glanced over at the shed. Bending down to pet him distracted me long enough the first couple of times, but like a moth to a flame my attention kept being drawn inexorably away.

      Florian and I ate lunch in relative silence, again on one of those convenient picnic blankets that Priscilla had packed for us. Whatever she’d cooked for lunch must have been good because I remembered finishing it all, but hardly recalled what anything actually tasted like. I kept staring at the shed the entire time I ate, my fixation hardly wavering.

      Box was content to take whatever leftovers I offered him, apparently still full from all the weeds and twigs we’d fed him over the afternoon. He’d kept up bumping against my knee to try and wrench me away from the shed and the hoe. But by then I was too overcome by want, this inexplicable and totally irrational desire to go exploring in the shed, to run my fingers across red, rough metal, to smell its blood-like rust for myself.

      “And how goes the labor? Eating on the job, are we?”

      Finally, something to shock me out of my extended stupor. I blinked up at the person standing before us, recognizing the hooded figure as Belphegor, in the flesh. I frowned at him, all thoughts of sheds and rust forgotten as annoyance took over.

      “Where have you been? We’ve been working all day. You sure took your time to show up. And it’s called lunch. I know you demons don’t go by the same biological needs, but we’re still part human. We need those calories to survive.”

      Belphegor recoiled, stepping away from me as he stuck his hands in his hoodie’s pockets, his shoulders sloping. “Okay, sheesh. I was just teasing. I wasn’t expecting to get such a violent response. What’s with you today? You look tense, nephilim. Uneasy.”

      It wasn’t in the Prince of Sloth’s nature to be empathetic, and I knew I was right when I caught the traces of mirth in his eyes, the sliver of a smile he wasn’t even bothering to hide from us. He knew something. He had to know. Belphegor had planted something in the shed, something to manipulate me, and now that I was at my weakest, he was going to pounce.

      “It’s nothing,” I said, keeping my fingers loose, my mind ready to conjure the Vestments. “Some bad indigestion, probably.”

      He could tell I was lying, anyway. Sweat clung to my temples and my nape, not from the heat of the hell’s strange red sun, but from the strain of resisting the siren call of the thing I still couldn’t understand. I was still sitting on the blanket, same as Florian was, but from where I sat, I could imagine myself rising smoothly into position and running a sword through Belphegor’s neck if the situation called for it. Sure, that probably wouldn’t kill him – certainly not in his own domicile – but I could hope that it would slow him down at least a little.

      “All this small talk is nice, Belphegor, but let’s be serious for a moment.” Florian wiped his hands off on a napkin – Priscilla was thorough when she made packed lunches, let it be known – then stood to attention, dwarfing Belphegor in his teenage boy body by over a foot. “Tell me that this is over. We’re practically done doing maintenance work on your garden and you won’t need us anymore. We’ve spruced everything up. You could get any of your minions to comb the grounds to find something we haven’t covered and it wouldn’t make a difference. Surely you won’t have to call on us from now on.”

      Belphegor grinned and tilted his head. “Come on now, Florian. You know that I wanted you and Mason here for good reason. I needed your specific talents to help tend the grounds.”

      “How? That doesn’t make sense. You haven’t asked either of us to use our magic at all. We’re just glorified gardeners here.” Florian looked over his shoulder at me. “Right, Mace?”

      He shouldn’t have turned his head.
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      “Florian, no! Watch out!”

      Too late. Belphegor held out his hand, fingers spread and grown to the length of knives, and when Florian turned back, five nails like spiked talons dug into his forehead. He screamed, his eyes rolling back into his head as he fell to his knees.

      “No.” My stomach wrenched as the word forced its way out of my body, as I bellowed in anger. “No!”

      I sprang to my feet, a sword summoned into my hand, and I brought it up against Belphegor’s chest. It should have skewered him, straight through the heart. Instead he disappeared in a cloud of crimson flames, taking Florian with him.

      My fingers gripped harder around the hilt of my sword as I whirled in a circle, searching the Crimson Gardens for the demon. Box made laps around my feet, yelping and snapping at the air with huge teeth before stopping and making what sounded like barking noises towards the redhouse. Belphegor had teleported there, just outside the entrance. Florian was still on his knees, bleeding from five holes in his forehead. My insides churned and roiled as Belphegor drew a bandanna somewhere from his jacket, wiping his bloodied fingers off on it.

      “I thought you wanted me,” I said. “Leave Florian alone. Use me however you want. Wasn’t that the plan all along?”

      Belphegor stopped messing with the bandanna, then laughed as he let it fall to the ground, soiled with Florian’s blood and, I hated to imagine the possibility, bits of his brain.

      “I commend you for your confidence and your overwhelming sense of self-importance, Mason Albrecht, but this was never about you. I made it clear from the very beginning that your task was to make Florian the best version of himself, to help him awaken fully from his hibernation. And now he is ready to be plucked from the vine, full of the sweetness and life of a long summer.”

      Belphegor gestured and the three hags streamed from out of the redhouse, their robes and locks of stark white hair swirling behind them. One carried a phial, another a pair of tongs. The last balanced a tray with both hands.

      “What’s happening?” Box barked louder. I stepped forward, aching to close the gap between us, to save Florian. “What are they going to do to him?”

      Belphegor smiled. “Nothing drastic. They’re only going to take advantage of his ripeness – bring him to the fullness of his bloom.”

      The first witch poured the contents of her phial over Florian’s brow, clearing away the blood. He moaned softly, his gaze distant and empty. The second witch picked up the tweezers, collecting what looked like a seedling from the tray. Then she brought it towards Florian’s head.

      “No.”

      My legs pumped harder as I ran for the redhouse. Belphegor’s laughter boiled my blood, forming the awful soundtrack for the horror movie playing out just inches away from him. The witch was inserting a small, wriggling seedling into each of the wounds Belphegor had punctured into Florian’s skin. I couldn’t believe how quickly her hands moved, how fast she finished. By the time I was within slashing distance, the whole process was over. I raised my sword, prepared to take off Belphegor’s head in a single blow.

      Again the witches acted with preternatural speed. As one, they turned to face me, one palm held out, the tips of their fingers radiating a deep, red light that coalesced into a translucent bubble. My sword clanged as it struck the surface of the force field, the impact reverberating painfully up my arm, thrumming through my muscles as violently as if I’d struck a huge metal shield.

      “This is where we leave you, nephilim. We have much work to do.” Belphegor chuckled and gestured lazily towards the toolshed. “There. Collect your reward, straight out of hell’s armories. Some pitchforks should suffice, I trust? Just like your precious Vestments.”

      The hags joined Belphegor in his crazed laughter, their symphony of cackles rising to a fever pitch as they rose off the ground. The bubble around them lifted Belphegor, the witches, and poor Florian into the air. I watched helplessly as he blinked at nothing with glassy, mindless eyes, as he drooled out of the corner of his mouth. What had they done to him?

      I raised my hand at the fleeing villains in defiance, raising my sword as well, a threat, a promise. “I’ll track you down, Belphegor. And your witches, too. I’ll cut out all of your hearts, one by one. I’ll kill you all.”

      Belphegor cast off his hood and shook his hair to one side, revealing the burning crimson of his third eye. “We look forward to it, Mason Albrecht. Catch us if you can. We’ll just be topside, taking over the city.”

      The globe of force hovered up into the clouds, the laughter of Belphegor and his servants ringing in my ears as they sped into the reddened sky. I gritted my teeth, fingernails biting into the palm of my hand now that my sword had been dismissed back to the Vestments. What was I supposed to do? What could I have done? I needed to help Florian. But topside, Belphegor said. I needed to save the city, and to do that, I had to leave Sloth’s hell.

      I turned on my heels and started to race towards the sacrificial bed that led back to the Beauregard, only hesitating when the force of the thing in the toolshed pulled on me once more. It made no sense, and it drove me mad with anger that I was giving in to Belphegor’s manipulations. That was why he enchanted me the way he did, so that he could make a clean getaway while I wasted my time exploring the toolshed. Hell’s armory indeed. Yet even while I knew with all my heart that I was only mesmerized, ensorcelled, my feet carried me towards the shed anyway, unable to resist.

      The same, it seemed, was true for Box. Just moments ago he’d been barking his not-a-head off at the sphere that was imprisoning his Uncle Florian. Now he was yipping as he sprinted towards the toolshed, looking so unwieldy yet moving at top speed as he hopped and clattered jerkily with the four corners of his boxy body.

      I stumbled after him, my mind wanting to focus on the problem of Florian and whatever Belphegor had planned for Valero, my body sweating and lusting for the toolshed’s mundane, worthless wonders. Box shoved the door open on his own in his excitement, the wood creaking. I followed a close distance after him, looking around at all the pitchforks and scythes, what I only then realized were tools that really had no use in Sloth’s gardens. These were meant for farming. What were they doing there?

      A bright glow caught my attention, so lustrous and radiant that I had to bring my hand up to guard my eyes. And what exactly was that sword doing there?

      Did Belphegor know about this? In place of the rusted hoe was a golden blade, its point planted and stuck in the floor, its hilt a gleaming cross. This thing hadn’t been here on any other trip we’d taken to the shed, but immediately I recognized it as the source of my desire, its voiceless call and tuneless song trailing sensuous fingers along the back of my mind, stroking at my skin with its wordless promises of power, conquest, supremacy.

      Box sat at the foot of the sword, gazing up at it in wonder, finally calm and quiet as he bathed in its silvery-golden presence. I approached slowly, my cells quaking with want, but with reverence, and fear. This was no ordinary sword, so alien in its beauty and craftsmanship, yet so familiar. With a deep breath, with a sudden surge of confidence, I reached out and clasped its hilt, and at once I understood.

      I’d held this thing before. Once, a little time ago, when I promised to help my friend with a ritual, one that required several blades representing the greatest supernatural forces that walked the earth. We found a sword that belonged to demons, another from a fallen paladin, one wielded by a god himself. But this, I remembered stealing this sword myself, calling it out of desperation from what I thought were the Vestments. It hummed in my grasp, recognizing my touch even as I recognized its warm, divine metal.

      This sword belonged to an archangel.
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      I could feel it in the steel, hear it in the way the blade sang as it cut through the air. This was the same sword I’d stolen from an archangel.

      All the swords we collected scattered to different corners of the cosmos when the ritual to help Dustin Graves save the world was completed. Arachne somehow found Laevateinn, Loki’s personal blade, and Mammon’s beloved Duskfang was never tracked down. But I never once believed that we’d find an archangel’s sword buried in the back of a toolshed, of all places – a toolshed in the garden of a demon prince, at that.

      It had been hiding there all this time, reaching out to me, perhaps out of familiarity. I should have recognized Box’s behavior around the blade when it was wearing the shape of a rusted hoe. Beatrice did say that mimics had a way of seeing through glamours and magical camouflage. But what discomfited me was its eerie influence, how it probed at my mind and told me that it was okay to push back harder, to get into scraps, to rebel. To live a little.

      Even as I held it tightly in my grasp, racing through the streets of Valero all the way from the Beauregard, I could feel the sword whispering its sweet temptations to me. And I knew more than anyone that running with sharp objects, much less in such a public and criminally punishable manner, was a great way to get into trouble, but I couldn’t bear the thought of the sword’s touch leaving my skin. Every few steps I took my gaze would fall back to adoring it, even knowing that it was right there in my hand. I just wanted to make sure it was still there.

      Night had fallen on Valero, the darkness shrouding the city taking on an uncharacteristic malevolence the more I thought about Belphegor and his unspoken plans, how he meant to take over “topside.” How was he going to use Florian to accomplish that? More importantly, where were they?

      I wish I knew where to start, who to ask. My body’s plan was to rush all the way back to the Nicola Arboretum, to penetrate the wall between worlds back home to Paradise and alert my friends. I needed to prepare myself, sift through the notes I’d taken from Carver to find any sigils that might protect us, and beg Artemis to help. We needed to save Florian, but again – how?

      As I turned the corner, my heart thumping with anticipation at the thought that I was getting closer and closer to the very people who could actually help – entities, more like – another less savory entity made himself known. Standing there on the sidewalk, flanked by four of his attending bodyguard meathead angels, was Raguel, the angel of justice.

      I skidded to a stop, staring at the hand he held out in front of him, poised like a traffic cop. “Halt, nephilim. You and I have some unfinished business.”

      “How did you possibly find me?” I tapped my wrist in anger, feeling for the leather bracer hidden there, melded with my skin. Was this thing even working? God, I was going to give Beatrice such a talking-to.

      Raguel scoffed. “Don’t flatter yourself. We weren’t drawn by your spirit – which, come to think of it, seems to have dampened.”

      I bit down on my tongue. At least I knew Beatrice’s enchantment was working. I didn’t need to give away much more than that.

