
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Fall of Angels 
 
    Halfway Between: Volume Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    By Kathryn Ann Kingsley 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fall of Angels 
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2020 by Kathryn Ann Kingsley. 
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
    First Print Edition: March 2020 
 
      
 
    [image: BACK-COVER-BLACK-LOGO.png] 
 
      
 
    Limitless Publishing, LLC  
 
    Kailua, HI 96734 
 
    www.limitlesspublishing.com 
 
      
 
    Formatting: Book Pages by Design 
 
    Cover Design: Kathryn Ann Kingsley 
 
      
 
    ISBN-13: 978-1-64034-812-7 
 
      
 
    No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to locales, events, business establishments, or actual persons—living or dead—is entirely coincidental. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Dedication 
 
      
 
    This one is to you, my readers. Thank you for keeping me going strong. For talking with me, chatting about the characters, and enjoying the stories I like to tell. 
 
    I am nothing without an audience, and without you, I’d have given up. 
 
    Thanks. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hello, sister.” 
 
    Horror caught her voice in her throat as she looked up at Octavian. At the man—at the thing—that was perched on top of her, straddling her thighs. On each of his arms was etched an archaic and ceremonial magic circle. Each was a combination of two names—an archangel’s merged with one of their fallen brethren’s. She knew them on sight. She wore identical ones, after all. 
 
    Only instead of ink like hers, the marks on his arms were carved into his flesh, oozing and bleeding. They didn’t look fresh, but instead like they had never healed. 
 
    It was impossible. 
 
    He was impossible. 
 
    He’s just like me. 
 
    She yanked on her restraints, but the leather straps were etched with symbols she knew rendered them unbreakable no matter how hard she tugged. And even worse, the magic on the table made it inescapable even for someone with her talents. The writing held her soul as skillfully as the leather held her body. 
 
    The smile on his beautiful features was beaming, proud, and jubilant, like he had just won the lottery. Like he’d dreamed of this moment and now it was real. Blond curls fell in front of his crimson eyes. It was clear he was having a blast. At least one of them was. 
 
    “I know, I know, it’s not fair to call you my sister. We’re not really anything, you and me. We’re just puppets of flesh and clay, homunculi made for the amusement of others. We’re no more related than two dolls on a shelf. I just wanted to be dramatic, I suppose.” 
 
    “Who…who the fuck are you?” It was a stupid question, but she didn’t know what else to say. 
 
    He chuckled and let out a long sigh as he sat back on her thighs. He was lithe and thin, and his weight on her felt like next to nothing. “The doll that sat on the shelf before you until I was much more trouble than I was worth and I went in the trash. I’m just the prototype. Your prototype.” 
 
    She shook her head dumbly, not understanding. No, she understood, but she couldn’t process what she was hearing. “Asmodeus…made you?” 
 
    “Mmm, see, I don’t know if I should give you that one for free or not.” 
 
    “For free?” 
 
    “I wanna play a game with you, darling.” His crimson eyes trailed from her face down to her collarbone. He reached out and placed his fingertips there then drifted up her throat, and she realized he was tracing a vein underneath her skin. “A game you won’t want to play, so I’ll pay you in information.” 
 
    She didn’t want to ask. She figured she already knew the answer. But he was looking at her expectantly, waiting for her to ask with an overeager, excited look on his thin features. “Okay. I’ll bite. What kind of game?” 
 
    “It’s easy! You ask me a question, and if I think it’s valuable enough…I’ll tell you the truth, but I get to kill you after. In whatever way I want.” He shivered, as if overcome with some sort of thrill. 
 
    Oh. Yeah. He was insane. A special kind of nuts. “Octavian, I hate to break it to you, but that’s a shitty game.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” he whined. “You get to know all the details about my evil scheme, and I get to play with you the way I want to. And then you can’t be mad at me for it. Because we had a deal.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s how this works,” she shot him a narrow glare, “seeing as I’m your prisoner.” 
 
    “Mmh, details.” He sighed and leaned back again, still perched atop her thighs. The man had to weigh maybe a hundred pounds total. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you this bit for free. Asmodeus made me.” 
 
    They paused. Him, smiling expectantly, and her, looking up at him wondering where on the scale from one to Hannibal Lecter this guy registered. “Am I allowed to ask follow-up questions? Or are you going to start stabbing me if I do?” 
 
    He gave her an exaggerated sigh. “I’ll tell you when it’s time to pay up. Come on.” He poked her in the ribs, and she jolted. “I’m trying to be friendly.” 
 
    “Right. Sure. This is friendly.” She avoided rolling her eyes. But, man, she wanted to. At least his weird, childlike joy and bizarre friendliness with her was dulling down her shock at what he really was. “When did Asmodeus make you?” 
 
    He grinned, glad she was playing along for now. “On November first, 1860. Fifty years to the day before he made you. That makes you my little sister.” He giggled—actually giggled. “Sorry. There I go again. Can I call you my sister, though?” 
 
    She blanched. “I’d really rather you didn’t.” 
 
    “You’re no fun.” He pouted and slid down until he was lying half next to her and half on top of her. She went stiff, frozen still, as he nuzzled his head into her neck and let out a long, contented sigh. He was cuddling her. Honest-to-God cuddling her. “You smell so nice. I smell like blood, no matter how hard I try to scrub it off.” 
 
    Octavian had been a six on the Hannibal Lecter Scale of Crazy. Now he was pushing up toward an eight. Maybe eight and a half. 
 
    “Are you cold?” There was genuine concern in his voice. “I turned the heaters up for you, but this place doesn’t really have central heating.” He giggled. “Doesn’t really have heating at all.” 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “Oh! Oh, that’s a good one. Maybe that’s the first one to trade for.” He pushed back up to sit on top of her again. The man seemed to be too excited to sit still. “Yes. I think I’ll trade you for that. It’s a good one. Let me kill you, and I’ll tell you what you want to know.” 
 
    “I’d hate to point this out, um…but you could just kill me anyway.” She yanked on her wrists. “Kinda stuck.” 
 
    He laughed. “Oh, I know. I can, could, probably would if you didn’t agree. But…this way it’s much more fun. I’ll tell you where we are. But it means you won’t beg me to stop when I kill you.” 
 
    “One small problem in your sick plan. The first time you kill me, Azrael will know where I am. They’ll be here in a heartbeat to stop you.” 
 
    “Ah, no, they won’t. Telling the others where you are means getting involved in saving someone from a life-or-death scenario. Even if you don’t stay dead, it still counts as suffering. It would break his sacred vow.” He poked her on the end of the nose. “Right?” 
 
    Veil swallowed thickly. He was right. No matter how bad things got, Azrael would keep his mouth shut about where she was. He wouldn’t do anything to save her. Damn it. Octavian was right. This definitely counted as “suffering,” and Azrael never stepped in to stop it. She let out a long growl and shut her eyes. This was going to suck. 
 
    “But! It is a useless piece of information, I suppose. Since Azrael will know in a few minutes anyway. So I’ll tell you what. I’ll make it a quick death. Small piece of information? Small death.” 
 
    “How utterly magnanimous of you.” She couldn’t keep her sarcasm out of her voice. 
 
    He laughed. “Fair. That’s fair. So, darling, do we have a deal?” 
 
    She looked up at him narrowly. “Let me get this straight. Let me just…recap. You’re going to start trading me information for murdering me over and over again. Which you could technically do anyway.” She snorted. “No. How about no? If I say no, do I get to not take a trip on the U.S.S. Stabby?” 
 
    He grinned at her joke but then tried to school his features into something more businesslike. It was a sad attempt. “Now, before you get to be too hasty, think about this. Azrael won’t come to save you, but what about the rest of what I have to say? The rest of all that I know? Oh, he’ll be happy to relay what I’m willing to tell you. Can you imagine what Michael and the others will do when they learn I’m a homunculus? Don’t you want to warn them about Asmodeus’s deceit? All it takes is one little death, and then they know what kind of freak I really am.” 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    She really hated it when insane people made sense.  
 
    She sighed heavily. Damn it all! Yes. They really did need to learn what they were up against, and this was the only way it was going to happen. She growled and thrashed uselessly on the table in a last bid to get free. Octavian let it happen, still smiling above her, seeing that he was winning. “Fuck! Fine. Fine!” 
 
    He made a happy and excited squeak and clapped his hands. “Oh, thank you, darling. Thank you. This is going to be so much fun!” 
 
    “For you.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s fair.” He chuckled and ran his hands through his chin-length, blond, and curly hair. Some of it was stained a little red with crimson. “Well. Here it is. Where are we? We haven’t gone far at all. We’re still here in Mount Auburn Cemetery.” He spread his arms out at his sides in his big reveal. “We’re in a crypt I took over for my headquarters. This one is particularly stupid. I’m not sure why anybody ever needed a crypt this huge and lavish. An over-extravagant final home for a bunch of over-extravagant corpses, I guess.”  
 
    Octavian pointed. Following his gesture, she saw the walls were etched with names. She hadn’t noticed at first, having been too distracted by the knife in her lungs and the madman on top of her.  
 
    “It’s a rather uncomfortable home, but it’ll do for now. No one thinks to look in a crypt for the living, do they? Not to mention they won’t think to look anywhere close to where I took you. The best hiding spot is often right underfoot. No pun intended.” Again, he flashed her that beaming smile. “There we go! Was it worth it?” 
 
    “Clever, I’ll give you that.” She sighed. “Now you’re going to kill me?” 
 
    “Are you cold?” 
 
    “I—” she stammered, unsure of how to respond to that. He had just changed topics like a hummingbird changes direction. “What?” 
 
    “You never did tell me if you were cold.” 
 
    He said he was going to cut her limbs off. Told her he was a homunculus like her. And he was concerned that she was cold? Holy shit. Now he was an eight and a half on the Hannibal scale, officially. “I’m…I’m fine, thanks.” 
 
    “Good.” He suddenly lay down on her again and snuggled closer to her. He let out a long, contented sigh. “I do get to kill you. Doesn’t have to be now, does it?” He seemed so…sad, suddenly. So lonely. “I want to talk some more first. Okay?” 
 
    “Sure.” Not like she was going to rush to the front of the line to get stabbed to death.  
 
    “I’m just so happy to meet you. To really meet you. I’ve waited for this day for so long.” He tucked his head up against her neck. She could see the blood on his back, soaked into the gauze in three circular patches, hiding the symbols she knew were there. “I was there when he made you, you know. I helped design you.” 
 
    She cringed. This was just going from creepy to worse. If she thought trying to reconcile Azrael as her dad and Asmodeus as her lover was bad, trying to figure out what the hell Octavian was in her life was another giant can of worms she didn’t need. 
 
    “I didn’t know you existed. I thought…” She paused. He was right; he smelled like blood and cologne. It was an odd combination. 
 
    “That you were the only one? I don’t blame you. I hate to tell you, but I wasn’t his first attempt. Just the first one that lived.” He leaned up on his elbow next to her, smiling warmly down at her. There was friendliness there, a tenderness that shocked her. It was more terrifying than if he had been cruel. He ran his fingertips gently along her chin. “You and I come from a long line of failures. A pile of corpses that were all made by him. His little human dolls.” 
 
    She cringed and looked away, but he turned her head back to look up at him with a press of his bloodstained fingers against her chin. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know how to react to him. She wanted to know why Asmodeus had done all this. Why he had lied to her again. 
 
    The sting of his betrayal must have made her wince. She really was too much of an open book sometimes. Reading her correctly, Octavian let out a small hum. “Don’t be too angry. He feels too much. That’s his curse. They call his twin the archangel of love, but I don’t think that’s quite true.” He tilted his head thoughtfully down at her. “I bet that’s why he didn’t interrupt us in the bar when he saw me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He grinned and answered her question with two more. “Do you know why he made us? Why he made you in particular?”  
 
    “For some hot sex that won’t up and die on him.” She couldn’t help but grin. “I mean, I don’t mean to presume or anything.” 
 
    Octavian burst out laughing. Not derisively, not cruelly, but honest-to-God laughter. He smiled down at her and poked her in the ribs lightly. The action still made her jolt. “No, silly. We were never like that. Besides, if he wanted immortal sex, he has plenty of that at home. Incubi and succubi ready and happy to do his every whim, not to mention the rest of the population of Hell. No. He loves humanity. But he hates mortality. He wanted a human, immortal family. You, his bride. And me? Well…” He trailed off thoughtfully. “A son, I suppose.” 
 
    “A family,” she repeated dumbly, trying to sort it all out. 
 
    “You were his goal in all this. You were clearly his only desired outcome. Me? Just the prototype that hung on.” He shrugged. “But that’s why he didn’t barge in on us at the bar at first, I think. He saw us together, saw his family, and just couldn’t ruin it. He had a chance to kill me a long time ago. He couldn’t do it. He loves me, and I him, even still. Not to mention, he’d have to ’fess up to you that I was your sketch model.” 
 
    Something wasn’t quite adding up. “How did he make you, though? Azrael had nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “You want another freebie?” he teased. 
 
    She sighed, disgruntled. 
 
    He chuckled. “Okay, okay. I guess since I told you I’m a homunculus, I might as well give you all the details with that. I’ll play fair. Did Death make me? No.” Octavian wheezed and turned his head away to cough. She could hear the rattle in his lungs. He spat onto the ground. She didn’t need to see it to know it was blood. He dug in his pocket for his handkerchief and cleaned his mouth. “I’m sorry. That was disgusting.” 
 
    Of all the things to apologize for. 
 
    He turned back to her and smiled again, his teeth tinged red. “No. I am the sole creation of our favorite archdemon. He realized after I turned out, well, broken, to put it nicely, that he needed help. It was my being a failure that sent him to his brother.” He wheezed again and coughed. “I haven’t eaten in a while. Forgive me.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you haven’t eaten in a while?” He’d threatened to eat her, after all. She assumed he was just a sicko. But the way he said it implied it had a connection to his illness. 
 
    “I eat human flesh to survive.” He smiled sweetly again like it was a perfectly normal confession. 
 
    “Holy shit.” She grimaced and would have recoiled from him if she weren’t strapped to a table. “You’re just a giant pile of fucked up, aren’t you?” 
 
    “If it matters, I don’t really enjoy it.” He shrugged one thin shoulder. “Well. Not too much, anyway. I’m always hungry for more of what I am. What I was made from. I consume it, and it becomes part of me. Heals me. But it works less and less as the years go on.” At the look of nausea on her face, he chuckled. “Don’t worry. Like I said, you’re useless to me for that. We’ll have our own fun, though.” 
 
    He slung himself off the table, coughed again, and reached down to pick up his bloodstained shirt. He put it back on without any care for the wet crimson splotches. Walking to a nearby chair, he fiddled with something next to it. She watched him curiously as he lifted a clear plastic mask to his face and inhaled. An oxygen tank, maybe? 
 
    He took a series of deep breaths from it before dropping the mask back onto the top of the tank. He pulled in a long breath, seemingly experimenting to see if he would cough again, before letting it out with a puff. “I wasn’t lying when I said I was dying, Selina.” 
 
    “How, exactly, are you alive at all?” 
 
    “I wasn’t lucky enough to have Azrael take my death away, no.” He smiled at her look of surprise. “Oh, yes, I know exactly how you were created.”  
 
    None of this made any sense to her. None of it fit with anything she knew. Correction—anything she thought she knew. “So how did Asmodeus give a bunch of stitched-together human corpses the breath of life?” 
 
    Octavian walked back over to her and sat on the stool next to the table. He looked so sweet and innocent, but she knew the threats he made hadn’t been lies. She knew he was going to cut her to pieces. It was just a matter of when, with what, and how badly. He folded his arms on the table and propped his chin on top of them again, watching her. His blond curls fell around his thin, delicate features. 
 
    He picked up the surgical knife from the table and toyed with it, moving it between his fingers like somebody might play with a pen. “You know how his puppets are made?” 
 
    “Binding a living soul to a wooden puppet. When the body dies, the soul transfers over. But the soul doesn’t die.” She couldn’t help but watch the edge of the blade as he lazily moved it through his fingers. She knew it was going to be plunged into her body soon enough. 
 
    “Imagine what would happen if you bound a living soul to a living body instead of a dead lump of wood. Imagine if you used all your dark magic to take the willing, living flesh of mortals and twisted them into something new without killing it—something more pleasing. Imagine if you bound the living soul of your most devoted servant to the heap of sputtering blood and bones you made. What would you have then?” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. She watched him as he stood slowly, leaning over her, his face tilting down close to hers. His lips brushed over her cheek then hovered close to her ear. 
 
    “You think you’re a monster?” He chuckled quietly, his breath ghosting over her skin as he tilted his head. “You don’t know the meaning of the word.” 
 
    He kissed her, his lips searing against her skin, thick with the taste of blood, as he drove the knife deep in between her ribs. She felt the slide of blade against bone, and she screamed, muffled against his lips. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Richard sat with his head in his hands. The driver’s side door of his best friend’s Pontiac was open, and he was sitting on the driver’s seat with his feet on the asphalt. He had taken Veil’s car and found his family by the front gate but found he couldn’t go any farther. 
 
    Not because he didn’t want to run. 
 
    Oh, he very much did. 
 
    Not just from Octavian. He could run from that madman without shame, but what he couldn’t run from was his accountability. That, he couldn’t stomach. That, he knew would eat him from the inside out like a cancer. 
 
    Chelly had oohed and aahed about the old muscle car and wanted to play with all the dials. But she was also exhausted, and sleep warred with her curiosity as she poked at the screen while rubbing at her eyes. Now, she was passed out asleep in his wife’s lap in the back bench. 
 
    He had found Veil’s phone on the passenger seat. Flicking it on, he unlocked it using her four-digit code. They knew each other’s codes—not just in case one of them had an emergency, but because they simply knew each other that well. 
 
    And I betrayed her. 
 
    He’d like to think she understood. He’d like to think she would offer herself up in trade to Octavian to save his life. He suspected that was precisely what happened. She was too smart, and had been in this business too long, to not have seen such an obvious trap coming. Which meant that she had come to the cemetery tonight fully aware of what was going to happen. 
 
    It didn’t make the sting any better. 
 
    Another text from Conrad.  
 
      
 
    Conrad: 1 min away don’t do anything stupid. 
 
      
 
    Richard didn’t bother responding. There was also a voicemail on the phone from a number he didn’t recognize. It was new, having been left in the past few minutes. Hitting it, he raised it to his ear out of curiosity. It might be important. 
 
    “Selina. This is a trap you are walking into. Do not go. Do not go near Octavian. You cannot imagine the cost. We will save your friend Richard together. Wait for me. Please, Selina. I love you.” 
 
    Asmodeus. A desperate-sounding Asmodeus. 
 
    “We should go, Richie,” Chris said from the back seat. 
 
    “No. I need to explain to them what happened.” 
 
    “But we don’t know anything. They didn’t tell us a single thing.” 
 
    “That’s not the part that needs explaining.” Richard sighed and put the phone on his friend’s dash. It was big enough to hold a lot more than a single cellphone. Old cars. They were just needlessly huge. He supposed it was part of the charm. “I’m sorry, but I need to do this.” 
 
    He glanced back at his wife and tried to offer her a faint smile, hoping she’d understand. He needed to face judgment for his crime. And if it couldn’t be through Veil, let it be through her new friends. 
 
    Chelly was out cold in his wife’s lap. At least she didn’t seem to suspect anything was wrong, only that things weren’t “right.” She knew the adults weren’t telling her something, and that was enough to put her on edge. Not enough that she stayed awake, mind you. 
 
    He hoped she didn’t wake up when the yelling began. He knew there’d be yelling. Likely at him. But his girl could sleep through a bomb blast. Here’s hoping it isn’t worse than that. 
 
    The sound of engines and wheels screeching turned his attention back to the graveyard. In that moment, six large black SUVs tore out of the darkness and through the gate, swerving onto the main road. Tires squealed, and the smell of burning rubber was thick in the air as they peeled out and took off into the distance, engines roaring. 
 
    Octavian and the rest. 
 
    Gone. Taking Veil somewhere. 
 
    He squeezed his eyes tight and lowered his head, feeling tears sting his eyes. He wanted to weep. But he wouldn’t. Not yet. Not in front of his wife and daughter. Chris’s hand settled on his shoulder, reaching through from the back seat to console him. He slipped his hand over hers and squeezed it. 
 
    “You did the right thing.” 
 
    He nodded weakly. It didn’t feel like the right thing. It felt like the coward’s choice. 
 
    Another minute or two passed before another car pulled up, the headlights sweeping over them then sending him back into darkness as the other driver stopped. The engine flicked off, and four figures climbed out of the black sedan. 
 
    His face had bloomed with heat, that strange kind of adrenaline rush one got when caught in a lie or an embarrassing situation. Like when he had accidentally sent an email he thought was a simple reply, but was a reply-all, disparaging several of the people to whom he had unwittingly sent the email. 
 
    This was far less mundane. This was serious. Now he knew what that feeling of adrenaline was really for. 
 
    He knew Gabe and Conrad, who climbed out of the front of the vehicle. He didn’t know the two men who climbed out of the back. But he knew, instantly, that they weren’t exactly normal. 
 
    One of them seemed to embody every vision of danger, sexuality, and masculinity in human culture into one well-dressed and towering form. Green eyes swung to him immediately, and Richard recognized the piercing gaze, even if he didn’t know the form it wore. He had seen this creature come back from the spirit world carrying Veil. Asmodeus. 
 
    He was slightly less terrifying as a mortal. Slightly. 
 
    The other man he truly didn’t know and couldn’t guess. He was built like a quarterback. Broad shoulders, muscular, and dressed casually in a well-loved brown leather coat, a t-shirt, and jeans. Short blond hair. He was handsome—almost too much so. It made his humanity instantly suspect. 
 
    Richard stood and closed the door to the car, wanting to separate Chris and Chelly from what was going to happen, even if only a little. It was a meaningless separation, but it made him feel like they were somehow safer. He was a fool grasping at a safety blanket. He stood in the presence of two priests who were plenty dangerous and at least one archangel, fallen or otherwise. Maybe two. 
 
    “Hello, brothers.” 
 
    Three. 
 
    The voice had come from beside Richard unexpectedly, and he would have screamed if he hadn’t also choked at the same time. He looked over at Azrael, who had appeared there without warning. Richard pressed his hand to his heart, feeling it thud painfully in its cage. “Wh—f—” was all he managed. 
 
    Azrael barely cast him a glance. There was judgment in those blue eyes that exactly matched Veil’s. Judgment, sadness, and…age. Those eyes had seen a hundred thousand years of suffering, and now they were looking at him. Judging him for adding more to the pile. 
 
    “Hello, Richard,” the archangel greeted him. It felt more like the whisper of a winter wind than a hello. 
 
    Instantly, Richard felt his face run cold. He shrank away from the archangel of death. The one whose daughter he had just betrayed. Guilt crashed through him like a runaway train. “I’m so sorry. I—I—” 
 
    “He will not harm you.” A deep voice, rumbling like thunder, distracted him. It only added to his fear. He glanced to the man who must be Alistair Solomon. The other creature whose creation he had betrayed. 
 
    Richard retreated, trying to keep the hood of the car between him and the approaching dark cloud. The “man’s” face was a schooled mask of indifference. But those green eyes of his glittered in rage. 
 
    The archdemon was stalking toward him. He had never felt more like prey in his life. Images of memories flashed into his mind. Of being trapped in that cage, in that bloody basement, listening to his mother and sister scream as they died.  
 
    “Please, I—” His voice sounded small. Weak. He was that eight-year-old boy once more. 
 
    “You have nothing to fear from the archangel of death,” Alistair assured him. But it was not a comforting promise. He sensed the razor’s edge of danger in the man’s voice. “Azrael does not interfere. He will not take revenge for your betrayal. But me? Mark me, human…” He grinned sadistically, a flash of white teeth that reminded Richard of a wolf. And then the beast struck. “I live by no such rule!” 
 
    When Alistair jumped toward him as if to grab him and do some unspeakable horror that Richard couldn’t imagine, he leapt back, tripped over his own feet, and landed painfully on the pavement. Azrael took a step back to let the scene unfold, his hands clasped behind him. 
 
    Alistair had him by the front of his coat and dragged him to his feet. Two fists twisted in his peacoat and shook him hard. “What you have done, you will pay for dearly, little mortal. You—” 
 
    “Back off.” A pair of arms separated them, pushing Richard back. A body stepped between them, facing Alistair. The other man from the car who he didn’t know. The blond in the brown leather coat. “Back the fuck off, Asmodeus.” 
 
    Alistair bared his teeth in a snarl and went to shove him off, but he saw it coming. He put his shoulder into the archdemon’s chest and shoved Alistair back, nearly sending him sprawling to the ground. “I’m not going to let you kill him.” 
 
    “And why not? Do you suddenly protect every human life?” Alistair growled at the mystery man. “How quaint.” 
 
    “Nope. But I’m gonna do it when I can.” The other man grabbed the edge of his leather coat and gave it a stiff tug to straighten it. “I’m pretty sure I’d get my angel card revoked if I let you squish some poor mortal asshole in front of me.” 
 
    “Angel card…?” Richard hadn’t realized he had spoken until it was too late. 
 
    “Oh. Hey.” The man turned to look at him and offered him a casual salute. “Michael. Nice to meet you. You must be V’s friend.” 
 
    Michael. 
 
    Michael. 
 
    He staggered back against the car and would have fallen again if the vehicle hadn’t been there to stop him. He shook his head rapidly in disbelief. “Oh, no. No, please, no,” he murmured. The world began to spin and grow fuzzy around the edges. He was getting nauseated and felt both flushed and cold at the same time. 
 
    “Aw, is he gonna faint?” Michael scratched the back of his neck. “I hate it when they get all floppy on me. Sit down, bud. Deep breaths. No big deal.” The archangel seemed almost…embarrassed. “Man, I hate being a celebrity.” 
 
    It might have been funny if Richard weren’t about to pass out. He paced farther back and leaned against the trunk of the car to try to steady himself. When a hand touched his arm, he nearly leapt out of his skin. 
 
    “Easy, easy…” Conrad and Gabe were there, looking at him in deep concern. “Just us. Just the humans.” 
 
    It was ridiculous that he found that as comforting as it was. He nodded and forced the air into his lungs to slow down and go deeper. Soon, his dizziness began to fade. 
 
    It was Gabe who asked the question Richard dreaded so profoundly. But the one he needed to answer. “What happened to Veil?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Selina.” 
 
    A voice spoke to her in that darkness, that emptiness that was the lake before the gate of death. She floated there, feeling the souls come and go around her, and knew she could never follow where they went. The freezing nothingness of the place seeped into her quickly. It was the kind of cold that burned. It hurt on a level she could not really describe, as her body wasn’t with her. It hurt in her mind. In her soul. This wasn’t a natural place to linger. 
 
    But the voice was always there. For what it was worth, she wasn’t alone. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Selina.” 
 
    She couldn’t speak here, but it didn’t matter. He could hear her thoughts. She believed him that he was sorry. Of all the people in her life to lie to her, Azrael had never been one of them. She wanted to ask for help. She wanted him to send someone to save her. But she knew it was wrong to ask. 
 
    It wasn’t his way. She wouldn’t make him defend his choices. She knew how everybody guilted him, begged him, pleaded with him for mercy. How many billions of times people must have wept at his feet for another chance, a few more minutes, for salvation. She wouldn’t add to his burden. She refused. 
 
    Even if—since she was dead—Azrael knew exactly where they were. To tell the others would be against his vow. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He apologized again, and she knew it wasn’t for what she had suffered—it was for what she was going to suffer. If this was what she was supposed to endure in the name of God, then he wouldn’t stop it. She understood. She didn’t like it, but she understood. 
 
    But she could ask him for one thing. 
 
    Asmodeus can’t be trusted. 
 
    She could ask him to tell the others about what Octavian really was. Michael had to know what was happening. The priests had to know. Richard didn’t betray her—not really. Not in any way that mattered. But Asmodeus had. Again. He had lied to her. She was an idiot for letting him get close to her again. 
 
    She was an idiot for having loved him again. 
 
    She showed Azrael the image in her memory of Octavian hovering over her, showing her the bloody marks on his forearms. 
 
    Azrael’s voice was silent for a long time. She felt something strange in the darkness. Something like electricity. Something sparking under the surface of the water. She had never felt anything like it. “Octavian is a homunculus.” 
 
    Octavian was going to torture her. This wasn’t going to be the only time she would be coming here in short order. Tears stung her eyes. They weren’t real; she knew that much. It was just a part of her, trying to cry. She was afraid. She was heartbroken. For a second time, she had given Asmodeus her heart, and he had shattered it. 
 
    “Please don’t weep, Selina. Please.” 
 
    But she couldn’t help it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Azrael stood at the gates of Mount Auburn Cemetery. He never came to visit the places of the mortal dead. Where their bodies reposed was not his domain. This was not his kingdom, despite what many of them might believe. 
 
    For the things that lay in the ground were dead, not dreaming. 
 
    His fists clenched at his sides. Rage filled him. So did his own guilt. The two were matched in equal breadth. And like opposite ends of a scale, they met in perfect balance. If he did not resolve them, he worried he may tear himself to pieces. 
 
    First, he examined his guilt. While his rage fueled his blood, his shame cinched a fist around his heart. For he knew what no one else did—Octavian had not left Mount Auburn Cemetery. Neither had Veil. They were only a few hundred feet away, half a mile at most, hiding below ground in a large mausoleum. The vehicles Richard reported seeing leaving had only been a very clever ploy. It would be a successful one…unless he intervened. 
 
    But he could not. 
 
    To do so would be to break the vow he’d held since he took up his post as archangel of death. Since humans began to die. He could not help Veil. He could not intervene to save her. That was the responsibility of those who stood around him, bickering and shouting at each other. Or, in the case of the mortal man Richard, shaking and nearly weeping in fear. 
 
    Then he examined his anger. 
 
    Octavian is a homunculus. 
 
    Rage surged in him, shattered the scales where they balanced in his mind. His screaming anger deafened the voice of his guilt. He took off his glasses slowly and carefully went about cleaning the frameless things. They were a conjuration, a lie, just like his mortal form. But the simple action made him take a breath. It forced him to measure out his thoughts and his emotions. It forced him to metaphorically count to ten. 
 
    Before he flew at Asmodeus and ripped him in two. 
 
    It was not his way. 
 
    His kin accused him of being too passive. Too cold. Too mute to the world and the pain around him. It was a lie. It was very much not the case. He heard every cry, felt every ounce of love, saw every tear of sorrow and relief in the souls he ushered to the gates of death. 
 
    He knew them all like they were his own. 
 
    If he spared any single one of them a second thought, he was certain he would lose his mind. What was left of it, at any rate. Somewhere, he felt the paper beneath his fingertips. The ink on his hands as he wrote the names of all those who passed. He recorded them. Always. Never-ceasing, never-ending, until the last soul on this plane breathed their last. Until all his brothers and sisters ceased to exist and he was the last to expire. 
 
    It would happen eventually. All things died. Someday, the end would come for them all, one way or another. Even those like he who pretended at immortality. There was no such thing. 
 
    Even him. 
 
    Even her. 
 
    Anger rushed in him again, and he bit it back, feeling his lip curl in disgust. Selina had shown him all she had learned. The face of the man—the homunculus—who had taken her. She had learned the truth from him, and in turn, she had relayed it to him. She had died at Octavian’s hands. He doubted it would be the last time she did. 
 
    Her body would survive, but what of the rest of her? Minds were just as fragile as bodies. Remarkably more so when the body could not break. There was always a weak link in the chain that bound a person together. There was always some piece that would snap first. 
 
    Asmodeus was shouting again. The sound of the archdemon’s rage brought Azrael’s attention from his thoughts and back to the moment. He had stayed to the rear of the pack to listen as Gabe and Conrad grilled the frightened mortal about what had happened. It was his way to listen, not to intervene, after all. 
 
    “What do you mean, she’s gone?” Asmodeus shouted. He had begun pacing the moment they arrived and after his failed attempt to kill Richard, and no matter what Michael tried to say, his fallen brother would not stand down. 
 
    “You don’t get to open your damn mouth, Asmodeus,” Michael snarled at him furiously. “You knew he was the creep at the bar. If you had come clean with us—as you said you would—with all you knew, we wouldn’t be in this situation in the first place!” 
 
    Asmodeus growled and bared his teeth at the shorter creature before whirling away, resuming his pacing. 
 
    If Michael only knew how right he was. 
 
    Azrael would wait for his turn. It would give his anger more chance to simmer. The conversation was wild and unfocused, filled with emotions flying in all directions. Misinformation, misdirection, and misdeeds were rampant. He would take a moment to calm himself before he exacerbated things. He stared at the proverbial boiling pot of iron in his heart and commanded the liquid metal to cool before it shattered the crucible and sent the burning substance scattering and setting the house ablaze. 
 
    “Richard. Please. Try to tell us what happened,” Gabe urged quietly, attempting to console the now-weeping history professor. The frightened mortal was trembling. His family was sitting in the back seat. The daughter was asleep and oblivious to what was happening—thank God for small favors—but the wife was watching them, wide-eyed and concerned. 
 
    Richard stammered for a moment before he could get his words out. “They took my family. They took me shortly after we left the church. They were masquerading as Alistair’s people. Octavian told me he was going to kill me. Slowly. Unless I did what he asked.” 
 
    “You were supposed to be her friend. You were supposed to be her ally. And instead, you said yes! You traded her life for yours!” Asmodeus roared in rage. “Your life is worthless, Richard. You betrayed her!” 
 
    “Don’t speak about betrayal right now, boyo.” Conrad pulled one of his guns out and pointed it at Asmodeus, clicking the safety off. “As of right now, you’re suspect number one in this whole royal fuckin’ mess.” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Richard’s wife duck low in the back seat over her sleeping daughter, terrified of the sight of a gun. Azrael sighed. “Children, please. Calm yourselves. We have witnesses, remember.” 
 
    Conrad made a loud, frustrated sound, hesitated, then with a grumble clicked the safety back on and slid his gun into his holster. “Fine. For now.” 
 
    “I know I betrayed her,” Richard said, wiping his nose with his handkerchief. “I know I did. I have to live with that. I had to think about my family. I just…I just…she can’t die. She can’t be hurt.” Mousy brown eyes found Azrael’s and searched desperately for confirmation. “Right?” 
 
    “She cannot die,” he affirmed. But as for the rest, he couldn’t speak to it. He chose to say nothing at all. He didn’t want to upset the mortal any more than he already was. The man’s constitution was shaky at best. Azrael suspected he did the deed to protect his own life, not fully that of his family—but he couldn’t judge the man for his terror. Azrael had no fear of death, after all. 
 
    “I can. I…I have a wife and a child. I have to put them first.” 
 
    “Then go!” Asmodeus snarled through his teeth. “You have done enough damage here.” 
 
    “He’s only mad because he got called out about lying. He’s not mad at you. Not really.” Michael shook his head. “But you should take your family home anyway.” Michael put a hand on Richard’s shoulder and smiled gently at him. Even if the mortal man did recoil in fear a few inches. “We’ll find her. It’ll be fine. You know how tough she is.” 
 
    Richard nodded weakly and wiped his nose again. “I’ll…I’ll hold on to her car for safe keeping. We’ll drive home. It’s a long haul, but it’ll be good for us. Tell her it’s with me, and she can come get it when this is all over.” 
 
    “I will.” Michael patted him again as Richard moved to climb into the vehicle. “Travel safe, Richard. I’ll send some of my own to watch over you.” 
 
    Richard looked at him, clearly confused, terrified, but touched. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m an archangel. Gotta be good for something.” Michael shrugged. “Now, go on. Console your family. They’ve had it rough, too.” 
 
    Richard nodded and, without another word, climbed into the antique Pontiac and, with the rumble of an engine, drove off. It left the rest of them ample space to bicker and point guns. It gave Azrael the opportunity, without the fear of traumatizing innocent bystanders, to say his own piece. 
 
    The boiling iron in his mind could not be contained. Now that the bystanders were gone, he no longer felt the need to hide it. The crucible cracked. 
 
    He let his rage, and his wings, unfurl. 
 
    His brethren and the two priests looked to him, shocked at the sudden change. The two priests fell over themselves in surprise as he shed his mortal form.  
 
    Azrael spread his four wings wide behind him. He may not be luminescent as Michael, but he shone in his own right, beating back the darkness of the night. It reflected in his stained-glass feathers. He felt the rumble of power that swelled within as he snatched Asmodeus by the front of his shirt. He threw the archdemon unceremoniously into the graveyard and farther from the view of the street. 
 
    Azrael was airborne after him before Asmodeus contacted the ground. Scythe in hand, he meant to drive it clean through the archdemon’s ribcage. Not enough to kill, but enough to badly wound. He wanted the archdemon to feel pain. Pain like what Selina suffered now. Pain that paled in comparison to the twofold betrayal she had endured this night. 
 
    Once at the hand of her best friend. The second at the hand of her lover. 
 
    The third at mine for being unable to save her. 
 
    Not unable. Unwilling. 
 
    Asmodeus had shed his mortal form the instant he touched the ground and rolled out of the way of the blade. The sharp tip of the scythe cleaved pavement like it was butter. Azrael ripped it out, uncaring for the rocks he sent flying as he swung the blade for his brother’s midsection. 
 
    “Azrael, what mean you by this?” Asmodeus dodged, but barely. He was on the defensive, ducking around the swings of his sharp curved blade. 
 
    Rarely did he fight. Rarely did he feel the inspiration to do so. But in this instance, he needed to harm the archdemon. And when Death fought, it rarely ended well for his opponents. 
 
    “You are a cretin, Asmodeus!” he snarled, his voice deeper and more ephemeral now that he had transformed. Sometimes he barely recognized it as his own. He had so many voices. 
 
    There was a flash of bright light, and a shining silver blade met his scythe and took it to the ground, pinning it in mid-strike. Michael. Azrael glowered at his brother from underneath the hood of his white and black robe, although it did little good. He did not, after all, own a face with which to glare. In the moment, it mattered little. 
 
    “Stand down, Michael.” 
 
    “Happily,” came the tinny, hollow reply from the suit of armor. “I’ll even join you. I would just like to know why you’ve gone apeshit. You haven’t raised your blade since the war. What did he do?” 
 
    Azrael felt his rage run cold. “Selina was not the first he made.” 
 
    “I know he tried more than once. You knew that, too.” 
 
    “She was not his first success.” 
 
    Michael’s head tilted back in surprise. He hesitated and turned to look at Asmodeus where he stood, stance taut, ready to defend himself. “What have you done, brother?” 
 
    Asmodeus snarled and flexed his wings, the shadows around him darkening and writhing, coming to life with his own matching anger. But he was no match for both Azrael and Michael, and the archdemon knew it. “Neither of you would dare to understand.” 
 
    “Answer my question. What have you done?” Michael lifted his blade from where it was pinning his scythe and turned to face Asmodeus. “It’s the cultist, isn’t it? It’s this Octavian.” When Asmodeus was silent, Michael groaned loudly and shook his head. “By God and all the stars above, you are such an immense idiot!” Michael turned back to Azrael. “You didn’t make him?” 
 
    “No. I did not know what Asmodeus had done until Selina told me.” 
 
    “How did Selina tell—” Michael grunted. “Oh. Right. Yes. That. How many times so far?” 
 
    “Just the once. She will die many more times before this is all through, I imagine.” Azrael growled low and turned to face Asmodeus. “You have done this to her. This is a catastrophe of your making. Our brothers and sisters are in chains because of you. Your creation raises an army. And now he has our creation! You are cursed. And I was a fool for ever helping you in making her!” 
 
    “You regret your choice, then?” Asmodeus laughed cruelly. “So quick you are to abandon her. When her eyes opened, when she first took breath, you ran from her in fear! You hid from what you had made. And now, you dare show yourself to her, only to turn away from her again. So soon as you deigned to enter her life, you abandon her. A hundred and nine years, you sat silently in the shadows. You could have gone to her in my absence, could have been the father you wished to be. The family she so desperately wanted. Instead, you let her wander alone. Why? For fear she might hate you? Or fear because you did not know if you were capable of love?” 
 
    “Do not speak to me of love—” 
 
    “No!” Asmodeus snarled loudly, the darkness around him deepening. His wings snapped wide behind him. “You do not know of what you speak, silent watcher. You do not dirty your hands with them. You do not feel love, for you are too afraid of what it might do to you. You dare speak to me with pity in your voice, archangel of death? You disgust me. If you love her now, then tell us where she is. You know her death. You know where she resides. You know from where her heart ceased to beat. Let us go now, the three of us, and end Octavian and save your precious daughter. Let us free our brothers and sisters. You have the key.” 
 
    Azrael froze. His heart stuttered in his chest, and he drew back a step. He felt hollow. Iron, boiling upon the floor of his heart, cooled. And in the absence of his rage, only the coldness of regret and shame reigned. 
 
    The archdemon’s second cruel laugh did not help. “You see? Silence. You will not break your vow. Not for us, and not even for her. Your anger is misplaced, archangel. Hate me for my misdeeds, for my creations, all you like. But it is not by my hand that she remains imprisoned. It is not by my hand that she will suffer. It is yours!” 
 
    Asmodeus beat his large black wings, kicking up a swirl of dried leaves around him. With a leap, he soared quickly into the night sky and was gone.  
 
    Azrael let out a sound that was part a howl, part something else. He was not quite sure what it was. But it came from the pain that welled up in him. The frustration, the hurt, the guilt. The anger. He melted back into his mortal form. He felt smaller that way. And therefore, in some meaningless way, so did his agony. 
 
    He took several steps over to the nearest monument and leaned against it heavily. 
 
    “Azrael,” Michael said to him quietly from nearby, “you know where she is?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “And you won’t tell us.” 
 
    “I cannot. You know I cannot.” 
 
    “These aren’t special circumstances?” 
 
    “There are always special circumstances.” He felt defeated. He heard it echoed in his voice. He wanted Michael to leave him be. He heard the footsteps of the mortal priests approaching him. He could vanish, but he was no coward. He chose to stand as a passive witness to all that transpired; he wouldn’t hide from the recompense that accompanied his vow. 
 
    He wished—deeply, in that moment—that he could crawl into one of these graves like all those he had shepherded home over the thousands of years of his post. But it was always to be denied to him. He had no release from his pain. 
 
    Michael’s form changed as he shifted back to his mortal body. He sighed heavily and shook his head. “Octavian is a homunculus. Like Veil. Great.” He rubbed his hand over his face. “Who helped make him, if not you?”  
 
    “He is a broken thing. Asmodeus made him alone. Once he learned the results were less than ideal, that must have been what drove him to seek my assistance.” Azrael shut his eyes and hung his head. Pity for others warred with pity for himself. “He is a living soul bound to living flesh that Asmodeus twisted to create a near immortal. He is a madman.” 
 
    “Oh, good!” Michael threw his hands up in frustration. “No big deal. That’s great. Just great.” 
 
    “That was…somethin’ else, I gotta admit,” Conrad, the Irish priest, spoke up. “Not every day you watch three archangels duke it out. Though I think I only followed about a third of what you all were screamin’ at each other about.” 
 
    “I’ll fill you in over food,” Michael replied. “Pretty sure we passed a twenty-four-hour IHOP somewhere back there.” 
 
    “Isn’t it an odd hour for pancakes?” Gabe asked warily. “And an odd time to want them?” 
 
    “Don’t blaspheme, priest,” Michael warned. Azrael looked up to see the other archangel wagging his finger at the Italian. “A late-night crisis is the perfect time for pancakes.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    She awoke with a gasp, feeling the cold rattle in her lungs as she coughed to try to clear it. She shivered, feeling her body desperately struggle to raise its temperature by any means necessary. 
 
    “Poor thing. It isn’t fun for you, is it?” 
 
    She coughed again and opened her eyes to glare at Octavian, who was standing over her, smiling faintly at her. “Fuck…you.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize the coming back from death hurt. I guess it makes sense, now that I think about it. Huh.” He sat on the stool next to her and scooted to the edge of the table and leaned his elbows on the metal lip. “Does it always hurt the same? Or does it hurt worse depending on how bad the death is?” 
 
    “Hurts worse,” she confirmed. No point in lying about it. He seemed like a sadistic bastard but also oddly sympathetic. It was a bizarre combination. “Also takes longer.” She shuddered again and watched as her breath slowly transitioned from fog to normal temperature. 
 
    Octavian stood from the table and walked across the room. He came back a moment later, carrying a heavy blanket. He unfolded it and threw it over her without a word. Then he sat back down on the stool as if nothing had happened. 
 
    He hadn’t done it to be manipulative. She didn’t think so, anyway. She’d been captured once—with very similar magic, in fact—by a bunch of sadistic freaks who had tortured her for days. They had blown hot and cold like a broken HVAC unit, attempting to break her down, to keep her on her toes and uncertain of who was friend or foe. It was an ages-old interrogation technique. 
 
    Once she’d gotten free, she’d killed those men slowly. 
 
    But she honestly didn’t think that was what this was. He just did it like it was the natural thing a person would do. Give someone who was cold—and in their underwear—a blanket. 
 
    He was a sick, sadistic, insane fuck…with a nice streak. Usually, it was nice people with a sadistic streak. He was the other way around. 
 
    “What does it feel like? Dying?” 
 
    She narrowed an eye at him. “Do I get to charge you for information, since you’re doing it to me?” 
 
    He laughed. “I suppose it would only be fair. What do you want in exchange?” 
 
    “How about not killing me?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nope. Sorry. Too much fun. And I want you to bring messages to Azrael, anyway.” He looked off thoughtfully, tapping his finger on his chin, as if trying to really think of something that would be worth trading for. “Your freedom is out. Hmm…well, I guess you could look at it this way—the more time we’re talking, the less time I’m killing you.” 
 
    “Sure. Fine.” She let out a frustrated grunt and rested her head back against the metal table. There was a pillow under her head. 
 
    How thoughtful. 
 
    She could give him something for that, she supposed. It made it a trade, and less of him just being…compassionate. She didn’t want to think of him as having those emotions. “Dying hurts. It’s different depending on how you go. Drowning is different than being shot. Being set on fire is different than being squished.” 
 
    “Squished?” Octavian made a disgusted face that was so overblown she chuckled. “You’ve been squished?” 
 
    “One of those car compactors in a junkyard. I really don’t recommend it.” 
 
    “Oh Lord.” He huffed. “What was it…like?” 
 
    “Textured. That’s the only word I can think of to describe it.” She blanched at the memory. The image of the roof of the car folding in as it came down toward her face. She had been after a murderer. He had been a sicko. They generally were. Octavian was unique, but he wasn’t her first. The feeling of metal crushing down around her, compressing into bone and flesh, making them indistinguishable from one another, made her shudder. “It had a lot of different textures.” 
 
    He snickered. “And here I thought when I was going to behead you, that would be the worst you’d suffered. I guess I have to get more creative!” 
 
    “Behead me…?” 
 
    “Mmhm. I wanna see which half grows back. Don’t you want to know?” He smiled sweetly. 
 
    “I…no. No, really don’t.” 
 
    He shrugged, clearly unconcerned. “I have something worth trading for. Don’t worry.” He propped his chin over his wrists where his arms were folded on the table and watched her curiously. “What’s it like after that, though? After the initial pain? Does that part hurt? What happens?” 
 
    She watched him for a moment, seeing the burning curiosity in those crimson eyes. There was also sadness, but more importantly…there was fear. “You’re afraid to die.” 
 
    He shut his eyes and rested his cheek on his wrist. “I am. I admit I am. Even after all this time. So many people have gone over that cliff before me, but I’m still afraid of the drop. I’m ready. But I can’t help but be afraid.” 
 
    “I don’t know what it’s like to really die. I don’t know what’s after the gate to the beyond. I can’t ever go that far. I just know what it’s like to go up to where Azrael takes souls, and then I’m forced to come back.” 
 
    “Forced?” 
 
    She smiled with a small huff of a laugh. “I’ve died a lot, Octavian. A lot. I’m going to die more. It gets tiring. Sometimes I wish it could end. Knowing you’re going to live forever is terrifying. What’ll I be like in a hundred more years? Two hundred more? Maybe I’ll go insane and become some power-mad tyrant. Honestly, though? The future is just terrifying, doesn’t matter how it ends. Death or otherwise.” 
 
    “At least you’ll have company. Azrael and Asmodeus and the rest.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that helps or makes it worse. Besides, I’m not like them. I’m something other. Not human, not angel…you understand.” She thought she was alone in this world. The discovery that she wasn’t was somehow both terrible and comforting in the same breath. 
 
    “I do.” He took her hand, and she wondered if she had a choice—if she weren’t strapped down—whether she’d yank away from him. She let the restraints be her excuse. “I really do.” 
 
    “Death doesn’t hurt, once you get over the initial…squishy bit. Once the body is dead and your soul moves on, it doesn’t feel like much at all. Movement, maybe. I see it as a lake. A giant, black lake with water as still as glass. There, I find myself floating on the surface. I can feel the presence of other souls, but I can’t ever see them. They come and go. They move on. I linger there for a moment, and then I drift back to where I started. Other people talk about it like a tunnel or a door. That there are people there waiting. I’ve never seen any of that.” 
 
    “And is that where Azrael is?” Octavian seemed content to hold her hand. His skin was warm against hers—too warm. Like he was feverish. She wondered what kind of illness was destroying his body. “Is that where he really is?” 
 
    “He’s everywhere. It’s an event-horizon, black hole, physics…thing. I don’t know. Asmodeus tried to describe it to me once and did a shit job. Either that, or I wasn’t paying attention. I probably wasn’t paying attention.” 
 
    Octavian laughed. “Bad student?” 
 
    “Distracted. I liked what I liked and excelled in those areas. Anything I didn’t like, I didn’t spare time for.” She smiled. This almost felt normal. 
 
    Except for the fact she was strapped to a metal table. In a crypt. As a prisoner to a sadistic madman. 
 
    Besides that. 
 
    It was almost comfortable. 
 
    “I wanted Asmodeus to love me. I know he did. But somehow, I always wanted more. I’ve always wanted more. I think I was trying to fill the hole I felt in my soul. The one created by the wrongness of my being.” He was now toying with her hand, running his fingers along the edges of hers. “I’ve always been corrupted. Tainted. Rotting away, piece by piece. I wanted to fill the hole with something.” 
 
    “What’s killing you?” 
 
    “My body is falling apart. Literally dissolving.” He shut his eyes, his head still resting on one wrist, while he idly toyed with her hand. “Being dead doesn’t hurt. I’m disappointed, actually.” 
 
    “You want it to hurt?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You’re a sadist and a masochist, then. How well-balanced.” 
 
    He laughed, sitting up and turning his attention back to her. “No, it’s not quite like that.” He scooted closer to her head and smiled. “I’ll tell you. But it’ll cost you.” 
 
    She groaned and looked away for a moment. “Is knowing why you want death to hurt useful in stopping you?” 
 
    “It’s useful in understanding me, I suppose. But it’s another small piece of information, like where we are. Another small death. I’ll amputate your leg.” 
 
    She yanked on the restraints, pointlessly trying to snap them free. They didn’t budge. She growled loudly then let out an exasperated sigh as she sank back against the table, giving up. She was going to get stuck playing this game whether she liked it or not. He was going to kill her whether she got anything out of it or lay there arguing in frustration. She might as well get something from the trade. “Fine.” 
 
    He clapped excitedly and rolled away, rustling for stuff on a metal table just outside her field of view. When he came back, he had a handful of equipment. 
 
    Including…a bone saw. 
 
    She gagged and looked away. God damn it. God damn it all! 
 
    Octavian pulled the blanket off her, folding it and setting it away. She watched as he placed the tools on the edge of the table, laying them all out next to each other. Next to the saw were a few surgical knives of various lengths. 
 
    Seeing the look of horror on her face, he leaned over her and placed a kiss on her forehead. She felt his hot breath wash over her. “You know why I make you hurt? You know why I make all my playthings hurt?” 
 
    She opened her eyes to meet his crimson ones and saw true sadness in his gaze. It surprised her enough that she found herself caught by his expression. She shook her head silently. 
 
    “I don’t feel any pain.” 
 
    She blinked and furrowed her brow. 
 
    “I’m not lying.” He leaned back from her and smiled sadly. He rolled his sleeve up and, reaching down to his collection of tools, picked up one of the two sharp surgical knives. He put the edge to his arm and sliced it open, digging the blade deep. He didn’t even flinch. “I feel pleasure. I feel touch. I feel the summer sun and the winter chill. But I feel no lick of flame, no bite of frost. All the sensations in this world are mine, but never pain. Do you know how…how miserable that is? How empty life is without it?” Tears shone in his eyes. He blinked, and now he was crying. 
 
    He cried tears of red. 
 
    “All I want…all I want in the world is to feel pain. I’ve tried so hard. I hurt myself for so long, but I never felt a thing.” He shook his head miserably. “I feel hollow inside. No matter how hard I try to fill it with pleasure, with drugs, with my playthings, the emptiness always comes back. The numbness.” 
 
    He looked down and watched his arm bleed. A few drops dripped onto his white pants. “I go through so much clothing. You can’t imagine my dry cleaning bill.” He smiled wryly as he walked away. He picked up some gauze to wrap his wound. “I wish I could heal like you. I wish I could feel pain like you. I wish I were real, Selina. You and I are like ghosts in this world. And if you are a ghost, can you imagine what a tiny piece of a shadow I am?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Octavian.” 
 
    He smiled. “Do you mean that?” He was clearly surprised and flattered. 
 
    “I do.” She shifted against the straps holding her down. “Even if you are a sick fuck and you’re torturing me.” 
 
    He laughed. “That’s fair. Do you want to know why Asmodeus made me so I couldn’t feel pain?” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll add it to the reasons I hate him. Maybe I’ll even punch him once for you, if I get the chance.” 
 
    “Now I really am touched.” He grinned at her dry comment. “He told me I feel no pain because otherwise it would be all I ever knew. I am not supposed to exist. I’m the twisted form of living bodies warped into something new. His magic keeps me barely alive. I have been dying since the moment I breathed for the first time.” He sighed tiredly. He looked so weary, suddenly, so dragged out. His thin shoulders slumped. “He thought the pain would drive me insane. I think the absence of it did the same. It just took longer.” 
 
    “You know you’re insane?” 
 
    “It’s hard to miss.” He snorted in laughter. “But it won’t be the case for long. Pretty soon, it’ll all be over.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “As soon as I’m done with my work, I will happily lie down and die.” He finished bandaging his arm and, walking back to the table, picked up the bone saw with a slide of metal on metal. The sound made her shudder. “Maybe if you’re lucky, you’ll be the one to kill me. I think I’d like that. Do you want to kill me, Selina? I’d be so proud if it were you.” 
 
    “I…think you need to be stopped. I think you need help.” 
 
    “There’s no help for me. No help but the grave.” He smiled sadly and bent his head to kiss her cheek. When he stood back up, he placed the teeth of the saw against her thigh, just above her knee. She braced herself, her hands clenching into tight fists, and waited. “But that’s very sweet of you, to think I’m salvageable. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome?” 
 
    And with that, he pushed the teeth of the saw down and forward. Sliding metal against flesh, back and forth, back and forth, deeper and deeper. Pain blotted out her vision. She screamed. 
 
    At some point, shock set in. She couldn’t feel it anymore. She was bleeding out. Her body was shutting out all the noise. She was shivering. She was too hot and too cold all at once. All she could register was the lurching of her body with the movement of the saw. Back and forth. Back and forth. Back and forth. 
 
    Back and forth. 
 
    Darkness fell over her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Octavian had sent her to the lake again. To the edge of death, only to return. 
 
    “Please don’t be afraid, Selina.” 
 
    It was hard not to be. But she was trying. 
 
    She came back with a gasp. She moaned in pain at the cold that was surrounding her. No amount of hot coffee could chase it away fast enough. The more she died in one day, the worse it became. And she had a feeling she was going to die many, many more times in short order. She felt a soft blanket over her again. 
 
    “Welcome back! That one was fascinating. Watching your leg grow back was so much fun! Want to see the video?” 
 
    That he was so perky about it made her want to throw up or scream something at him. But she couldn’t form words. Only shiver and squeeze her eyes tight, waiting for the cold ache in her lungs to go away. She shook her head. She wanted to tell him where to go put his phone and his bone saw. 
 
    “Poor darling…it really does do a number on you, huh? I suppose it would. I guess I kind of expected you’d just bounce back, right as rain.” 
 
    She shook her head again and finally managed to open her eyes. Octavian was standing near her, smiling sympathetically. Sympathy. As if he hadn’t been the one to cause her suffering. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to watch?” He held up his phone. 
 
    “No,” she muttered. She had no interest in watching what happened when her body stitched itself back together. 
 
    “Suit yourself.” He hummed as he walked around her, making sure the blanket was over her and arranged perfectly. 
 
    “Let me go, Octavian.” She kept the anger out of her voice. Maybe appealing to his kinder side might work. It wouldn’t. But hey, she could try. “Please.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” He tucked the blanket in around the edges and smiled. His red eyes shone with an odd kind of regret. “I’m afraid I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Then you’ll try to stop me.” He walked away from her, dumping a thick knife into a metal bin of cleaning solution that was now stained red from her blood. 
 
    “I’m not the only one. So are the archangels and archdemons. So are the priests of the Order. I’m not the only one after you.” 
 
    “I know. Maybe they’ll find me. Maybe they won’t.” He shrugged idly. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Of course!” He beamed again. “It might come with a price, of course. But I’ll make sure to tell you if it does. We’re still playing my game, after all.” 
 
    “I hate this game.” 
 
    “I know.” There was sad hope in his eyes. “I wish we could be friends. I wish we could just sit, and chat, and have a nice dinner, and be friends. But…it’s too late for that. Go on. Ask your question.” 
 
    She wasn’t eager to die again. She really wasn’t. But she needed to know. “Why abduct me? Why bother?” 
 
    He sighed heavily and walked back to her, sitting on the stool at her side. He had changed his clothing, his white suit barely speckled with red. Honestly, she had no idea how much time had passed since he started this sick so-called game. “That one is going to cost you. I’m sorry. That one doesn’t come free.” 
 
    She cringed, bit back a helpless sob, then shut her eyes. She gave up. “Okay.” 
 
    Lips pressed against her forehead again. Trying to comfort her. “I took you for two reasons. One, I care about you.” 
 
    She snorted in laughter. Hard. “Buddy, you have a weird fucking way of showing it.” 
 
    He giggled, not taking offense at that in the slightest. “I do, don’t I?” He let out a long sigh and leaned his chin on his hand as he watched her. “I know I do. I’m not right in the head. I’m very much aware of what I am. What my pleasures are. I enjoy hurting things.” He reached up and toyed with her hair. She didn’t bother trying to yank away. There wasn’t anywhere for her to go. 
 
    “Really? Holy shit.” She laid the sarcasm on thick. “I hadn’t noticed!”  
 
    He snickered again at her attitude. “Unbreakable. That’s what you are. I really hope it’s true.” 
 
    The way he said it made her nervous. 
 
    “Well,” he corrected himself, “you’re not unbreakable. Nobody’s unbreakable. But you always seem to glue yourself back together. Like your body. I’m a little jealous. I wasn’t made like that.” He curled her hair around his finger, smiling dreamily. “You don’t deserve any of this. I understand what I’m doing to you is wrong. But you don’t deserve what’s been done to you by Asmodeus, either. I’m going to burn this world away in righteous fire. I’m going to destroy it, and I’m trying to spare you what would happen if you got in the way. I don’t want you to be like one of my Orolun. One of my Corrupted. That…that’d be too much for me to bear.” 
 
    He shifted his hand to place his palm against her cheek, and she flinched away from his touch. He ignored her reaction and touched her anyway. Strapped to the table, there wasn’t a whole lot she could do. “But I took you for another reason, too. You’re my plan B, in case this all goes to shit.” 
 
    “A bargaining chip?” she guessed. “When you’re cornered, you trade me for your safety?” 
 
    He laughed. “Oh, no. Nothing so mundane. That wouldn’t work. As soon as Asmodeus thought you were safe, he’d turn me to mincemeat.” He paused and snickered. “Back into mincemeat, anyway.” 
 
    “So, what, then?” 
 
    “If I tried to explain it to you right now, it wouldn’t make much sense. Have to know my plan A before plan B, right?” He tapped his finger on the end of her nose, and she jolted. His smile bloomed wider at her startled reaction. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. The lunatic was enjoying toying with her. “What’s your plan A, then?” 
 
    “You’re racking up a Hell of a toll to pay me in our game. This is a big death. A really big death. Plan A is expensive. I might have to kill you a few more times before I tell you.” 
 
    “This is a shit game, Octavian, and I’ve played some really bad ones. Buy some boardgames or something, for fuck’s sake. Like, seriously.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself. I’m having a blast.” He grinned. 
 
    “That’s the goddamn problem, you sicko.” 
 
    He shrugged. “This is just how I play with my friends.” 
 
    She shot him a narrow glare. “Try Uno next time. Or Jenga. Or anything a little less stabby. Maybe you’d have a better social life if you stopped murdering your ‘friends.’” 
 
    “Point.” He straightened, and she heard something click loudly as the table swung up to be almost vertical. The sudden shift of gravity had the blanket falling from her. She was still in her underwear. At least he had let her keep that. The blue lace was stained nearly black with blood. The rest of her was clean. For now. 
 
    The bloody rags that lay strewn about on the metal rolling tables nearby showed that he was dutifully tidying up after himself. 
 
    “Why exactly are you doing this, again?” 
 
    “It has to do with my plan B.”  
 
    “Great.” Down this road again. “How many more times are you going to kill me? I wanna just, y’know, keep track for my bingo card.” 
 
    “Bingo card?” 
 
    “Longstanding running joke I have. Collecting all the fun and squishy ways to die.” 
 
    He laughed hard and pushed away from the table. “Have I helped you fill out a few rows?” 
 
    “Bud, you’re adding new rows on.” Especially if he made good on his threat to behead her. Ugh. 
 
    He rustled around on a metal rolling table and came back with a pair of pliers and a serrated knife. Instantly, her stomach dropped a few stories. Seeing the look on her face, he tutted. “I’m sorry. I wish you enjoyed this like I do.” 
 
    “I really, really don’t. And neither should you.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I am what I am. I am what Asmodeus and the absence of God has allowed me to be.” 
 
    “Absence of God?” 
 
    He smiled dreamily and, walking up to her, pulled over a small stool with the edge of his foot. He climbed onto it, now eye-to-eye with her on the tilted-up table. He leaned into her, pressing his body up against hers, and let out a small purr of pleasure as he did. “This is a really big piece of information you’re buying. It’s worth quite a few more deaths, at least.”  
 
    She groaned. 
 
    He continued like she hadn’t made a sound. “Open your mouth for me, play my games, I’ll tell you why I’ve taken the archangels and archdemons as my prisoners. I’ll tell you my plan A and my plan B and how you feature in both. Then, when I’m done, I’ll kill you one last time, and you can tell Azrael everything.” 
 