      “No,” Raguel continued. “We’re here because we sensed the call of the sacred and most holy relic you’re clutching in your corrupted fingers.” He raised his right hand, gesturing at mine. “The sword. Hand it over.”

      Almost on instinct, my fingers clenched even tighter, as if the sword would slip from my hand, like squeezing down on its hilt would ensure that no one could wrench it away from me.

      I could almost taste the words forming at the tip of my tongue. “Over my dead body,” I almost said. The sword was egging me on somehow, like it had a mind of its own, beyond simply being smart enough to disguise itself.

      “You’re not getting this thing from me,” I said instead, brandishing the sword. “It doesn’t even belong to you. Why do you want it?”

      Raguel stiffened, sniffing as he raised his nose at me. “Because archangel or not, that blade remains property of the armories of heaven. It is the way of things. What you have in your hands is a holy weapon belonging to one among the most powerful of my brethren. And you, dear sweet, tainted son of the fallen, are undeserving to wield it. A nephilim, especially one who consorts with demon princes, isn’t fit to even touch that blade.” His lips drew back into a sneer. “You’re literally getting it dirty with the filth of your sinner’s spirit.”

      The heat in my chest flared even harder, hotter, and I could see the golden glow of my skin’s sigils against the faces of Raguel’s four grunts. The light of my body reflected in their eyes, the same eyes that watched me with deadpan lifelessness, yet exuded this bizarre, subtle mix of emotions all the same. All four of them held something like pity in their gazes. Pity, condescension, and there, right under the surface – revulsion. To the people upstairs, that’s all I was, after all. An abomination.

      I wrapped both my hands around the sword’s hilt this time, lifting it by my shoulders, preparing to strike. “You can take the sword from my cold, dead hands.”

      Raguel bristled, the corner of one eye twitching. “So be it.” He lifted a finger, pointing directly at me. “Seize the sword. Hurt him if you must. Break his bones. But leave him alive. Heaven must see justice meted.”

      As one unit, the four brutish angels grinned madly, then cracked their knuckles. One of their number kept cracking, though, his bones making far too much of a racket, until I realize that the sound was coming from his spine. The angel’s head twisted on his neck, bending in entirely the wrong direction. His final breath left him in a peaceful sigh. Then he came crashing to the ground, like a tree felled in a forest.

      The angel’s death revealed his killer standing behind him, a shorter, certainly skinnier, but arguably stronger adversary for the angels.

      “One down, four to go,” Sterling said, his words faintly muffled by the cigarette dangling from his lips.

      Raguel sprang away from Sterling, which still left him sandwiched between nephilim and vampire. He glanced between us, eyes filled with fury, but I could sense the fear in the lines of his face. “Two abominations to cleanse tonight, then. Again, so be it.”

      The three bodyguard angels turned on Sterling, raising huge, meaty fists as they descended on him. Sterling bobbed and weaved, slipping among their huge bulks as easily as a darting viper. A flash of lightning tore through the night, not with the roar of thunder, but only with a subtle crackle of electricity, like what you’d hear from a live wire.

      Another angel slumped to the ground, joining his severed arm that had crashed onto the asphalt, bleeding out of the stump that Sterling’s katana had made of his shoulder. The blade was a gift from Susanoo, the Japanese god of storm and sea. Sterling flicked his sword against the ground, specks of dark blood spattering the cement as he gestured at the two remaining grunts, taunting.

      “Come at me.”

      I turned my attention to Raguel – rather, I had to, out of necessity, as he brought his own sword crashing down against me, striking with both arms. I lifted my sword to meet it, the clash and scrape of divine steel sounding almost sweet, musical, distinguishing the heaven-forged metal from the mundane. Raguel roared as he struck again and again, and I brought my sword up to meet each of his blows in time, something that only drove him madder with anger.

      Part of my brain was telling me that summoning a shield from the Vestments was the prudent thing to do. Instinctively I knew I couldn’t conjure a full suit of armor, anyway – Raziel did say that I’d scrambled that particular channel in the fight with Skirnir. But any extra protection would have been helpful against Raguel, who was clearly well versed in close combat and had a zealous ferocity to back up his muscle. I’d spent enough time parrying that I knew he was going to get a lucky hit in at some point. Angels could reconstitute themselves when their essences left their husks and returned upstairs.

      As for nephilim – well, I wasn’t planning to find out.

      So I took my shot, bringing my sword around in a sideward slice directed at his throat. The point was to put him on the defensive, to buy myself time so Sterling and I could gang up on him. As I predicted, Raguel brought his sword up to defend himself, meaning to deflect my strike with his blade.

      I did not, however, expect the archangel’s sword to sing through the air, burst into flames, then slice cleanly through Raguel’s sword like it was a stick of elegantly sculpted butter.

      The look of surprise in Raguel’s eyes shortly before I lopped his head off must have matched the shock in mine. His head went sailing from his shoulders, tumbling in midair and landing with a wet, crunchy thud on the asphalt. Dirt and gravel stained the perfection of his face. I yelped in horror as his headless body thudded to the ground. It felt as if I’d just desecrated something holy, killed something beautiful, bringing the full violence of an angel’s weapon against one of their own.

      What truly took me by surprise was how quickly the wave of shock passed, how my blood began to course with jolts of excitement, with the thrill of the kill.

      Yet that too quickly passed as the last of the bodyguard angels turned towards his fallen master, bellowing his name into the dark. Sterling took his chance, driving his katana through the angel’s neck in a single, clean blow, decapitating him with ease. Another head thudded to the ground. Sterling’s katana sizzled and arced with electricity, angel blood dripping from its edge and onto the pavement.

      “Dude,” I sputtered out, finally regaining my breath and my ability to think straight. “That was overkill.”

      Sterling threw his hands up and snarled. “Are you kidding me? I handled the thugs the way minions are supposed to be handled.” He kicked at one of the corpses. “These are expendable.” He thrust his sword towards Raguel’s lifeless head. “And that? That was a precious resource you and I could have tied to a coconut tree and beaten some answers out of. I bet Florian would have enjoyed that. Wait. Where the hell is flower boy, anyway?”

      I scratched my forearm, staring at the still-flaming sword in my clutches. “Yeah, about that. We’ve got a problem.”
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      “You should have led with that,” Sterling growled through bared fangs. “Flower boy is in trouble and we wasted our time waving our dicks around with those featherheads.”

      I scowled at him. “News flash. Those featherheads were planning to rip our faces off. We had to do something to defend ourselves. Plus they’re going to regenerate themselves anyhow. No big deal.”

      Sterling scowled back at me. “No big deal. Sure. Just like that huge, flaming sword in your hands is no big deal.”

      I stared dumbly down at the thing, frowning. “I don’t know how to turn it off.”

      “Well, figure it out. It’s like a torch, it is. Bad enough for you to attract human attention with it, I’m sure this whole city will be crawling with angels who want it back. Oh, and to take revenge for that bigger angel you beheaded.”

      I waved the sword around uselessly. “You took out four of them! I just killed the one.”

      I knew from experience that slain angel vessels stuck around just long enough to hopefully inflict their killers with a sense of remorse, being so realistically close to human, at least closer than the husks that the demons liked to use. And it worked, too. That pang of guilt that washed over me when I deactivated Raguel’s husk had been almost overwhelming.

      Still, just like the demons, the husks would eventually break down and return to their home dimensions. That was the one good thing about fighting angels instead of demons. Their corpses didn’t recede into stinking sludge as they decayed, instead turning into wisps of glitter and motes of light as they ascended and returned to the celestial realm.

      Sterling’s eyes burned the same hot orange as the ember on his cigarette, the flame and the motes of angel dust reflecting in them as he took a long, thoughtful puff. “I don’t know how many more times I’m supposed to explain this to you. I killed some entry-level grunts. You killed a supervisor. The board isn’t going to be very happy.”

      He was right about that. I tried not to make it too obvious when I gulped. Great. Just another problem to add to this whole mess of Florian going missing.

      “Forget about that for now,” I said. “We still have to find Florian, and I don’t know where to start. Why the hell is it so easy for demon princes to find you, and now that I want to find Belphegor, it’s so – what is it? What the hell are you staring at?”

      Sterling was gazing just past my head, his eyes huge, his cigarette still burning, but mostly forgotten. In a distant voice, he spoke. “I don’t think we have to look very far.”

      Slowly, I turned on my feet to check out what exactly had Sterling at a rare loss for words. I looked up, and up, and up, and my heart fell into my stomach.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I heard myself mutter.

      Forget the arcane underground, and forget the Veil that every magical person and supernatural being quietly agreed to uphold, despite all our differences and brittle allegiances. Belphegor obviously had no intention of keeping things subtle on his end.

      Growing up along the side of every visible building in Valero, creeping across the streets like a carpet were flowers as blood-red as every plant in Belphegor’s Crimson Gardens. They wavered slowly, as if in a gentle breeze, their petals glistening like they’d only just fed on blood. Even as Sterling and I watched, more and more of the flowers grew, sprouting from bare earth, from cracks in the street, blossoming from vines and tendrils that curled up and around lampposts.

      There was once a druid by the name of Deirdre Calloway, a mad cult leader whose dream was to choke the planet with an overgrowth of nature so violent that it would bring buildings crumbling down, rip out modern infrastructure, and revert the earth to a low-tech state, the perfect scenario for her and her crazed nature-worshipping servants. Lucky for Valero and the rest of the world, Deirdre never came even close to succeeding, because the boys of the Boneyard abducted the magical battery she was hoping to abuse to accomplish her insane task. That battery was codenamed the Genesis Codex. Sterling and the others discovered that night that the Codex was not, in fact, an artifact, but a boy named Asher Mayhew, a necromancer, one of my closest and only friends in the entire world.

      This thing Belphegor was trying looked far too much like the overgrowth the druid was planning to pull off, but it all felt so much more sinister. It was clear that the flowers weren’t moving in some silent breeze. I knew from the start that they were doing that on their own, made mobile and carnivorous just like all the other horrible, corrupt creations of Belphegor’s witches and their – ugh – their hagriculture. So that had been the plan all along, to groom Florian to the height of his power, then use him for this. But what was this, exactly? What were the flowers for?

      “We need backup,” Sterling grunted. “Fast. I’ll alert the Boneyard. This isn’t a job for two people. You work with your contacts, anyone you can muster. This has to be stopped.”

      I nodded at Sterling, my heart thumping as he stepped closer and clamped a strong, reassuring hand on my shoulder. “We might not see each other again tonight. This clusterfuck looks like it’s growing all over the city, and we have to tackle it on a large scale. But wherever you end up, know that I’m fighting with you. We all are.”

      I nodded again. “Thanks,” I breathed.

      “Always.” Sterling’s fingers dug into my clavicles, this time with more harshness than reassurance. “And Mason? Give Asher a fucking call, will you?”

      Again I nodded, just in time to watch Sterling turn into a blur of silver and black, his vampire speed taking over as he sprinted off to summon the boys of the Boneyard.

      For a scant few moments more, I stood there watching in horror as the grotesque carpet of bloody flowers continued to infest the city. In the distance, sirens and the panicked cries of the normals, of Valero’s civilian population, pierced the bizarre tranquility of the night.

      The flames from the archangel’s sword had finally died down, receding enough to leave just its gleaming golden blade. At least I didn’t have to worry about being accosted for carrying around a weapon anymore. The authorities obviously had way bigger problems just then.

      I searched through my pockets, my free hand shaking as it found the one thing that could possibly be more useful than a cellphone in my situation. My chest flooded with relief when my fingers brushed against the arrowhead that Artemis had once given me, what she’d explained was the best way for me to get in touch. I squeezed it, relishing how its sharp edges dug into my skin. The pain meant it was working.

      Artemis’s voice echoed from a pale distance, tumbling around the inside of my head. “Hello? Mason? Is that you? I gave you this number in case of emergency. This had better be good.”

      I answered her with my thoughts, hoping my tone would relay the gravity of our predicament.

      “Oh, this is an emergency, all right. Florian’s in trouble. Demon prince levels of trouble.”

      I heard a click in my head, just like Artemis had hung up, and a shaft of moonlight pierced the night sky, touching down on the asphalt not one foot away from me. She materialized in its spotlight, her forehead already furrowed, bow in one hand, arrow in the other.

      “Where is my big dumb baby boy? Who took him? I’m going to rip their – oh. Oh no.”

      She looked out onto the city, her breath catching in her throat, shoulders visibly slumping.

      “Yeah,” Artemis said. “This is definitely a problem.”
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      My lungs struggled for air as I sprinted through the streets, the goddess of the moon and the hunt at my side. By that point we were well past caring about the Veil, and besides, California? No one really bats an eyelash if you see a woman walking the streets in a toga and sandals with a bow and arrow strapped to her back. Chances are, there’s a fantasy convention in town.