    Gritting her teeth, she went rigid. Whatever he was planning, she didn’t like it. She could only imagine what he was going to do to her with that knife and a pair of pliers. None of it was going to end well. 
 
    None of this was going to end well. 
 
    He rolled his eyes, exasperated like she was a toddler he was trying to convince to eat her vegetables. He leaned his elbow on the table next to her head and, with his other hand, pliers still in his grasp, poked her on the end of the nose with his finger. She twitched at the touch. “If you don’t, I’m going to break all your teeth in the process. That’s not what I’m after, but I’ll enjoy it anyway. This is going to happen no matter what. You just get to make it quicker, less painful, and worth something in the end.” 
 
    She was shivering. Not from cold anymore, not exactly. She was shivering from adrenaline and fear. She didn’t want to do this anymore. She didn’t know how much longer she could. She had a feeling she was going to find out. 
 
    “I’ll sweeten the deal. I’ll tell you how I’m taking the archangels. How I’m really taking them.” He paused, letting her think it over. “Are you going to play with me?” He held up the pliers and grinned impishly. There was a playfulness there that was more like a little kid asking to play cops and robbers than a madman threatening her with mechanic’s tools. “Open your mouth. Then I’ll tell you all my secrets.” 
 
    She fought back the sob that wanted to wrack her body, and she took in a deep, slow breath. She rallied every ounce of courage she could muster. Information was the only good she could do right now and the only thing she could accomplish. The pain was fleeting. 
 
    Pain didn’t matter. 
 
    Right? 
 
    Octavian seemed like he would want to argue otherwise. 
 
    Resigning herself to what was about to happen, she tried to shore up what was left of her resolve. “Fine…” 
 
    He squeaked in excitement, giggling again. He was so childlike, so innocent. So puckish. And yet matched with equal parts dangerous insanity and so much more horrifying because of it. He leaned in and kissed her cheek again. “You’re the best. Now, be a good girl and open your mouth.” 
 
    Unable to hold the tears back, she did as she was told. He pressed the pliers into her mouth, and she gagged as he caught the tip of her tongue in them. He squeezed down hard, and she screamed in pain as he yanked until her tongue was forced out of her mouth. 
 
    And then he began to saw. 
 
    Her vision flashed white as she thrashed, the pain searing through her. Liquid, hot, thick, coppery, and awful filled her mouth. She coughed, sending it pouring down her chest. Octavian tossed the tools aside. She heard them clatter to the ground. Blood kept surging from her, and she coughed again as it ran down her throat. If she wailed or screamed, she’d swallow more. 
 
    One of his hands snapped over her mouth, pinning it shut and holding it there. His other hand went over her nose, closing it. “Oh, my sweet, my wonderful darling…my undying, perfect thing. Do you know how beautiful you are when your eyes go wide in pain? In fear? And yet you always come back—smirking, cracking jokes, ready for more. I am so very jealous of you. And of Asmodeus. I wish our lives could have been different. I really do. I hope you believe me.” 
 
    I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe! 
 
    Liquid filled her mouth until she couldn’t contain it anymore. She coughed and puttered, but he held her mouth shut in his tight grasp. His fingers dug into her chin, but she couldn’t feel the pain over the roar of it already in her jaw. 
 
    She swallowed. Blood—thick, hot, too much of it—poured down her throat. She needed air. She needed to breathe. Reflexively, she swallowed again. It rushed into her lungs.  
 
    She was drowning. She was drowning. She was— 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Octavian killed her four more times. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Each time, Azrael apologized to her. Each time, she knew he wasn’t just sympathizing with her pain. He was apologizing for the fact that he hadn’t come to save her. That he knew where she was but couldn’t get involved. 
 
    It’s okay, she told him silently. She understood. She really did. 
 
    But that understanding was starting to wear thin by her fifth death at Octavian’s hands. 
 
    The first of the four times, he had slit her throat and cut her down to the bone. He had watched her bleed to death. He had run his tongue up her arm to catch a river of the crimson liquid that was her lifeblood as it gushed down her body. He drank it up, moaning in explicit pleasure as he did. Telling her that he couldn’t eat her flesh—but that he would enjoy her blood as much as he could. 
 
    She didn’t remember much of the second time. Just flashes of pain. Of tubing. Of pliers and forceps and something worming its way through her ribcage. Deeper and deeper until it punctured something it shouldn’t have. 
 
    The third time, he had sawn her in half like a bad magician’s parlor trick. He wanted to see which half would come grow back. But the mind shut down quickly with that much pain. She remembered little more than the blade over her, glinting in the dim lighting of his parlor, reflecting her horrified expression back at her. 
 
    The fourth…the fourth time he had beheaded her. Just as he had threatened to do. He put a wooden gag in her mouth so she wouldn’t bite off her own tongue. How thoughtful. That death had been quick. It had been a mercifully short amount of time before her world went to black. But it had hurt…it had hurt so very much. 
 
    “Be strong, Selina…be strong.” 
 
    Veil awoke to a very strange sound. It took her a very, very long time to realize what it was. She was too busy shivering and trembling, the nightmare of her last death haunting her. She could feel her tongue in her mouth. She couldn’t even taste any blood. 
 
    But that one had been particularly rough. 
 
    It would take her a long time to forget that one. 
 
    Something warm and soft surrounded her. There was something plush under her head. Opening her eyes, she tried to focus on the ceiling first. The sound was pervasive. It was an odd but…familiar sound. It was rhythmic. 
 
    What the Hell is that? 
 
    When she realized what it was, her eyes went wide, and then she squeezed them shut. For a moment, she took stock of her body. Nothing hurt. She could feel her toes. Her hands. Everything was where it should be. She didn’t have anything extra anywhere else. 
 
    The sound she could hear? 
 
    Sex. 
 
    For a moment, she had been terrified Octavian had changed his mind on his promise not to do anything like that to defile her. Although, at this point, if he offered her a choice between cutting out her tongue or doing something else with her tongue, she’d have to think long and hard about it. 
 
    Don’t look. 
 
    Don’t look. 
 
    Don’t look. 
 
    Curiosity finally got the better of her. She lifted her head and saw Octavian sitting on the white sofa at the far end of the room. His arms were stretched out across the back of it, his head tilted against the wall. He was fully dressed, but that didn’t say much. A woman, her back to Veil, was straddling his lap and riding him like there was no tomorrow. Her dress was hiked up to her waist, and she was otherwise utterly naked. 
 
    “Seriously?” She laid her head back down and looked up at the ceiling. “You’re kidding me. Get a room, Octavian.” 
 
    “Oh! You’re awake!” He laughed. “I thought you would sleep that one off for a bit longer. I guess I misjudged and”—he paused and grunted in pleasure before starting again like nothing had happened—“I got bored.” 
 
    “You got bored?” 
 
    “Well, when you say it like that, I sound like a deviant.” 
 
    She laughed. She could hear the smile in his voice and couldn’t help it. It was funny. She’d had—and was going to have—few reasons to laugh lately. “Y’know, if you weren’t brutally mauling me and screwing some random chick in the room, I might like you. I think we might have a similar sense of humor.” 
 
    “Do you mean that?” He hissed air in through his teeth and groaned. He was really just going to carry on a conversation while some chick was pretending it was girls-ride-free night on the mechanical bull at the corner bar. 
 
    She kept her eyes on the ceiling. “You’re kinda funny. And we have some things in common already. Maybe you could stop screwing the random girl in front of me, though?” 
 
    “Well, then. Maybe I’ll stop torturing you. We might have to renegotiate on the public sex, though. Since this is a crypt, I don’t exactly have another room. And…” He grunted again, his voice growing huskier. At least it sounded like it was going to be over soon. “I get bored really easily.” 
 
    She laughed again, quieter this time. She didn’t want to encourage him too much. 
 
    He moaned loudly, and the sound of flesh meeting flesh ended. Thank God. That was a level of awkward she hadn’t had to experience since living with Alistair. While she never found him banging someone else, that didn’t mean those who served the archdemon of lust didn’t join his cause for very particular reasons. 
 
    She had never been a prude. Hadn’t been raised that way. Asmodeus encouraged “public displays of affection,” to put it lightly. She’d walked in on far too many of his cultists having crazy sex with each other. Or demons. Or both. Most of the time? Both. 
 
    She still had a hard time not knocking on walk-in closet doors before going inside. Just to be sure. 
 
    It suddenly occurred to her that she hadn’t heard a noise from the girl. Maybe she just was that kind of lady. Or, maybe, Octavian was awful. The latter was unlikely. He was raised and created by Alistair, after all. 
 
    “I brought her here to meet you, anyway,” Octavian said, and she heard the rustle of people moving and arranging clothing. They were getting dressed. Thank God. Again. 
 
    “Am I the new exhibit in the zoo?” she quipped dryly. And maybe just a little bit bitter about still being strapped to the damn table. 
 
    “No. I dare say, she is. Come, dear.” Octavian was walking toward her. She heard his boots on the floor. She heard the click of the woman’s heels. “I did say I was going to tell you what I was after if you played nice with me. And you did. And I’m a man of my word.” Octavian’s face popped into her field of vision, and he smiled down at her tenderly and stroked her hair. She tilted her head away from him but couldn’t go far. 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t sound so dejected. You’re going to love this. I really think you will. This is going to be spectacular.” 
 
    When he took the blanket off her, she was shocked to see she was dressed. She was wearing loose, white linen pants and a white linen tank top. Her bloodstained underwear was gone. She bristled a bit at him having stripped her and dressed her, but she knew it could have gone many worse ways than that. 
 
    And blood-soaked clothing was the worst feeling in the world. 
 
    He stepped on the foot pedal that must control the locking mechanism on the angle of the table. With a loud click, the table began to tilt back up so she could see the woman while upright. 
 
    She resisted the urge to crack a Frankenstein joke as she was forced to ride the table up to a steeper angle. 
 
    The woman in front of her was staring at her coldly. For a moment, Veil flinched, shrinking back against the metal table as if she could hide through it. She knew the woman and expected her nails to come flying toward her face to peel off her skin. But then, slowly, Veil realized the woman wasn’t staring coldly because she was mad. 
 
    She was staring that way because she wasn’t showing any emotion at all. 
 
    She was beautiful, with her brown-red hair and her citrine eyes. Her dress of marigold colors and her tanned skin. But where Veil had met her with rage in her eyes, now they were glassy, empty, and devoid of any recognition or awareness. 
 
    “Raphael…?” 
 
    Octavian giggled and slung his arm around her waist and pulled her to his side. Raphael moved haltingly, as if she were a puppet only commanded to stand upright. Something was very, very wrong. “Isn’t she the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen?” 
 
    “I…guess? I mean, she’s an archangel. I don’t follow.” Fear was creeping up her spine. Were they working together? But something seemed…off. Very off. “Are you in on this, Raphael?” 
 
    She said nothing. Only stared. 
 
    “No, silly.” Octavian chuckled. “She’s one of mine. She’s an Orolun. I took her first…before even Chamuel submitted to me. That’s how I could do any of this. It’s because of her that my work will be complete!” He cackled and took up Raphael’s arms and forced her into a waltz position with him. He dragged her around in a small circle in his mock-dance, and she followed lurchingly. All with no expression or reaction. 
 
    “You…took her first. That means…in the bar?” Veil felt very slow putting this all together. “If you controlled her then, you had her interrupt us.” 
 
    “Of course! Asmodeus was there. He was going to make things very uncomfortable. When I saw him spying on us, I knew I needed a very good reason for him not to follow me. What better than to threaten his lovely angel with his sister? He does hate Raphael so very much.” Octavian stopped his waltz and abandoned Raphael mid-step. The puppet of an archangel came to a staggering halt and stood there, waiting for orders. 
 
    A mindless toy. 
 
    That was what Octavian was doing to them all. Turning them into…empty shells. Waiting for his command. The memory of the black poison running through her system brought a jolt of fresh fear through her. She struggled violently against the leather straps. That’s what could happen to her! 
 
    “What? What’s wrong?” Octavian asked, brow creased in worry, as he ran up to her. “What is it?” He began searching the table as if something was jabbing into her. 
 
    “Don’t—please, don’t—do anything to me but that, I—” Suddenly, she learned her greatest fear. In that single moment, it all became clear to her. It wasn’t loneliness. It wasn’t living forever. It wasn’t dying. 
 
    It was losing her free will. 
 
    “Don’t turn me into one of those things!” Now she was truly terrified. 
 
    That was why Asmodeus scared her. Because she knew, if he wanted to, he could break her mind. But not like that. Not empty her of everything.  
 
    Without warning, her head was cradled in Octavian’s palms, and he stepped closer to her. He was trying to shush her, desperately trying to calm her down. 
 
    “No, no! No, my sweet darling. Not you. Never you. That night in my old home was an accident. You were never meant to be poisoned. Those daggers were meant for those winged fools. Never you. I would have healed you. I would have saved you.” He leaned his head against her chest, his forehead against her neck, as he wrapped his arms around her waist between the table and hugged her. “Ssh, please…please. I’ll never do that to you.” 
 
    She stopped her frantic struggles and felt her heart slowly stop pounding in her chest. She bit back her tears and refused to let more of them fall. 
 
    Octavian turned his head and placed a kiss in the center of her collarbone. “There, now. It’ll all be over soon. In just a few days, I’ll have the rest of them. Soon, they’ll all be so scared, they’ll come to Earth to stop me. And then I’ll have all their wretched souls at my command. Then none of them can hurt you anymore.” 
 
    He pulled away from her just enough to smile up at her dreamily. He was about six inches shorter than she was, due to her being strapped to a goddamn metal table and all. 
 
    “Wait. If you had Raphael the whole time, why did you need Asmodeus’s name on that disk from the cemetery? Couldn’t she just write their names for you?” 
 
    He laughed. “So clever! You’re very right. I never needed that disk. I never needed any of their names. Raphael has been doing the deed since day one. Let’s see if you can figure it out. If I didn’t need the disk to get to Asmodeus, then…” 
 
    “You needed the disk…to get to me.” 
 
    He clapped his hands excitedly, proud of her. “Exactly! I could have yanked that wretch from the spirit plane whenever I wanted to. But I needed him to draw you out of hiding.” 
 
    “Great.” She sighed. “How in the fuck did you manage to corrupt Raphael?” 
 
    “Oh, well, see, that was easy. I just had to let her know I existed. I prayed to her.” He smiled thinly. “She hates our creator so very much. When I prayed to her for deliverance—when I begged her to be the one to kill me, she came in an instant. I asked her for a kiss before I died. I told her she was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen and that I was in love with her. She took pity on a dying man. In our kiss, I poisoned her.” He shrugged. “She was so excited to see one of Alistair’s creations repent she couldn’t see the trap right in front of her eyes.” 
 
    She hated how much sense that all made. How plausible it was. “You’ve had her from the start and have been using her to abduct the others. But you need the rest here now because…?” 
 
    Octavian made a thoughtful grunt, as if wondering if he should tell her everything. He shrugged and leaned against the edge of the table. “Michael and Lucifer. I need to meet them on an open field with all my army against them. I can’t beat them in close quarters. I need to lay a very specific trap. They’re too powerful. Too dangerous. I can take on all the rest one on one—but them? They could wreck everything.”  
 
    “Say you win. Say you turn all the archangels into your mindless goop-zombies.”  
 
    He snickered, muttered “goop-zombies” to himself with another amused quiet laugh, but didn’t interrupt. 
 
    “What’re you going to do with them?” she asked, honestly almost afraid to know the answer. He was grinning now just a little too widely, his eyes flashing bright with madness as she could see the whites all the way around the crimson of his irises. 
 
    “I’m going to have to kill you just one more time. I said I’d stop. But this one’s important.” He leaned over to the table next to her and picked up a long knife. “I’ll even make it quick. Straight to the heart. No funny business. No clever tricks this time. Trust me. You’ll want me to. This’ll be the last time.” 
 
    “Why…?” 
 
    “Because you’ll want to tell Azrael what you know.” He put the point of the knife over her heart. His grin faded to a smile. “I want you to. I need you to. They must be afraid. They have to all come. Like I said, I need them to surrender to my army. And they won’t come unless they know exactly what I’m trying to do. They won’t take me seriously until then.” 
 
    She swallowed thickly and waited. When he didn’t speak, she realized he wanted her to prompt him. Overdramatic asshole took after Alistair. She sighed. “What are you going to do with them, Octavian?” 
 
    He smiled again, that tender, warm smile of a cherub. He looked so sweet and innocent as he tilted his head to one side just barely. His blond curls fell across his forehead. “I’m going to summon God.” 
 
    She lurched against the table as the knife slid against her ribs and pierced her heart. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Azrael sat with his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands. To say he felt destitute was to put it mildly. But he felt it from shame and from grief. Not from agony. Not like Selina. 
 
    But he couldn’t intervene. He couldn’t. 
 
    Perhaps Octavian would tire of his games. Perhaps she would be rescued. Michael and the priests had been at work for a day now, trying to concoct a way to hunt the cultists down. So far, they were all coming up short. Gabe and Conrad had contacted their Order but so far had no leads. 
 
    Asmodeus had slunk away into the shadows and had spoken to no one since he disappeared from the cemetery. 
 
    At least there was one benefit to the recent developments—the murders in the city of Boston had stopped. It was as though Octavian and his cult had precisely what they had come for. Perhaps they had. Perhaps he was only after Selina this entire time, and searching for Asmodeus had only been a ruse to draw her out. 
 
    But his speculation was only that. 
 
    Octavian’s motivations and methods were a mystery to him. In that, he did not need to plead his desire to remain neutral. The corpses Octavian left in his wake kept their souls trapped within them. They spoke no secrets. Without any information relayed to him via Selina, he had none to share. 
 
    None to share except for one simple fact that ate at him like acid. 
 
    He knew where she was. He could save her. 
 
    A hundred thousand years I have refused to intervene in suffering. A hundred thousand years I have kept my vow. I cannot break it now. I will not break it now. 
 
    “Azrael.” 
 
    No matter the cost. 
 
    “Azrael.” 
 
    A hand punched him in the shoulder. He jerked, startled at the impact, and looked up to see who had done it. Who was he expecting? Michael was sitting next to him, looking at him, unamused. “I’ve been talking to you for three minutes.” 
 
    “I wasn’t listening.” 
 
    “No shit.” He got up from the chair and walked over to the nearby table to pour himself a drink. 
 
    The priests had a hotel just outside of town. It was more well-furnished than most hotel rooms Azrael had seen. He only visited hotels to gather dead souls. The places people rented for a night to die were usually either extremely opulent or very much the opposite. This place was neither of those things. It seemed more like a small apartment than anything else. Gabe had explained that it was “extended stay.” He could intuit enough from the name to figure what it was for. 
 
    He waited for Michael to keep speaking. When he didn’t, he sighed quietly and prompted his brother. “What were you saying?” 
 
    “Oh, now you want to pay attention?” Michael had been upset with him since Selina had been taken. Azrael didn’t hold it against him. He was just as angry at himself. “Fine. I was saying we should talk to the others. We can’t let Veil stay the prisoner to a madman who already has four of our kin. Mammon, Chamuel, Zadkiel, and now Bael. This isn’t the time to sit idly by.” 
 
    The last sentence was a side-shot at him. He shut his eyes but said nothing. “Then speak to the others.” 
 
    “You should go. I’m going to keep hunting.” Michael sat back down at the table with his tall glass of alcohol. It took a great deal of liquor to get an angel drunk, but it could be done. Michael seemed bent on it. “You’re not doing any good otherwise.” 
 
    “He’s telling us what Octavian relays to Veil,” Gabe pointed out quietly, attempting to come to his defense. It was touching. Pointless, but touching. 
 
    “Michael has a right to be angry with me.” Azrael shook his head sadly. “My vow is a mystery to others. Especially, most especially, when it sours their part of the world.” 
 
    “She is in your part of the world, too, asshole,” Michael growled at him. “You gave her life! You gave her a piece of your soul! She’s more your creation than Asmodeus. She’s your daughter! Don’t pretend you’re not a part of this.” 
 
    “And what good is my vow if I break it for my own ends? What good are all the tragedies I have let befall this world if, when it is my sorrow instead, I break down? No, Michael. Now matters more than ever to uphold my pledge. And that you cannot see that tells me my words are wasted.” 
 
    Michael growled loudly again but said nothing in response. He downed his drink in one go and went for more. Conrad had insisted on buying more on the way back to the hotel—and that the archangel should pay. He had been prudent in his declaration. 
 
    Conrad and Gabe, for their parts, sat mostly silent and watched them bicker. Humans in their presence—which was a rare occasion, to be fair—often found themselves unsure of how to interact with creatures such as them. He didn’t begrudge them for their uncertainty. 
 
    “How is Monica?” Azrael asked his brother. 
 
    The smash of a glass on the counter was more than enough of a response. The archangel had flattened a glass beneath his palm like it had been made of paper. But unlike paper, glass cannot crumple. It exploded and sent skittering shards of glass and ice to the carpet around him. 
 
    The priests froze, staring at Michael, wide-eyed. Now Azrael truly did not fault them for their silence. 
 
    Michael didn’t even bleed. He just lowered his head, his shoulders tight and raised, his hands gripping the edge of the counter, uncaring for the shrapnel beneath his palm. His knuckles went white. 
 
    God on High, Azrael truly was a fool some days. This was why he chose not to speak most times. He was prone to planting his foot in his mouth with such force he wondered how it did not permanently become lodged there. “I—” 
 
    “Shut up. Don’t ask me about her. You don’t get to ask me about her.” 
 
    “She has not come to my door. I thought—” 
 
    “No!” Michael slammed his hand down on the counter again, sending more bits of glass tumbling to the carpet. “No. No. You thought wrong.” 
 
    Azrael felt his heart cave in slightly at the man’s hopeless tone. The emptiness there wounded him. Michael was a bright and shining soul. He had always been joyful, full of love, humor, and hope. To hear him so…desolate…was unnatural. “I should go. For what it’s worth, Michael…” He paused. “And I know it is worth so very little—I am sorry.” 
 
    “I know you are. Go make yourself useful. Talk to the others. We’ll need all the help we can get. I don’t even care whose help it is.” 
 
    Azrael tilted his head back in surprise. “You cannot possibly mean that.” 
 
    “I mean every word. This has gone on too long. We can’t trust Asmodeus. So, yes. Go get whoever will come.” Michael’s hands tightened to fists. His voice was as dark as the grave. “You can even fetch my damned twin if you think he’d be willing to help. The longer this goes, the more danger even he’s in.” 
 
    Azrael swallowed. Not out of fear. Not out of nervousness. But because he had not—since the war itself—heard Michael speak like this. “You truly think this situation is so dire?” 
 
    “Four of our kin are hostages. Octavian is going to take more.” 
 
    “I—” Azrael paused. 
 
    Well, that was not precisely true. He didn’t pause. He just shifted elsewhere. 
 
    Azrael was all places death was. In every tick of the clock, he appeared beside two humans upon the earth. In every tick of the clock, he was gathering them to his side to take them onward. Every day, he found himself split into over a hundred thousand fractures. And yet he was in all those places and precisely none of them at the same time. 
 
    And he was always writing. 
 
    His hands were constantly fidgeting at his sides. Not nervously. But because he was always—always—writing the names. He dwelled in that purgatory, the plane of the spirits. He dwelled in the living world. And he stood watch over the gate to the beyond, across whose threshold he may someday gaze but had not yet been blessed to do so. 
 
    And there it was that she came to him. Again, and again, sent to his cold arms by the cruelty of another. Selina. 
 
    It was what she relayed to him next that had seized his words in his throat. The images that she played to him from her memory, unable to even form words in that place of unknowable death. He saw what she saw, heard what she heard. It was not just the familiar face he saw through her eyes that froze him to the spot. 
 
    It was the words Octavian had spoken. 
 
    It was the truth of his goal. 
 
    Those drained the color from his mortal form’s face. Those took the strength from his knees and sent him to collapse back into his chair. He did not hear Michael but vaguely saw his face in front of his. Felt his brother’s hand upon his shoulder, shaking him. 
 
    But nothing broke the sense of dread that he felt welling in his heart. 
 
    He had asked Michael if the situation was so dire as to call upon Lucifer and his hordes in Hell. 
 
    Now he had his answer. 
 
    “I’m going to summon God.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was so good to be home. 
 
    It was so good to feel safe for the first time in weeks. 
 
    Richard pushed open the door to his house, the familiar smells wafting over him. He had for quite a while believed he would never see the place again. He had been utterly convinced he would inevitably wind up dead at the hands of Octavian and his cult or by a demon. 
 
    He had paid a mighty price for his return home—Veil. Her safety and likely her friendship in exchange for his life. The guilt ate at him, and he felt it like a clawed hand wrapped around his spine, deep in his core. He knew it would linger there for a long time. 
 
    Veil would be okay. Eventually. She was unbreakable and immortal. She’d be fine. She had archangels and archdemons looking out for her. The whole matter with Octavian would blow over. 
 
    Chelsea was walking beside him, her hand in his, rubbing her eyes with the back of her other hand. It was early in the morning, and the sun had just come up over the horizon. They had driven around the clock to get home to Minnesota as fast as possible, and all three of them were feeling the weight of the trip. Veil’s precious blue Firebird muscle car sat in his driveway, engine clicking as it cooled off quickly in the crisp fall air. 
 
    Chris walked in behind him, also half asleep, carrying a few of their bags over her shoulders. He’d get the rest in a few minutes as soon as he had Chelly asleep in bed. It made him smile against his own wishes. Somewhere, deep inside, he could almost trick himself into thinking they were only coming home from a vacation. 
 
    Another smell greeted him as he opened the door. One that was familiar but now suddenly foreign. A scent that was normally so comforting had no business being so very terrifying. 
 
    Fresh coffee. It wafted through the air and seemed to fill every pore of the house in the way only a fresh pot could. 
 
    He turned his head to his wife. Chris was frozen behind him, her brown eyes wide. She looked at him warily, thinking the same thing. They were both silent, too startled to react at first. Someone was here. Someone had broken into their home. 
 
    Somewhere in the back of his head, the thought hit him. What kind of home invader makes coffee? 
 
    Before he could quickly pull his family back out of the front door, he was given his answer. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    The voice from his kitchen was deep. He had only heard it a few times before, but it was hard to forget. And impossible not to recognize even with only two words. 
 
    Asmodeus. 
 
    “Who’s here, Daddy?” Chelsea asked, perking up from her sleepiness at the intriguing idea that someone was in their home. Before he could stop her, she pulled her tiny hand from his and went running into the kitchen to find out. 
 
    “N—” He could only make a small noise in his throat as he reached for her. But her little eight-year-old body moved a lot faster than his older one. Not to mention he was still too surprised and startled to react at full speed. Or, at least, that was how he tried to console himself. “Chelly—” 
 
    “Ooooh…you’re tall.” Her voice piped from the kitchen. “And pretty! Hello, Mr. Tall Pretty Man.” 
 
    A deep laugh answered her. Chelly let out a high-pitched squeal that ended in shrill laughter. 
 
    That was enough to drag Richard and Chis to action. He ran into the kitchen to find Chelsea lifted in the arms of Alistair Solomon. He wore a full black suit with an emerald green tie and had his daughter scooped up and sitting on his hip. He was smiling broadly, beautifully, and she was beaming, clearly dazzled by the “man” in their kitchen. 
 
    “Aren’t you a charmer?” Alistair asked Chelly, playfully poking the end of her nose, who could only giggle shyly in response. 
 
    Chris walked in behind him, edging around along the cabinets, watching the man warily. “You were at the graveyard.” 
 
    “I was. You must be Richard’s wife, Christine. A pleasure to meet you formally. My name is Alistair Solomon.” 
 
    “You’re—” Chris stopped short of calling him by his real name, Richard knew. She shook her head. “I know who you are. You’re one of them. You were upset at Richard. Should I be asking you to please put my daughter down?” 
 
    Alistair’s features darkened briefly before he turned back to Chelsea. He smiled at the girl again, who giggled. “I apologize for my anger that night. I was terribly upset. I was furious with your husband, yes. But that doesn’t imply that I mean him, or certainly either of you, any harm.” 
 
    Chelsea blinked at the archdemon curiously. “You were angry at Daddy? Why?” 
 
    “He did something that hurt someone very important to me. Someone I love dearly. But he did it”—Alistair smiled, a thin lift to one side of his lips, and poked Chelsea in the end of her nose a second time, making her giggle, and her cheeks went pink in a blush—“to protect you. I suppose I have to forgive him, then, don’t I?” 
 
    It was a lie. Octavian had vowed his daughter and wife were safe. Somehow, he believed the madman. Richard had betrayed Veil to save only his own sorry hide. Whether Alistair knew that, he wasn’t sure. He certainly wasn’t going to offer up the information. 
 
    Richard went for the coffee. He needed some desperately. “How do you take your coffee, Alistair?” 
 
    “As black as my soul.” 
 
    Richard knew he must look as horrified as he felt. Alistair laughed and sighed, setting down his daughter onto her feet. The little girl scrambled over to a stool nearby and climbed up to sit on it. Clearly, she wanted to stay and listen to what the “tall pretty man” had to say and had no interest in leaving. 
 
    “It was a joke.” Alistair shook his head. He walked to the fridge curiously, peering at the charming, wonderful, and yet adorably horrific pieces of crayon art pinned to the surface. He idly began to peruse them, touching the magnets one by one. They were mostly knickknacks picked up from one trip or another. They were cheap pieces of crap, yet the archdemon found them fascinating for some reason. “Really, you lot take me far too seriously.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine why,” Chris replied dryly. Her quip made Alistair chuckle. “Can I get you anything else? I’m afraid we haven’t been home in some time. I don’t know as we have anything worth serving, but I can check.” 
 
    “It’s quite all right. Thank you for your hospitality.” He lowered his volume, muttering only for him and Chris to hear. “All things considered, I expected much more shouting and screaming.” 
 
    “You certainly weren’t expected,” Chris said thinly, and the subtext that he had committed breaking and entering was clear. She opened the fridge, forcing him to step aside, and fetched the creamer from the plastic shelf on the door before shutting it again. “To say the least.” 
 
    “You’re a brave one, aren’t you?” Alistair turned to Chris, his eyes flashing in amusement. “Certainly more so than your husband. I wonder what you see in him.” 
 
    Richard didn’t miss the light flush that rose to his wife’s cheeks. He coughed and put a coffee mug down on the counter just a little too loudly. Chris blinked and shook her head, as if clearing away some kind of spell that had been pulled over her. She walked away from Alistair to put the creamer on the counter near Richard. She moved to keep the island counter between her and the archdemon. 
 
    Brave. And smart. 
 
    Alistair shrugged lightly. “I’ll get to the point behind my visit. In the week you spent in my home—” 
 
    Chelsea cut him off with a dramatic gasp. “That was your home? It was so beautiful!” She bounced up and down on the stool where she sat, smiling brightly. “It was so big. And the pool! And—and—and I hope you don’t mind I broke that one glass thingy—” Chelly’s face drooped along with her exuberance. “I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “It’s quite all right, Chelsea.” Alistair laughed. He walked over to her and put his hand on her head, patting her hair. “Things are meaningless. No matter what people tell you, they’re replaceable. People are not. Remember that.” 
 
    The girl blinked, looking up at him in awe, as if those words were going to be written across her soul for the rest of her life. As far as Richard could guess, they very well might. The moment hung in the air in silence for a beat before Chris poured a mug of coffee, black, and slid it across the counter to Alistair.  
 
    The archdemon looked down at it, smiled faintly, and picked it up. “Thank you. As I was saying, in the time you spent in my home—” 
 
    “Can we come visit again?” Chelsea interrupted again. “Please? Pretty please?” 
 
    Richard cringed and fought the urge to recoil away from the counter. He couldn’t imagine Alistair had the patience to deal with a child. And there was nothing Richard could do in the face of the power that “man” wielded. If Alistair wanted them all dead, they would be in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Fear, like an old friend, returned to him. Suddenly, his stomach was too upset to drink his coffee. 
 
    “Of course,” Alistair replied warmly and sat on a stool next to her, sipping his drink and looking down at the girl with a shockingly gentle look in his eyes. When Chelsea moved to sit on the man’s lap, perching on his left thigh, surprise crossed his features briefly before settling into a contented smile, his arm slung around the girl’s back to rest on his knee. “You’re always welcome in my home.” 
 
    “Yay! Did you hear that?” Chelsea beamed and looked over to him and Chris. Their expressions must have been as dire as he felt. “Mommy? Daddy? What’s wrong?” 
 
    Chris was the first to recover. Of course, she was. She cleared her throat and clasped her coffee mug. “Nothing, sweetheart. We’re just surprised to be invited back, that’s all.” 
 
    My daughter is perched on the knee of Asmodeus, a King in Hell and an archdemon, like he’s the mall Santa Claus. The insanity of it, the ridiculousness of the situation, managed to push back Richard’s instinctual terror. “We’d…love to.” 
 
    Chelsea applauded, her smile returning to her round face. She was looking up at Alistair with veritable hearts in her eyes. 
 
    “As I was saying,” Alistair began for the third time, “I came to ask you about the time you spent in my home.” He paused dutifully, waiting for Chelly to interrupt. When she didn’t, he continued. “You spent it in the presence of several of those who work for me. My employees.” 
 
    Your cult members. 
 
    It went unsaid. No reason to scare his daughter over something the adults—and the archdemon—already knew. 
 
    “I’ve come to ask you to tell me everything you know about those you met during that time.” Green eyes, shining like emeralds, stole his attention back to him and seemed to pin him to the spot. Richard couldn’t have looked away if he tried. It was inescapable. “I would like to…thank them…for showing you such hospitality.” The sound of his voice was like the rumble of a faraway storm. It painted the air with the same crackle of electricity. 
 
    “I’m afraid we…didn’t really talk to them much,” Richard admitted. Chris nodded in sad agreement. “They weren’t very talkative.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Chelsea cried, lifting her hand into the air like she was waiting to be called on by a teacher. “Ooh. Ooh! Mr. Solomon!” 
 
    Alistair looked down at the girl, amused and bemused at the same time. “Yes, Chelsea?”  
 
    That was the exact moment Richard learned a very valuable lesson. 
 
    There was nothing in this world more unstoppable than an eight-year-old girl with a crush. 
 
    She grinned up at the archdemon. “I can help.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Veil awoke with a start. She jolted against the leather restraints of the steel table, and she sighed. After looking at the stone ceiling overhead for a moment, she shut her eyes. She was still in this nightmare. She had hoped maybe it had all just been a dream. But no such luck. 
 
    Trapped, strapped to a table, at the whim of a madman who enjoyed torturing people for fun. 
 
    Music was playing softly in the room. She recognized the tune. Crazy by Gnarls Barkley. It was a little too on the nose for her taste, but whatever. Someone was humming along with it, and she could easily guess who. Turning her head, she opened her eyes and saw Octavian dancing in the middle of the room. The kind of dance a person did when they thought they were alone. 
 
    He’d be endearing and more than a little adorable if he weren’t such a murdering, dangerous, sadistic piece of trash. 
 
    Finally, she broke the silence. “Is the plan seriously to leave me strapped here until you summon God?” She tried to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. She failed. “At least can you bring me like…a Gameboy or some shit?” 
 
    Octavian let out a startled noise and turned then smiled brightly when he saw her. If he was offended by her incredulousness, it didn’t show. “Oh! You’re awake. Faster that time.” He picked up a remote on the table nearby and turned the music down. “I wasn’t expecting you up so soon.” 
 
    “Surprise.” 
 
    Octavian sat on his rolling stool and pushed across the floor closer to her. He found the little gesture entertaining, judging by the childlike smile on his face, as he rolled up to the side of the table she was strapped to. He folded his arms on the lip of it near her and propped his chin on the back of his forearms. “And to answer your question? I’d love to let you go. But you’d just kill me the moment you were free. I have magic—I could defend myself—but you’d win.” 
 
    “What if I said I wouldn’t kill you?” 
 
    “You’d be lying.” He smiled, looking up at her with curiosity burning in his eyes. “Did you tell Azrael everything?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Good!” He grinned. “I’m so glad. Thank you.” 
 
    “Um. You’re welcome?” 
 
    He reached for his phone on a nearby table and turned the music off. “I do have good news for you. I think I’m done playing with you, if that makes you feel any better.” 
 
    Honestly, it did. “No more torture?” 
 
    “Nope.” He smiled brightly again, as if he were giving her an immense gift. 
 
    “Thanks?” 
 
    “You’re welcome!” They fell into a weird kind of silence for a moment, watching each other. She wasn’t sure what to say to him. Apparently, the opposite wasn’t true. “So. Are you and Asmodeus back together?” 
 
    She flinched. “Oof, Octavian. Shit, buddy. Really? I thought you said no more torture?” 
 
    “Sorry. I mean, you don’t have to talk about it,” he said as he sat up to scoot a little closer to her. “I know it’s a touchy subject. I just figured that since you and I both know him—really know him—maybe…” 
 
    “Maybe what?” 
 
    “Maybe you’d want to talk to someone who understands.” He smiled helpfully. 
 
    Veil sighed drearily and shut her eyes. “You’re fucking weird, Octavian. Has anybody ever told you that?” 
 
    “Not in those exact words. But the sentiment? Many times.” He chuckled. “I’m a monster, Veil. I shouldn’t exist. Neither of us should. But we do. We didn’t get a choice about the matter, but here we are. Clay bodies twisted to someone else’s desires, filled with life, and forced to march on. At least I can die. I can’t imagine what it must be like for you. You said it scared you, but it must be terribly lonely.” 
 
    “Yeah. It is. Thanks for reminding me.” 
 
    “I guess, then, it makes sense why you would go back to Asmodeus.” 
 
    “It wasn’t—” She broke off and opened her eyes to glare at him. He almost tricked her into talking about it. “You manipulative piece of shit.” She was a little impressed, to be honest. 
 
    “Trained by the best!” He whirled to put his back to her, leaning on the edge of the table, resting his head on her arm. If she wasn’t strapped down, she’d smack him. Or choke him. Or maybe break his neck. “I miss him. He was my mentor. I’d like to claim he was cruel to me. I’d like to say that he was awful and that I do all this to spite him. But he was kind. He was loving. He gave me everything I could have ever needed and knew when to be the stern teacher. Even now, I can’t hate him. Even now, I love him like family. Even after the crime he committed by making me.” 
 
    She sympathized. So much so, she couldn’t help but voice it. “Yeah.” She had thought nobody in this world understood how she felt when it came to Asmodeus. Maybe, just maybe, somebody else did. 
 
    They sat there in silence for a long time, both looking up at the stone ceiling. Finally, she let the words inside of her break free. “I love him. I shouldn’t. I should hate him for all his lies. I thought hiding the truth of my making from me for thirty-five years was the only time. But he saw you at the bar that night. He didn’t tell me who you were. Not telling me you’re a homunculus is one thing. Not telling me your real name is another.” 
 
    Octavian hissed in a breath through his teeth. “Yeah. Ouch. That sucks.” 
 
    “But next to those lies are all the times he made me laugh. Made me smile. Showed me kindness and compassion. How much love he’s shown me. All the stupid little things he does. How adorable he is when he’s drunk, how ticklish he is, or—” 
 
    “Wait!” He laughed. “Asmodeus is ticklish?” 
 
    “Like you wouldn’t believe.” She found herself grinning, remembering the night she had convinced Asmodeus that they should switch places. She had tied him down to the bed for a change and tickled him until he cried. He had called it “sadism of the worst degree.” Oh, she had paid for it later. But it had totally been worth it. 
 
    “That’s amazing.” Octavian was smiling, and she watched as his expression faded to one of a kind of faraway melancholy. “I wish we could have been a family. The three of us, together. I…would have loved that very much.” 
 
    “You could stop all this, you know.” 
 
    “It’s too late for that.” He sighed. “Even if Asmodeus forgave me for everything I’ve done, do you really think the others would? I could destroy the angels I’ve taken, but they’d come back to find me. Asmodeus can’t protect me from them. And besides, this is my mission, my sacrifice. My sacred charge. But it’s a pretty dream, the three of us. I think that’s what I’ll imagine when I lay dying. All of us together in a field, having a picnic. Smiling and laughing in the sunlight.” 
 
    That hurt her more than it should have. She needed to change the subject away from Asmodeus. From them. “Your sacred charge. Summoning God?” Again, she couldn’t keep her incredulous opinion out of her voice. “How exactly are you trying to pull that off?” 
 
    “The long or the short version?” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    Octavian laughed at her bad, dry joke. “Fair enough.” He shut his eyes, and his hand wandered to his throat. Hanging around his neck, peeking up over the collar of his partially undone white button-down shirt, was a gold chain. He pulled on it, and Veil caught a glimpse of a strange cross that hung on the chain. He clasped his hand around it tightly. 
 
    She waited. She, like she said, had literally nothing else to do right now. 
 
    “Why do we exist, you and I?” 
 
    “Because Asmodeus has a lot of baggage he seriously needs to unpack.” 
 
    Octavian grinned and clearly struggled not to laugh. “No, silly. We exist because the archangels, fallen or not, can create life. Look at all the creatures they’ve made in Heaven and Hell. Look at the thrones, the succubae and incubi, the cherubs, imps, the familiars, the druden, and all the rest. Even look at the Nephilim and the Cambions. No other creatures but they can create life. Can create souls.” 
 
    “Humans create life. Humans can create souls.” 
 
    “Yes, but not in the same way. Archangels carry a spark within them that no other kind of creature does. Men can only create other men. Archangels cannot create themselves, but they can create lesser things. Their progeny is not procreation, not continuation—but population. Like God. God does not create more God. God creates only things that are lesser than itself.” 
 
    “You’re implying, that, what…the archangels were made in God’s image?” 
 
    “No. Don’t you see?” Octavian swiveled around on the stool suddenly, watching her with an intentness in his eyes that reminded her very quickly that he was insane. “They are not made by God. They are God!” 
 
    She watched him and nearly heard the cartoon flatline noise in her head as what he said tried to process. “What?” 
 
    He was smiling, exuberant, with that insistent kind of need that only came along with madness. “The Big Bang. The moment that created our universe. God detonated. Split into fourteen parts. Fourteen creatures that were not made in God’s image. But fourteen parts of the whole.” 
 
    “You’re going to bring them all here to…glue them back together…to recreate God.” 
 
    “Yes!” Octavian clapped his hands on the edge of the metal table excitedly. “You understand!” 
 
    “I understand what you’re saying. But I think you’re making this shit up as you go.” 
 
    Octavian’s face fell. He sighed. “You don’t believe me.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right. Maybe you’re wrong. I don’t know.” She shook her head. “But what I do know is that murdering people is wrong. You need to be stopped for that reason alone.” 
 
    Octavian shrugged dismissively. “I need an army. Summoning the archangels all one by one and trapping them isn’t going to work. Most of them are too powerful for that. They’re going to need to be subdued.” He smiled sweetly. “Once I have them, once my job is done? Then I’ll stop.” 
 
    And that begged the next question. “All right. Honestly? I’m afraid to ask. But since we’re, y’know, chatting and all,” she paused for a second as Octavian snickered but said nothing, “let’s play the hypothetical game. Say you’re right—the archangels are God split into fourteen chunks. Let’s also say you succeed in capturing them all. Let’s also say, for the sake of argument, that you somehow managed to Super Glue their stupid asses back together. You’ve summoned God. Then what’s your plan? Armageddon? Revenge? World domination?” 
 
    Octavian laughed and leaned away from her. He held the edge of the table and used it to stretch his back. She heard it pop, and she cringed at how much that must have hurt. 
 
    Right. He didn’t feel pain. 
 
    “What do I want? I want the power of creation to be back where it belongs. Not in the hands—or claws—of those winged idiots. I want God’s return. That’s all.” 
 
    “And what if you’re wrong?” 
 
    “Then I have fourteen very angry archangels who’re going to kill me. And then I’ll find out the truth once and for all.” He stood and walked away, going over to a table to pick up a syringe from the metal surface. “Will you help me, Selina?” He looked at her curiously again. “Or is it Veil? Which do you prefer?” 
 
    “Veil.” Although now…she found she didn’t hate her old name as much as she used to. Christ, she was a basket case. “And no. I’m sorry. I can’t be a party to what you’re doing.” 
 
    “A shame.” He walked up to her with the syringe. She eyed it nervously and pulled on the leather restraints in a pathetic attempt to free herself. He smiled gently and reached out to tenderly stroke her hair. “It’s okay. I told you—I’m done killing you for now. You told Azrael what he needed to hear. Now, you factor into my plan B. My backup in case I can’t summon God.” 
 
    “Then…what’re you going to do?” Fear plucked at her. What if the syringe was filled with that black poison? The corruption? She had zero interest in being one of his mindless zombies. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid of me, sweetheart.” He leaned down and pressed the tip of the needle to the side of her throat. “I won’t make you like them. You’re innocent in all this.” 
 
    “Then how’m I your backup plan?” She needed to keep him talking. Needed him not to inject her with whatever was in that syringe. She had to find a way around this. Had to find a way to convince him to stop. 
 
    “Azrael has held his post for a hundred thousand years. Nothing can make him break it. Right?” 
 
    “Right…?” 
 
    “Except, what if I were to do something that made him intervene? What if I made him break his vow?” 
 
    “It’s not possible. He won’t.” 
 
    “Unless…maybe, just maybe, it was an act of God.” 
 
    “If Azrael breaks his post, it has nothing to do with there being a God. It means an archangel changed his mind. It’s not like he gets memos from The Great Beyond or some shit.” Don’t anger the serial killer when he has a needle on your throat, you idiot! “How does that equate to an act of God?” 
 
    “Because if I do something so terrible to you that he has to save you, that means there’s still love in this world. Either that means there’s a God or maybe it doesn’t matter that there’s not.” 
 
    “What’re you…what’re you going to do to me?” 
 
    He smiled sadly and leaned down to kiss her cheek. “I’m so sorry, Veil. I’m so very sorry…I don’t think we’ll meet again.” 
 
    She cringed as the needle pierced her skin, and she felt something both cold and hot rush through her body as he pressed the plunger slowly all the way down. “Wait—” The world lurched around her. Things began to get blurry around the edges. 
 
    “If you can’t be saved, then neither can this world. You’re better off away from it all. If you can escape? If he does come to save you? Then remember on the other side of all this that it’s because there is a God and they love you.” 
 
    None of it made any sense. He was spouting madness. But what did she expect? Logic? “What’re…” Her mouth was too slow to respond to her commands. Her words were slurring. Poison or drugs, she wasn’t sure. “You going to…” 
 
    “It’s possible you’ll lose your mind. But you’re strong. I think you’ll be okay.” He removed the needle from her neck and leaned down to kiss her forehead. “I have faith.” 
 
    And with that, her world went dark. 
 
    She had the feeling it would be a long time before she saw light again. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was odd, to stand in this place with the rest of his “family.” At least those who had not been taken by Octavian. 
 
    Azrael was, to be frank, not quite sure how to feel about it. It gave him a sort of mournful peace that he would see them all assembled. It reminded him of the days before the war. Before the arrival of humanity. There was hope. But there was also grief for the tragedy and time that had already been spent. 
 
    A location had been needed for the rendezvous. The priest Gabe had made a few phone calls and secured them this building to use. It was a church that dated to early in the city’s history. Or, at least, it made the pretense of being a place of God. Azrael suspected it had long since been a tool for social recognition and posturing. Judging by the text on a laminated sign on one of the stanchions placed in the antique box-pews to inform visitors of its popularity amongst the gentry, he was right. 
 
    Hands clasped behind his back, he looked around the room with idle interest. The inside was far more refined and elegant a design than the exterior, with its thick gray stone and curious lack of a steeple. A chandelier, dating to far later than the rest of the architecture, hung overhead. The electric bulbs glinted off the brass armature. 
 
    On the walls were large stone plaques like those that would be found in a crypt or a mausoleum, decorated with names, dates, and dedicated to those who had contributed to the history of the building. Or had enough money to have purchased a dignified position.  
 
    The building struck him as a monument dedicated to the memory of wealth.  
 
    Gabe and Conrad were standing nearby. Conrad was leaning against the white-painted wood wall of the pew, his arms propped up on the dark wood rail. Box pews were a fascinating thing to Azrael. Owned like a deed to a house, they were the ultimate sign of a family’s riches and status. The high walls were ostensibly to keep the heat inside during the cold winter mornings but also served as a symbolic fence. This is mine. Not yours. 
 
    A house of God, indeed. 
 
    Mortals. 
 
    One by one, his “family” began to arrive. Michael was first. He looked harried at best. He was pacing the large center aisle, his hands shoved in his brown leather coat. 
 
    “What has your feathers ruffled?” asked a gruff voice, thick with cruelty and false sympathy. They all chose to assemble in their mortal forms. Mostly for the simple reason that it would garner the least attention. There was not a place in Boston empty enough where they all could gather in their true forms. 
 
    Least of which Leviathan, who had spoken. In his mortal form, the lord of the sea was long in all ways. Tall, thin, and gaunt, with unkempt dirty-blond hair that reached his shoulders. He was sitting in one of the pews, his feet up on the railing between his chosen seat and the box one row over. He was smoking a cigarette. 
 
    Azrael had already asked him twice to put it out and was told twice precisely where he could store the lit cigarette on his person instead. He had opted not to ask a third time. 
 
    He and his twin had never been friendly. 
 
    “What has my feathers ruffled?” Michael turned to glare at Leviathan. “Oh! I don’t know. How about the fact that we’re under siege by one of Asmodeus’s little pet projects? How about the fact that he has five of us! Five!” 
 
    “Fuck ’em.” Leviathan grinned through his cigarette. “Sounds like he’s fucking Raphael plenty already.” He took a puff, tilted his head back, and breathed the cloud of noxious fumes into the air over him. “Let him keep the weak ones. Better than walking into a trap, which is what you idiots would have us all doing.” 
 
    “The weak ones. The weak—” Michael groaned deeply and put his head in his hands. Suddenly, he rounded on Azrael. He drew back reflexively at the other archangel’s sudden movement. “Talk some sense into your twin!” 
 
    “Wait,” Conrad said. Gabe was smart enough to stay silent and watch. The Irishman was not. “Wait. Azrael and Leviathan are twins?” 
 
    Azrael sighed deeply. “We are, each of us, a twin to one who now stands opposed to us. Michael to Lucifer. Raphael to Asmodeus. Gabriel to Beelzebub, and so on. Each of us is the other’s balancing force.” 
 
    “How, exactly, is a sea monster the opposite of the aspect of death?” Conrad was chewing on a toothpick. He said the smell of a cigarette was making him desperate for one, so he opted for that instead. 
 
    “I am not the aspect of death.” Azrael shut his eyes and rubbed his fingers across his brow. This was going to give him a headache. “That is what your kind have labeled me. While the name is not wholly inaccurate, it isn’t my true nature.” 
 
    “Keep talkin’,” Conrad pushed. 
 
    Azrael hated teaching anyone anything. Some of his kind were far better suited for this kind of task. Asmodeus, for one. “I am the guiding star. I am the shepherd to the lost. I am that which carries those adrift to a safe port.” 
 
    “And I’m the one that swallows them whole instead,” Leviathan said with a dangerous grin. His sea-green eyes flickered with sadistic enjoyment at his role. “He’s the lighthouse on the shore. I’m the phantom flash that sends a ship to its doom on the rocks. He guides souls to the gate. Me? I eat them.” 
 
    “You…eat…souls?” Gabe’s brow knotted in confusion. He looked to Conrad as if to ask his friend silently whether he understood correctly. Conrad only offered a bare nod in return. “That is…” 
 
    “Vile? Demonic? Evil?” Leviathan laughed. “Naïve children.” Leviathan looked to Michael. “Really, why are they here?” 
 
    “They’re involved. That’s why,” Michael responded, stopping his pacing to plant his feet and glare at the archdemon. “And because I said so.” 
 
    “Mmh, always the bossy one.” Leviathan took a puff of his cigarette and leaned back. His arms now draped along the back of the pew, he flicked some ashes into the next box over. “Where’s Asmodeus? He has some shit to answer for.” 
 
    “I doubt he’ll come.” Azrael looked out of the window into the street beyond. “I believe he is trying to find Selina on his own.” 
 
    “Selina. His perfect toy, the pretty little morsel.” Leviathan let out a small grunt of appreciation. “Of course, he’s hunting her down. Would you let an ass like that wander far? I’d have kept that girl on a choke chain and at my feet.”  
 
    Azrael cleared his throat.  
 
    Leviathan’s lascivious grin only grew wider. The archdemon cared nothing for Azrael’s “relationship” with the girl in question. In fact, it probably only encouraged him. Case in point. “Shame he isn’t the type to share. No matter how many times I asked. I’d have fucked that girl hard enough she’d have forgotten all about Asmodeus. She’d have picked me instead.” 
 
    Azrael clenched his fists behind his back. “That’s enough.” 
 
    The massive wooden door to the church opened with a loud creak as a figure stepped inside. “Leviathan, why is it that I sincerely doubt she would have done anything of the sort?” The door, likely several hundred years old, shut behind the newcomer with a resonate thud. “Why is it, in fact, I think she would choose to have absolutely nothing to do with you?” 
 
    Azrael knew that voice anywhere. It was smooth and calm and carried with it the weight and echo of eons. More than any of them, the creature who stepped into the church sanctuary and into the light sounded—and looked, even in this mortal form—holier than any of them. 
 
    Even amongst their own ranks, even in the eyes of him and his siblings, that creature shone brighter than any of the rest. His features were perfect…but cold. He resembled a marble statue in his carved elegance. And the judgment he carried with every weighted stare matched flawlessly. 
 
    Michael, with his true form of pure light, would look like a shadow next to him. 
 
    But still, despite his cold appearance, there was a strange kind of warmth that flickered in his sky-blue eyes. The marble statue smiled as he looked upon Michael. “It’s been a long time.” 
 
    Michael stood still, watching the other angel, his head tilted back slightly. Wary, but…a little eager. Hope betrayed him and played across his features. “That it has.” 
 
    “Think that’s Gabriel?” Conrad guessed, muttering to the Italian priest. He had decided he was going to play Guess Who with all of them. He had guessed Leviathan correctly, on account of his size, lanky form, and the fact that he had appeared from a dark puddle of water that had manifested from nowhere. “Gotta be Gabriel. Holy-lookin’ thing like him? Gabriel.” 
 
    Leviathan let out a loud bark of a laugh. 
 
    Azrael ducked his head and turned away to hide his smile. 
 
    “Gabriel’s” gaze flicked over Michael for a moment to land on the two priests. He tilted his head to the side in curiosity. But it faded a second later as he had seen all he cared to know. Michael was still too interesting to him, it seemed. He turned back to the shorter “man” and stepped farther into the light toward him. 
 
    His hair was a pure tone of blond that looked like the sun hitting a field of golden wheat. He moved with a smoothness and grace the others seemed to lack in their mortal form. “Gabriel’s” mortal form seemed to struggle to contain him. 
 
    He held his hand out to Michael. “Brother.” 
 
    Michael hesitated, his shoulders stiff. The room went tense for a moment. Leviathan even schooled his grin into a stern expression. For the beat of a heart, the moment could go one of two ways. It was more likely than not that this would dissolve into violence. 
 
    They hadn’t seen each other since the war, after all. 
 
    Michael reached out his hand and put it into “Gabriel’s” palm. The face of the other angel split into a smile, relief and happiness creasing the corners of his eyes. He stepped forward and, before Michael could react, pulled him into a tight hug. 
 
    Michael let out a small grunt but, after a moment, hugged the other angel back. Then Michael redoubled his efforts, hugging “Gabriel” back tighter than he had started it. 
 
    Azrael had to look away, for fear he might begin to cry. 
 
    “Yup. Gabriel,” Conrad said, sounding very pleased with his apparent correct guess. He leaned back onto the pew again, chewing on his toothpick. 
 
    That was enough to shatter the moment. A reunion that had been ten thousand years in the making, broken by one loud-mouthed mortal. Typical. 
 
    The two angels pushed apart, remembering they weren’t alone. Michael walked away, rubbing his hand down his face, needing a moment to collect himself. “Gabriel” stood there for a moment, his head lowered, his face smoothed in a look of odd peace and happiness. He laughed quietly and looked back up to the two mortals. “Gabriel, you say?” 
 
    “Am I wrong?” Conrad grinned. “You don’t look like a Uriel to me.” 
 
    The newcomer walked toward the two mortal priests. He lightly pulled on the bottom of his suit coat, smoothing out the wrinkles, as he approached. He towered over the other two men. His mortal form probably broke six feet by a few inches. But he didn’t need the height to feel as though he filled the room. 
 
    With a faint, proud smile, he extended his hand to Conrad. “A pleasure to meet you. My name is Lucifer.” 
 
    Azrael had never seen two people bolt as quickly from one location as he had watched Gabe and Conrad attempt to do. The two mortals had clambered over each other to get away from Lucifer, who was now standing there chuckling to himself. The mortals finally stopped when they had made it halfway around the room, putting a good twenty feet between them and the archdemon. 
 
    Gabe had his cross out and was holding it tightly in his fist between him and the archdemon. That only made Lucifer laugh harder.  
 
    “Do you have to frighten them?” Azrael asked his kin, estranged as he might be. 
 
    “Frighten them? I’ve done nothing but say hello. I daresay I’m hardly what they expected.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Gabriel, maybe you should start wearing horns and a tail.” Leviathan scoffed. “It’d improve your look.” 
 
    “Mmh, I’ll leave the cloven hooves and such to Bael. I’d hate to be accused of plagiarism.” Lucifer narrowed his eyes at the other archdemon. “And put out your cigarette, Leviathan. Have some class.” 
 
    Leviathan muttered but obeyed, putting out the cigarette on his tongue, and tucked the unused half into his tattered coat pocket. “Whatever.” 
 
    Azrael shook his head. He tried not to take it personally. 
 
    “Hello, shepherd,” Lucifer greeted him, pulling Azrael out of his thoughts, where he was indeed taking Leviathan’s slight personally. “It’s good to see you.” 
 
    “And you, Morning Star.” Azrael bowed his head to the archdemon. Fallen archangel as he may be, he had always been deserving of respect. He had never agreed with the propaganda and slander that had beset him after their departure. 
 
    Azrael, for all his misgivings, believed in fate. That they were meant to rule as seven above and seven below. A balance, with mortals in between. He had never held it against his kin for their exit from Heaven. It was their path to walk. Azrael believed they were set upon that road by God. He knew Lucifer and the rest disagreed, being of the opinion that there was no God—or at least, if there was, they were strictly absent from all of their affairs. 
 
    “You need not fear me, mortals,” Lucifer said to Conrad and Gabe, smiling beatifically. “I mean you no harm.” 
 
    Conrad had his guns drawn, both trained on the First of the Fallen, who didn’t seem to care. Gabe glanced to Azrael, who nodded, backing up his estranged brethren’s claim. Lucifer was not one to randomly incite violence. Gabe hesitated but slowly lowered his hand. “That is…that is the Adversary?” 
 
    Lucifer laughed and sighed with a shake of his head. He began to speak before stopping and looking to Azrael. “Do they know, or am I about to ruin their night?” 
 
    “They know.” Azrael tried not to look sheepish over the topic. It wasn’t supposed to be common knowledge. And yet it seemed it found its way out of their mouths rather frequently. 
 
    “Good.” Lucifer looked back to the two mortals. “You know there is no God. What exactly do you propose I am the adversary of, then?” 
 
    “Ah-ah.” Conrad lifted a finger to stop the archdemon. Lucifer raised a thin eyebrow, disbelieving someone would have the gall to try to correct him. “I was told you don’t know whether or not there’s a God. That you idiots don’t know any better than we do what the truth really is.” 
 
    “Cheeky one, aren’t you?” Lucifer shrugged. “Very well. I know nothing more than you do, save for one small fact. I have spent a hundred thousand years, and more, in ponderance of the subject. And your entire race has considered it for…what…five thousand?” 
 
    “I have a request, if I may,” Azrael interjected into the conversation that he sensed was going to devolve quickly and, judging by Conrad’s expression, loudly. “Can we not engage two mortal priests and demon hunters in a theological debate? We have enough to disagree about tonight as it is.” 
 
    “Hear, hear.” Michael seemed to have gathered his wits again. He walked back into the center aisle and opened one of the box pew doors. It was a small step and a lip up into the pew, and he stood inside it and leaned on the rail, as if enjoying the few extra inches it afforded him. 
 
    His twin was always taller than he was, after all. 
 
    Lucifer walked over and took up his position near his closest brother. Azrael smiled despite his best attempt to hide it. It was just so wonderful to see the two next to each other again and not with swords crossed. 
 
    Michael and Lucifer. They had been so close before the days of the fall. They certainly argued, as all brothers did, but it had never stained their love. Even during the great battle that had ensued during the schism, neither truly wished to fight the other. 
 
    But they did as they had needed to do. 
 
    Fate had called them both. 
 
    Lucifer had said he had not once witnessed the workings of God in this world or their own. Azrael disagreed. He saw God’s hand in all things and never more so than the day seven of them left Heaven to strike their own path. Since the day each twin said farewell to their pair as they willingly stepped from the light into shadow. 
 
    Watching Lucifer and Michael now, though, gave him great hope. That perhaps after ten thousand years of animosity and avoidance, a peace might be struck. A balance. He missed his brethren. 
 
    Leviathan let out a loud, disgusting, and very wet belch. 
 
    Yes, even Leviathan. 
 
    Lucifer looked to Michael and said quietly, “May I ask you something?” He likely meant the words to be private. But his voice carried easily, and the church was built for acoustics. “If you don’t mind.” 
 
    Michael eyed him for a moment then shrugged. “Sure, bro.” 
 
    Bro. The simple word, or half a word, lit up Lucifer’s face for a split second before it was cast once more into marble. When Lucifer spoke, the words were careful. “How fares Monica?” 
 
    Michael cringed as if he had been stabbed. He lowered his head and sighed heavily. “You’re gonna jump right to that, huh? Ten thousand years, and we haven’t spoken past yelling insults at each other, and you’re going to jump straight there.” 
 
    Lucifer blinked. “I—” 
 
    “She’s fine. I guess. I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” Lucifer didn’t know quite when to leave well enough alone. It was his curse and his gift. “I thought she was ill.” 
 
    “She was. She is. I don’t know. We broke up!” Michael straightened sharply and found himself unfortunately trapped in the little wooden and upholstered box in which he had placed himself. He realized his mistake and that he was now stuck there, unless he wished to vault over the side. Seeing he had no easy exit, he gave up, and his shoulders fell. “She broke up with me. I told her what I was, I showed her…me. She panicked. That was that.” 
 
    Lucifer laid a hand on Michael’s arm, causing the archangel to jolt in surprise. “I’m sorry for your pain.” 
 
    Michael eyed him narrowly. “The last time we met, you stabbed me straight through with your damned sword.” 
 