      Box was a different matter entirely, though. We needed all the help we could get, and if that meant having backup in the form of a sentient little treasure chest with the personality of a loyal dog and the appetite of a half-starved dinosaur, then so be it. Chips of asphalt flew as Box’s wooden undercarriage smashed at the street with every bounding leap. If we survived this, maybe I could teach him a thing or two about growing a pair of legs.

      Where we were headed to, though, was anybody’s guess. There was no sign of Belphegor and his three hags – worse, no sign of Florian. But the slow, creeping spread of the carpet of flowers had to mean that they were at the center of it all, and as completely dangerous as it sounded, the center was where we needed to go. That was starting to look very much like Central Square, of all places, the city’s geographic heart, and incidentally, the stomping grounds for the Valero chapter of the Lorica.

      That, at least, explained the clutch of mages already actively patrolling the streets. Hands attacked the overgrowth of crimson flowers, blasting magic from their bare fingers. Scions barked commands and instructions as they contributed their own powerful magics. Yet even with twenty or so mages at work, there was no stopping the tide of flowers. They kept on growing, and growing, and growing.

      I skidded to a halt, just at the same time that Artemis did. She looked down at her feet, trampling a bunch of the blooms under one sandaled foot, then glowering at the ground as she found them multiplying again. I could have been imagining things, but it looked to me as if three more flowers blossomed for every one that she’d stomped. Nearby, Box snuffled as he snapped and chomped at every petal in reach. I couldn’t tell if he was helping or hurting.

      “This is a nightmare,” I muttered, my chest heaving as my body strained to recover from our run. “The Lorica’s out in full force and they’re barely getting anything under control. This is a damn nightmare.”

      “Oh, really? You think so?” Artemis snarled as she kicked at another cluster of flowers, cursing under her breath as those, too, grew and multiplied with the deaths of their forebears. “Let’s forget that I’m a totally vulnerable actual goddess out in your reality for a second and think about this. How the hell are we supposed to fight this – whatever the hell all this garbage is?”

      My hand shook as I ran it through my hair, as I searched Central Square wildly for any sign of the Prince of Sloth. Where the hell could he be hiding?

      I had to thank the last of my fraying nerves for keeping my limbs in control, at least, because a hand tapped me on the shoulder just then. If I’d been a tad more unhinged, a little more impulsive, just like the sword in my hand kept telling me to be, I would have spun around in an arc and drawn a circle through the air with its edge.

      Instead I whirled on my feet, eyes huge and mad, looking fully insane, I assumed, when I came face to face with Maharani.

      “Mr. Albrecht. You’ve come.”

      I nodded hurriedly. “My friend. Florian, you met him at Beatrice’s place. He’s hurt, and he’s being used for this. Belphegor corrupted him somehow, controlled his mind, and together they’re making all this happen.”

      “We put together as much,” she said, nodding.

      “You have to help him. Couldn’t you, I don’t know, stop time?”

      Maharani shook her head. “Not on this scale, no. The strain would simply kill me.” She clasped me by the shoulder, her fingers delicate, but strong as they pressed reassuringly. “It’s all right, Mason. Florian, we’re going to find him, and we’re going to help him.” Her eyes flitted past me just then, and it was just the kind of pithy, noncommittal expression that told me she was probably only saying what I was hoping to hear.

      Carefully, I took her hand off my shoulder, then shook my head. “I know what you’re thinking, that we’re going to have to kill him if it comes down to it. I’ll tell you right now that I’m not going to let that happen.”

      Rani’s eyes kept focusing on a point just past my shoulder, long enough that I knew she was trying to communicate something with her gaze. I spun on my feet again, this time even more surprised to come face to chest with another of their number, a tall, scruffy man in a brown trench coat who clearly smoked too many cigarettes and didn’t get enough sleep.

      “You know how this works, Mason,” the man said. “The Lorica is about saving both the mundane and magical communities at large, and if that means nipping the problem in the bud – pardon the pun – then that’s exactly what we’ll have to do.”

      I gritted my teeth as I forced out as polite an answer as I could muster. “Hello, Royce. Good to see you again.”

      Royce was also a Scion, someone I’d met through my friends at the Boneyard, as hard an ass as hard-asses came in the arcane underground. He was a Mouth and a Wing, which meant he wielded the powers of both telepathy and teleportation. It made him the ideal candidate for heading the Lorica’s PR department. Royce was all about damage control. Unfortunately, he was also all about taking the most direct route. If that meant smashing the problem to smithereens with a blunt instrument, then so be it.

      He shook his head. “I wish we could have met again under more casual circumstances, but this is life in the underground, eh? One fucking disaster after the other.” He ran his fingers through his hair, his other hand already fumbling in his pocket for a pack of cigarettes. “Christ. Cleaning this up and making the normals forget it ever happened is going to be a nightmare.”

      Maharani tutted as she swatted at his hand. “This is no time for smoking. And those things are terrible for you, anyway. But I appreciate that you’ve thought ahead to cleaning up the scene. It means you are at least hopeful that we’ll survive this.”

      “We’d goddamn better,” Artemis brayed, poking her head into the conversation, physically shunting her body into the circle. “Hi, I’m Artemis, goddess of the hunt, mistress of the moon, etcetera. Can we just get this over with? Have any of you Lorica goons located a target? Point me at it. Show me Belphegor and I’ll put an arrow through his face. Done and done. Game over.”

      I wasn’t expecting Royce to look so flustered. He immediately put away his cigarettes when Artemis stared at him when he wouldn’t even listen to Maharani about them in the first place. “It’s – it’s not that simple,” he stammered. “We’ve got our Eyes working on it, scrying the scene, but we’re talking a demon prince here. One of the Seven. If he doesn’t want to be found, he won’t be.”

      “Interesting, isn’t it, sister?” A hand snaked across Artemis’s shoulders, draping along her back with familiarity and just a hint of filth. The grin Loki offered us was sticky, sweet enough to make my skin crawl. “How much the humans bleat when one among us thinks to overstep their silly little laws.”

      Artemis took a half step away from Loki, unsheathing a dagger from her hip in one smooth motion, poising it at his throat. “I’m not your sister, you clown. And this city has seen enough of your tricks for one lifetime.”

      Loki ran one finger down the length of his cheek, pouting. “Oh, but you do wound me, Artemis. Are we not of the same breed, you and I? We may come from different corners of this loathsome planet, yet on earth we remain gods. Ancient, unyielding, and powerful.”

      Like an idiot, I slipped myself between them, forming a barrier between trickster and huntress, despite knowing that I was like a sheet of rice paper between two dueling gales.

      “The goddess is different, trickster.” This time it was Maharani who spoke, her tone cold, stiff. “She is willing to help the progeny of those who worshipped at her temples in days long passed. And you? You are content to sow chaos wherever you step.”

      Loki rolled his eyes and chuckled. “When you’ve lived as long as I have, you seek out more and more exciting ventures.” He squatted down on his haunches, reaching out to pet Box, then recoiling hurriedly when he snapped at the god’s fingers with razor teeth. “The creation of life, perhaps, or as in the Prince of Sloth’s case, it seems, the snuffing out of it.” He got back up on his feet, pushing his hands into his hips and thrusting out his chest. “And what are you going to do about it anyway, Scion? Arrest me?”

      He said the word “Scion” with all the spitting satisfaction and violence of a curse. Maharani bared her teeth, but said nothing. Beside her, Royce glared daggers into Loki’s skin, but the god was right. On both a magical and mundane level, Loki was far, far too powerful, nigh untouchable.

      But not, as we had all assumed, entirely useless.

      “There,” he said, raising his head to the sky. “There is your demon prince.”

      I followed Loki’s finger where it pointed, high up to the tallest skyscraper in Central Square, in all of Valero: his own offices at Happy, Inc.

      “I’ll only ask once, Loki,” I said. “Will you help us in this fight?”

      He smirked at me, shook his head, then snapped his fingers, an ornate wooden seat appearing just behind him. “I think not. This is far too entertaining for me as it is.” He crossed his legs as he sat on his spectator’s chair, his eyes sweeping up and down my body as he gnawed on the edge of his thumb. “I prefer to watch, if you catch my drift.” Loki winked. My insides shuddered.

      “No point talking to him,” Maharani said. “He won’t help.” Royce mumbled something to the same effect. Artemis grumbled.

      “Oh, fine,” Loki said, pulling something that jingled out of his suit jacket, then tossing it at me. I caught it in both hands, a set of keys. “Take the elevator up to the rooftop gardens. That’s where you’ll find both Belphegor and your friend. I can feel it in my bones.”

      I looked down into my hands, scowling at the keys attached to a small, silver figurine of a wolf.

      “Of course,” Loki added, “you could always make it more interesting.” He folded his fingers together, resting his elbows in his lap, then his chin on the backs of his hands. “You’re practically an angel, are you not? Why don’t you just flap your wings and fly up there?”

      Fly? I looked at him, mouth parched, then up at the building.

      “Prove that you’re worthy of carrying your father’s name, nephilim.” Loki chuckled to himself, leaning back into his throne. “Prove that you are indeed the son of Samyaza.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      My throat was dry, and I knew exactly why. It was a stupid dare from a god known for his proclivity for deception, yet there I was, wondering if I could actually sprout wings and fly myself up to the gardens. It was the shortest way from point A to point B, and wasn’t it part of my birthright, after all?

      But the last time I took flight I ended up being sick for days, chucking up my guts and burning with fever. I clenched my teeth, as well as my fingers, the archangel’s sword still warm in my hands. Flying would be fast, but it’d also ruin my body again. How could Loki be so wrong and so right at the same time?

      Maharani closed her hand around the back of mine, leaning in to whisper. “Don’t listen to him. If misdirection was one of the deadly sins, Loki would become the prince of its hell instantly. Focus on the task at hand.” Then even more quietly, she added: “You – you have flown on your own before, haven’t you?”

      The god waved his hand lazily. “Yes, yes. On the task at hand, like the Scion says.” He seemed totally comfortable where he was, the legs of his chair already twined over with Sloth’s terrible red vines and blossoms. “Look at that, he really is on my rooftop garden. I was right.” He cupped his hands over his mouth like a megaphone. “Don’t trample the peonies, now, Belphegor.” Loki leaned back in his chair and chuckled. “Silly demon.”

      See, that’s how it worked with entities. Fickle, vapid, never caring, except when they did. Artemis had always been one of the good ones, lending a hand to humanity whenever true danger presented itself. It was her failing, the very reason the other gods of moon and night revoked their support of her and took away so much of her original pre-Paradise domicile.

      But some entities aren’t just fickle. Some are assholes, too.

      Loki was right, though. A familiar crimson glow was emanating from the peak of Happy, Inc. headquarters, the same color that marked Belphegor and his demon magics.

      “Nephilim,” said a familiar voice from on high. I couldn’t make out where Belphegor stood, exactly, but the crimson light of his power pulsed with every booming syllable. “Come and see. Use your wings and fight. Come and see.”

      My grip tightened even harder. “What the hell is up with these entities wanting me to fly so badly?” Not that it would have been a huge deal, apart from that little problem of me never having done it since the day I got airsick and puked my guts out.

      “Flying or no, doesn’t matter. You don’t need wings when you’ve got a Wing on hand.” Royce stretched his arms, his joints popping as he rolled his neck from side to side. “Everybody come close. It’s time to confront that crimson asshole.”

      I crowded closer to Royce with Maharani and Artemis, pursing my lips and tutting to call Box over. Loki twiddled his fingers at us in a silent, smirking goodbye. I glowered at him in a silent, scowling echo. We each grabbed a length of Royce’s coat – with Box bundled up at my feet, resting on top of my shoe – and he snapped his fingers.

      Suddenly Loki, Central Square, the massive carpets of crimson flowers were all gone, replaced by the bone-chilling air and sweet scents of the corporation’s rooftop garden. For whatever reason, none of Belphegor’s blooms were to be found up here, the ground instead a woven mat of horrible, slithering tendrils, very much like the ones Florian and I had to ward off every time we visited Sloth’s hell. Speaking of Florian – speaking of Belphegor, for that matter – where were they?

      Artemis’s bowstring twanged tightly as she nocked her first arrow, surveying the rooftop with hawklike eyes. Royce signaled in silence, indicating that he would move around the left side of the gardens with Maharani, letting me and Artemis take the right.

      I paced as softly as I could, avoiding the undulating mass of blood-red tentacles along the ground, the whole time thinking that there was very little point to keeping a low profile. Belphegor knew we were coming. He’d summoned and taunted us, after all.

      The first sign was the petal that drifted down gently from above us.

      Artemis struck as quickly as a snake, loosing her arrow towards the sky, piercing the petal before it could even reach our heads. And the arrow kept on zinging in flight, heading towards the source of the little intrusion: Belphegor himself, suspended several feet in the air, his body pulsing with a crimson glow.