    Lucifer smiled and shrugged one shoulder. “Different circumstances.” 
 
    “Well, isn’t this all so very charming?” purred a sultry voice to Azrael’s side. He stiffened but managed not to move as someone emerged from the shadows. She stepped from the darkness as if it had borne her there on its wings. It had. “Aren’t we all just making friends again? How quaint.” 
 
    “Mephistopheles,” Azrael greeted under his breath.   
 
    The woman smiled, a cruel twist to lush, red-painted lips. Her dark hair fell in perfectly arranged curls around her face and down her back. She wore a business suit but had no shirt on underneath. It revealed her mortal form nearly to her navel. Azrael suppressed an eyeroll. 
 
    Mephistopheles looked over at the two priests, and her smile broadened into a wicked one. “Oh, my, my…who brought the snacks?” 
 
    Gabe visibly gulped. Even Conrad looked fazed. It seemed it took five of them present before the Irishman took pause.  
 
    “Leave them be, Mephisto,” Leviathan grunted. “Michael and Azrael have already said they’re not up for grabs.” 
 
    “For shame. One of them is already blushing. And the other is curious what I have under my coat.” She trailed her fingers, resplendent in their crimson nail polish, down the interior seam of her lapel. “Celibate, I assume?” 
 
    “They’re Catholic, so yes.” Azrael hoped it would dissuade his sister from her course. 
 
    “Even better…” 
 
    “Do you understand what a vow of celibacy means?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, and it makes the challenge that much more interesting. They have something valuable to trade.” 
 
    “Not everything has a price.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, everything does. It’s just a matter of how high.”  
 
    When her fingers trailed over the swell of her breast, threatening to pull the fabric aside, Azrael slapped the back of his hand into her arm. “Enough, Mephisto.” 
 
    She lowered her hand but shot him a withering look. “I thought you never interfered in suffering, shepherd.” 
 
    “This is not suffering. This is decency.” 
 
    She let out a harrumph and walked away from him. Her pointed heels clicked loudly on the stone floor as she strolled to where Leviathan was sitting. Climbing into the pew next to him, she sat down on the red upholstery. Each box pew had seats that covered at least two sides, if not three, and it allowed her to sit across from the taller archdemon and prop her feet up on the bench perpendicular to her. Her skirt rode dangerously up her thigh as a result. 
 
    Luckily, the high walls precluded the priests from the view, where they stood behind the opposite two rows of pews, now trying to make themselves unseen and unheard. 
 
    Lucifer spoke, bringing them all back into the moment. “What a right mess it seems Asmodeus has dragged us into.” He let out a dreary sigh, turning his head up to look around the room with passing curiosity. 
 
    “Asmodeus built his pets. He should be the one to clean this mess up,” Mephisto commented with the tone of a woman who honestly couldn’t care less. She pulled a modern phone from her purse, her long nails tapping on the glass. “What do I care if his little monster has managed to round up some archangels?” 
 
    “Octavian has taken Mammon and Bael as well. He will likely be coming for you next, Mephisto,” Michael answered coldly. “Maybe we should let him have you, after all.” 
 
    “That isn’t the pattern. He’s taking twins in pairs. Mammon and Chamuel, Bael and Zadkiel. He has Raphael. He’s going for Asmodeus next.” Mephisto shrugged off the threat. 
 
    “As tidy as you think it is, I don’t think it’s on purpose. He’s just working his way up the ladder. Raphael’s a fluke. If what the shepherd says is true, she went down first, and in secret, a while ago. He’ll save Asmodeus for last.” Leviathan reached for his cigarette but, at a glare from Lucifer, put his hand back on the rail. “Revenge, I expect.” 
 
    Mephisto shrugged a shoulder dismissively. “Still don’t care.” 
 
    “You stupid—” Michael began but stopped when Lucifer raised his hand. 
 
    “You should care,” Lucifer said. “We all should. A creature—not human, and not one of our own—has managed to accomplish something no one in all our ages has achieved, the imprisonment of an archangel. You should not only care, Mephistopheles, you should be terrified.” 
 
    “How, exactly, is that little meat-bag puppet planning on using us to summon God, anyway?” Leviathan asked Azrael. 
 
    He could only shake his head. “He only told Selina of his goal, not his methods. We know his corruption, whatever it is, can control us. You know as much as I do.” 
 
    “Except for one small thing.” Leviathan smiled cruelly at him. “One small, tiny, unimportant detail.” He paused for dramatic effect. “You know where he is!” His shout echoed loudly in the church. 
 
    Azrael cringed and withdrew a step. He recoiled from his own shame, not Leviathan’s ire. “I cannot provide that information. I have overstepped my vow enough as it is, telling you all what was communicated to me. This must play out as fate and God intend.” 
 
    “There is no God!” Leviathan growled loudly in frustration, standing from the pew. His mortal form brushed seven feet tall and thin as a rail. He pointed a long finger at him accusatorially. “You cling to your faith, your hope that some grander thing wishes for all this to transpire. You are now responsible for our kin’s continued imprisonment. You want them free? You want your little houseplant of a creation safe? Then, do it! The power is yours.” 
 
    “I cannot.” 
 
    “No,” Leviathan hissed. “You will not. This is your choice.” 
 
    “Sit down, Levi,” Mephisto muttered. “I dislike craning my neck. And shouting at the shepherd will do no good. It seems even Lucifer and Michael can evolve and change. But that one? Never. He is still the lost, lonely boy he was before the schism, sitting in a corner in Heaven, writing down the stories of all the poor little dead dinosaurs.” 
 
    “I never—” Azrael began to try to explain that he never recorded the names of dead dinosaurs. But it hadn’t been the point of her comment. He was always one to quibble specifics. He turned and walked away. He wanted to stand in the shadows of the room, away from them all and their judgmental eyes. 
 
    They were not saying anything he did not already know. 
 
    But he had taken a vow. 
 
    Even if it meant they all fell to Octavian and his plans. 
 
    Even if it meant the end of the world. 
 
    “If he won’t help us,” Leviathan sat down loudly back into the pew, “then what’s the plan? How do we find this little shit and stop him?” 
 
    “I have the feeling,” Lucifer replied, “Octavian will come to us.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas Redding was packing his things. Not for a trip, but for a move. His Canadian visa was in his luggage, and his things were almost all in the moving container in his driveway. He was just throwing his daily necessities into his luggage before he took off. 
 
    He had enough money in his bank account to last him a very, very long time. Octavian might be a creep, but he was a well-paying creep. At least Octavian hadn’t gone after that old nerd’s child. He hated having to play babysitter to three boring, normal people, but Octavian had insisted. And paid damn well. But if he’d gone after the kid? That might’ve been too much for him to stomach. Thomas had killed people before, but he drew a hard line at kids. 
 
    That little sprite had been a bit much to handle, but adorable. After a while, he had started to really like Chelsea. He was happy to know they had gone home—that Richard had done the smart thing, and now they were free. 
 
    Happy endings. He had his money. The old nerd and his family were safe.  
 
    “Hello, Thomas…” 
 
    The voice behind him sent the plastic bag filled with his toiletries sliding out of his hands and landing on the floor with a thunk. He didn’t know the voice. But the darkness, the resonance…he didn’t need to guess too hard. 
 
    Turning slowly, his eyes flew wide as his fears were confirmed. Half his room was gone, lost in shadow. It was as though that half of his house had ceased to exist and had been eaten by a void. Tendrils of darkness snaked out along the walls, creeping around the edges of the room. 
 
    He drew back a step. The step became two and then became a frantic, terrified scramble that sent him tripping over the edge of his bed and landing hard on the floor as something—someone—stepped from the void toward him. 
 
    Black wings, colors dancing across their surface like they were slicked with oil, snapped wide as the figure emerged. They nearly took up the width of the room. They were tipped in long, terrible, dangerous claws like the talons of a bird of prey. 
 
    Thomas screamed. 
 
    Asmodeus laughed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “He just paid me! He just paid me, that’s all!” 
 
    Asmodeus narrowed his eyes at the little mortal and growled deep in his throat. If there was one thing the archdemon hated more than anything else, it was having his time wasted. Especially by small, insipid mortals. 
 
    He had dragged the pitiful, whimpering thing up to the top of a skyscraper in Boston. The wind whipped by him, ruffling his feathers and sending his dark hair swirling in tendrils around his face. He did not care. The effect created by holding the man at arm’s length by his wrist over the twenty-story drop was worth his hair getting mussed. 
 
    The mortal was terrified. He should be. The joy Asmodeus received from the man’s fear offset some of his irritation. But only some. 
 
    “I am glad you betrayed me and my people for money. If it was because you simply disliked me, I might take it personally. But I am not here for why you sold your loyalty to Octavian. I will ask again. Where is he?” 
 
    “I don’t know! I told you, I don’t know!” The man was flailing uselessly, fear driving his limbs to motion without any hope of serving any purpose. He was frantically trying to get his foot on the edge of the building on which Asmodeus stood, but he couldn’t get a good purchase on it. “He didn’t tell me anything! Just to watch over the old nerd and his family. That’s all!” 
 
    “And how did he communicate with you?” 
 
    “What?” Thomas squeaked. 
 
    “How did he give you your instructions, you idiot mortal! In person? By letter? By singing telegram? How?” Asmodeus shook the man in his frustration. 
 
    The man screamed as he kicked and flailed over the empty air beneath him. “Phone! By phone!” 
 
    Asmodeus held out the claw of one of his wings. “Give it to me.” 
 
    “Wh—” Thomas’s brow creased in confusion, even through his panic, clearly surprised Asmodeus would ask for his phone while dangling him in mid-air. He shook the man again. “Okay!” he screamed. “Okay!” He reached his free hand into his pants pocket and held his phone out in his shaking fingers. 
 
    His claw grabbed the small glass and metal rectangle before the idiot mortal dropped it. He looked at the screen. “Passcode?” 
 
    “Four-four-seven-nine. Please! Please put me down!” 
 
    Asmodeus typed the numbers in with the thumb of his claw and saw as the screen went to its home page. Good. At least the man wasn’t foolish enough to lie so directly to his face.  
 
    “Octavian uses burner phones. You can’t find him with that. He’s changed his number by now. You won’t be able to—” 
 
    The man screamed as Asmodeus let go of his wrist. He turned away from the edge and the plummeting mortal’s high-pitched wail as it grew quieter with distance. He transferred the phone into one of his hands and began poking through it. With his head lowered, distracted by trying to discover whatever clues he might find, he didn’t notice that he was no longer alone. 
 
    “Well, that was rude, wasn’t it? He did give you the damn phone.” The voice was low, deep, and rumbled like an earthquake. It should. He had caused plenty of them in his day. 
 
    He looked up, his surprise turning into annoyance and then curiosity. “Beelzebub.” 
 
    The massive archdemon was leaning against a piece of machinery on the roof of the building. HVAC or something similar, Asmodeus wasn’t quite sure. Beelzebub was in his mortal form, which was lucky for all parties involved, including the building itself. His true one wouldn’t fit on the roof or would have crushed a few floors of the tower in the process. Still, his mortal form was built as if to resemble a truck. Seven feet tall, at least three and a half wide, and covered in muscles and tattoos that were barely visible against his dark skin. 
 
    “Glad you’re out of the ice box, finally,” Beelzebub replied, a lopsided and toothy grin on his face. He stepped forward and held out a large arm for a hug. “Good to see you, brother.” 
 
    Asmodeus hesitated. Archdemons were not known for being friendly with each other. But he was also not one to shy away from affection. He met the man’s one-armed hug and grunted as Beelzebub squeezed hard enough to crack one of the vertebrae in his back. Even in mortal form, Beelzebub was a monster. He chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    “Still walking around with legs, I see?” Beelzebub teased. “Why do you always keep your true form so…little?” 
 
    “I can’t very well fuck mortals as a building-sized insectoid dragon, now, can I?” he teased in response, folding his arms across his bare chest. 
 
    “Well, you could, but probably just the once.” Beelzebub snickered. “Bah. It’s so good to see you.” 
 
    “And you, brother.” Asmodeus found he meant it. The seventy years he spent trapped in that icy world of the void had left him lonely and melancholy, and he discovered he desired to spend time with his kin. What a travesty. “But to what do I owe the pleasure? Certainly not judging me for dropping a traitor off the edge of a building.” 
 
    “No. Lucy sent me. Wanted me to check in on you and tell you that we’re all in town now, trying to find that little rogue creation of yours.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Asmodeus pinched the bridge of his nose and folded his wings behind his back, his claws settling on his shoulders. The wind whipped them around too violently, otherwise. “Always the thoughtful one.” 
 
    “You missed the meeting. We were all there. Even Gabriel and Uriel came. And you know how stuck-up those whining hypocrites can be. Complaining at us about meddling when Gabriel started a religion when he accidently knocked up a so-called virgin.” 
 
    Asmodeus laughed then let it trail off into a sigh. “I did not wish to waste my time being berated for my guilt in the situation. I prefer to spend my time attempting to rectify it.” 
 
    “And find your girl.” 
 
    Asmodeus couldn’t keep the twitch out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    Beelzebub let out a hum and shrugged, a rise and fall of massive shoulders. “I always liked her. Smart. Funny. Clever—more than you. Got all the best parts of Azrael without any of the moping and the jitters. Although it seems she developed his ‘woe-is-me’ attitude since she found out what she was. And a penchant for beating the shit out of demon-worshipping mortals. Can’t imagine where she developed the grudge.” 
 
    “You were watching her?” Asmodeus felt a surge of something akin to jealousy rise in him. 
 
    “’Course I was. We protect our own.” Beelzebub rubbed a hand over his bald head. “Never got near her, though, so don’t get your panties in a twist.” 
 
    He looked away and changed the subject. “Octavian will not have gone far. He’s inside the city or nearby. I need to convince him to come out of hiding. I have no hopes of finding her. If Azrael does not change his mind—and he won’t—I have no other means of locating him.” 
 
    “You really should have installed a LoJack into those creations of yours.” Beelzebub let out a bah of a laugh. 
 
    If he had any semblance of an idea what the hell a “LoJack” was, he might have been offended. As it was, he could only attempt to intuit the meaning as having put some sort of tracking device on them, and he shook his head. “I made them to be whole. Not to be my toys. No matter what people might say.” 
 
    “Eh, don’t give me the lecture. I’ve heard it a thousand times already.” Beelzebub stretched, popping his back loudly in a half dozen places. “Stuff your wings, and let’s go get a beer, buddy-boy. We can fish through your splattered servant’s phone over a pint or six.” 
 
    Shifting his form to his mortal one, he slipped the late Thomas’s phone into his interior breast pocket. He found, oddly enough, that he was…happy for Beelzebub’s presence. Not that he would ever admit that to the mountain of an archdemon. Or to Lucifer, who had sent him. “Just don’t get drunk. I don’t want a repeat of last time.” 
 
    “Eh, that bus had it coming.” Beelzebub pushed off the metal box he was leaning on and headed to the stairs. “Fuckin’ thing was looking at me.” 
 
    Although he chuckled, and although he enjoyed the booming laugh of his brother as he joined in remembering the time that Beelzebub had declared wrath against a London double-decker, he couldn’t help but feel the nervousness…and a strange kind of fear that underscored it all. 
 
    The anxiety over Selina’s absence had not left him. It wouldn’t until he knew she was safe. But something in the moment seemed to draw his focus back to it. He could not help but have the suspicion that something was wrong. 
 
    Very wrong. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Veil woke up. 
 
    Well, she was pretty sure she did. It was hard to tell. She was lying down. On something soft, at least. 
 
    Everything was dark. Very dark. The kind of ultra-dark that only existed in caves. This was the kind of darkness that was utterly impervious to the sunlight. She blinked, trying to clear her eyes, but it did no good. Nothing hurt. But she couldn’t see. 
 
    Was she blind? 
 
    Had Octavian’s poison blinded her? 
 
    Panic flooded her, and she jerked her hands, expecting them to be held back by restraints. Restraints that weren’t there. The movement smashed her wrists into something that was over her, only a few inches away. 
 
    She slid her hands up the surface. It was covered in fabric but solid underneath. It was the source of the darkness. Her breath was hot and warm in the tight space, and she could feel it bounce off the fabric and back to her. Reaching out to either side, she found walls close to her. Also covered in fabric. 
 
    She slid her hands over her face, trying to pull whatever was covering her eyes away. But there was nothing there. 
 
    The panic from being unable to see began to boil and turn into fear over something else. She reached behind her head and felt a pillow. It was silk. 
 
    Pounding on the surface over her head, it didn’t budge. She attacked the sides of her container with the same vehemence, and nothing happened. She couldn’t get enough distance to kick or punch any harder. 
 
    She slipped her body into the spirit world and tried to push her soul through the surface in front of her. But it was like ramming into a solid wall. It was enchanted to contain a soul—just like the straps on Octavian’s table. 
 
    She slipped back into the mortal world and felt the heat of the close quarters rush over her again. “Help!” she screamed, the volume deafening in such a confined space. But she didn’t care. “Please, help!” Her voice broke in her fear. “Anybody—Octavian!” 
 
    All her life, she had believed herself beyond the reach of real horror. Real pain. Nobody could contain her. She could always just walk through a wall. Step into the spirit world and disappear. But Octavian had taught her how very wrong she was. 
 
    The gifts she had taken for granted for the past seventy-two years were worthless against someone with an ounce of planning and an ounce of skill. She had hated her gifts for so very long—considered them a curse. 
 
    Now, she realized how lucky she was to have them. Now, without them…she was helpless. 
 
    Helpless. In a small, upholstered, dark…human-sized…box. 
 
    Her panic turned cold as horror replaced it, as she accepted what she was beginning to suspect. As it all came crashing down on her, she let out a scream. One she knew that would go unheard and unanswered. 
 
    Someone will find me.  
 
    Someone’ll save me. 
 
    Someone has to. 
 
    She had been buried alive. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Asmodeus walked home from the bar. It was a quaint, amusing little place called Carrie Nation. Beelzebub had recommended it. Said it might make him feel at home. 
 
    Ah, Prohibition. What a wonderful romp that had been. 
 
    At least that little so-called inconvenience had been solved before he had been trapped in the spirit world for nearly three-quarters of a century. But those thirteen years had been some of the most amusing of his long years. For the sins that happened in secret and behind closed doors? Those were his most favorite. His club had never flourished quite like the days when alcohol was “illegal.” 
 
    Where there’s a will, there’s a way. 
 
    And humans had a will for little more than alcohol. Perhaps second to, but maybe even tied with, sex. The two were often so intrinsically linked it was difficult to separate them. 
 
    The bar had a charming vibe, trying so hard to feel vintage, yet the far-too-modern music playing over the speakers in the ceiling betrayed that its target patronage was not the elderly, but instead the youth. Seeing the days he had lived firsthand be reimagined by mortals was not a new thing for him. If it bothered him to watch the silent movies adapt Ancient Egypt in Cleopatra, then he would already have had to crawl out of his skin many centuries prior watching Shakespeare do the same thing while sitting in the stands amongst the royals of England. 
 
    Human nature was to adapt. Change. To look at the past and use it to tell stories to the future. And, of course, to dutifully forget the truth of what really happened. As a friend of his once said, “Never let facts get in the way of a good story.” 
 
    That was part of the reason he loved the mortals so much. 
 
    He sighed and stuffed his hands into his coat pockets. The air was crisp and cold, and while that didn’t bother him, per se, it was also damp. He hated being damp. 
 
    Or moist. 
 
    Horrible word, “moist.” 
 
    Lingering on the thought for half a heartbeat too long, he realized he might just be…ever-so-slightly…drunk. 
 
    Damn you, Beelzebub. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    Asmodeus chuckled at the joke that would never get old. He sighed. He had put the big creature into the back of one of his cars, instructing the woman driving it to take the monstrous, and very drunk, archdemon wherever it was he wished to go. Beelzebub was a lightweight when it came to alcohol, a far cry from what his size might belie. Asmodeus was drunk, but his brother was far worse off than he. 
 
    He opted not to call for another vehicle. He wanted to walk, even if it did make him damp. He needed the time to think in peace and quiet. He adored his followers. He loved them all like family, but sometimes their constant clamoring for his love and attention was distracting. 
 
    At least he didn’t have very long to walk to get home and out of the fall drizzle. His brownstone was one of the many prestigious ones on Beacon Hill. Even if he felt like a stranger in its walls of late. Especially in the past week. 
 
    For the briefest moment, happiness had been his again. For a fraction of a second, he had believed that she might love him again. That he might have an answer to the emptiness he had felt since the moment she turned her back on him. 
 
    But, as always, the second flitted away like the tick of the clock. His happiness left as she did, vanishing from view and straight into the jaws of a trap. 
 
    All because of him. 
 
    All because of the mistakes and foolishness he had committed. 
 
    All because of his lies. 
 
    They called him the archdemon of lust. No. He should be titled the archdemon of lies. For while one of those things he enjoyed, the other was a compulsion. And like all addictions, he was always able to talk himself through it in the moment. His reasons, when the crime was committed, were always valid. Like a junkie to a needle. Just one more. It’ll be fine. It won’t end badly. No one will care. It’s better this way. 
 
    Bullshit. 
 
    He didn’t tell Selina of the truth of her making not because he was sparing her from the harsh reality. Not because he was trying to protect her in the formative years of her false youth. He didn’t tell her because he had enjoyed her looking at him as though he were anything but what he really was—a monster. A creature not deserving of her adoration. Her innocence was a rare blooming flower, and one that would only ever grow the once. 
 
    And now this issue with Octavian. 
 
    Guilt. That was why he lied. He neglected to tell Selina of her truth because he felt guilt for what he had done. He did not tell her of Octavian—or that it was him in that club that night—because of the shame he felt for his part in this whole ordeal. 
 
    And like an addict, he promised himself the old falsehoods. Just one more lie. He swore he would tell her the truth about Octavian once the man was dead and in the ground. 
 
    But he had his chance, didn’t he? He had his opportunity to sweep forward and end Octavian. To tear his head straight from his shoulders and end it all. But he had hesitated. In that moment, he had frozen and been unable to act. 
 
    It wasn’t supposed to have been Octavian in the bar. It was supposed to have been any of Octavian’s kindred. Why would he go himself? Certainly, he knew the danger he was putting himself in! 
 
    Because he wanted to see her. He wanted to see the miracle I made with Azrael. 
 
    Because he knows me better than I know myself. Because he knew I wouldn’t be able to hurt him. I couldn’t end it then, so why would I be able to end it now? 
 
    He remembered the day he sent Octavian away. The memory flashed through him like wildfire. Him, crying his tears of blood, begging for love—for mercy—for hope. But Octavian had killed so many innocent souls. So many died by his hand…needless lives. Lives that his creation had decided needed to feel pain, for the simple fact that Octavian could not feel any at all. 
 
    No. Because his creation had wanted someone to love. 
 
    I made a thing with the same curse as I. That’s why I cannot kill him. 
 
    Asmodeus threaded his fingers into his hair and clenched the strands. He enjoyed the sting it brought him. It cut through the haze of the alcohol—if barely.  
 
    The tab at the bar had been ludicrous. It had taken every ounce of his charm to talk the staff into continuing to serve him and his brother well past the limit a normal human should have been able to endure. 
 
    His thoughts were jumbled. Too jumbled. He needed to focus. He enjoyed being drunk most nights. This night it sent his thoughts whirling in uncomfortable directions. He needed to find Octavian—he needed to save Selina. But he was helpless. 
 
    The phone he had taken from the traitor had turned up nothing of interest, save a series of nude photos—taken either of the man himself or a few other women—and strange cartoons or images with bold text stuck over them that Beelzebub informed him was called a “meme.” 
 
    Apparently, they were intended to be funny. 
 
    He didn’t quite understand why. 
 
    His phone vibrated in his pocket. At first, he found the little device amusing. Now, the ability to be contacted everywhere at any time by anyone who wished it was more than a little irritating. He fished the little black rectangle out of his pocket and touched the screen. 
 
    No notifications. Odd. Perhaps he had imagined it.  
 
    A second vibration told him that no, he hadn’t. He had just picked the wrong phone out of the wrong pocket. He slipped his back away and pulled out Thomas’s phone. The notification on the screen was that the device had received two new text messages. 
 
    He was certain the notices were not intended for him, but instead for the late Mr. Redding who had been reduced to, as Beelzebub had so eloquently put it, “street pizza.” 
 
    But what he read on the screen sent his blood running cold. He tripped over a raised portion of the old brick walkway and staggered to catch his balance. Stopping underneath the branches of a tree, he leaned against the trunk. Most of the leaves had been shed this late into the fall, but it provided him enough shelter for the moment. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: You didn’t have to kill him, you know. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: He was a good man. People will do terrible things for money. 
 
      
 
    Asmodeus swallowed thickly. Even though the number was not attributed to a name, he had no doubt of who it was. Octavian. 
 
    A million things ran through his mind as to how to respond. He typed in the passcode and went to the tiny keyboard application to reply. But there were so many options—so many things he wanted to say. So many things he needed to say. None of them were right. All of them ran the risk of shutting down his first real thread to follow to unravel this mess. 
 
    Instead, he pushed the number where it displayed at the top and hit call. 
 
    Putting the phone to his ear, he waited. It rang once, twice, and then when he heard the line pick up, he let out the breath he had been holding. 
 
    “Well, hello.” 
 
    He smiled faintly at the sound of Octavian’s voice. Even through it all, he missed his creation. Perhaps it was that, or the alcohol in his system, but he said the two words he had great cause and occasion to say of late. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For throwing Thomas off the building? Honestly, he’s your servant. I just rented him.” Octavian laughed lightly. He sounded the same. Unchanged over the years. He was immortal; he certainly wouldn’t sound older, by any means. He still sounded like the little puckish spirit he had known all those years ago. 
 
    “No.” Asmodeus paused. “For everything else. I’m sorry, Octavian. I’m sorry for it all.” 
 
    There was a long pause on the other side. Asmodeus checked the phone’s screen to make sure they were still connected. When Octavian finally spoke, his voice was softer. “I forgive you.” 
 
    They held in silence, and Asmodeus finally broke it with a long breath. “You can stop this. You don’t need to go through with it. You realize you’re likely wrong, and this experiment of yours will have caused nothing but pain, heartbreak, and death.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s the point of faith, isn’t it? To see what you’re willing to pay, to sacrifice, in the name of searching for the truth?” 
 
    “You would be willing to commit atrocities, to cause undue suffering to others, in the name of your belief and search for God?” He pressed his palm into the damp bark behind him. The edges of it biting into his skin broke through the haze of the alcohol and grounded him. 
 
    “Yes. I suppose I am.” 
 
    “I believe that is the most human thing you’ve ever done.” Asmodeus found himself smirking despite his best intentions. He leaned heavily back against the tree, shutting his eyes, his memories drifting back over him. 
 
    Octavian’s grasp on humanity had always been tentative at best. It was as though he were watching and imitating but never really learning what it had meant. He had only become a more skilled actor through the years, learning to play the part without ever really being it. 
 
    “Do you mean that?” His creation sounded hopeful. Touched, even. 
 
    “I do.” He shocked even himself. 
 
    “I’m flattered.” They held in silence for a moment again before Octavian broke it. “You should have killed me.” 
 
    “When?” There were so many options. 
 
    “Whenever. The day I left your house. The day you made me. The other day at the bar. You pick. You should have never let me live.” 
 
    “I know I should have.” He looked up at the dreary sky. It mirrored his mood. “I couldn’t kill you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You know why.” 
 
    Octavian paused briefly. “Humor me.” 
 
    “Because one way or another, because no matter what you do or the horrors you commit, you are still my family. I love you, Octavian, for all the faults I gave you. What you are—what you’ve become—is not your burden to bear. You are a product of my mistakes. You shouldn’t have to die for them.” 
 
    Octavian laughed incredulously. “Are you drunk?” 
 
    “A little.” He paused. “Yes.” 
 
    Octavian laughed harder. “Who did it?” 
 
    Asmodeus sniffed dismissively. “Beelzebub.” 
 
    Octavian laughed harder. “Who else? The only one ever able to talk you into a drinking contest. I miss him.” 
 
    “I’d send him your regards, but I don’t think he’d quite understand.” 
 
    “I suppose not.” 
 
    Another long silence drifted between them. All the possible futures they could have had flashed before his eyes. Another night around a table, playing cards, drinking, watching Octavian flirt with Mephisto or Bael. In his dream, Selina sat beside him, her arm around his, studiously hiding her cards from his gaze. Sorrow plucked at his heart, and he let out a long, weary sigh. “Where is she, Octavian?” 
 
    “Nowhere you’ll find her. I’m sorry. She’s in a place nobody can reach her. Not even me.” His tone was humorless, sad…not triumphant, but instead mournful. “I needed to do this. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I sent her away with four of my people. They were the only ones who knew where she was placed. Now, they’re dead, and no one knows where she is. Not even her.” 
 
    “Placed?” Asmodeus put a hand over his eyes as dread replaced the sorrow. Anger followed suit a second later. “Is she safe? What have you done to her?” 
 
    “Ask Azrael.” 
 
    That gave him no ounce of hope. All the opposite. He pounded his fist into the tree behind him, splintering the bark and slicing his knuckles. He didn’t care. 
 
    In his silence, Octavian continued. “She is beautiful. Body and soul. I think I could have fallen in love with her, if my future were different. You did well with your latest creation. Is she your last?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Just the two of us, then? For shame. It seems you were just developing a talent for it.” 
 
    Why he felt the need to confess the truth, he didn’t know. Perhaps his heart was too heavy to bear the weight of another lie. He had to bail out the water from the sinking ship. “There was a third, Octavian. A third who lived. Before you.” 
 
    It was Octavian’s turn to be silent for a long time. He coughed briefly then managed to rasp out, “What happened?” Asmodeus could hear the pain in his voice. Either from his quickening disease or from the truth, he didn’t know. 
 
    “You asked me, the day I cast you out, why I made you unable to feel pain. Do you remember?”  
 
    “I remember every word of what you told me the day you put me on the street.” Octavian’s tone was bitter now, angry. But it faded just as quickly as it had come and was instead melancholy. Lonely. Asmodeus could certainly sympathize. “You said my body would feel nothing other than pain if you let it. You said I would have gone insane.” 
 
    “It wasn’t conjecture.” 
 
    “How…long did they last?” 
 
    “He lasted three days.” Asmodeus looked up at the overcast sky. Light pollution in the city had always been there, but since his return, the clouds looked ghastly and unfriendly in their orange-gray haze. He disliked them. Perhaps it was time to move somewhere quiet for a time, if he had the chance. “He lasted three days before he begged me for death. Begged me to end his suffering. I knew if I didn’t, he would find the means to do it himself. I couldn’t sink to that level of cruelty. I broke his neck. I held him in my lap and wept as he died.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I deserve the suffering. Just as I deserve what is to come for what I’ve done in making you. In letting you live. But Selina does not deserve whatever this fate is you’ve cast upon her.” 
 
    “She prefers Veil, you know.” 
 
    “I know.” Asmodeus sighed heavily and began to walk again toward his home. The drizzle was giving him a chill and was collecting in his hair and dripping down the back of his neck. “I have to accept the fact that she is not the woman I knew so long ago. She’s much more than that. I’ll adapt to her new name in time.” 
 
    “She doesn’t deserve any of what we’ve both done to her. But that hasn’t stopped either of us, has it?” 
 
    “No. It certainly has not.” 
 
    “I can’t free her. There’s only one person who can. And he won’t. The only thing that can save Veil now is an act of God. Either when I summon them home…or through the archangel of death as his instrument.” 
 
    “So, let’s end it. If you are going to keep to this travesty of a mission to ‘summon God,’ then let’s do it. You’ve managed to gather all of us here in this city—it’s the first time we’ve had the family in one place since the war. Tell me when and where, and we’ll be there.” 
 
    “I still have some work left to do before all the pieces are in place. It won’t be long, I promise. I know how impatient you can be.” He could hear the smile in Octavian’s voice. For a moment, he could imagine as the starry-eyed, wonder-filled creature he had raised. “Do you think I stand a chance of being right, Alistair?” 
 
    “I thought you had faith.” 
 
    “I do. I’ve come too far to stop now, no matter what. But I’m curious what you think. I’ve always valued your opinion.” 
 
    “I think the fourteen of us are abject fools. Worthless souls, destitute of morality or any redeeming qualities. We have watched this world rise and burn, live and die, exalt and suffer, with no rhyme or reason and nothing to guide us but our own delusions and with our immortality giving us no end in sight. I think if there is a God, they are cruel. If there isn’t, then we are our own cruelty. And I think…that if we are God? If you are right, and you might be able to wield us to bring back what you think we have been missing? I think even if you combined the best parts of all of us, you would still have a deity I would find lacking.” 
 
    “How utterly pessimistic of you.” 
 
    Asmodeus climbed up the stairs to his home and put the key into the lock. Turning it with a heavy click, he stepped inside. The warmth made his skin feel clammy. He really did despise being damp. He shrugged out of his coat without moving the phone away from his ear. The house was quiet; all his people were in bed or tucked away for the night. 
 
    For a moment, he dreamed of having Veil’s arms slip around him in greeting as she used to do. But they were a ghost of a memory. She was not there. “I have reason to be downtrodden as of late.” 
 
    “I suppose you do. But very soon I’ll be dead, and you’ll have one less regret loose in this world.” 
 
    “Surely if you manage to ‘summon God,’” he didn’t quite keep the sarcasm out of his voice, “they’ll be grateful. They’ll cure you. Make you King of Earth.” He tossed his coat on the rack and felt a little better without it. Undoing his tie, he tugged it loose and undid the first few buttons on his shirt. He was sad that vests went out of fashion. He did like them. Oh, well. 
 
    “I have no redeeming value, Asmodeus. If I see the face of God, I pray they strike me dead. I pray they end my suffering and send my soul to whatever silent void I belong.” 
 
    Asmodeus walked up the stairs to his bedroom. The lights in the house were off, but he had no issues seeing in the dark. He couldn’t remember being this tired in a very long time. The alcohol didn’t help. “You’ll know the truth then, at least. No matter what.” 
 
    “I look forward to it. I’ll talk to you soon, Alistair.” 
 
    “Sleep well, Octavian.” 
 
    “You as well.” 
 
    And with that, the line went dead. Walking into his bedroom, he slipped Thomas’s phone onto the dresser and placed his own beside it. Stripping off his clothes, he tossed them aside, heedless for where they landed. He could have vanished them easily with magic, but something about the action made him feel more grounded. 
 
    Slipping beneath his sheets, he let his head rest on the black silk pillow. It still smelled of her shampoo. It smelled of the brief time he had spent with her in his arms. He pulled it tighter to him, his fingers curling into the stuffing. He shut his eyes and felt the tears form and run down his cheek into the fabric. 
 
    Wherever Selina was—whatever had been done to her—he would see it made right. He didn’t know how. He didn’t know if he could. But he would burn himself in the center of the sun if he needed to. 
 
    Silently, he wept. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was panicking.  
 
    Veil had never had a full-fledged panic attack before. But the darkness, the smallness, it was all too much. She screamed. It was so loud in the small space, but she didn’t care. She didn’t know how long she’d been here. The part of her mind that tried to cling to shreds of rational thought told her it couldn’t have been more than a few hours. 
 
    But her terror felt like it had been years. Around and around her mind wheeled, spinning its wheels uselessly. And so she screamed until her voice was gone and only a haggard, painful rasp remained. But it didn’t stop her from trying. It didn’t stop her from clawing at the lid, at the walls, at anything that she could. 
 
    She screamed until suddenly there was no air to scream with. 
 
    It didn’t flick off like a switch. It was like a scuba tank of air. It just slowly became harder and harder to pull in a breath. Like sucking through a straw that constricted a little each time. The CO2 she was breathing out into the coffin was suffocating her. 
 
    Her head spun. Her eyes began to play tricks on her in the total and perfect blackness of the coffin. It felt like she was tilting or falling, but she knew she hadn’t moved. Flashing lights seemed to swirl in front of her eyes as her brain began to starve for oxygen. She clawed at the roof of the coffin, trying in her hopelessness to scratch through it. It was metal. It wouldn’t do any good. Her fingernails were long gone. She was bleeding, it stung, but she didn’t care. She needed to get out. 
 
    The instinctual need to survive stopped her screaming. Something in her body told her to stop needlessly thrashing, that she needed to conserve what she had. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    This is just a nightmare. 
 
    She breathed in. 
 
    This can’t be real. 
 
    She breathed out. 
 
    This is all just a bad dream. 
 
    She breathed in. 
 
    She breathed out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Michael was pacing. Again. It irritated Azrael to no end, but he did his best to ignore it. They had gone back to the priests’ “extended stay” hotel for lack of anything better to do. Azrael had not been explicitly invited. 
 
    He rarely ever was. 
 
    But it didn’t stop him from coming along anyway. He wanted to know what was going on, even if he had pledged not to interfere. Despite the invectives pointed at him from his kin and the others, passivity and apathy were very different things. Or at least that was what he told himself. 
 
    The meeting had ended with eight of them in attendance: Michael, Gabriel, Uriel, Lucifer, Leviathan, Beelzebub, Mephistopheles, and himself. All of them were present, save those who were taken and—notably but not surprisingly—Asmodeus. 
 
    They had discussed what to do about Octavian. The decision was made that the homunculus was likely to make the first move, that gathering them all in one place was his goal, and now that was achieved, they would wait and act as one when the time came. 
 
    They had no other option but to wait for Octavian to make his play. No one knew where to find Octavian. No one knew where the man had placed his lair where he had tortured and murdered Veil repeatedly. 
 
    No one—except him. 
 
    Leviathan had suggested torturing him until he talked. Uriel said it wouldn’t do any good. Leviathan had replied that it would be fun either way. It took both Lucifer and Michael to shut down that line of conversation. He had been grateful for it. 
 
    Knowledge haunted him. It always had, and he suspected it always would. He suspected, after all this business was concluded, that he would be outcast from his fellows. For that reason alone, he sat here in the hotel rented by the mortal priests. Before long, he wouldn’t be welcome company. 
 
    He was surprised he still was, to be frank. 
 
    Michael seemed less judgmental of his vow than many of the others. Azrael was grateful, but he knew it couldn’t last. Even his brother’s patience would run thin. 
 
    “So, who’s Monica?” Conrad asked the pacing archangel. 
 
    Azrael cringed. This was going to make a bad night worse. 
 
    “Don’t. Just don’t,” Michael grumbled and ran his palms over his short hair. “The last thing in the world I want to talk about with you two is her.” The room went awkwardly silent. Michael fidgeted, growled, and Azrael watched as something visibly built up inside Michael until it finally burst. “Fine! Fine.” 
 
    Well, that was easy. 
 
    Michael had always been very social. Wanting to be around others, to play games, or to just tell stories and laugh. He had such an open heart, it was doubly tragic to see it hurt. Even though he claimed he didn’t want to talk about his pain, it was also clear he very much did. 
 
    The archangel went to the collection of alcohol, picked up the entire bottle of whiskey, and walked over to the sofa. He collapsed onto it, unscrewed the cap, chucked the cap across the room, and took a swig of the liquid. 
 
    “Went that poorly, did it?” Conrad leaned against the bar, pouring himself a drink as well. 
 
    “I didn’t intend to fall for a mortal girl.” Michael sniffed the bottle of alcohol, shrugged, and took another drink. “I didn’t want to. Wasn’t planning to. Asmodeus? He does it all the time. He goes shopping. He loves them, so he waits around for one and then mopes when they die. I used to think he was an idiot, setting himself up for that kind of grief again and again. I was on Earth, trying to root out some bullshit Beelzebub had gotten into, and that’s when I met her.” 
 
    Michael took another swig of the alcohol before he continued talking. “Just bumped into her at a goddamn coffee shop. It was stupid. I know it was stupid. But I wouldn’t change a thing, even now. Even after…” He paused, looking down at the label of the bottle. “I fell for her. I fell hard. She…well, she came down with cancer. Not terminal, but bad. Treatment wasn’t guaranteed to work. I couldn’t let her put herself at risk. So I…did a stupid thing. I showed her who I really was. I offered to cure her.” 
 
    “You can cure cancer?” Gabe blinked, surprised.  
 
    “On, like, an individual basis, sure.” Michael shrugged. “I’m an archangel. Most of us can heal. Fuck, even the archdemons can heal people if they wanted to.” 
 
    “Askin’ a stupid question, but…” Conrad began slowly. 
 
    Michael cut him off. “Why don’t I go around from hospital to hospital saving as many lives as I can? First, it’s exhausting. I wouldn’t make it very far. Second, it’s like trying to hold back the tide with a teacup. I can save a life here or there, but I’m not going to make a dent. Who am I to judge who should live and who should die? That’s the point of his whole vow.” Michael gestured to Azrael using the bottle. “I save people when I can. I don’t just step over suffering. But I can’t fix the world. Trust me.” He smiled halfheartedly into the neck of the bottle as he took a swig. “I’ve tried. And there are a lot more of you motherfuckers now than there used to be.” 
 
    Gabe nodded, seemingly understanding the archangel’s point. “You showed her what you were, and she was afraid?” 
 
    “Screamed and ran like I was my twin brother in a bad horror movie. Like I was going to kill her. Like I could hurt her!” Michael leaned his head back against the sofa and let out a ragged noise from his chest, inspired by grief. “She thought I was going to hurt her. That stung me worse than anything else. That she didn’t…trust me.” 
 
    “You popped on the high beams in full armor, pledgin’ to cure her cancer? With no warnin’? Normal people aren’t accustomed to shit like that. You scared the bejeezus out of her! No wonder she ran off!” Conrad snorted. “Have you tried talkin’ to her since?” 
 
    “No,” Michael admitted glumly. “I can’t just…I mean, she thinks that…” 
 
    “You’re an idiot.” Conrad shook his head. “No wonder you’re single. It’s bad when the celibate priest knows more about relationships than you do, boyo. You should go apologize.” 
 
    “Hey! Hey, you weren’t there. You don’t—” 
 
    “Stop talking.” Azrael cut into the discussion abruptly. The tone of his voice left no room for argument. Michael, Gabe, and Conrad looked at him in a shared expression of confusion. But he barely registered it. 
 
    He stood from the chair he was in, his blood running ice cold. No. No, Octavian couldn’t have…he wouldn’t have done such a thing. To do that was unconscionable. Inhuman. Cruel beyond measure… 
 
    Veil. 
 
    “God above, have mercy,” Azrael whispered. His hands were shaking. “Please, God…no.” He felt hollow. Empty. The horror of it cored out his soul and left it a gaping wound. He had not known what it meant to see a loved one suffer. Now, he understood. 
 
    “What is it?” Michael stood, bottle of booze still dangling in his hand as he walked up to Azrael. “What’s happened?” 
 
    “We need to speak to Asmodeus. He needs to know what Octavian’s done.” His words felt empty. He moved to leave, but before he could disappear, Michael grabbed him by the elbow, turning him back to face him. 
 
    “What has Octavian done?” 
 
    His voice was barely more than a whisper, but it felt as though a building were coming down on top of him. Or perhaps just six feet of dirt. 
 
    “He buried her alive.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Veil floated at the surface of the lake of death. That perfectly, impossibly still, unendingly cold place. The moment just before the door to the beyond. She had been here many, many times. She’d been here a whole bunch in the past month alone, in fact. 
 
    She felt the comings and goings of the souls that came here and passed through without even a pause. This was the hand on a doorknob, nothing more. Nobody lingered here. Nobody but her father…and her. 
 
    This death was different. 
 
    This death isn’t going to end. 
 
    She had drowned in a lake once. She had been there for hours before she finally floated ashore. But there was nobody to drag her out of the water now. There wouldn’t be a startled camper to pull her up onto the shore. She had spent half an hour in that place of death that day, and it had nearly driven her insane. 
 
    This was going to be much, much worse. 
 
    The cold seeped into her. Seemed to sink into every pore of her being. She knew it was only in her imagination—this place wasn’t real. This place was just how her mind tried to visualize what was happening to her and make sense out of nothingness. 
 
    But the pain was real. Maybe not physical. But it burned no less. It sank into her quickly, taking everything out of her like the vacuum of space. This was different than the ghostly nether-realm she could walk through at will. That place looked like the tropics compared to this. 
 
    This was death. 
 
    “Selina. My God, Selina…” 
 
    She heard his voice. He knew what had happened to her. She wanted to cry out. Wanted to weep. Wanted him to release her. But she knew he couldn’t—wouldn’t—get involved. She understood why he took his vow. It wasn’t her place to ask him to break it. 
 
    But it hurt. It hurt so much. 
 
    “Be strong, Selina. Please be strong. I will tell the others. They will come find you.” 
 
    Be strong. She could do that. She could hold on. 
 
    The question really was…for how long? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I would kindly ask you not to apparate through my doors, Azrael.” Asmodeus tried to sound firm but couldn’t keep the smile off his face. Azrael had let himself in then opened the door for the others. Then, without warning, the archangel of death appeared on the inside of Asmodeus’s bedroom. The archangel passed through the physical world and the spirit one at will and often seemed to pick one at random. 
 
    Asmodeus knew the others were coming—Michael and the two human priests. It was hard not to hear them tromping up the stairs, let alone feel their presence on the street as they had approached. “You could have just knocked.” 
 
    The bedroom door swung open as Michael, Gabe, and Conrad let themselves in. 
 
    Asmodeus regretted his decision to put on pants. It would have been more amusing otherwise. He stood near the foot of his bed, buttoning up his black shirt. “It’s been a long time since my bedroom has been this crowded. I’m surprised, but the more, the merrier. Who’s first, or should we all go at once?” 
 
    His humor landed like a lead balloon in the center of the room. Whatever the rabble had come for, it was serious. 
 
    “You need to know,” Azrael replied. Not as the mousey, subdued human as which he carried himself in his mortal form. As the archangel of death. There was pain in his eyes, matched only by the coldness of the years that they all carried with them. 
 
    “What’s happened?” Asmodeus’s hands paused where they almost finished buttoning his shirt. All the fun in the moment evaporated into thin air. 
 
    “Octavian has…” Azrael paused, as if too squeamish to say the words. Something flashed over his face. It was an expression so foreign to the archangel of death that Asmodeus hadn’t recognized it at first. And when he finally knew what it was, Asmodeus turned to face his friend and brother. He placed his hands on the archangel’s shoulders. 
 
    The expression had been fear. 
 
    Asmodeus forced the words out. He dreaded to know the answer. But he needed to. “What has Octavian done?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Picking up his phone in his bloodstained hand, he looked down at it with a faint smile. Octavian didn’t relish the things he did. Well, that wasn’t quite accurate. He enjoyed some of it. He loved playing with his toys. 
 
    But all the drama, all the intrigue, all the manipulation? He hated it. He knew what it was like to live on puppet strings. He hated pulling others in the same way. But it was his only means to his inevitable ends. 
 
    And to reach his ends, he would play any game. No matter how horrible. 
 
    Poor Veil. 
 
    He hated what he had done to her. It made him ill to think about how afraid she was—about the pain she must be in. He liked Veil. Adored her. He could close his eyes and dream of a sunny field in which they sat on a picnic blanket and shared laughter and friendship. He could see a world in which they were family. 
 
    Maybe in another life. 
 
    He swiped at the tear that rolled down his cheek before the bloody drop could stain his clothes. 
 
    No scheme was complete without a “Plan B.” Veil suffered for a reason. If he succeeded and summoned God, he would beg the Almighty to free Veil from her pain. If he failed…then either Asmodeus would lose both of his ill-fated creations or the immovable Azrael would be inspired to act. One would be well-deserved for monsters such as they. The other would require a touch of God’s will. 
 
    Either way, his duty would be fulfilled. He could die in peace. He could go into the void to learn the secrets of the beyond knowing he had at least tried. 
 
    He pulled up the late Thomas’s number. Typing in a message, he hit send. He wasn’t quite sure why. Loneliness, perhaps. It was his greatest flaw, one he shared with his creator. He wondered if Asmodeus had built that in him intentionally or if it was just the result of his inherent influence. It didn’t matter. 
 
    He missed the archdemon. He looked back at those early years of his life with such fondness that it made his heart ache. He had been happy. Mostly happy, he had to admit to himself, as his memories guided him to where it had all gone wrong. Despite the family that surrounded him, he had felt alone. 
 
    And like the creature who created him, his curse of loneliness had led him down a ruinous path. 
 
      
 
    Octavian had cleaned up the blood. There had been a lot of it, after all. Unlike sculpting the New One that lay, dead and sleeping, in the other room, waiting for Death to come to raise her, this one had been…messy. 
 
    This one had been born alive, after all. Just like he had been. Made from the living bodies of others. Sculpted into something new. Sculpted into something better. Alistair hadn’t taught him what to do. Not precisely. But he had shown Octavian enough of the magic required for him to piece it together. To fill in the blanks. 
 
    Just as he had done with her. 
 
    She lay on white sheets, pristine and new. Her heart beat in her chest. Pumped the stolen blood through the veins that had been crafted with magic to be just where he had wanted them to be. 
 
    He had made her blonde, just like himself. Petite. They would make a beautiful couple. Soon after waking, she would have to face the hunger that plagued him. The need for human flesh. He would hold her, console her, teach her of the darkness and the joy her new life could hold. 
 
    There was only one thing missing—she needed a soul. 
 
    Turning his head, he smiled gently at the woman who was huddled weeping in the corner. The girl’s muffled screams had turned into equally stifled sobs through the gag he had tied into her mouth. He had needed relative quiet to finish his masterpiece. 
 
    Her name was Claudia. She was a homely woman, but that was going to change soon. Not that it truly mattered much to him. He had fallen in love with her, and she with him. He had asked for her hand in marriage, and she had said yes without hesitation. 
 
    Tonight was going to be their wedding night. Certainly not the one she’d planned, but one far more spectacular. Tonight, she would become like him. Ageless, and if they were careful, immortal. 
 
    Claudia was terrified, but soon she would be better. She’d understand as soon as it was over. 
 
    There was a knock on the door. He smiled, standing, wiping the last bit of gore from his hands. He couldn’t wait to see how proud Alistair would be! “Come in.” 
 
    The door opened, and the figure of his mentor stepped inside. Dark against the well-lit room, he seemed to bring shadows with him wherever he went. Alistair drew up his steps, looking at the figure draped in a white sheet on the table in the center of the room. At the woman who was alive and yet very much lifeless. 
 
    “What…” Alistair’s brow furrowed as he glanced to the woman in the corner, bound, gagged, and blindfolded. “What is this?” 
 
    “I’m following in your footsteps!” He beamed in reply. “I created myself a bride. Just as you have done.” 
 
    Alistair’s eyes widened slowly. He was shocked. Of course, he was. No one had ever attempted that kind of magic except him. He must be astounded with Octavian’s command of power! 
 
    Octavian grinned, proud of his work, and went to stand next to the table. “I made her. It took me a few more sacrifices than what you said it took to make me. But I didn’t exactly have your level of practice.” He chuckled.  
 
    “How many, Octavian?” His voice was quiet, aghast. “How many have you killed?” 
 
    Octavian blinked, confused. Why was there horror in his voice? He was supposed to be happy. Ecstatic. Not…looking at his pride and joy, his work of art, in disgust. “Only thirty.” 
 
    “Thirty…” Alistair walked up to the edge of the table slowly, looking down at the slight frame of his bride lying beneath the sheet. “Oh, Octavian, what have you done?” 
 
    There was such disappointment in his voice, Octavian felt his heart hurt. “I did just what you have done before. How many countless souls have you spent trying to make someone like me? Like the bride you’ve made, just one room over? This is the same!” 
 
    “Were your victims willing? Did they know what their fee was going toward?” 
 
    “Well…” Octavian paused. “No. I don’t have the resources you do.” 
 
    “Then it is not the same!” Alistair rounded on him. “And the girl who is currently weeping in the corner? The soul I expect you want me to graft to this body? Is she willing? She certainly does not seem so.” 
 
    “She loves me. I love her. That’s enough.” 
 
    “No! It is not enough!” the archdemon roared. His human form melted away, and he stood there in his full glory. The claws of his wings clenched tight and flexed, as if eager for violence. “You have gone too far, Octavian.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be alone! You’re going to have your bride! Who will I have, once she lives? Once you have a new favorite toy?” This wasn’t going the way he had intended. But he wouldn’t let Alistair claim that what he had done was anything different than the sins the archdemon had committed in search for the very same thing. 
 
    “You are my family,” Asmodeus snarled. “I love you. I always have, and I always will. And if there were ten more of you, I would love all ten. That is not a reason. It was not your desire to stay my ‘favorite’ that inspired you to pile bodies in the Charles River these past twenty years! You took thirty lives to make this breathing corpse. What excuse do you have for the forty-three others you have murdered in the past decades?” 
 
    “I…” Octavian drew back a step. He felt his face go warm as adrenaline rushed him. The kind of panic that came with being caught in a lie. He took another step back, retreating from the darkness and anger burning in the eyes of his mentor. 
 
    “You don’t think I knew? You don’t think I suspected your habits? Where you went all those nights?” Asmodeus’s burning green eyes narrowed. “You think me a fool.” 
 
    “Were you following me?” Still, he tried to find his footing. Still, he tried to find means to be defensive. To win this argument. He was the victim here, not Asmodeus. Not his new creation in the center of the room. 
 
    “I didn’t need to follow you. The bloody laundry you passed off on your wounds? The reports of bodies mutilated and with pieces removed? Please, Octavian. My brethren breed killers. I know one when I see one.” 
 
    “I was feeding, that’s all.” 
 
    “No, Octavian. That wasn’t what drove you to kill those people in such…flamboyant fashion. You took far more than you needed. You enjoy their pain.” 
 
    Octavian clenched his fists at his sides. “And you didn’t stop me? Why? If their lives are so important to you, why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “You are only that which I have made you. Their deaths were mine as well—I share in their blame as equally as you. I had hoped your…deviance…would bring you peace. I hoped they would fill the void you were trying to fill.” Asmodeus looked down at the body on the table. “I was wrong. Would you have me make another of you? Another creature devoid of any pain in body and full of so much in the mind instead?” 
 
    “Yes!” Octavian screamed, slamming his palms down on the edge of the table. “You cannot leave me alone!” 
 
    “Alone?” Asmodeus snapped his wings wide. “You know nothing of being alone! You have this family. This house. The love of all who dwell here. My devotion. You walk the streets, and others pine for you, wish to know you! You are a beautiful thing. What do you know of loneliness?” 
 
    “The same as you.” 
 
    “You are merely fifty years old, Octavian. I am hundreds of thousands. Do not speak to me of what I am.” 
 
    “Make me my bride. Stitch Claudia’s soul to this body. Then we will leave. The two of us will go far away and live our lives separate from you and your new bride. We won’t trouble you.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The word felt like a gavel. Felt like the fall of a guillotine. It punched him in the stomach like a blow, and Octavian lowered his head, feeling tears form in his eyes. For a moment, he was speechless. 
 
    “But you will leave this place.” 
 
    “What?” Octavian looked up, shocked. “You’re…you’re kidding.” 
 
    “I am no such thing. If you think you understand loneliness, I will teach you otherwise. If you think you are unloved, I will show you what it means to be. You are no longer welcome in my house, Octavian. Gather your things. Begone within the hour.” 
 
    “But…but where will I go?” Fear filled him. He felt so…small. So much like a child suddenly. “I have nowhere.” 
 
    “You are a clever thing. You will survive.” 
 
    “Wh…what about her?” Octavian put his hand on the wrist of the breathing corpse beneath the white sheet. “Please. Don’t send me out there alone.” 
 
    “I will not raise this wretched thing. I will not bind that poor girl’s soul to this grotesque mound of flesh! If willing sacrifices made you…can you imagine what broken thing would come to life? What puppet of sorrow you have made in all the death and grief you have caused?” 
 
    “No. No! I love her. I love all of them. My love will make it right. She’ll see it for what it is. She’ll love me! She’ll forgive me!” 
 
    “Naïve creature. I have sheltered you too much. I have kept you in my care. You have known the shadow of my wings for too long. Get your things, Octavian. Begone from my house and my sight.” 
 
    “Please!” Tears were running down his cheeks now. He knew the blood was staining his collar. He didn’t care. He fell to his knees and clasped his hands together in front of him, begging. Beseeching. A prayer to God, and to Asmodeus. “Please, don’t…don’t. Destroy her if you must, but please don’t send me away.” 
 
    “Begone!” Asmodeus howled in rage, and the room seemed to darken with it. 
 
    Terrified, he did the only thing he could think of to do. 
 
    Scrambling to his feet, he ran. 
 
      
 
    Octavian put his fingers against his cheek and felt the dampness there. He sighed and pulled his crimson handkerchief out of his pocket. Wiping at his eyes, he looked down at his phone. Asmodeus had not responded to his text message. He slipped his phone into his pocket and let out a wavering breath. 
 
    He had sent four simple words. A little part of him regretted sending them, even if he knew they were truthful. 
 
    I still miss you. 
 
    Just as he was about to tuck his phone away, it rang. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Conrad wasn’t the pilfering type. 
 
    Okay, just that one time. But he’d been a boy, and pastry wasn’t something they served his lot in the orphanage. He’d received ten marks with the switch across his backside for his crime. 
 
    It had been just a little bit worth it. 
 
    Pastry was so damn good, after all.  
 
    So, when he found himself standing in the bedroom of an archdemon—a fuck of a statement that was, taken out of context—he was hit with a rather unusual situation. He’d stayed behind in the room when the archangel-versus-archdemon screaming match had begun. Azrael had told Asmodeus of Veil’s unfortunate fate, and the archdemon hadn’t taken it well. There was no doubt in Conrad’s mind that Asmodeus loved the girl with everything he had.  
 
    The tears he had shed as he screamed at Azrael to release her had been more proof of the archdemon’s devotion. As fucked up as it might be, making yourself someone to love, it didn’t make it any less real. Conrad considered the lot of them to be a bunch of idiots and perverts. But Michael was a good man—angel, whatever—and he was even starting to think Asmodeus might, just might, be capable of one or two redeeming qualities. Somewhere. In that hot mess of a brain of his. 
 
    Poor Veil.  
 
    Buried alive. Fuck. He wasn’t good with words, and he hadn’t any to describe how bad he felt over the girl’s condition. She was a good girl. One who had more claim to humanity than many of the freaks he’d met during his years. She, unlike a lot of folks, meant well. 
 
    The idea of her, trapped and alone in the darkness…Conrad shuddered. He suffered claustrophobia ever since the debacle in the catacombs. The idea of being locked in a coffin made his skin crawl. He got the heebie-jeebies just thinking about it. 
 
    Back to the matter at hand. Michael, Azrael, and Asmodeus had taken their yelling downstairs. That left Conrad leaning on the archdemon’s dresser. 
 
    His life had taken a weird turn of late. 
 
    Gabe had gone to follow them. Conrad had meant to do the same but had become hung up when he saw something out of the ordinary. Something that was oddly out of place. He wasn’t much of a sleuth, but it was pretty obvious something weird was going on. 
 
    There were two phones on top of the archdemon’s dresser. Both new. Both shiny. Both black. One in a black plastic and rubber case, the other not. 
 
    That struck him as odd for a few reasons. Asmodeus had just come back from the spirit world, and if Michael’s recounting of the situation was true, he had a hard time figuring out how to use the radio at first, and the archdemon’s haphazard discovery of cruise control had nearly killed them both. 
 
    There was no damn reason in the world for someone like that to have two phones. 
 
    Seeing as one was in a professional and expensive-looking case, like any smart and sensible person would have, and the other one wasn’t—it was a pretty fair guess which one didn’t belong to the archdemon. One of them belonged to—or at least had belonged—to somebody else. 
 
    Who had it belonged to? Why did Asmodeus have it? It wasn’t Veil’s—hers was back in the car and was blue, like everything else she owned. He picked up the phone in the case and turned it over in his palm. Pressing the button on the side, the screen lit up, displaying the lock screen background of a woman in a bikini perched on the hood of an expensive Lamborghini. It was clear the car was the focus of the photographer. The woman was a glorified hood ornament. 
 
    Definitely not Asmodeus’s phone. Or Veil’s. 
 
    He swiped up, pleased to find the thing was unlocked. Going into the email, he poked around a bit. Belonged to some guy named Thomas Redding. He didn’t know the name, but after a bit more digging, he discovered the man belonged to Asmodeus’s cult. 
 
    He also had a great deal of unread messages. Going into them, he scanned them quickly. Mostly named contacts, asking where he was, if he was okay, and the like. Thomas apparently had gone missing. 
 
    He was no sleuth. But he also wasn’t an idiot. Some people in Asmodeus’s organization had betrayed him, taking Richard to Octavian. Chances were good that one of the people in question was Thomas Redding. Conrad was probably holding a dead man’s phone. Conrad sniffed dismissively. Cultists. He wouldn’t cry over another dead servant of Hell. 
 
    But if this was the phone of the man who had worked for Octavian, it also made sense as to why Asmodeus had taken it. Not a bad idea, even if it likely had been a dead lead. 
 
    The phone vibrated in his hand. A new message. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: I still miss you. 
 
      
 
    He furrowed his brow. Weird message. Maybe a lover who found out Thomas was dead, texting his phone to say goodbye to the void? He clicked the message notification, and it brought him to the exchange. 
 
    Three messages, all from an unidentified number. Two from yesterday and the new one from now. None in response. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: You didn’t have to kill him, you know. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: He was a good man. People will do terrible things for money. 
 
      
 
    This wasn’t some ex-girlfriend. This wasn’t some abandoned family member. Conrad let out a rush of air and leaned heavily against the dresser. Oh, boy. This was Octavian. There wasn’t another option. 
 
    Conrad looked out the window and let out a low grunt. He hated this kind of shit. Hated the intrigue and the sneaky bullshit. He wasn’t even good at being a priest. He was good at hunting, shooting, and killing. And if it was a good day, it happened exactly in that order and only the one time each. 
 
    He hated zombies. 
 
    Looking back down at the phone, he scratched his stubble with his short fingernails and let out a frustrated growl. He didn’t want to do this. This was a horrible idea. But he didn’t see another way. Pushing the number at the top of the screen, he dialed it. 
 
    Putting it to his ear, he expected it to just keep ringing, to go to message, or to be denied entirely. 
 
    Surprisingly, the person picked up. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Ey, now, don’t hang up,” he said to the other side of the line. “Hear me out, boyo. Hear me out.” 
 
    “You would be Conrad, I assume?” The man—creature, whatever—had a soft voice. Gentle. Too kind. It took a serious kind of depravity to bury a woman alive knowing she’d be stuck at the gateway to death until the sun burned up the Earth or someone dug her up. Those kinds of people should sound like the massive hunks of garbage they really were. Not soft.  
 
    “Yeah. Look. We should talk.” 
 
    “How did you get this phone?” Octavian sounded amused. He could hear the smile in the other man’s voice. 
 
    “Off Asmodeus’s dresser. No! No, not like that!” Conrad quickly corrected course and heard the other man laugh. “I saw this thing. Looked out of place. Picked it up. Here we are.” 
 