      I was so hoping that the arrow would take out an eye, pierce his heart, do something, anything – but instead Belphegor reached out lazily with one hand, catching the arrow as if it was a paper plane in mid-flight. Artemis grunted, disappointed that she had whiffed her shot, likely even more annoyed that she’d missed out on an opportunity to maim or kill someone.

      “And so the prodigal son arrives. I thought you would come alone, heir of Samyaza, but who are you without your friends? Just a boy, helpless, grounded, weak, and – ”

      Belphegor’s words were cut short by the whistling of another arrow, then a second, then a third, loosed by Artemis in such rapid succession that I barely saw her hands move. This time Belphegor held his hand out, red light gleaming in a translucent bubble around his body. The arrows pinged against his shield, three glassy, futile sounds as they were deflected and fell uselessly away. Again Artemis cursed under her breath.

      Belphegor stared at her hard, the wind shifting his hair so that it exposed his third eye. All three of them burned crimson as he took in the sight of our motley crew.

      “A half-baked nephilim, two hedge wizards, and a crippled goddess. Pitiful. Is that really all you’ve managed to muster against me? Unsurprising. Everyone always underestimates Sloth. The most harmless of the sins, the least of the Seven, yes.” Belphegor brushed his hair up and away from his face, his expression hard as he regarded the city below us. “They won’t say that any longer.”

      The prince’s body rocked gently with the wind as he levitated above us. Maharani tugged on my sleeve, her voice uncharacteristically wavering when she spoke.

      “Mason,” she murmured. “Look closer.”

      What I hadn’t immediately noticed were all the vein-like appendages trailing out of Belphegor’s limbs, pulsating and throbbing like arteries as they fed him power. I followed the tendrils to their natural endpoint, and my heart did a mournful tumble.

      Florian. He was half-buried in the earth, hands and fingers pressed into the soil, the holes in his forehead connecting his mind and his soul to Belphegor’s through those same veiny tentacles.

      “What the fuck are you doing to him?” My voice quaked and cracked as I screamed. “Let him go. You let him go now, Belphegor, or – ”

      Belphegor’s cruel laughter filled the air, rumbling across the gardens. “Or what, nephilim? What could you possibly do to stop me? Try to free your friend from my link and he dies. Harm me and he withers away, a mindless vegetable. Either way, his death will be slow, painful, as what’s left of his persona screams and suffers from the inside of his skull. Is that what you’ll risk to save your sweet Florian, Mason Albrecht? Is stopping me worth his demise?”

      My fist was balled so tightly that I felt my fingernails cut deep enough into my skin to draw blood. In my right hand, the archangel’s sword called to me in a wordless siren song, beseeching me to kill, to draw the demon prince’s blood instead. The consequences didn’t matter, the sword said. Only justice, only rebellion.

      Behind me, Maharani and Royce were strategizing in hushed tones. She couldn’t stop time around someone as powerful as one of the Seven. He couldn’t condone calling down the full fury of the Heart, a blast of fire from the sky itself, because it would destroy the building utterly and set off a massive chain of collateral damage. And now there was talk of reinforcements, of Royce calling on more Wings to transport mages to the rooftop so we could fight Belphegor on more even terms.

      And yet – and yet everything would end with Florian dying anyway.

      Talk. All talk and useless bluster, the sword said. My sword. Not an archangel’s. The Lorica could help if they ever came up with a plan, but what we needed were results. Quick, immediate results.

      “He doesn’t deserve this,” I cried out, understanding that I needed to buy the Lorica time, barely resisting the urge to murder, to smash and destroy. “Let him go. You have your stupid fucking flowers. Let him be.”

      Belphegor’s eyes burned with red fire as he acknowledged me, the same light emanating from his mouth when he scoffed. “And then what? How will I finish what needs to be done?”

      “This is hardly original,” I said, resorting to mockery. I watched with pride as Box ate endlessly away at the flowers, like he was trying to help prove my point. “Someone tried to overgrow the world before, choke it out with plants. Is that your plan? If so – it’s not a very good one.”

      Again Belphegor scoffed. “That’s where you’re wrong, nephilim. You can’t possibly believe that these plants are normal. My hags were very sure to see to that.”

      Wait. The hags.

      Where were the witches?
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      Maharani was the first to go down, tumbling in a swirl of silks and the first witch’s snow-white hair. The hag hissed and raked with her claws, and I would have rushed to help Rani if the second hag hadn’t burst out of the foliage and leapt directly for my throat.

      I rolled out of the way just in time, sword at the ready, though ready for what, I couldn’t be sure. Royce was helping Maharani up off the ground, his cheek welling with blood from three shallow scratches left there by talons. The hags were gone again, nowhere to be found, and I hadn’t even spotted the third one yet.

      Artemis pivoted on her hips, machine-like in her precision, yet ever fluid and graceful. She let an arrow fly towards what looked like a topiary sculpted in the shape of a large wolf. The air blurred as the arrow met its mark: a witch’s forehead. The hag’s eyes crossed as they focused on the arrow protruding from her brow. She collapsed to the ground, instantly dead.

      “What the hell are these things?” I hissed. “I thought he was the Prince of Sloth. Why are his minions like overgrown cheetahs? They shouldn’t be this fast.”

      Artemis shrugged as she nocked another arrow. “Hell if I know. It’s all the same to me. Next one that comes out here is dead, same as that one on the pavement.”

      Her bowstring twanged again, but this time by accident. She cried out, a red tendril seizing her by the wrist.

      “Artemis!”

      I slashed with my sword, severing the tendril in one blow, but not at all anticipating the seven that sprouted in its place. Like all the flowers, like a fucking hydra. Just what was Belphegor planning?

      The tendrils latched on to both of Artemis’s wrists, then her ankles, restraining tightly, like the plants knew that they had to neutralize the strongest member of our team posthaste.

      “Every time,” Artemis grunted, struggling against her restraints. “Every time we run into a demon prince I get tied up like this. The fuck is with your perverted kinks, you stupid demon – mmph!”

      A fifth tentacle had found its way to her mouth, wrapping across her lips and cutting off anything else she had to say. Belphegor laughed, his unseen hags echoing him with their cackles.

      “The goddess has a filthy mouth. Most uncouth. Unclean. Undeserving for the attention of one who will soon be the greatest among the Seven.”

      His eyes were still burning with the same terrible light, his voice distant, as though his mind was a separate entity from his body. And was he talking different, too? A little too formal for his style. What the hell was happening?

      Royce lobbed a fireball up towards Belphegor, another futile attempt as the flames crashed, then snuffed out as they struck the prince’s force bubble. “The greatest? The hell are you talking about? That’s never going to happen, Sloth.”

      The greatest among the Seven. The words reverberated in my mind as I slashed again and again at the tendrils restraining Artemis, her eyes going wider and more manic as more and more of the sentient vines appeared with each one I destroyed. She shook her head desperately, her eyes dark with warning. Was I supposed to stop? What else was I supposed to do?

      Belphegor spoke again, his voice calmer, somehow, despite his words being filled with so much menace. “It is meant to be, Scion. A hedge wizard like you couldn’t possibly hope to comprehend. The alraune’s magic will let me fuel the growth of these flowers so that they spread across cities, states, over oceans as they reach their vines over this pitiful world.”

      “I knew it,” I yelled at him, because taunting and distracting him felt like the only thing I could do anymore. “That’s played out, Belphegor.”

      “Is it, nephilim? Is it ‘played out’ and ‘unoriginal’ for the flowers that my hags have worked so lovingly on to take root, mature within minutes, then release spores meant to paralyze every human that comes in contact with them?”

      My blood froze, my muscles still as I exchanged cautious glances with the Scions. Even Artemis stopped struggling, momentarily stunned by the revelation.

      “Paralyze,” I repeated dumbly.

      “You heard what I said, nephilim. Mass paralysis is the name of the game. What would those of the Seven do to corrupt a population that cannot sin, nor move, only breathe and stare in horror out of disobedient eyes gone wide in permanent terror? Sloth isn’t laziness, or luxury, or decay. True sloth is apathy, inertia, loss of momentum. It is nothingness. Take away man’s capacity to sin, freeze them all, and I will be left the most powerful among the Seven.”

      “You can’t do that!” Maharani shouted.

      Belphegor grinned madly at her. “Oh, truly, Scion? Can’t I? Those are fine words for someone who plays with time as recklessly as a child with a spinning top. I’d have thought that this would be more familiar to you, Maharani Naidu. Won’t you join me and freeze time in turn? Such a pair we would make.”

      “Never,” Rani snarled, her fists balled, her eyes wet.

      “Suit yourself.” Belphegor sighed. “It isn’t my place to question why you squander so much of your power to preserve your own husband in temporal stasis. How cruel. They’ll never find a cure, you know.”

      The air seemed to grow colder as Rani glowered at the prince. Tears rolled down her cheeks, her voice shaking. “Go back to hell, you foul abomination. Never speak to me of my husband. How could you even – no. Enough.” She turned to Royce, wiping her shawl furiously across her cheeks. “We have to call in a strike and end this right here.”

      Royce stepped closer to her, their faces almost pushed up against each other as he spoke, slowly and deeply, as if relaying the gravity of what she was suggesting. “We’ve gone over this. The consequences would be catastrophic. We’d wipe out the building, Lorica HQ, and tons of civilians. It’s impossible. Can’t be done.”

      “Will someone fucking help me out here already?” Artemis’s shouts came out muffled, her lips sputtering as they found a breach in the tangle of vines crisscrossed over her mouth. “Do something before they rip me apart. I swear, if I die here tonight, Belphegor, my family will – ”

      Artemis’s words – in fact, practically every noise on the rooftop was smothered by a familiar rushing noise, one I recognized as the violent, high speed crash and tumble of magical flames. Artemis’s eyes went huge, her lips mouthing what I had no doubt were extremely creative and extremely volatile curses as the flames ate away at the vines tied around her extremities, at the petals and flowers surrounding her. Within seconds, the fires had burned the plants clear away, leaving her miraculously unharmed.

      She stared down at her arms in befuddlement, blinking. I searched the garden for the source of the fires, my heart practically falling out of my ass when I found the man responsible.

      “Ignis.”

      Another roaring torrent of flames emanated from the palm of Quilliam J. Abernathy’s hand, rushing over the flowers and tendrils carpeting the garden, consuming them utterly. Box yelped like a frightened puppy as he clattered towards me, hiding behind my legs. I patted him in reassurance, then collected him into my hands, whispering soothing nothings as his instincts kicked in and he shrank to the size of a die. I tucked him into one of my jacket pockets, zipping it up to keep him safe. Box had seen enough action for one night.

      I couldn’t say the same for myself and the others. My mouth was still hanging open at the sight of Quill coming to the rescue, stunned by the simple fact that his fires, for once, were directed at a common enemy, and not at my face.

      The gush of flames ended. From somewhere in the trees, Belphegor’s two remaining hags shrieked in fury at the demise of their handiwork. Quill had the right idea. Just like a mythical hydra, the flowers and tendrils couldn’t reproduce on scorched earth.

      There was a flurry of noise and voices as Artemis thanked Quill for his help, as Royce commended him on his talent. In the midst of it all, Quilliam trained his eyes on me.

      “It was nothing.” He winked at me. I glowered. He raised his fingers to his lips, blowing across them like he would on the barrel of a gun. “Just gotta kill them with fire.”
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      I grimaced. I couldn’t say it was good to see Quilliam in such circumstances, despite him helping us out. Artemis wasn’t holding back on the gratitude, shaking his hand fervently. I groaned. Just another thing for Quill to let get to his head.

      “Fire magic works, well and good,” Maharani said, “but we can’t go around the entire city burning everything. There are too many risks.”

      “Then we nip it in the bud, like I said.” Royce held two fingers up to his temple, like he was activating an invisible device. “Yeah, send some Wings and Hands out to find the perimeter for these things. Use fire. As much as you can spare. Beat it back while we manage things up here. Raze everything, but control the burn. Be careful.”

      Artemis nocked another arrow, watching the trees and the bushes for another sign of the hags. “Why don’t you bring up more of your Scions? You need the big guns.”

      Maharani shook her head. “Everyone’s already engaged, at least the ones we could contact. These flowers are everywhere. Mr. Albrecht. Behind you.”

      I spun on my feet, my blade already carving a semicircle through the air. One of the hags had snuck up on me, and she would have dodged the cut of my sword as she attempted to duck – but something had stopped her dead in her tracks. Time magic? Her eyes went huge with terror as she watched the sword cleave her skull open.

      “Thanks,” I told Maharani over my shoulder, still looking out for the last witch. “But I thought you said you couldn’t stop time for – ”

      “For something like Belphegor, yes. That is correct. But his minions, I can handle.”