    “Where is Asmodeus?” 
 
    “Him ’n Azrael are shoutin’ at each other. I think Michael’s tryin’ to keep ’em from destroyin’ the joint. Azrael told Asmodeus what you’d done, and now he’s screamin’ about it.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    “Look.” Conrad rubbed his chin. He hadn’t been planning this. He hadn’t expected to be on the phone with Octavian. He grabbed for straws and tried to come up with some plausible course of action.  
 
    He was a shit sleuth, a shit priest, and now he was a shit manipulator. This wasn’t his game. He just wanted to shoot things.  
 
    But he had to try. 
 
    “Yes?” Octavian prompted in the silence. 
 
    Shit, fuck, shit. Just make something up! “Gabe and I’ve been talkin’. I’m glad we got a chance to talk. We want to talk. Just the three of us. Him, you, me, and whatever goopy monsters you feel you got to have around you to keep you safe. You set the time, place, and we’ll be there.” 
 
    Octavian chuckled. “This sounds like a trap, Conrad. You wouldn’t be lying to me, would you? As a priest?” 
 
    “You’re searchin’ for God. That’s what they tell us. Is that true?” 
 
    “Yes. I believe if I combine the souls of all fourteen archangels, I can reconstruct God. I think, in short, that the beginning of our universe was their sundering. I seek to bring God back into this world that is sorely lacking one.” 
 
    “Then…while I’ve got a big problem with your methods, boyo—and Veil didn’t deserve one scrap of the bullshit you’ve paid her—we’re lookin’ for the same thing.” Conrad walked over to the window and leaned against the frame, looking down onto the street below. “I walked into this job thinkin’ there was a God. That angels were somethin’ to be revered and worshipped. That they served a higher power. Instead, I find they’re a bunch of broken assholes with a mighty need for therapy. I wouldn’t say I’m havin’ a crisis of faith here, but it’s pretty fuckin’ close.” 
 
    Octavian laughed. “I understand. And sympathize. And I am…so very sorry for what I had to do to Veil. But I have my reasons. She is the closest thing to family I have ever had. The only other one of my kind. I am a heartless monster—but there are limits to everything.” 
 
    “Then why’d you do it?” 
 
    Octavian let out a thoughtful hum. “Let’s meet. I’ll tell you in person.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Octavian wasn’t usually one for hanging out in coffee shops. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy their charm, the smell of roasting beans and espresso, or the general ambiance. It wasn’t that he didn’t like watching people typing away at laptops or chatting with friends. 
 
    It was that someone with a cough like his was generally given side-eye for lingering in a public place. Even though his illness was certainly not contagious, he didn’t enjoy the judgmental stares of others. 
 
    But his curiosity had been piqued, and it was hard to avoid scratching that itch when it was triggered. And so, he sat, sipped his macchiato, and tried his best to keep his bloody coughing to a minimum. 
 
    Two men walked in. He knew them on sight. He had been spying on them, after all. The two priests of the Ordo ut Solis. The title of “priest” seemed dubious at best in his mind. The Italian seemed like a proper gentleman. The Irishman seemed like a pair of guns with legs. But he had seen how he had made Veil laugh. How they had sparked a friendship. A real friendship. 
 
    He was, if he were honest, jealous. He had wanted that kind of connection, but his work made that impossible. He smiled into his coffee. What a wonderful, old-fashioned lie the insufferable told themselves. How many businessmen and other humans pitched themselves into their “work” headlong as an excuse for how they lacked the ability to connect with others? Most of them, he guessed. 
 
    The figure at his side straightened in her chair. He put his hand on her shoulder. His creations were designed to protect him, and they could sense a threat latent in the air. The two priests scanned the room quickly before seeing him and walking up. 
 
    “Cute place,” Octavian greeted them. “What made you choose this one?” 
 
    “Met Veil here. Seemed like it fit.” Conrad pulled out a chair for himself and sat in it without invitation. Gabe hesitated but followed suit a second later. “Who’s this?” Conrad pointed at the woman sitting to Octavian’s right. 
 
    “Raphael.” 
 
    Gabe’s eyes went wide. 
 
    Conrad eyed the woman narrowly and sniffed. “I expected her to be messier. She doesn’t look like one of yours.” 
 
    “If I were to cut her open, I promise you that she quickly would.” Octavian shrugged. “Sometimes it is useful to be discreet.” 
 
    “Seems so.” Conrad leaned back in his chair. There was an odd expression in his eyes. Fascination, disgust, curiosity. Righteousness. Octavian was accustomed to seeing all three on people who knew he was a homunculus. Or a murderer. Or both. It amused Octavian now. It had long since ceased to offend him. After a moment, Conrad spoke again. “Why’d you do it? Why bury Veil alive?” 
 
    Octavian’s mood fell. He sighed. “Because I need proof of God even if I fail in summoning them.” 
 
    Gabe spoke up, confused. “What do you mean, exactly? How does what you say figure?” 
 
    “‘Make sense,’ he means,” Conrad translated the Italian’s awkward English. 
 
    “I followed.” Octavian smiled at Gabe and spoke in the man’s native tongue. “I appreciate your attempts at English. You do better with it than I do in yours, I fear.” 
 
    Gabe blinked, surprised, and responded. “I am surprised you speak Italian.” 
 
    “Asmodeus taught me many languages. He likely tried to teach Veil as well, but she had less of a stomach for his tutelage than I did, I think.”  
 
    “Ah, none of that,” Conrad grumbled. “Don’t need you two poppin’ off like that.” 
 
    Octavian tilted his head curiously. “Don’t you speak it?” 
 
    “Barely,” Gabe said with a faint twinge of his lips. “At speed, he struggles.” 
 
    Conrad folded his arms across his chest grumpily. It made Octavian smile. He could see why Veil came to be friends with these two. They were oddly charming. The fantasy of a happier version of his life flashed through his head one more time. Of companionships that could never be. Octavian picked up his spoon and stirred what was left of his coffee. “Raphael, be a dear. Get me another macchiato. And whatever these two gentlemen would like.” 
 
    “We’re good,” Conrad replied. 
 
    “I insist.” 
 
    After a long pause, the two priests relented. “I will have a cappuccino,” Gabe said gently to the woman, as if he was worried he might offend her. “And my friend will take his coffee with sugar.” 
 
    Raphael walked away obediently. 
 
    “Don’t worry. When she is free of all this, she’ll have no memory of her time as my prisoner. She won’t hunt you down seeking revenge for the time she was made to fetch you coffee.” Octavian grinned and finished off his cup. He coughed, wheezed, and pulled out his handkerchief, turning away politely. 
 
    “You aren’t well, are you?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Dying,” Octavian said through haggard breaths. Finally, the wetness subsided enough that he could breathe. “I don’t have much time left, whether I die by your hand, God’s, or an archangel. Time will have me soon enough.” He wiped his mouth, folding the cloth to hide the damp crimson he knew was there, and tucked it away. “But therein is why I had to do this terrible thing to Veil.” 
 
    The two priests sat and waited in silence. 
 
    “If I succeed and summon God, then I will beg them to free her. Certainly, God would not let such a travesty of suffering to continue. Veil will linger there in that place to the end of time, her mind burning away until there is nothing left. God could not let that continue.” 
 
    “We hope.” 
 
    Octavian nodded. “And if God is a merciless thing, then she should not be in the world to suffer it. But that isn’t why I did it. It is in the instance that I fail in summoning God she is needed.” 
 
    Raphael returned with their drinks and handed them out. He didn’t bother thanking the archangel. She was a mindless drone, after all. But that didn’t stop Gabe and Conrad from muttering quietly to her. 
 
    He stirred his coffee with the spoon, letting it cool down a little bit before he drank it. He might not feel the pain of the burn, but the feeling of his skin peeling off the roof of his mouth was irritating. He had to learn how to avoid injury over the years of his life. Not feeling a bump or a scrape was fine. Not feeling a broken bone or a severe laceration was far more problematic. He had nearly died several times because he had simply not noticed he had been hurt. 
 
    “If I fail,” he said, watching the light from the overhead bulbs reflect on the edge of the porcelain cup, “if I cannot summon God, then I need to know if it was because I was not strong enough or if it is because there is no God at all. If I fail, and there is no God, then Veil’s mind will rot wherever she was buried. If there is a God, if there is kindness and love in this world—if we are all their children—then Azrael will be compelled to save her. God will use their most stubborn of children to free her.” 
 
    Gabe was watching him warily. “You speak madness.” 
 
    “I am insane, so I suppose that would make sense.” Octavian chuckled. 
 
    “I’m goin’ to need a bit more explanation on that one, too.” Conrad picked up his coffee and sipped it. “What does Azrael’s choice have to do with anything?” 
 
    “His vow to never interfere is unwavering. Unbreakable. He has witnessed more travesty and heartache that he could have stopped than any other being in existence. He sees everything. Every loss, every unjust death. Fates far worse than hers have played out in this world a hundred thousand times, I promise you. It would take an act of God to compel him to save her.” 
 
    “Or it’s because he loves her,” Gabe countered. 
 
    Octavian smiled warmly. “Even better, then. If he breaks his vow for her—for his daughter—then this world is not immutable. Then things can change. Then there is hope there is a God, even still.” 
 
    “You are a few crayons short, aren’t you?” Conrad sighed and rubbed his hand over his short red hair, scratching it. “Suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Seems like we’ve been surrounded by a lot of that lately.” 
 
    “And if Azrael leaves Veil in the grave? What then?” Gabe asked. 
 
    Octavian shut his eyes, leaning back in his chair. His heart sank at the idea of it. “Then she will stay in that place, trapped between life and death, and lose her mind. She’ll shatter. Anyone would, given enough time torn between two places like that. And then we will all know there is no God.” 
 
    When he opened his eyes, the two priests were looking at him, uncertainty and sadness in their expressions. 
 
    “But, perhaps, he does not look kindly on creatures such as she and I,” Octavian said with an idle shrug and looked out the window to the street. He had stopped hunting mortals and turning them into his Orolun. The murders had stopped. It hadn’t taken long before the city had sparked back to life. 
 
    Work was still ongoing to find the perpetrators, the mass-murderers who took over fifty lives in a month’s span. But they would never find anyone. Even if they came close, Octavian would be dead long before they unraveled any clues he might have left behind. 
 
    But the city was happy to forget. 
 
    “Maybe she and I are meant to suffer. If we are not creatures of God, then we’re abominations. Or maybe we are the work of an archangel striving to be the God some part of him remembers being.” He looked back to the two men and smiled gently at them. “That is my faith.” 
 
    “You’re doing all this to prove you are…not a mistake?” Gabe tilted his head at him curiously. 
 
    “Isn’t that the nature of all religion?” 
 
    The two priests went silent again. The seconds ticked by. Octavian would let them think through all he’d said. It was Conrad who spoke first.  
 
    “We want to help you.” 
 
    Octavian laughed and sipped his coffee before responding. “Do you think I’m an abject fool? Why do you think I’d trust you?” 
 
    “It’s simple.” Conrad scratched at his stubble. “We serve God. Not archangels. Used to think that was one and the same. Turns out that ain’t the case. They’re a bunch of egotistical, self-servin’ morons. The archdemons, far as we can tell, are worse. If what you’re sayin’ even has the smallest chance of bein’ right, if we can fix this? If we can do somethin’ that’ll set Veil free? We got to try. Even if it means siding with a murderous piece of shit like you.” 
 
    Octavian watched them both for a long moment, letting them stew. 
 
    He wasn’t an idiot. 
 
    He knew it was a trap. 
 
    Conrad was a good actor. So was Gabe. They were holding it in, keeping their lie out of their eyes. Some part of them might even believe what they were saying. That truly was how to make the best lie. Build it around the truth. “Tell me the truth. This is about saving her, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah. She’s a good kid,” Conrad replied quietly. 
 
    “She’s three times your age.” 
 
    “Still a good kid. Still worth tryin’ to save.” He sniffed dismissively. “She’s one of us. Never got to tell her that. But you don’t fight next to one of the Order and get stuck in a hole like a damn canary in a cave and get abandoned. We’re gonna do what we can to save her, even if it means helpin’ you.”  
 
    Octavian had to huff a single laugh. “I’ll reach my goal without your help, gentlemen. My work is inevitable, and they can’t stop me. Why help me, then, except to inevitably betray me later?” 
 
    “As you said,” Gabe began, “she will lose her mind, trapped where she is. The clock is ticking for her. Every second we waste is a second that will bring her closer to madness. And if you truly do not know where she is—” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “Then,” Gabe sighed, “we have no other choice but to help speed you to your goal.” 
 
    “Hm.” Octavian sipped his coffee thoughtfully. “Then you do not share my faith. You only wish to save your friend.” 
 
    “And stop you.” Conrad grinned lopsidedly. “Trust me. If that chick weren’t sittin’ here, I’d have put a few pretty holes in your head. There’s no love lost here, believe me, boyo. But if helpin’ you is the only way to see this to the end with most of us intact? And you in a shallow grave? So be it.” 
 
    Octavian laughed. Now, that was the truth. That he could believe. Not that he trusted them—hardly. Conrad was right. The first chance they had, they’d kill him. But wary partners until the end he could accept. 
 
    And they would be useful. 
 
    Reaching into Raphael’s purse, he pulled out an object wrapped in white fabric. He laid it out on the table. It was about seven inches long. Pulling back a fold of the cloth, he showed them what it was. A white-handled dagger in a white leather sheath. “Bring me Mephistopheles.” 
 
    Both the priests cringed. Octavian smiled knowingly. “If you want to see this business come to an end, help me end it. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” He covered the knife again. “The blade is poisoned with my Corruption. Cut her with it, and it will spread quickly. Stab her with it, and she’ll be mine in seconds. I suggest the latter, not the former. The former, and she’ll be quite angry and remain in control long enough to kill you both. And that’d be a shame, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Conrad grumbled and picked up the knife. He clearly hated what he was having to do. Octavian didn’t blame him. “How do you expect we can get close enough to do the deed?” 
 
    “Mephistopheles does love to bargain for the purity of men. And two priests are tempting prizes. She’ll come close to you, if you let her. Oh, and…word to the wise? Don’t cut yourself with that.” 
 
    “Noted,” Gabe said under his breath. The gravity of the situation was settling on the Italian priest. He shook his head disapprovingly. “I find myself loath to do this, even to an archdemon.” 
 
    “It won’t be for much longer.” Octavian let his smile grow cruel. “I promise you that.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The cold was getting to be too much. The pain was seeping into the corners of Veil’s mind. The walls she had tried to put up to protect herself were starting to break down. She knew it was all a hallucination—all just her mind trying to visualize what was happening to her to help understand it. 
 
    But it still felt to her like she was going to drown in this lake of death. That she was going to sink to the bottom of the still-glass pond just before the gateway to the beyond. She could almost picture the frost forming over her skin. It wasn’t real. None of it was. 
 
    Knowing it wasn’t real didn’t stop it from hurting. 
 
    “Be strong, Selina…please be strong.” 
 
    She could try. But how long could that last? She wanted to beg him for help. Wanted to cry out to him to save her. She knew Azrael had the power to find her, but asking him to use it was unfair to him. She wouldn’t put him in that situation. 
 
    Even it meant she’d be destroyed. 
 
    She couldn’t even begin to consider what it was like to be him, to have to deal with all that death, all the time. To see the grief, and the sadness, and the loss, and the tragedy. Every day. For all eternity. 
 
    He had to separate himself from it. He had to pull back from that pain and be removed. Otherwise, he would go insane. 
 
    Maybe that was what she had to do to survive this—pull back and try to remove herself from where she was. At least for a little while. It couldn’t last forever—nothing did—but it might buy her some time with her head above the frozen waters. 
 
    And so…she retreated. She went somewhere else in her mind. Went back to somewhere warm, somewhere pleasant, somewhere that now felt like a dream. 
 
    Her feet touched the ground. There was thick burgundy carpet under her bare toes. She had always liked going barefoot, even in the dead of the winter. Outside, it was cold and snowing. A blizzard was hitting Boston on Christmas Eve. The nor’easter whipped the snowy flakes up the streets and past the windowpanes. 
 
    But in here, it was warm. The fireplace was burning brightly. A radio against the wall was playing classical music interspersed with Christmas carols. The warmth of the room was only made more enjoyable by the storm outside. 
 
    In her hands was a warm cup of cider. With brandy, of course. She was standing at the base of a humungous evergreen tree Alistair had insisted on bringing in. “We have high ceilings. We’re going to use them,” he had said to justify the twelve-foot-tall, six-foot-wide monstrosity. 
 
    He was standing on a ladder, placing a few more of the decorative glass orbs into the thick branches. He was a perfectionist. Everything had to be just so. Every time she put a decoration on the tree, she’d turn back to find him trying to discreetly move it without her noticing.  
 
    It made her smile. She let him think she didn’t notice. 
 
    “Tell me something,” she began, looking up at him on the ladder. He was beautiful in the amber firelight and low-burning electric bulbs. He was always beautiful. She couldn’t help but stare at him half the day, and she knew he enjoyed it. 
 
    “Why do I celebrate Christmas?” he guessed correctly. When she chuckled in response, he smiled that thin, lopsided, and playful smirk that was his trademark. “I don’t. I have no attachment to Gabriel’s accidental Nephil or the equally accidental religion he created. What I do have an attachment to, though, is the season in which humans tried to make the cold and the dark a little bit warmer and more inviting.” 
 
    “It’s just surprising is all.” 
 
    “How so? This season has a much longer history than Christianity would have you believe.” 
 
    Not another lecture. “I know. But that doesn’t change what it means now.” 
 
    He climbed down off the ladder and walked up to her. Stealing her cider from her hands, he sipped it then placed it on the mantel before returning to her. He draped his hands on either side of her waist. As he did, she put her hands on his shoulders as he began to sway to the music.  
 
    “What it means now,” he resumed the conversation, “is that it’s a rare time when humans come together to show love and compassion. That in this season of death, and cold, and darkness…when it would be so easy to lose themselves in the loneliness and the chill, they remember what they value most in this world—each other. It’s a valiant effort to stave off the world around them and shelter against the storm. And I love it.” 
 
    She stepped closer to him and rested her cheek against his chest, shutting her eyes. He was so warm. He smelled like incense, and she would never tire of it. “You’re a terrible archdemon.” 
 
    “I made a worse angel, I promise.” They both laughed quietly as he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her tighter against him. “But what makes you say that?” he asked, his voice soft and unusually vulnerable. 
 
    “You understand love.” 
 
    “No one can understand love. It’s ephemeral and strange. It defies logic and prediction. What I understand is what it means to lose that love. The winter holidays are the time when humanity shows its love to others, not in the height of spring and summer when the world is alive and hope is fresh, but in the darkness and the cold and the season of death. They do it now because the season reminds them of how fleeting love and life truly are.” 
 
    He squeezed her tighter slightly as they swayed to the music and continued. “But no more talk of this. There is music, there is drink, and there is a tree we need to finish decorating.” 
 
    “Then let’s finish decorating.” She tilted her head to smile up at him. 
 
    “Mmh, I find I don’t wish to let you go just yet.” He slipped a palm to her lower back, pulling her flush against him as they slowly moved to the music. His eyes flickered in dark mischief as she felt the evidence of his desire pressed against her. 
 
    “Only you could take a sweet moment and turn it into something lascivious,” she teased and slapped her palm playfully against his chest. 
 
    “I do have to maintain my demonic reputation somehow, don’t I?” he purred, leaning his head down to brush his lips against her temple. “But like the tree, my desire is evergreen. It can wait.” 
 
    “Can it, now?” She sought his lips with her own. His breath ghosted over her skin. 
 
    He smiled against her, hovering close but not sealing the kiss just yet. “At least until the song is through.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Azrael sat on the brick steps of the raised stone patio at the back of Asmodeus’s home. The glass had been repaired from his brawl with Selina, but there were still shards of glass in the mortar of the brick, giving it a sparkling appearance. It occasionally caught Azrael’s attention out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    He had come here to watch the sun set. 
 
    And to escape Asmodeus’s incessant yelling at him, if he were honest. The archdemon had followed him, but seeing that Azrael was not going to engage in any verbal riposte, and instead just sit in silence, his steam ran out. The archdemon eventually relented and went inside after being urged to do so by Michael. 
 
    That had been many hours ago. He didn’t know how many. He didn’t quite care. He sat, his wool peacoat keeping out enough of the cold that it didn’t bother his mortal form. The cold didn’t trouble him much, regardless. 
 
    He was used to it. 
 
    Selina, however, was not. 
 
    He put his head in his hands and let out a wavering breath. He tried to fight off the tears by breathing slowly. In and out…in and out…but it was no good. 
 
    It was then, just as the first stars appeared in the sky overhead, after he had been sitting there by himself for most of the course of the day, that he finally let himself weep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Octavian stood in the center of Mount Auburn Cemetery and waited. He was surrounded by his Orolun, lurking in the shadows, just in case. He didn’t expect Conrad and Gabe to betray him so soon. They would wait until the time was right. But he didn’t care. He suspected neither did they. 
 
    What an odd scenario he had found himself in. An unexpected turn of events, for certain. He did not trust the priests—they were waiting to betray him. They did not trust him, either. But they shared a desire to see the events finish quickly. 
 
    Headlights heralded their approach. He stepped out from the shadows, having been leaning on a particularly tall monument. He knew he stood out in the darkness in his full white suit. A moment later, a black sedan pulled over nearby. 
 
    The engine flicked off, and out climbed Gabe, Conrad, and, from the back seat, limping, eyes sunken and expression empty and devoid, came Mephistopheles. Her left leg was becoming overgrown with the blackness that heralded his Corruption.  
 
    “Good evening, gentlemen.” Octavian inclined his head in greeting to them and smiled. “I wasn’t expecting you to work so quickly. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “I don’t want to do this for any longer than I need to, boyo,” Conrad replied gruffly, leaning against the hood of their vehicle. 
 
    “In that, we’re all agreed.” Octavian looked over to Mephistopheles. Her suit coat was ruffled, and he noticed the backs of her legs were coated in blood. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    As she approached him, a mindless servant to his Corruption, he gestured his hand. She obediently turned around, and as he suspected, her back was coated in thick, dark blood. Black ooze had grown over a stab wound just to the left of her spine. “You stabbed her in the back?” Octavian chuckled. “How undignified.” 
 
    “Yeah, well.” Conrad fished a pack of cigarettes from his coat pocket, stuck one between his lips, and flicked a lighter in his other hand. Once he had taken a drag from the foul-smelling thing, he leaned his head back and puffed a white cloud into the air. “We didn’t exactly feel like findin’ out exactly how fast one of these fuckers could kill us when pissed off.” 
 
    “I thought you quit?” Octavian commented with dry amusement. 
 
    “Extenuatin’ circumstances. I’ll quit again if I survive this bullshit.” 
 
    “Touché, I suppose.”  
 
    “Wait.” Conrad blinked. “How’d you know I was tryin’ to quit?” 
 
    “I know everything about both of you. It’d be foolish of me not to.” 
 
    Conrad shrugged again. “Whatever. Hope you didn’t find my PornHub account.” 
 
    Octavian laughed. The Irishman was genuinely amusing. “I skipped that part, don’t worry.” He shook his head and looked at Mephistopheles again and let out a thoughtful hum. “How did it go down?” 
 
    “Pretty priceless. We texted the number you gave us, asked her for help, said we’d cut a deal. She came runnin’, just like you said. She started puttin’ the moves on Gabe. He was blushing so hard I thought he’d burst into flames. Looked like he was gonna implode.” 
 
    “I was not going to implode,” Gabe tried to defend himself, but his face was turning pink even as he tried to deny his shyness. 
 
    Adorable. 
 
    Octavian smiled wryly. If he had more time, he’d enjoy getting that one to give in to pleasures of the flesh. It’d take a gentle, stubborn, unrelenting hand to convince him to break his vows. But it could be done. He’d had harder challenges than that in his day. 
 
    But his days were short. His time for that was over. 
 
    Shame. The Italian really was adorable. 
 
    “So, as she was trying to seduce our friend here, you stabbed her in the back?” Octavian put together. 
 
    “You got it.” Conrad wiped his sleeve across his nose. “Who’s next?” 
 
    “Uriel.” Octavian reached into his coat and pulled out a piece of folded parchment. Unfolding it, he revealed to them a circle scrawled upon it. Written in true angelic, it was the archangel’s full name. “Do you know how to use this? Or shall I send one of my people along with you to do the deed?” 
 
    Gabe hesitantly reached out and took the piece of paper in his hand. Looking at the symbol, he furrowed his brow. “I know how to perform a summoning. Never anything of this magnitude.”  
 
    “The physics are the same. You’ll do fine.” 
 
    “Well, see, I have a suggestion,” Conrad interjected. “I say we go for Michael. Not Uriel.” 
 
    Octavian blinked in surprise. Of all the objections he figured the priests would raise, of all the likely-to-be-a-trap suggestions, he hadn’t expected that one. “Aren’t you friends with him?” 
 
    “Yup. Hopefully will be after all this bullshit is over. I have nothin’ against him. He’s a goofy bastard, but a funny one.” Conrad shrugged. “It’s logistics. We don’t know Uriel. Everything I’ve heard about him is that he ain’t the trustin’ type. He’ll kill us on sight, no matter who we are, priestly collar or not. Michael trusts us. We can use that.” 
 
    Octavian thought it over for a long moment. It was true. Uriel would likely kill the two priests on sight. Which wouldn’t precisely set him back in any way and in fact might save him the trouble of having to do it later. But…Michael was going to be a difficult catch for Octavian. 
 
    Him and his twin. 
 
    Lucifer and Michael. The brightest star in the sky, whose brilliance hadn’t faded in his fall, despite the rumors. And the other one, who literally was light. They were the most powerful of them all. It would take all his Orolun to subdue one of them. Even then, he might not succeed. 
 
    But to have Michael out of the equation? It would secure his success. If Michael was one of his Orolun, if he could corrupt the shining archangel, he could wage him against his twin Lucifer when it came time to subdue the fallen Morning Star. 
 
    This was tempting. 
 
    Too tempting. 
 
    Even if it was a trap. 
 
    “I don’t particularly want to get roasted alive by Uriel.” Conrad continued to try to convince him, seeing Octavian’s obvious hesitation.  
 
    Octavian shook his head, waving his hand dismissively. “You’ve sold your case well enough. I’m considering it.” He coughed, digging through his coat for his handkerchief, and covered his mouth as he cleared some of the blood from his lungs before taking in a slow breath. “This reeks of a trap, you know.” 
 
    “Sure does.” Conrad puffed on his cigarette and flicked the ash off the end. “Just like bein’ here in the darkness surrounded by those goopy freaks of yours. You don’t trust us, we don’t trust you. You don’t like us, we don’t like you.” 
 
    Octavian put his hand to his chest in mock hurt. 
 
    Conrad snorted a single laugh and kept talking. “Fact is, we can get close to Michael. Somethin’ tells me…you can’t. You’re worried about takin’ him down. I can see it on your face. We’re givin’ you a chance to get that box checked.” 
 
    “My dear Father Conrad Flynn, you’re smarter than you look.” Octavian wasn’t one to hide his emotions, that much was fair. But to read the situation so well? He was begrudgingly impressed.  
 
    Another flick of his cigarette. “I’ll just take that as a compliment.” 
 
    Octavian smiled faintly. He didn’t trust them. He knew this was a setup. But it was a prize that was far too tempting to ignore. There was opportunity in walking into a trap when you knew the spring was set. There was always fair play to be had in a turnaround.  
 
    “Very well. Bring me Michael.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Azrael sat there throughout the night. Unmoving. His head in his hands. His tears had dried up at some point. The cold was starting to settle into him. But he didn’t care. This body could no more succumb to a chill than his immortal soul. 
 
    Light, glinting on the glass shards in the mortar at his side, caught his attention. He had lost track of time, but certainly it wasn’t yet dawn. Lifting his head, he saw the source of the glow was not the rising sun, but instead came from another, far less celestial but perhaps no less awe-inspiring source. 
 
    “Hello, brother,” he greeted the other creature. Although not perhaps in the most jovial of tones. His mood was hard to hide. 
 
    “Am I still that to you?” Lucifer smiled. He was in his full form. Of all of them, he loathed taking mortal form the most. His wings were broad, pure white, and beautiful. He was the angel in every painting—resplendent, perfect, and pure. His long hair was golden, nearly white at the tips, and his feathers shone with the light that seemed to emanate from within him. 
 
    Painters and sculptors who rendered him as some twisted, deformed thing knew not what they referenced. It was wishful thinking to believe the outer shape should reflect the inner soul. That the light would have been taken from him as he departed Heaven. 
 
    Often the most vicious dangers were masked behind the most beautiful features. Nature was filled with examples of stunning creatures that possessed deadly poison. There would have been no snake in the Garden of Eden. If such a fanciful tale had ever been true, corruption would have been carried on the wings of a dove. 
 
    Lucifer was beautiful. 
 
    He was also terrifying. 
 
    “You are still my brother,” Azrael answered after his thoughtful pause. Lucifer was patient with him, and for that, he was grateful. “You always will be. That you gave up your faith does not change our relation.” 
 
    “I thought perhaps you would have disowned me like many of the others.” Lucifer folded his wings at his back. They draped down onto the ground behind him like a cape. 
 
    “They’ll forgive you in time. Michael has.” 
 
    “Michael has become sentimental of late.” Lucifer shook his head. “I’m not complaining. I have missed him dearly. It will be nice to try to create some manner of friendship between us again. But it’s not I who inspired it. It’s the loss of his relationship with his mortal girl.” 
 
    “Losing love tends to make you rethink old grudges.” 
 
    “Indeed, it does. That’s why I have come, in fact.” 
 
    Azrael arched a brow. “An old grudge? And when have I ever slighted you, brother?” 
 
    Lucifer laughed. It was a resonant sound. “No. Not an old grudge. But an old burden, perhaps. And now a new one you’ve taken onto yourself.” 
 
    “Have you come to lecture and scold me like a child as well?” Azrael stood from where he sat, intending on leaving if his conjecture was true. “You know my vow. You know why I have taken it. I will not break it.” 
 
    “Not even for your daughter? The only life you have ever had a hand in creating?” 
 
    “Especially for her!” Azrael felt his temper finally rise. He had heard enough. “If I cannot keep my vow in the face of personal loss, then it demeans it even more. Why can no one understand?” 
 
    “I understand, old friend. I do.” Lucifer stepped toward him, reaching out a hand to place on Azrael’s shoulder. The touch exuded warmth, even through the wool peacoat he wore. “You carry the hardest burden of us all. I have never understood how you withstand it, shepherd.” 
 
    His jaw ticked, and he looked away from the piercing eyes of the archdemon. Lucifer could, more than others, stare through a soul. Even his. “Sometimes, neither do I.” 
 
    “My heart breaks for you.” Lucifer squeezed his shoulder, attempting to comfort him. It was oddly touching. “It truly does.” The archdemon released his shoulder and took a few steps back, spreading his wings out behind him, casting white light, beautiful yet cold like newly fallen snow, across the surfaces around him. “But you are going to have to choose what is more important to you—your vow or your only creation. Tell me, Azrael, do you still keep your faith that there is a God?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Then promise me one thing. Whatever you choose, do what you think your God would look down kindly upon.” And with nothing more said and a flash of light blinding light, the archdemon was gone. 
 
    Azrael sank back down onto the steps, and leaning against the stone pillar of the railing, he buried his head in his hands. And in the darkness left behind by the archdemon’s words, he felt the cavern in his heart threaten to eat him whole. 
 