      Belphegor’s chanting rang through the air, a bizarre, layered cacophony of words and voices. I’d had very little experience with the demonic tongue up until that point, and I realized that night that ignorance truly was bliss, especially when it came to their language. I couldn’t understand a word of Sloth’s incantations, but I knew in my heart that everything he said was intrinsically blasphemous, evil, corrupt, as if the very vernacular itself was built upon the unholy concepts of the prime hells.

      It was just distracting enough to confuse the senses of even the most stoic and experienced among us. The third hag came stampeding out of the underbrush, shrieking at the top of her lungs as she descended on Maharani in a rage. It was almost effortless, how Rani held her hand out and froze the witch in place. A single whistling arrow in the chest sealed the hag’s fate. Her body crashed to the ground, disintegrating into a pile of petals.

      From above us, Belphegor roared. “You think you’ve stopped anything? You’re only delaying the inevitable.”

      He roared louder when another gout of fire consumed an even larger section of crimson flowers. Loki’s garden was going to be just cinders and ashes by the time Quill was finished.

      Belphegor scowled, then slashed his hand through the air. It wasn’t there just seconds ago, but a projectile the size and shape of a crimson spear materialized from thin air, soaring directly for Quilliam. His eyes went wide with surprise, and maybe some slight terror.

      Damn it.

      I raced to Quill’s side, raising my free arm in front of us both, a golden kite shield from the Vestments springing into our reality from out of the armories upstairs. I flinched, digging my heels into the earth as the spear struck the shield, its impact threatening to throw me off my feet. But we were safe. The spear disappeared, its power spent.

      Beside me, I could hear Quilliam gasping for breath. His knees were bent, his body huddled behind my shield.

      “Didn’t need you to save me,” he grunted.

      “Get over yourself. You did us a favor, so I did you one. We’re even for now, but when this is over, we go back to wanting to kill each other.”

      His eyes flashed as he gathered a clump of fire in one hand. “Deal. Lower the shield.”

      I did, and Quill thrust his arm out, hurling a fireball at the crimson flowers. Royce and Maharani had handled the rest of the rooftop – fire magic was probably the most common tool for arcane combat, but even that was too complicated for me. It meant nothing to a Scion, and even less, apparently, to Quill, who wielded the element like a flamethrower.

      Note to self. Never, ever let him know that I’d complimented him, even mentally, at any point in my existence.

      “It’s over, Belphegor,” I shouted. “The Lorica’s sweeping the city. We just need to do some cleanup here, and that’s it. Your plan is ruined. Give us Florian. Give up your insane plot.”

      The Prince of Sloth looked down coolly on us, studying each of our faces and finally settling on mine. “Your first mistake, nephilim, is thinking that this is finished. Your second is trusting the hell-spawned mongrel pretending to help you.”

      Quilliam stood on the balls of his feet as he shouted. “I am not a mongrel!” He turned over his shoulder, glowering at me. “And not that you should care, but I’m not doing this to help you. Belphegor cannot be allowed to overtake the others. Mother will be angry.”

      There it was. Mother? But before I could think to ask, Belphegor spoke again, this time in a gloating, taunting tone.

      “Yes, that’s right! Your mother. How is the old whore these days? Still squirting out undeserving heirs left and right?”

      “I am not undeserving.” Quill reached for another ball of fire, reeling back as he prepare to lob it at the prince. “And you will never be allowed to speak of Mother in that tone again.”

      The fireball flew, smashed into Belphegor’s shield, then dissipated, as expected, into sparks and useless smoke. I knew that Sloth was good at baiting me into anger, but Quill was buying into his game even harder.

      Belphegor shrugged as the flames died away. “You really are your mother’s offspring. Just as impulsive and single-minded as that reprehensible harlot could ever be. This has been a waste of my time. Send Asmodeus my regards.” He lifted his head to the sky, levitating higher.

      “He’s getting away,” Royce shouted.

      From near him, I heard Maharani mutter. “Asmodeus. The Prince of Lust.”

      “That’s right,” Quill said. “The Court of Sloth has always yearned for power it doesn’t deserve, but this time it looks like Belphegor may just get what he wants.”

      I raised my head, releasing my shield back to the Vestments, tracing Belphegor’s ascent as leathery wings burst from his back, carrying him higher and higher above the clouds. To my horror, the tendrils linking him to Florian disengaged. I rushed to his side, falling on my knees as the last of the vines left the sockets in his forehead. He was breathing. Either Belphegor was lying, or he’d already siphoned all that he needed out of Florian’s brain.

      “Florian?” I spoke softly, careful not to shock him, wanting to nudge him on the shoulder, but terrified that it would hurt him even more. “Florian, buddy? You okay there?”

      He groaned, coughing out what looked like clods of dirt, and somehow it was the best thing that I’d seen happen all day. The holes in his head were dry, no longer bleeding, but it was still alarming to see them up close, these fissures that Belphegor had used to reach into his mind.

      Florian’s lashes fluttered, and his eyes focused on me. “Mace? That you, buddy? Did we win?”

      I patted him on the arm. “Not yet, we haven’t. But I’m going to change that.”

      Artemis ran over as well, running her fingers across Florian’s brow. “You’re okay,” she said. “He’s going to be okay. I’ll make sure of it.”

      I nodded, then turned to the Scions. “Will you make sure my friend will be safe? He didn’t want any part of this. You have to know this isn’t his fault.”

      Royce pursed his lips, but Maharani’s gentle smile answered for them both. “You have my word, Mr. Albrecht.”

      I nodded again in thanks, then looked to the sky, following the faint trail of crimson fire burning just beyond the clouds. Quilliam stepped up next to me, his cheeks still flushed with anger.

      “So,” I said. “Half demon, huh? Must be interesting.”

      He shook his head. “It is what it is. I fucking hate it sometimes. Shitload of politics.”

      “Yeah. I think we can fix that. Part of it, at least.”

      I shrugged off my jacket, the chill of the night running across my bare arms. Quill frowned at me. “The hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Nipping things in the bud. Hold my jacket.”

      He did, confused, folding it into a bundle in his arms. I gripped my sword tight, then sprinted for the edge of the rooftop.

      “What the hell are you doing, Albrecht? Are you fucking crazy?”

      I jumped.

      My body fell into a swan dive, and I fell, and kept on falling, the wind screaming in my ears. Then, for the first time in far too long, I became who I was. I spread my wings, danced on a gust of wind, and swung up into the sky, flying once more.

      The Prince of Sloth had better be ready, I thought, sword in hand, wings fully unfurled. The son of Samyaza was coming for him.
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      Yes, I know. Fine. The last time I took to the skies, I was throwing up into a bucket and sick for days. That was just going to be a risk I would have to take.

      The wind was howling, my wings beating faster and harder as I fought upstream to reach Belphegor, now just a crimson sphere in the distance, an ominous red glow in the night.

      I regretted leaving my jacket behind, but I didn’t want it ruined. How angels dealt with clothes and wings, I couldn’t even fathom. My shirt had ripped open and apart the moment I’d engaged my wings, falling into a tattered swirl into the abyss far beneath me. The night wind was cold, icy as it sheared against my skin. All the more reason for me to hate Belphegor, for this potential future bout of pneumonia, for what he did to Florian.

      And yet all I could think of was how much Tylenol I was going to need to kill the big honking migraine I would get after touching down. That presupposed the possibility that I was going to survive, but I liked Maharani’s way of thinking, of looking ahead to the better eventualities despite how hopeless everything might seem. If I was going to take advice about the future, I was going to take it from the lady who could play with time magic.

      The worst part was knowing that all this creatio ex nihilo stuff wasn’t going to help me in the slightest out there. You can’t just conjure a cannon and hold it up in the clouds. I work out, but I don’t have the upper body strength for that. No one does. Concentrating on flying and not plunging to my death was hard enough.

      But not far now. I could see from Belphegor’s position that he hadn’t moved in the last few seconds or so, content to stay in one spot. Of course, that could have heralded worse things. It meant that he was brewing something, gathering his energies for something big. I chanced a look at the world below us, hardly able to tell what we were flying over, exactly, only vaguely aware that the splotch of concrete and steel beneath us – with its occasional blooms of magical fire – was Valero. I looked closer, and among the twinkling city lights, even from far above, I could spot the unmistakable blood red of the flowers crafted by Belphegor’s witches and their awful hagriculture. The fight wasn’t looking good. The flowers were still spreading.

      I clenched my teeth and soared forward, resolute. Then the key really was to destroy Belphegor, to stop this madness at its source. He couldn’t be allowed to become the strongest of the Seven. The prime princes were just fine the way they were, already dangerous in their individual capacities as demon nobility. Humanity didn’t need one running amok and trying to turn the planet into something out of Sleeping Beauty.

      “Belphegor,” I shouted. “Whatever you’re doing, stop.”

      His eyes burned red, even redder than the crimson glow of his skin, and he extended a finger at me. I flinched, expecting him to hurl another of those dangerous energy projectiles he’d used to attack Quilliam. But what came at me instead was far worse. It was an evil, gloating monologue.

      “So, the son of Samyaza comes,” he shouted back, sneering. “He’s a big man now, isn’t he, using his wings? Your father would be so proud.”

      “Well, now you’re just being an asshole.” I flew on a gust of air, rushing Belphegor so suddenly that he didn’t expect me coming. My sword was poised to strike at his throat, but he was quick to react, one hand lifting to deflect the blow with the clang of metal on metal, a red flicker of light flashing from his palm.

      “Look at you now, biting the hand that feeds you.” Belphegor’s lips drew back. “Haven’t I treated you so well? I could have killed you at so many points during our fragile friendship, nephilim, and yet I spared you. Was that all worth nothing?”

      Gritting my teeth, I doubled back, hating that my anger made it so easy for Belphegor to read my actions. He raised his other hand, and I landed another glancing blow that made my arm shudder with the impact.

      “I don’t take kindly to people who hurt my friends. For that matter, I don’t take kindly to people who threaten the world I live in.”

      He scoffed, his forehead wrinkling, his third eye blazing with red fire. “You’re a mongrel. Only half human, and yet you show these people your loyalty. Why? You are nothing to them. And they’re nothing to you, as they are nothing to the Court of Sloth. Let me do this one thing. Let me take what’s rightfully mine, and I will give you a seat in my house, nephilim. Heaven won’t take you. You’re an aberration. And you’ll never be truly human, either. Come to me. Join me.” He reached forward with his hand, talons glinting in the moonlight as he stretched out his fingers. “What choice do you have but to go to hell?”

      The flames in Belphegor’s eyes burned hot when he grinned, thinking he’d maneuvered me into a corner. But the fire in my heart, the sigils on my chest burned stronger, casting a golden haze against the clouds.

      “There is always a choice. I have my free will, as you have yours.” I raised my sword again, ready to rush for another assault, as many as it would take to break Belphegor’s demonic shielding, to make him yield. “I choose what’s right for me, for humanity. You can go fuck yourself.”

      Red fire flickered as Belphegor’s eyes twitched, making every effort to keep his anger to himself. But based humbly on my own experience with demons, restraint was never really one of their strong points. He sucked in a deep breath, for a split second seeming almost larger than the teenage vessel that contained him. Something was coming, and I was sure I wasn’t going to like it.

      “You think that killing my servants slowed us down. You think my detachment from your alraune friend means that this is over.” I didn’t like the way the grin spread itself slowly across his lips, creeping like the carpet of flowers threatening to choke the city below. “Dearest, sweet Mason. We’ve only just begun.”

      Belphegor spread his hands, and the first red petal fell.

      “No,” I muttered. “No, no.”

      The Prince of Sloth turned in place, swaying in a gentle wind as flowers issued from his bare hands, from the soles of his feet, tumbling from under the locks of his hair, like a great, ruby dragon shedding its scales. The petals drifted like bloody snow, a storm of crimson flowers, some falling above the city itself, others carried off by the wind.

      Belphegor hummed to himself as he went on his endless pirouette, a blissful smile playing on his lips. “Valero, then California. Then the country, then the world.” His eyes met mine as he spun in place. “It’s curious, isn’t it? The places the wind can take us.”

      I didn’t need any big, fancy speeches to tell me what those petals would do if they took root. I slashed at a cluster of them that flew too near my body, but all that did was toss them about uselessly in the wind. The Lorica couldn’t handle this shit. No one could. Not their international body, not even the Hooded Council in Europe, not anyone. Belphegor was going to put the world to sleep, claim power on his own terms, and siphon the life out of everyone and everything.

      There was only one thing to do: rend and smash. I flew forward, my wings beating desperately against the wind to reach Belphegor, to aim for his heart. The sword in my hand was blazing with white fire, my skin almost to the point of burning from the searing heat. But inside, I could hear faint voices. Without words, the sword was telling me to kill, destroy, to raze and ruin.

      Yet every slash, every slice I attempted against the prince was met with derisive laughter, the brilliant cocoon of energy around him forming an invulnerable sheath. My muscles screamed as I fought, my skin beading with cold sweat. I couldn’t punch through. I thought I would crush my teeth to powder with the frustration, the sword’s hilt cutting into my skin as I gripped it harder and harder. Who was I, anyway? What was I against the might of one of the Seven?

      “A light in the darkness.”

      That voice. It was the sword. Before this point, every little thing it had told me was relayed as an emotion, a compulsion, the momentary glimmer of an image in my mind’s eye. But now, actual words.

      “A light in the darkness,” I echoed under my breath, petals swirling around me, the night a surging vortex of red. And then it happened.

      The flames on the sword built to a roaring head, raging with white heat, licking at my wrist, my arm, consuming me. I screamed in agony, in terror, the sigils on my chest searing as painfully as the day they’d appeared on my skin, branding me for the abomination I was.

      “Not an abomination,” the voice told me. “A blessing.”

      A blessing? No, a blight on the world. A curse. But nothing I could have ever done in my short life could compare to the complete devastation Belphegor would cause if his plan came to fruition. Time, no, life itself would grind to a halt, every human withering slowly in Sloth’s blissful, fragrant paralysis. No. I could never be as terrible as Belphegor. Taint, curse, abomination that I was – I still had work to do.

      I cried out in anger, in sheer pain, lifting the flaming sword to the heavens, howling as my mind begged for whichever archangel owned this terrible relic to come reclaim it. Yet I knew they wouldn’t come. This was something I’d stolen from them, fire from the gods, something that shouldn’t have ever come into mortal hands. And it was consuming me. It was killing me.

      The world burst into white as the sword’s fullest fury unleashed. I could hardly hear my own screams over the horrific outpouring of energies, a blast so powerful that I should have been obliterated on the spot. Yet light kept spilling from the blade, piercing the dark of night, reaching down to the world below. I gasped as I saw the entire city, even the woods and mountains beyond lit up like pure ivory – from darkest night to starkest white. Even the shadows were gone.

      A light in the darkness.

      And there, layered just above the terror in my voice, were Belphegor’s own screams. The sword’s rush of power kept flowing. It felt as though I was touching the heart of the sun itself. I was going to lose that hand for sure – if, by some miracle, I managed to live at all.

      The sword’s light flickered, then faded. I caught a final glimpse of Belphegor before my eyes fell shut, my body giving out. His clothes had been torn from his body, the skin seared from most of his torso, his arms nothing but exposed bone and flesh, purified by the light of divinity. Miraculously, his face had survived, the crimson light gone, his eyes now filled only with tears of terror. I almost felt sorry for him. Almost.

      But more importantly, every petal in sight, even those drifting to earth – even those that had taken root and grown across the city – had burned to ashes. The sword’s power had destroyed them all. Belphegor’s plan was no more.

      As one, the two of us fell back to earth. My wings were nowhere to be found, gone from my shoulders. Was I just too weak to fly? Maybe the sword’s fire had incinerated the corrupted parts of me, taking the nephilim away.

      Did that mean I was going to die? My head turned slightly towards the ground thousands of feet beneath me, and I chuckled despite the thick lump in my throat. This was it. I was a goner either way.

      Mom, I thought. Dad? I’m coming to see you. I’m coming home.
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      I should have passed out from the pressure and speed of the fall, but I was horribly, terribly conscious through it all, waiting for a painful death when I inevitably struck the streets below. I wondered if I would break through the roof of a car, instantly killing its driver and causing a pileup. Or if I fell just right, I could be skewered on a flagpole. How would they even get my corpse off it? Man, what a way to go.

      Belphegor shrieked as he plummeted, the light of the archangel’s sword not only burning his flowers and most of his body, but apparently nulling his demonic magics as well. Whoever the hell owned the damned thing had to have been so powerful that their leftover essence in the blade could actually hurt – no, absolutely debilitate a demon prince, a member of the Seven.

      But my descent slowed. I was still falling, though not quite as fast. Slowly I realized that there were hands clasped underneath me, carrying me by my back. The air rushed and sounded with the beat of great, huge wings, each flap sending a gust across my skin that made me shiver.

      Far below, from a distance away, I heard a sound that would infest my nightmares. Bones crunched and meat squelched as Belphegor’s husk struck concrete. His wails filled the night, as pained, desperate, and begging as something human. The thing carrying me in its arms chuckled.

      Was it an angel? It had to be. I forced my eyes open, almost immediately needing to shut them again when all I saw was an overwhelming radiance, a blazing light not dissimilar to what the sword had produced.

      The sword which, I noticed, was still grasped in my fingers. I sputtered softly, laughing to myself. Even plunging to my death, something in my body was trying to hold desperately onto it. I kept my eyes shut, allowing my savior to carry me. Savior, I thought, little dribbles of hope filling the cavity left by fear in my chest. Maybe it wasn’t my time yet.

      Who else could it be but Raziel, though? I relaxed as I descended, jerking slightly when we touched land, when I was laid slowly onto what felt like a silken bed. Through my eyelids I could tell that the light had faded, and it was okay to open my eyes again.

      “Thanks, Raz,” I mumbled. “You really saved my bacon.”

      I blinked, my vision still blurry, seeing nothing but the outline of someone humanoid. Somewhere nearby, Belphegor was whimpering, sticky sobs emanating from his ruined lips. I could hear the voices of my friends whispering hurriedly to each other. I made out Florian’s words clearest of all, even though he had to croak them out.

      “Mason,” he said. “Dude. That’s not Raziel.”

      My fingers dug into the satiny surface that I now knew to be flower petals. I sprang to my feet, fighting the dizzying rush of blood that shot straight to my head. My shoes scuffed at the ground as I stumbled away from the thing that had rescued me, away from the bed of flowers. Slowly my sight returned, and I could see that these blooms were pink. Not Belphegor’s poison, just some peonies that Loki had planted there.

      But more importantly, there was the person who had saved me, standing barefoot on the flowerbed. My breath caught in my throat as I studied him, taking in the impossibility of his long, golden hair. It flowed down his back, down to his ankles, nearly touching the ground. I couldn’t tell where his hair ended and his wings began.

      Those were gleaming and metallic, too, every feather sculpted out of filaments so delicate that they could have been wires of the finest gold. The man stood there completely naked, his body lean, his skin smooth, almost pulsing as if with its own radiance, like a lantern illuminated by divine fire. Then his wings unfurled, stretching so long and so high that they shadowed me from the moon. My jaw dropped as I counted them, each wing like a huge, shimmering golden leaf.

      Six. He had six wings.

      My legs buckled. I fell to my knees, my hands cold against the pavement. I felt as though I could be blinded by the archangel’s beauty, but especially his face, which I was only truly seeing for the very first time. His eyes were bright yellow, nearly as gold as his hair and his wings, his features far too flawless to be human. He watched me imperiously, his mouth in a straight, unreadable line.

      I ran my tongue across my lips, tasting salt from new tears, my muscles tightening with awe, wonder, and despair. I’d never seen anyone or anything so beautiful, so perfect, yet terrible, horrific in its majesty.

      “Dear God,” I heard myself mutter.

      The archangel chuckled, his voice like soothing balm, like the sound that silk makes as it rushes over bare skin.

      “God? No, not at all, child. I am the Prince of Pride. I am the Morning Star. My name is Lucifer.”
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      My heart lurched as Lucifer took a single step towards me. Where his foot landed, more of the pink flowers bloomed. When he took his next step, those same flowers shriveled, dead in an instant. I scrambled away, stumbling and falling on my butt. Lucifer laughed.

      “Do not be afraid. I saved you, didn’t I? I have no reason to hurt you. In fact, I’m only here to thank you.”

      Yeah, none of that helped. This was Lucifer. Fucking Lucifer, the Morning Star himself. Angels and archangels and demon princes, well and good – but this guy, this guy was all of those things rolled into one. Six wings, man. Six fucking wings. Game over.

      “Th-thank me for what?”

      “For that.” Lucifer cast a finger across the rooftop, at the squirming, writhing pile of agony and screams that used to be Belphegor. “And for finding my sword, of course. It’s been very naughty, hiding from me like that. And you were even naughtier, stealing it from my armories in the first place. Very naughty indeed.” He tutted and waved one chiding finger, then stretched his hand out. “I believe that belongs to me.”

      My hand shook as I lifted the blade and offered it to the King of Hell. I heard no objections from Royce, Maharani, Florian, Artemis, or Quilliam. Certainly not from Belphegor, who probably didn’t even have enough of a mouth left to protest with. Listen, if Lucifer wanted to, he could have easily annihilated everyone in that garden – and the building, and probably the whole city block, if he felt like it. I wasn’t about to play games.

      He sighed as his fingers made contact with the blade, and I watched in horror as the sword entered, tip-first, through his wrist, sheathing itself inside his arm. Within moments the sword was gone, completely absorbed by Lucifer’s body. He shook his glorious mane of hair, sighing pleasurably. As if it was somehow possible, his skin glowed even more.

      “Ah. Much better.” He lowered his eyes to look at me, giving me a smile that was somehow menacing and warm, all at once. “It’s a good thing you were so easy to find.”

      My forehead furrowed in confusion, then I stared down at my wrist, silently cursing Beatrice Rex for making me a lemon. “Damn it,” I muttered under my breath.

      “Don’t be so disappointed. It’s a trinket, as good as a bauble. Just a strip of leather. Nothing but dead skin to me. It might hide you from my lessers, but how could anyone really hope to hide from me, of all people? Besides, what really piqued my interest was my sword coming to life.”

      I raised my arm at him, showing him the back of my wrist. “You – you can see that?”

      Lucifer laughed again. “I see everything, dear boy. I see, for example, that you are slowly and surely coming into your own as a little princeling.” He folded his arms, his eyes drifting over my body appraisingly, and gave me a wide smile. “Your father would be most proud of you – nephew.”

      His mention of that princeling thing alone should have made me shudder. But – but nephew?

      I knew in my heart of hearts that Belphegor would betray us some day. It was inevitable. I only hated that I didn’t prepare for it to happen. Never trust a demon, but especially not a demon prince. Mom did always say to be careful of the company I kept. I looked across the gardens, finding the faces of the meager family I’d built for myself, of the tenuous, perhaps temporary alliances I’d formed with the Lorica, with my nemesis.

      But now, here I was, owing a debt of gratitude to the Devil himself.

      Lucifer lowered his arms, again turning in place, flowers blooming and dying in his wake as he approached Belphegor’s remains. “And now to attend to business.”

      A sound like sobbing emanated from Belphegor’s ruined body, the pile of bone and gore writhing as Lucifer came closer. I took the opportunity to back the hell up, bumping into the huddle of bodies that was my friends, plus the Lorica – a whole gaggle of them, Royce’s newly arrived support team. Florian dug his fingers into my shoulder, and he hugged me in welcome. I squeezed him back, not even caring that I was getting dirt and soil all over what was left of my clothes.

      We turned to watch as Lucifer knelt, extending his hand towards the sludge of Belphegor’s body. He bent closer, whispering and incanting before touching the mess of gore and bone with the tip of his finger. White light pulsed. Lucifer rose to his feet.

      And then it began.

      Belphegor screamed as his twisted body rearranged itself, a baleful, hellish magic stitching his pieces back into something almost humanoid again. He stared down at himself, at the palms of his hands, marveling as his fingers locked back into place, as nails grew over young, new skin. Within a matter of seconds, Belphegor had gone from a pile of dying meat to the three-eyed stoner teenager I knew and loved to hate.

      “Bless you,” Belphegor said, naked and newborn, sobbing as he crawled on all fours to Lucifer’s feet. “Lucifer, bless you. Thank you. I am forever in your debt. Forever in your service.”

      “Groveling does not become you, brother.” Lucifer stretched out his fingers, studying them with the professional interest of a manicurist. “And neither does lying. That’s Beelzebub’s territory. Flattery isn’t going to get you anywhere.”

      Belphegor froze, his voice suddenly stuck in his throat, caught there like a little bird. He whimpered. “No. I didn’t do anything wrong. My plan didn’t work, so I didn’t. Didn’t do it. No harm done. Nothing.”

      Lucifer tutted, bending forward at the hip, laying one hand on Belphegor’s forehead. The Prince of Sloth trembled, his face glazed in cold sweat, little tears forming in the corners of his eyes.

      “Please, Lucifer. You must understand. I didn’t mean to. I only wanted to show my worth. Everyone laughs at Sloth. Nobody takes my kingdom seriously. I’m the weakest. I’m the smallest.” It might have been a trick of the light, but Belphegor did seem to shrink as he whimpered. My chest twinged as he sobbed, but I steeled myself again. It was hard not to feel so sorry for him. “I’m the weakest,” he repeated, snot dribbling down his face. “I’m the smallest.”

      “What’s that line the humans like to feed each other?” Lucifer turned to me, his hand still absently caressing Belphegor’s skin. “Ah. The meek shall inherit the earth. That’s the one. Contextually, it does have its applications.” He went to his knees, gathering Belphegor’s cheeks in both hands, lifting his face by the chin. Belphegor quivered, his eyes huge in terror, his entire body coated in sweat. “But that doesn’t apply today.”

      “Please. Lucifer. Please.”

      The Prince of Pride shushed the Prince of Sloth as he would a beloved little sibling, sweeping his sweat-logged hair away from his face, revealing the third of Belphegor’s eyes, which wept blood.

      “I only mean to restore the balance of power,” Lucifer murmured. “A gentle reminder, brother: all of it belongs to me.”

      Lightly, ever so lightly, Lucifer pressed a kiss to his brother’s cheek. A tiny mote of white radiance passed between them, a little spark that gently penetrated Belphegor’s skin.

      The night air dropped several degrees, and a shadow passed over the moon. Belphegor shrieked, convulsed, then collapsed to the ground, clutching at his eyes and kicking his legs. The way he squirmed, the way he suffered told me all I needed to know of the pain.

      Lucifer lifted Belphegor into his arms, the Prince of Sloth screaming in agony, blood weeping from each of his three eyes. With a stab of chilling fear I realized that this was how I must have looked just minutes ago, borne in Lucifer’s arms as he saved me and brought me down to earth. The parallel was unsettling, but nowhere near as disturbing as Belphegor’s twitches and howls.

      I shivered as Lucifer’s eyes locked with mine, though I saw nothing there but warmth.

      “I realize that this looks somewhat extreme, but steps must always be taken to keep the other princes in line. Oh, I make it look like a democratic monarchy, but who are we kidding? It’s good to be king. Better to rule in hell than serve in heaven, eh? You understand.” Lucifer smiled sweetly. “Or you will, in time.”

      He was talking about my birthright, my father’s throne. What was I supposed to say to that? I glanced at the others, finding them transfixed and terrified by the sight of Belphegor practically breaking his spine from the spasms. Only Quill looked anywhere close to being unaffected, his face unusually blank. I wondered if he’d seen something like this before.

      “Little magus,” Lucifer said. “I trust that this doesn’t need to be said, but I’ll say it anyway. This is what happens to those who overstep their station. Do you understand?”

      Silent and stone-faced, Quill said nothing and only nodded.

      “Excellent.” Lucifer stepped forward onto pavement, the very stone melting under the soles of his feet as he sank into a pool of boiling magma. “Send my regards to your mother, Quilliam.” Then Lucifer turned to me, smiling again. “And send my regards to yours, Mason Albrecht.”

      The hairs on my arms stood on end. “Wait. What do you mean? I can’t. My mom’s dead.”

      Half of Lucifer’s body was already consumed by the magma up to the elbows, and he held my gaze as he descended, smiling beatifically. Only the whites of Belphegor’s eyes showed as he convulsed, unharmed by molten fire, but I knew that what awaited him down below would be so much worse.

      “Dear nephew,” Lucifer said. “What makes you think that your mother is dead?”

      My heart lunged, the air stuck in my throat. Before I could say another word, the top of Lucifer’s golden head sank into the pit of fire. The hole in the pavement closed up, seamless and perfect, as if nothing had passed through.

      Behind me, the elevator dinged. I gasped when I finally remembered to breathe. The doors slid open and out stepped Sterling, his katana crackling with arcs of electricity. He looked around the rooftop, frowning.

      “What the fuck did I just miss?”
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      When the coast was clear – at least when I thought there was no more chance of Lucifer popping back up to take me by the throat and drag me down to hell – I sprinted over to Florian. He had a nice, warm blanket thrown over his shoulders and a cup of what looked like steaming hot cocoa in one hand.

      I hugged him, then stepped back, gripping him by the shoulders, staring into his eyes. “You’re okay. Man, I’m so glad you’re okay.” Then I glanced around. “Where the hell did that cocoa come from?”

      He slurped noisily, then shrugged. “One of the Lorica people handed it to me. They brought me a blanket, too. Really nice guys, actually.”

      I looked around some more, annoyed that I wasn’t going to get a mug of cocoa, but hey – Florian was safe. That was what really mattered.

      “Thank you, Mace.” He smiled weakly. “For saving me. You guys risked everything to do that for me. That’s insane. I’ve never had friends like you.”

      “And me.” Artemis slapped her hand across his back, and either her strength was so godly or Florian really was feeling especially frail, because he visibly wobbled. “Glad you’re safe, little buddy.”

      I smirked. Trust Artemis to call a slab of tree bark and muscle over six feet tall her little buddy. Florian smiled gratefully at her, and I left the two just as Artemis started inquiring about his cocoa. I wanted one too, damn it. I hugged my arms across my chest. Nephilim or no, it was a damn cold night.

      Yet the first thing I spotted wasn’t a warm, chocolatey beverage, but Quilliam J. Abernathy, standing close to the edge of the garden, looking over the city. I pursed my lips in annoyance, knowing that I had to do it. I had to play nice. He did have a role in saving everybody’s butts, after all. I walked up to him, and we nodded at each other as our eyes met. He shuffled a short step away to make room for me. So far, it didn’t look like he had any plans of shoving me off the building.

      “So,” I said. “How the hell did you make it up here so fast?”

      Quill rolled his eyes. “You’ve seen me do it before. Simple. Just helleportation.”

      “Helle-what?” I chuckled, my breath misting from the cold. “Helleportation. Dumbest thing I ever heard. Why don’t you quit making shit up?”

      “Why don’t you shut your stupid face?” Old habits die hard. He glowered at me, folding his arms. “I’m half demon, which is why I know about their signature magics. It also means I get access to the transportation network. It’s convenient, okay?”

      “So that’s how demons get around? The Seven, too?”

      He scoffed. “No. Those go wherever they please. You helleport if you’re not that good at teleportation spells just yet.” He looked down at his hand, flexing his fingers sheepishly. “I’m still practicing.”

      I scratched the side of my nose. Not once after his initial betrayal did I imagine a time when I would carry a conversation with Quilliam without wanting to run him through with a broadsword.

      “Here. You’re chilly.” He thrust his hand out at me, a bundle of fabric in his fist. “Your jacket.”

      “Oh, yeah. Um, thanks.” He watched as I shrugged it on, the hoodie feeling especially awkward against my bare skin.

      “Nice tats.”

      “Not my choice. They kind of just showed up.” I shrugged, zipping myself up. “Thanks for, um. Thanks for helping.” That last part, I slipped in as a mumble.

      He shook his head. “Sure. Yeah. I did it for Mother. She wouldn’t be very happy if Belphegor skipped to the front of the line.”

      I chewed the inside of my lip, considering my thoughts before expressing them. “Must be nice. Sounds like you care about her a lot.”

      “Not like she cares for me at all,” he said, grumbling. “Who names their kid Quilliam?”

      He had a point there, and I still didn’t know what the J stood for. “So, your mom’s one of the Seven, huh? Must be nice being that close to so much power.”

      Quill shifted in place, chewing his bottom lip as his eyes flitted away from my face. “I don’t get involved in all that. Asmodeus will hold the title of Prince of Lust, forever and always. I’m just her kid.”

      One of many, I thought. Surely demon princes could be just as prolific as, say, the Grigori, the fallen angels, or an equally fertile analogue, the Greek gods. “Prince of Lust, though? Is there a reason they don’t use princess?” I suspected I had an idea, but wanted to be sure.

      “It’s the way infernal hierarchy has always worked. Those in power are called princes, plain and simple. Entities don’t care about petty things like gender. They only present themselves that way so that tiny human heads don’t explode from trying to grasp what they really look like. An angel is just a ball of fire wrapped in a human vessel so that your eyes don’t melt out of your head. A demon prince’s true form? You don’t want to know.”

      I looked down at myself, studying my arms and my chest. “So I’m really a ball of fire, is what you’re saying.”

      Quilliam rolled his eyes even harder, his lips parting as he prepared to say something scathing.

      “And I’m a horse, and a giant, and a god, all in one.” The air shimmered, and Loki appeared between us, arms draped across our shoulders. Quill and I shook him off almost in the same instant. He leered at us, chuckling softly. “But the demon boy is right. Did you know that I’m both a father and a mother? I gave birth to an eight-legged horse. True story.”

      “You’ve been here the whole time,” I growled, “and you did nothing to help? Not even when Belphegor was threatening your corporation’s existence? Isn’t that all you care about?”

      “Wrong,” Loki said, wagging a finger. “I care about entertainment. Mischief. Chaos.” He spread his arms out, indicating the rooftop around him. “And the destruction of my garden was a small price to pay for the most entertaining thing I’ve seen in ages. It was fun, boys. Until next time.”

      Loki slid his hands into his trouser pockets, turned smartly on his heel, then walked off, melting into thin air.

      I rubbed my forearm, still grimacing. “God. What a jerk.”

      “Total jerk.” Quilliam frowned at the empty space where Loki’s body was just standing. I gave him a half smile, which he returned with a confused grunt. “This doesn’t mean we’re friends, you do realize?”

      I bristled, raising my chin. “Of course not. You tried to kill me. Several times, in fact.”

      Quill shrugged. “Mother would have loved you as a tribute. It started out as me wanting to wait for you to be weakened so I could bring you to her.” He showed me his teeth, and I realized that he was trying to smile. “But then you just got more and more annoying, so saying that I tried to kill you – well, that’s fair.”

      “Bring me to Asmodeus as a tribute, though? Is that how you demons show affection? I know you’re only half, but that’s kind of fucked up. Whatever happened to flowers?”

      He scowled. “I thought we just discussed this. I don’t have to explain myself to you. Like I said: We’re. Not. Friends.”

      I shook my head. “You just have to ruin everything, don’t you? Fine. We’re not friends. But we didn’t try to rip each other’s hearts out tonight, so that counts for something.”

      “If you say so.” Quill stepped away from me, moving onto a clear spot of floor. “See you around, nephilim. Stay alive.”

      “Same to you, mama’s boy.”

      “Peasant.”

      Quill gave me an odd sort of smile, which I returned. He didn’t break eye contact, not even when his own eyes went orange as he uttered his favorite spell.

      “Ignis.”

      My hands flew up to shield my eyes when his body burst into flames, consumed from the ground up as he disappeared into nothing, this fancy helleportation of his.

      Another arm draped over my shoulders – man, people just had no concept of personal space – this one heavy, hard, and freezing cold.

      “Aww,” Sterling cooed. “Look at you, making friends.”

      “Shut up, old man. You didn’t even make it to the fight.”

      He flinched, nudging me in the chest. “Hey, pipsqueak. Me and the others were down there in the city, hacking at those stupid bloody flowers. Do you know how hard it is pruning with an electric katana? Of course you wouldn’t, because you were up here playing grabass with demon princes instead.”

      I glowered at him. “Hey, I just risked my life tonight, several times. It’s not like I was – ”

      Sterling pulled me in for another one-armed hug and ruffled my hair. “I’m joking, kid. You did good. You saved everybody’s butts.”

      I tried not to look so pleased with myself, despite my chest puffing out a tiny bit. “Well, you know. Lucifer helped a little.”

      “Yeah, about that. Making friends in low places, too. Better be careful.”

      “I know,” I grumbled. “Listen, it’s not like I knew it was his sword that I, you know, borrowed. I thought the Vestments only let me take stuff from upstairs.”

      He shrugged. “Hey, the guy used to be an angel, right? Maybe that counts. Mean old fallen angel. The meanest of them all.”

      “Nephew,” I said, a late echo of what Lucifer had said. “He called me nephew. You knew my father, didn’t you, Sterling?”

      “Samyaza? Yeah, for a hot minute. Didn’t trust him when I met him. But we fought alongside each other, and as far as angels go, he was pretty swell. He’d be proud of you, kid.”

      It was so damn cold on that rooftop, as chilly as it could get dozens of stories up on a California night, but Sterling’s words warmed me from the inside. I smiled, at a loss for absolutely anything to say, my thoughts still lingering on what Lucifer had said about my mother.

      Sterling ruffled my hair again, then squeezed my shoulder. “Enough nostalgia for one night. I heard someone’s walking around with a thermos full of hot cocoa. I’m in the mood for something sweet. Let’s go mug the bastard.”
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      Little drops of rain pitter-pattered across the street outside my favorite coffee shop, making oddly relaxing drumming noises against the awning just above the glass windows. I was sitting inside where it was nice and toasty, nursing a rich, aromatic cup of mocha, bundled up in a jacket, with no wings in sight. No flying sickness this time, either. Maybe I was getting better at this whole nephilim gig.

      I made good on my promise to hang out with Raziel, and not just in situations where I clearly only needed his help. The angel of mysteries was full of miseries, at least when it came to our friendship. It was interesting, seeing how genuinely invested he was in meeting up outside of something that was strictly student and mentor. I admit, I definitely considered Raz a friend. It felt like he needed to be reminded of that.

      Of course, I had to hope he could find me, first. The bracer made sure that he couldn’t just track me down anymore. Besides, extra instructions never hurt when Raziel was involved. He was like a befuddled uncle, one with expensive taste in clothing. Setting up coffee with Raziel was no easy task, let me tell you. First, I had to extend the invitation, which meant spilling some of my own blood and summoning him. Then there was the long, laborious task of explaining how to find the café in the first place.

      “Why is it called Human Beans? That’s just silly. Why can’t they just call it, say, Coffee Shop?”

      I slapped my forehead. After explaining the concept of business names, drawing him out a map, then reminding him at least three times that we were supposed to meet at four sharp, Raziel disappeared into a pillar of light that shot into the sky, looking confused, annoyed, and excited, all at once. I’d offered to just meet him in Paradise so we could walk to the café together, but he staunchly refused. It was the principle of it, he said. He wanted to learn.

      And so there I was, taking happy little sips of my café mocha while the heavens peed in dribbles all over the world outside, waiting for my mentor, friend, and occasional pain in the ass to show up. And show up he did, looking like a drowned, harassed rat, his hair clinging in wet clumps to his forehead, his clothes in ruins. The glass door clattered shut as he stalked into Human Beans, the scowl on his face holding me personally responsible for his condition. My fingernails dug into the top of our table as I fought to keep a straight face, my insides quietly bubbling up with laughter.

      “They’re called umbrellas,” I said, dabbing at Raziel’s forehead with some paper towels. “I’m sure you’ve heard of them.”

      He spread his hands out to his sides, indicating what he was wearing: matching body-hugging black slacks and a sweater that hugged him even closer because he’d gone gallivanting in the rain.

      “An umbrella would ruin my outfit, Mason,” he hissed.

      “Actually, I’d argue that the rain ruined your outfit.”

      He turned beetroot red, and I couldn’t help laughing at him then, half expecting steam to come out of his ears. I told him to clean up in the restroom and fetched him a caramel macchiato while he went to dry himself off. We all know that he didn’t bother, of course, and he was just in there materializing a new, drier copy of what he was already wearing. By the time I got back to our table with his coffee, he was already done primping, his hair somehow voluminous and styled. I thought I heard a blow dryer go off somewhere.

      “Much better,” he sighed, taking his seat.

      I nudged his drink towards him, which he accepted without question. There are few things quite as charming or exhilarating as seeing someone get their very first taste of caramel. The way Raziel’s eyes lit up, how he gasped in delight instantly convinced me that I had to take him on a food and beverage tour of the entire human world. I planned to tell him that, just as soon as he was done pontificating on the wonders of buttery burnt sugar.

      “Now,” he said, folding his hands together on the table, smiling at me as if he’d practiced this exact moment so many times between then and our last meeting. “How have you been? Tell me everything.”

      I almost laughed. Raziel’s delivery could have been lifted straight out of a sitcom or a TV drama, a scene of two girlfriends catching up over coffee. I started with Belphegor’s betrayal.

      Raziel rolled his eyes. “No surprise there. But how is Florian doing?”

      Florian understandably needed some time off, and I was happy to let him rest as much as he wanted. Part of the process included rolling around practically naked in the grass and earth of Paradise, something about the contact between skin and soil – and a lot of sun – allowing his plant power and physiology to regenerate. The more time he spent making dirt angels in the ground, the more alive he looked. The holes that Belphegor pierced into his forehead weren’t even there anymore, closed up when his accelerated alraune healing kicked in. The whole alraune thing had even more to do with nature than I thought.

      When I left Paradise, Artemis was getting ready to spray Florian down with a garden hose. Priscilla had dug up a watering can and was clearly enjoying pouring copious amounts of water over Florian’s head, ferrying more and more from the river. I offered to put some fertilizer on him and got a clump of mud thrown at me in answer. Good thing I was already halfway through the exit portal when I said that.

      As for Maharani and Royce? Suffice to say that the Lorica gave me a pass for basically saving the day. I mean, come on. Was one of them going to fly up to harass Belphegor with a divine sword? I didn’t think so. Of course, the problem was actually going throughout the city to erase the minds of the normals who had witnessed not just the overgrowth of Sloth’s crimson flowers, and not just the storm of petals he unleashed all over the city, but the massive supernova that emanated from Lucifer’s sword.

      Now, I’m not saying I had anything to do with stopping Royce from suggesting that they should just lace the water supply with near-toxic doses of potions of forgetting, but let’s just say I saved the city twice that night.

      Royce would have to deal with a PR disaster – what else was new – but it helped that the Lorica expended its significant financial reserves on media coverage convincing the city that the events of the night had just been a promotional stunt. All the normals would remember seeing was a really, really elaborate spring flower festival, followed by a really extravagant if monochromatic fireworks display.

      It was when I mentioned chopping Raguel’s head off – by accident, remember? – that Raziel started getting all nervous. He tugged on his collar, stammering slightly. “Raguel’s essence will reform itself in time. I can assure you, though, that he will be neither very happy nor friendly with you the next time you cross paths.”

      I rubbed at my wrist, at the backs of my knuckles. “Yeah, well – I haven’t exactly mentioned who the sword belonged to. There’s kind of a reason it was so easy to hack Raguel’s head off.”

      Raziel nodded. “Under normal circumstances, someone as martial as Raguel should not have fallen to mundane weaponry. But, er, as you were saying – who does the sword belong to?”

      “Don’t freak out.”

      Raziel said nothing, his hand shaking as he brought his coffee up to his mouth.

      I took a deep breath, shielded my face, then answered. “Lucifer. The Morning Star.”

      I was expecting Raziel’s coffee to come spurting out of his mouth and into my face. It ended up going the other way and down the wrong pipes. He gasped, choked, and sputtered, his face turning sheet white. A cup of water, several more paper towels, and one very concerned but very sweet barista later, Raziel had settled down, breathing steadily but shuddering a little each time he exhaled.

      “A-and you say that he called you nephew?”

      “He did. I honestly don’t know how I got out of that alive.”

      Raziel looked up at the ceiling, his eyes imploring and wet. “Unlike Belphegor, you aren’t a threat to him. At least not yet. Still – goodness gracious. I don’t know how you ran into the Morning Star himself and survived.”

      “That’s the thing,” I said, leaning across the table. “He even saved me. I don’t know if that means I owe him a debt of gratitude now, but I’m sure I don’t want to find out.”

      Raziel shivered and hugged his elbows. “Imagine owing a debt to the Devil himself.”

      “Please. Please don’t put it that way.” I twiddled my thumbs as I stared at the dregs of my cooling, congealing mocha. “There was something else. He said something that got me worried. It was about my mother. Lucifer says she’s not dead.”

      “You shouldn’t forget, Mason, that we are talking about the Devil here. Not just the Morning Star, not just the Prince of Pride, but the King of Hell. He is the Deceiver. You cannot believe a single word he says. And another thing, I – ”

      The sadness must have shown on my face because Raziel stopped short. I hadn’t realized until then how much I’d hoped that Lucifer was telling the truth. Raziel paused for breath, calmed himself, then reached across the table, patting me on the back of the hand.

      “Mason, I know that this is important to you. If there’s any truth to what the Morning Star told you, then I will personally help you find her. But don’t keep your hopes up. I just don’t want you to be disappointed.”

      I gave him a tight smile, the little seedling of hope in my chest sprouting again. But there was that other thing Lucifer said, too. That thing about serving and ruling.

      “It kind of makes me think, Raz. About my father, I mean, Samyaza. He would have wanted me to find Mom if there was any chance whatsoever of her being alive. But I’ve been giving it some thought, and wouldn’t he want me to find my siblings, too? The other nephilim, I mean. Whether he fathered them or not.”

      Raziel rubbed his chin, his lips spreading into a wry grin. “Oh, look at you, thinking like the fledgling monarch you are. I think I like where this is headed – well, as ambiguous and potentially heretical as this conversation is going.”

      But that was the takeaway from my encounter with Lucifer. It all but sealed for me that it really never was as clear-cut as black or white, good or evil. All I had to go on was whether I was doing the right thing. Stopping Belphegor from taking over the city – no, from dominating the entire world – that had been the right thing to do. And taking responsibility for the nephilim, finally stepping into the role Samyaza left for me – maybe that was also the right thing to do.

      “All this princeling stuff we’ve talked about in the past. Maybe it’s time for me to look into it, you know? All this heir business.”

      He nodded, still smiling. “I like the way you’re talking, Mason. But there’ll be time for us to discuss that yet. For now, let’s enjoy the afternoon.”

      We sat there, watching the wetness of the world outside, the rain pelting the streets and sidewalks of this weird city that attracted so many of the world’s supernaturals. I busied myself by trying to count the raindrops, finding it mesmerizing, yet so overwhelming. How many of us nephilim were in the world? How many children had the Grigori fathered? Shrinking it down to a smaller scale, I couldn’t even imagine how many siblings I had by Samyaza. A hundred? A dozen? Thousands?

      Raziel’s voice was distant as he studied the clouds. “I can tell you this much, Mason. Because of this bracer of yours, I may no longer be able to find you.” He turned to me, his eyes shining with his smile. “But we may yet find your brothers and sisters. And if the Morning Star is indeed telling the truth, perhaps we’ll find your mother, too.”

      I smiled back, then finished the last of my coffee. Raziel did the same, savoring his newfound love of caramel. I was lucky to have a friend like him, to have a family that included an alraune, a gorilla, and a freaking goddess. Yet my thoughts kept going back to my own family, even stranger, to the siblings that I’d never even known.

      Raziel and I had discussed them on more than one occasion. They were bound to be out there, scared and alone. I wondered if they felt as lost and as terrified as I did on the day my sigils burned themselves into my skin, the day the angels came to kill me. Call it bravado, call it a messianic complex, but I wanted to seek them out, to help them in some small way. If nothing else, they didn’t deserve to be alone.

      I set down my empty coffee, the cup clicking against the saucer. “Shall we go?”

      Raziel winked down at the bottom of his own cup, checking for any leftover caramel, then blinked up at me. “Where are we going? It’s still raining.”

      “We can stand under the awning, enjoy the rain where we’ll be dry. It’s rare enough that it’s nice to just smell it, feel it a little.” I stuck my hands into my pockets to warm them. “Then who knows? Maybe we could explore the city, see the sights. And if we get hungry, hey, there’s other ways to enjoy caramel, too. On ice cream, or cake.”

      Raziel beamed at me. “That sounds like a plan. I’d like that very much.”

      We went out on the patio of Human Beans, protected from the rain by the awning, the air a thick wall of pleasant, cool humidity. It was a chill afternoon, literally, a nice day for a nap, but just as nice a day for staring out quietly into the rain with a good friend.

      And then it stopped, going from a downpour, to a drizzle, to nothing. The last of the rain dripped from the rooftops, from streetlights and signposts, drops of water joining the thin ocean of rain collecting on the asphalt. It was overwhelming, thinking of finding the other nephilim, or even my mother. Not just looking for a needle in a haystack, but a single drop of water in an ocean.

      Yet find them I would. I wanted to. I had to.

      Raziel held his hand out, feeling at the air. “Ah. I think it’s finally stopped raining.”

      I smiled at him, watching as the clouds parted, breathing in the fragrance of a world swept clean by the endless sky. The rain was over.

      But my reign was about to begin.
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        Witness Mason Albrecht’s awakening in Ex Nihilo.
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      Hi, I’m Nazri, a Filipino-Malaysian author based in California. I’m trilingual, but I really only write in English. I can also speak just enough Sindarin and Valyrian to impress absolutely no one. My urban fantasy novels focus on heroes who use wits, style, and their wildly unpredictable magic to save the day. Think sass and class, while kicking ass.

      My influences come from horror and fantasy: HP Lovecraft, Anne Rice, George R.R. Martin, Chuck Palahniuk, Terry Pratchett, and Neil Gaiman. Growing up I was shaped by the Blood Sword, Fighting Fantasy, Lone Wolf, and Grey Star game book universes. I’m also inspired by video games, specifically the Castlevania, Final Fantasy, and Persona series.

      Long story short, I’m a huge nerd, and the thrill of imagining wizards and monsters and worlds into existence is what makes me feel most alive. Writing, to me, is magic. If you enjoyed my work, please do consider leaving a review on Amazon. Even just a sentence can do so much. Reviews help readers like you decide whether they’d like my books, and they help indie authors like me with better visibility and credibility.
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