    I have held my post for a hundred thousand years. 
 
    A hundred billion souls have passed through my gate. A hundred billion wanderers I have guided ashore. How many of those could I have saved? How many of those could I have worked to prevent their tragedy and their loss? How many have suffered even worse than she does now? 
 
    If I save her, I am selfish. A hypocrite. A monster for cursing all those lives to untimely ends. 
 
    If I do not save her…what manner of monster am I, then? 
 
    What have I already become? 
 
    With all that he was, he wished he knew the answer. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Azrael’s focus came back on the world around him, it was truly past dawn. His mind had wandered, flitting from death to death, soul to soul, transferring from one of his selves to another. Heart disease. Car accident. Surgery. Old age. War. Murder. A difficult childbirth, taking both the mother and the infant. Starvation. 
 
    It had been a typical night. 
 
    But it wasn’t the sunlight that had snapped him back into awareness where he still sat upon Asmodeus’s porch stairs.  
 
    It was a hand offering him a cup of coffee. 
 
    A wooden hand. 
 
    Looking up, he blinked. It was one of Asmodeus’s puppets. The soul tethered to this one—invisible to the naked eye but clear as day to him in the spirit world—was an older man. Dignified. Proper. Stern. Translucent.  
 
    He took the cup of coffee. It was warm; the smell was welcoming. Comforting. “Godfrey Davies, isn’t it?” He sipped the coffee. “Thank you.” 
 
    The puppet nodded once. 
 
    “I can hear you, don’t forget.” 
 
    The spectral man laughed. “Forgive me. I’m used to being silent.” Mediums and witches could hear his voice where it carried in the spirit realm. But even Asmodeus and the other archangels lacked that gift. He was the only one of their kind who could see into that world. He…and Selina. 
 
    Godfrey had played as Selina’s father during her thirty-five-year tenure under Asmodeus’s care, before everything went wrong on that fateful day. He had been there to help her, to laugh with her…to fill the title of family that Azrael had been too frightened, too wary, to fill. But when Selina drove a dagger into this man’s heart and ended his life, it hadn’t ended his servitude. 
 
    It was rare that Azrael did not bring a soul to the gate. Some mortals wished to remain, to linger and watch. Some were too broken, too tragic to let go of their lives. And some, like Godfrey, were bound by other forces. At least he had been tethered to Asmodeus’s puppet willingly. 
 
    “I assume you have come to lecture me as well?” 
 
    “No. I won’t pretend to understand you enough to judge. That is your role, not mine.” 
 
    “I don’t judge souls. I bring them to the gate. The only Hell one of your kind might visit is to linger in the fog, like you. And that is a place entirely of their own making.” 
 
    “It’s not so bad, being like this.” Godfrey raised his wooden hand and turned it over in front of himself thoughtfully. “I think it would drive me mad eventually. So many others don’t have the stomach for this. It is just another storm to weather. Anything can be endured if there is enough reason.” 
 
    Azrael nodded his head and sipped his coffee. It was another lecture, perhaps, but this one far more palatably delivered. Godfrey Davies was a gentleman, it seemed. “And what is your reason, Godfrey? Your grandson, Calvin?” 
 
    “As much as it pains me to say it, no. I never knew the boy, and he has never wanted for love. I am a stranger, and a strange thing, to him.” The wooden puppet turned its head as Godfrey looked up at the morning sky. The swirling colors of the energy latent in the different air currents was something to behold. Azrael often forgot to look at the world around him. Even in the fog of the spirit realm, there was beauty to be found. 
 
    “Then what keeps you here?” 
 
    “The same thing that kept you on these steps all night. I am glad I finally have a chance to speak to you.” 
 
    Azrael sighed heavily and shut his eyes, steeling himself. “Selina.” 
 
    “I came to thank you for her.” 
 
    That was not what he had been expecting. He looked back up at the puppet curiously. He knew the ghost of the man could see him as he truly was—a white and black robed figure with four glass-like wings folded at his back. How much more pathetic he must look as his morose angelic self. He tried not to dwell on it. “Thank me?” 
 
    “You are her creator. I merely was given the chance to…play the cuckoo as your imposter. She was a challenge at times. All children are. But she was—is—a joy. I remained here for her.” 
 
    Azrael nodded in understanding. He looked down at his coffee, the morning sun glinting off the rim of the cup. “I loathe that I was not there for her. I worried what might become of her, if she learned too quickly what she really was. That, and…” He paused briefly as he considered speaking so openly with Godfrey. But they had a strange and unusual bond in their shared “parentage” of Selina. “To be frank, I was afraid.” 
 
    “Fatherhood is terrifying even for those of us for whom it’s normal and expected. For you, I can imagine it is immeasurably so.” The spirit of Godfrey smiled, though the puppet did not move. “It seems…she does not resent you for your absence. Not in the way she resents us for our lies.” 
 
    “She’s compassionate. Overly so.” Azrael sipped the coffee that was quickly growing cool in the morning fall air. “I think she wishes for a family.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    He nodded silently, unable to voice his thoughts for a moment. “More than I think you can imagine.” 
 
    “I will not ask you to save her. I heard Asmodeus’s shouting at you from across the house. I saw the Morning Star out here last night speaking with you. I will not waste my words. But I have come to ask you for a different favor.” 
 
    While he was grateful he’d be spared another heartfelt appeal, he was wary of the man’s next words. “Oh?” 
 
    “What happens when a soul is severed from the mortal world? Truly?” 
 
    Unable to sense where the conversation was headed, he found he was curious to find out. “I take them to the gate to whatever waits beyond. It is not a place, per se. It is a…state of being.” He struggled to come up with a metaphor then finally settled on one. He explained things so very rarely to people. “Think of it like the film of a soap bubble that separates our realm from wherever it is you mortals go.” 
 
    “Is that where she is? Lingering on the edge of that…soap bubble? Unable to move forward, unable to return?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Does she suffer for it?” 
 
    Azrael’s jaw twitched. “Yes.” 
 
    Godfrey let out a small thoughtful hum. He exhaled a long breath and looked up at the sun. The expression in his ghastly, ghostly eyes was one of a man looking upon his last dawn. Azrael knew the look well. He’d seen it a hundred billion times. “Then this is my request. Sever my bond to these circles.” The puppet held up his wooden arms, showing the marks inlaid into the wood in gold. “And before I cross, take me to wherever her mind has taken shelter. Let me say goodbye. Let me comfort her for whatever brief instant I can linger there before the current takes me away.” 
 
    “What of Asmodeus? He has enough reasons to be furious with me. I won’t add another.” 
 
    “He has many servants. He knows this state for us is merely a stay of execution. Would you like me to leave him a note?” There was a hint of dark humor in his voice. 
 
    Azrael chuckled. “No.” 
 
    “He knows why I have stayed here, and he will know why I have left.” 
 
    He pushed up to his feet and let his mortal form fade away. He spread his four wings out behind him, letting the sunlight warm his glass-like feathers. They were not blades like Michael, but as though every strand of every feather were made from thinly spun colored glass. Leviathan often accused him of looking like a second-rate church window. He would always scoff and quietly reply that no, he looked like a first-rate church window. “There is no return from where I will take you.” 
 
    “Good. I have been here too long. We mortals tire so much faster than you and yours. I am weary. Let me burn the remainder of my candle in service to my—to our—child.”  
 
    “We grow weary. We grow tired. But we cannot rest. It is our way.” Azrael walked over to the wooden puppet. Reaching up his hand, clothed in a white glove to hide the fact that he had no true corporeal body to speak of, he placed it on Godfrey’s shoulder. Both the puppet and the soul at the same time. 
 
    “Then I pity you, archangel.” 
 
    Azrael smiled, although Godfrey could not see it. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Godfrey’s face smoothed into a tranquil peace. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was another memory. Another shelter in a storm. Anything against the cold, the death, and the nothingness. Another dream to lose herself in to avoid her reality. Another happy memory she could relive. 
 
    It was the day Godfrey had given her a puppy for her “birthday.” She didn’t have a birthday; she knew that even then. But they had chosen a day on the calendar and celebrated it anyway. It was part of the human experience, he had explained. She personally thought it was silly at the time. There were enough holidays to count the passage of time. She didn’t really need one of her own. 
 
    After the night she had killed them all and abandoned Asmodeus in the spirit realm, she never celebrated her birthday again. Looking back on it, she missed it. She especially missed this one. 
 
    The puppy was rolling around on the ground, chewing on a piece of tied-off cotton rope. She was sitting there with it, smiling so wide her face hurt. It was a golden retriever. And its happiness was contagious. She remembered playing on the floor with it for the rest of the day, cuddling when it fell asleep, taking it outside, cleaning up after its mistakes. She couldn’t remember ever being so happy. 
 
    It felt like a lucid dream. She knew where she was and what was happening, but she could enjoy this and let it distract her from the pain that battered at her soul. In the real moment, it had been summer. But in this dream, a winter storm rattled the windows. A constant reminder of what was waiting outside the corners of her mind, threatening to break in at any moment. 
 
    She scooped up the puppy, and it wriggled excitedly as she hugged it to her. It began licking her face, sending her into a peal of laughter. “I love him, Godfrey!” 
 
    “I’m glad.” A heavy hand settled on the top of her head. “It is to teach you a lesson, though.” 
 
    “What?” She looked up at him with a playful smile. “Is it to teach me responsibility? Do you think I’m that juvenile that I don’t know how to care for an animal?” 
 
    Godfrey chuckled and walked over to the window, looking out at the storm. “No, you’re plenty responsible. I have no doubt you’ll take care of him just fine.” 
 
    “Then what’s the lesson?” She put the puppy back down in her lap and began tickling the little ball of blond fluff as it wriggled and rolled onto its back to happily chomp at her hands. “Is it about how cute he is?” 
 
    Godfrey answered without turning around. “It’s about loss, Selina.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Even for a mortal human like me, we take in pets, love them like family—sometimes even more—and then we have to suffer their loss. They don’t live as long as we do. We take them into our hearts, and then they leave us. They leave a terrible grief in their wake. You’ll spend many happy years with that pup at your side. And then you will have to learn what it’s like to let him go.” 
 
    “That’s life, though, isn’t it? I’m immortal. Everything else isn’t. Someday, you’ll die, too.” 
 
    “Yes. I will. And someday I’ll leave your side.” Godfrey turned from the window and walked back up to her, crouching to pat the puppy on the head. The little thing was now contentedly chewing on her shoelaces. “But you have to choose how you’re going to let that affect you.” 
 
    “Refusing to love a creature like this because you’ll suffer the pain of their loss seems like a horribly lonely way to live.” She played with the puppy’s floppy ears. They were too adorable not to. 
 
    “I’m glad you think so. Some immortals—even false ones like vampires or the like—withdraw from their humanity, from their capacity for love, because they cannot weather the grief that will follow.” 
 
    “I think the joy of the love outweighs the pain of the loss. I hope so, anyway. I suppose I wouldn’t really know. I haven’t experienced it yet.” She chuckled as the puppy flopped onto its side on the carpet and stretched out, meaning to take a nap right then and there. 
 
    “And now, you will. Eventually. Hopefully, many years from now.” Something in his voice changed; something about the stern, exacting quality became softer. She wasn’t sure what had happened at first. “I’m sorry for my lies, Selina.” 
 
    She looked up at him and saw a very different expression on his face than the one she had remembered him having. Back then, he had asked her to name her dog. She’d chosen Caviar, which by all accounts was a terrible name for a dog. She ended up calling him Cavie, and he had lived until his teens before she had buried him in the back yard and wept at his grave. 
 
    But this was not that moment anymore. This was different. “Godfrey?” She stood, reaching a hand out to him. 
 
    He smiled sadly, mournfully, but there was a strange kind of peace in his eyes. “It’s time for me to go. But I wanted to come say goodbye. To tell you I was sorry. To tell you I love you.” 
 
    Suddenly, she knew what had happened. Or at least, that this wasn’t a dream anymore. Not really. He was here. She threw her arms around him and hugged him tightly. He returned the favor. “What happened? Did Octavian—” 
 
    “I chose to go. I chose to come here, to see you. You are why I remained in his service.” He squeezed her tightly and put his cheek on top of her head. “I wanted to tell you to stay strong. To survive.” 
 
    “I don’t know how.” 
 
    “Bah. That isn’t the girl I raised.” He pulled his head back a bit. “I taught you better than that. Learn how. Seems you’re already trying to adapt.” 
 
    “I’m trying.” 
 
    “That’s better.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Godfrey. I’m so sorry for everything.” She looked at him, feeling tears sting her eyes, and she shook her head. “You didn’t deserve what I did.” 
 
    “We hurt you and betrayed you. We all did.” He reached up a hand and placed his palm against her cheek, stroking it with his thumb. “I was meant to be someone you could trust. I should have helped you.” 
 
    “You did the best you could. That’s all I could ask for. I’m still…I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He smiled faintly. “I forgive you. I forgave you even in the moment it happened.” 
 
    Tears spilled over, and he shushed her as he stroked them away. “Is this goodbye, then?” 
 
    “It is.” He still had that faint, sad smile on his face. “The lessons on what it is to say goodbye are never really over. Not for ones like you and Asmodeus. You’ll relearn it, fresh and new, every time it happens.” 
 
    She shut her eyes and didn’t bother to beg him not to go. She knew it was pointless. And where he had to go, she couldn’t ever follow. “I love you, Godfrey.” 
 
    “And I you, Selina.” He kissed her forehead. 
 
    And with that, he was gone.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    One way or another, it all ended today. 
 
    There was a peace that came along with that realization, Octavian decided. He had long since accepted his death—he knew that no matter how frequently he sealed his wounds by consuming human flesh, it wouldn’t work forever. When it wasn’t enough to stop the bleeding, when it wasn’t enough to clear the blood from his lungs, he knew the end was coming. 
 
    But it wasn’t that. 
 
    If it was that soon, he’d know. One way or another, his faith would either be proven as fact or would be false. Honestly, he was beginning to not care either way. He was just glad for it all to be over. Faith was tiring, he decided. Acting on it was even more so. 
 
    The priests had gone after Michael. Or so they said. Either they would be dead by Michael’s hands or they would succeed in corrupting the archangel. Or, more likely, they were laying a trap for him. That was the most probable outcome. And if that was true, then finally his journey would come to the end. 
 
    Looking down at his phone, he re-read the text from Conrad: “got em” followed by “when and where?” 
 
    It was such a blatant trap, it made him chuckle. But what a wonderful little political arrangement they had. Octavian knew they were setting a trap, and they knew he was aware of it. Each group walking into the end of their little scenario with open eyes. It left them on an even playing field. 
 
    Or rather, so they thought. 
 
    He wasn’t quite done with his tricks yet. He had one more surprise for them, one more bid for his success. One he was certain nobody would see coming. 
 
    Octavian smiled and texted back. “11 p.m. Same place.” He paused then added, “Tonight, it ends.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Asmodeus looked up from his kitchen table as Azrael walked in. The archangel looked drawn and weary. He was carrying an empty coffee cup in his hands. He sat in silence and watched as the angel walked to the counter to help himself to more from the carafe. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you’ve come inside and aren’t intending on moping on my back stairs for the rest of time,” Asmodeus said humorlessly as he leaned back in his chair, sipping his own drink. 
 
    “I considered it.” Azrael poured cream into the mug and stirred it with a spoon before rinsing the silverware off in the sink and putting it back. How considerate. “And I believe I was sulking, not moping.” 
 
    Asmodeus laughed at the dry comment despite his better instincts and overwhelmingly dour mood. He trailed off in a sigh and looked out the window at the morning sun. “I received a message from Michael. The priests asked him to meet them in Mount Auburn Cemetery tonight.” 
 
    Azrael furrowed his brow, looking both confused and suspicious. 
 
    “Yes, I know.” Asmodeus pushed up from his chair to refresh his own cup of coffee. Brilliant human creation, coffee. He enjoyed tea just as much, but today was decidedly a coffee kind of morning. Only humans would steep random bits of what they found lying around in hot water to see if it tasted decent or if it was poisonous. In that order. “It’s a trap. A blatant one.” 
 
    “But for whom?” Azrael turned his back to the counter and leaned against it, their current personal issues set aside for the moment to deal with the more pressing threat. 
 
    “For everyone, I believe.” Asmodeus shrugged. “Octavian isn’t an idiot. He’ll see the priest’s ‘betrayal’ of us for what it is. And we can see their ‘betrayal’ for what it is. I suspect, in all honesty, that Conrad and Gabe aren’t that stupid, either. That they want all of this to end quickly, so they took these steps to force Octavian’s hand.” 
 
    He went to his fridge, opened it, and looked inside aimlessly for a moment before shutting it.  
 
    “Which might make him foolish enough to face us all on an open field. Even with all his monsters, even with so many of us taken as his mindless servants, he would struggle to take down Michael, let alone if he and his twin decided to stand shoulder-to-shoulder. The opportunity to subdue Michael by subterfuge and not in battle would be too tempting for him to pass up, even knowing it was likely a trap.” Opening a cabinet, he reached in and rustled around for some biscotti. It was an odd time to suddenly decide he was hungry, but c’est la vie. He pulled one out of the box before offering it to Azrael. 
 
    Azrael politely declined with a lift of his hand. “If that’s their true play in all this, it’s well done. Do you plan on telling the others to meet us there as well?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not. Octavian has six of us as prisoners. But the rest of us can defeat him and his army. It’ll be messy, but we’ll win.” Asmodeus sat on one of his kitchen stools, feeling restless. He found himself eager to finish this business once and for all. 
 
    And then he could begin the search for Selina. 
 
    His heart hurt at the memory of where she was…of what she was enduring. He knew her clock was ticking quickly. She might never die in her terrible stasis, but her mind would crack and shatter before long. Who knew how much time she had? 
 
    “I…will help in the fight,” Azrael said reluctantly. 
 
    Looking up at the archangel, he arched a brow. “You’ll intervene?” 
 
    “I will stand against our corrupted brethren. They are of Heaven and Hell, and it does not break my vow to stay removed from Earthly suffering. I will not stand against Octavian or his broken humans.” 
 
    “You’re bending the rules a bit, don’t you think?” Azrael felt the angry resentment surge in him again. He had to focus to unclench his jaw enough to speak. “You’ll bend the rules for your ‘brethren’ but not for your daughter? Is she not also your family?” 
 
    “She is of this world. Made from it. Made from humans.” 
 
    “And from you.” 
 
    “Then she is a Nephil at best, and I have vowed not to interfere with them, either.” Azrael looked like he was at the end of his rope. “Please. Spare me the lecture. I don’t think I can endure another one.” 
 
    Asmodeus sneered. “Did Godfrey give you an earful?”  
 
    “No.” Azrael shut his eyes tiredly. “It was far worse than that.” The emotional burden flashed over his face briefly before the archangel tucked it away with the rest of his suffering. “And far more effective.” 
 
    In some bizarre way, Asmodeus sympathized. He was both furious with and heartbroken for the archangel of death. Although fury tended to be the louder and more belligerent of the two emotions. 
 
    Another pregnant pause passed between them before Azrael once more broke the silence. “Are you angry at me for Godfrey’s departure?” 
 
    “Why would I be? He and I spoke. He told me what he wished to do, that he wished to be set free, and I allowed it.” 
 
    “What?” Azrael looked up, confused. “He said…” 
 
    “Godfrey was the head of my society—of this family—for many, many years. He did not get that position by chance.” He couldn’t help but grin. Godfrey had been a brilliant manipulator. A skilled politician and a gamesman at heart. Grief stung at him again. He had lost much in the past few days. He would likely lose more in the day to follow.  
 
    “Why lie to me?” 
 
    “I suspect he knew his sacrifice would be more meaningful to you if it was his own. And in truth, it was. I asked him not to go. I asked him not to leave my service. But I do not keep people against their will. Most importantly, not like that. He wanted to say goodbye to the woman he helped raise. I understood.” 
 
    Azrael sighed heavily and shook his head. “They are still abominations, Asmodeus.” 
 
    “So you’ve said, and so I’ve often replied that I don’t care what you think of them. They are mine.” Anger rose in him again, fast as a flash in a pan. “And do not speak to me of what I choose to do, shepherd. Now is not the time to play righteous with me,” he hissed through his teeth. 
 
    The archangel’s shoulders fell. “You are right. Forgive me.” 
 
    It was so utterly rare that he won a debate against the holy archangel that Azrael’s surrender ended Asmodeus’s anger as quickly as it had arrived. “Well. At least by this time tomorrow, either we will be God, or this messy business will be over with once and for all. Then I may begin digging up every bare patch of dirt on this forsaken planet.” 
 
    “Do you think there is a chance that Octavian is right? That we are all God, broken apart in pieces?” 
 
    Asmodeus laughed loudly. “Oh, Azrael. Not a chance in Hell.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The cemetery was beautiful in the moonlight. Even if the light pollution from the city never really let it get truly dark, Octavian found the sight of the dark silhouettes against the glow cast by the full moon stunning. 
 
    In rows like chessmen, the silent monuments to those who had passed stood vigil over the corpses rotting below. And tonight, they would stand watch and witness the return of God to this world. It was poetic, in some sad way, to herald the return of God among the monuments of the dead. 
 
    And tonight, Octavian would die. One way or the other. This would be his last moment to watch the moon and the stars overhead. He would never see the dawn. There was no path before him that did not end here. 
 
    Suddenly, he realized he didn’t want to go. He thought he was ready. He thought he could accept his death with no remorse. But as a tear slid down his cheek, he knew he was wrong. He wiped it away before it stained his white collar. He brushed it off on his black coat, not caring for one more drop of blood on its dark fabric. 
 
    He was afraid. 
 
    He wished he had someone to talk to. Someone who could listen to him. But all he had standing around him were his Orolun. He had sent away his human followers. He didn’t want them to also have to end their lives in this ordeal. He had plenty of his creatures to fight against Lucifer, Asmodeus, and the rest. 
 
    “I wonder where I’ll go when I die,” he said to Raphael, who stood mindlessly next to him. She wouldn’t respond—she couldn’t—but it didn’t stop him from voicing the thought out loud anyway. “I suppose everybody does.” He looked up at the moon again. “I’m afraid to die.” He laughed softly at how ridiculous it was. “How utterly human of me.” 
 
    Tucking his hands into his pockets, he looked around the clearing he had chosen. The symbol was already carved into the ground. He and his creatures had been at work digging the shallow, thin ditches since the burying ground had closed to the public at sundown. 
 
    Odd superstition, that. 
 
    The lines in the ground were only a few inches deep and one or two inches wide. But the shape was intricate, large, and had to be perfect. Fourteen circles joined into one, fourteen names written in true angelic, and arranged carefully. He had chosen this place for the ley lines that ran beneath it, at the power that was latent in a place like this. Humans often chose places of power to bury their dead or to construct places of worship. They could sense it, even if they couldn’t see or understand it. 
 
    He examined the circle again, ensuring everything was perfect. The magic required to do this was complicated, immense, and dangerous. It was his life’s work. He probably wouldn’t survive the act of summoning God long enough to marvel in either his success or his failure. It would likely rip his failing body to pieces. 
 
    Good. 
 
    Looking down at his watch, he saw it was nearing eleven. The priests would arrive with Michael, most assuredly “betray” him, and what would ensue afterward would be the end of it all. For everyone. 
 
    Save, perhaps, for Veil. 
 
    His plan B to prove if there was a God. If he failed…then it would come down to her fate to show whether there was a higher power or not. He wished she didn’t have to suffer so badly for it. But the danger to her had to be real. And as he had learned while playing with her, simple torture wouldn’t be enough to inspire divine intervention. 
 
    Although the torture hadn’t been a complete waste. It had been fun. For him, at least. Veil had a different opinion, he knew. He wondered with enough time if he would have been able to convince her to be a willing playmate. 
 
    She had been so glorious. Carrying her humor with her through the worst of it. She was so beautiful—far more so than Asmodeus’s sculpted body. Oh, yes, she was pleasing to the eye. If she had wanted him in return, he would have gladly lain with her. But he wouldn’t stoop so low to pay that kind of attention to a woman who didn’t want it. 
 
    Even he had standards, after all. Funny, how murdering someone remained less intimate than sex in the eyes of most people. He found it to be entirely the opposite. Murder was the most intimate act a person could do to another. Sex was fleeting. Death was permanent. He chuckled quietly. Well, permanent for most people, anyway. 
 
    Poor Veil. He could have loved her. He wondered if she could have ever come to care for him, even as family. 
 
    It didn’t matter now. 
 
    Headlights appeared in the graveyard. The priests were here. 
 
    It was time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Conrad parked the car. There, just in front of him, was Octavian. And around him were several figures. He recognized Raphael and Mephisto. But the others he didn’t know. He assumed they were the other archangels and archdemons. He had never met the other four morons that Octavian had taken. 
 
    “Do we have a plan?” Gabe asked from the seat next to him. 
 
    Conrad stayed silent. 
 
    “You’re kidding me,” Michael grunted from the back seat. “You set this up, and you don’t have a plan. I can’t walk out there with my arms up lurching like a zombie, you idiot.” 
 
    “I know! I know. I fuckin’ know.” Conrad gripped the steering wheel of his rental car. “I want this over with. That’s all. You said we can beat him, right, Mike?” 
 
    “Yeah. We can.” 
 
    “Where are all the others?” Gabe asked, ever curious. 
 
    “They’re far enough away to keep Octavian from sensing them. Close enough that they’ll see it when I give the signal to attack.” Michael leaned back and rubbed his hands over his face. “This is stupid. It’s the worst trap ever.” 
 
    “For all of us, I expect,” Gabe muttered. 
 
    “All right, then, that’s our plan. We walk out. He learns you aren’t a zombie. The jig is up. You give ’em the signal. We fight, we kill him, we free the others, and we do somethin’ to convince Azrael to find Veil.” 
 
    “Not so sure about that last bit.” Michael leaned back, stretching his shoulders and rolling them back with audible pops. “But the front half, yeah, sure, just as good as anything I can come up with.” 
 
    “Can you teleport out of the car and send the others the signal that way?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “I can’t teleport. That’s Azrael’s trick.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    “So. Look. Guys. You should both stay in the car. Or leave.” 
 
    “What? No.” Gabe shook his head. “We are committed to seeing this until the finish.” 
 
    “End,” Conrad corrected. Someday, Gabe’d learn proper English. Someday. “Until the end. Again, not wrong, just weird.” As always, the Italian took it in stride. “But he’s right, Mike. We’re not goin’ to just turn around and leave.” 
 
    “We can’t die. You two can,” Michael insisted. 
 
    “We know what we’re in for.” Conrad undid his seatbelt. “We got into this line of work knowin’ exactly what our life expectancy was goin’ to be. Can’t just walk away.” 
 
    “You got into this ‘line of work’ because you were raised in a Catholic orphanage,” Michael argued back. “You were raised to do this. Doesn’t mean you have to die doing it.” 
 
    “If we left now, right here, after what he did to Veil?” Gabe pointed at Octavian through the windshield. “After all the murders, and the suffering, and the pain he’s created, what kind of priests would we be? How could we go back to work knowing we had done nothing?” 
 
    “You’ve both done plenty,” Michael hissed angrily through his teeth, trying to keep his voice down. “You’ve done more than enough! Dying in a fight isn’t courageous, it isn’t righteous. It’s stupid.” 
 
    “You aren’t goin’ to stop us, Mikey-boy. Sorry.” Conrad flicked off the car and shoved the keys in his pocket. “We’re not walkin’ away.” 
 
    “Fine. You’re both idiots.” The archangel sighed. “In case the worst happens, it’s been a pleasure.” 
 
    “You as well. All things considered.” Gabe let out a thoughtful hum. “Although I could have gone through my life happily thinking your kind existed to give service to God. Regardless. Let us get this…” Gabe hesitated, his English failing him. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” Conrad finished for his friend. 
 
    And with that, he pushed open the car door. Climbing out of the vehicle, he hadn’t even shut the door before something hit him so hard upside the head that it sent him sprawling to the pavement. 
 
    His vision swam. Whatever had struck him had done it hard and with prejudice. 
 
    Octavian’s voice came from nearby. “Really, did you think it would be that easy?” 
 
    His world went black. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The blast of light was about as subtle as a searchlight illuminating the night sky. 
 
    Michael was, if nothing else, utterly predictable. Asmodeus sighed. It was time to end it all, it seemed. He had been circling the night sky, soaring high above, waiting for the cue. He knew the others were nearby as well, but he could not sense them. They were all anxious to see this through. Anxious to know how it would play out. 
 
    He was certain some of them were likely curious as to whether Octavian’s mad scheme would work. He knew Beelzebub was eager to squish his homunculus like a bug before he got the chance to try. When Asmodeus had asked his brother if he wasn’t even just the least bit interested, Beelzebub had snorted in laughter and remarked that he couldn’t give a single shit. “Let him try to summon God from underneath my foot,” he had said. 
 
    With a beat of his wings, Asmodeus circled closer toward where the blast of light had originated. The wind rushed through his feathers. He hadn’t flown in nearly a hundred years, and he suddenly realized how much he missed it. The city was beautiful beneath him, sprawling large and shining in its electric lights flickering as if to match the stars above. The air was cold, but he didn’t mind it. He enjoyed the sensation of flying too much to care. 
 
    He wondered if Selina would ever wish to fly with him. He could carry her easily like this. He wondered if she would be afraid. Excited. If she would trust him enough to let him. 
 
    If she would ever trust him again. 
 
    If I ever find her again. 
 
    His heart cinched in his chest, and he felt a stab of pain so visceral it was almost real. It drove him to dive faster, folding his wings close to his body, feeling himself plummet toward the Earth. It mirrored his mood exquisitely. As the ground rushed toward him, he waited until he could see the figure standing in the darkness of the cemetery before he changed his trajectory. 
 
    He had exceptional night vision. It likely came with the territory of being a demon. He wondered if he always had it, since before his exit from Heaven, and he was loath to admit he didn’t remember. An odd thought to have as he saw Octavian and his ilk come into focus. 
 
    He spread his wings, the sudden movement arresting his fall and swinging his legs out underneath him. He summoned his weapons—one in each hand, their blades looking as though they were forged from black stone—and intended to drive the black metal straight through his creation and end this all before it could begin. 
 
    A glowing, shining steel blade intercepted him. The deafening clang made his ears ring. The full stop left his arms aching. There were few creatures that could have stopped him. Fewer that could do so without surrendering an inch of ground. 
 
    Michael. 
 
    His armor glinted with its own source of light, shining as though he were lit by the brightest sun even in the dead of night. His metal wings were spread out behind him, each feather a dangerous and deadly blade. 
 
    Was he corrupted as well? Had the priests truly betrayed them? But there was no dark ooze on him anywhere. And while Raphael had succumbed and had been twisted without proof on her for it, he doubted it was the case with Michael. He narrowed his eyes at the faceless helm of the archangel. “Why?” 
 
    Michael lowered his blade and pointed with a metal gauntleted hand. Turning his head, Asmodeus caught sight of what he had missed in his diving attack. He sighed drearily. 
 
    Gabe and Conrad. The human priests were on their knees at the edge of a large ceremonial circle that had been dug into the ground. Conrad was bleeding profusely from the head, the crimson running down over his left eye and preventing the man from opening it. Their hands were bound behind their backs, and behind them stood several of Octavian’s corrupted souls. Poor, twisted remains of humans…and archangels. 
 
    Chamuel and Mammon, Zadkiel and Bael, Mephisto and Raphael. Six of his brothers and sisters, held in the sway of the corruption that could bend mortal and immortal flesh with equal ease. It was a masterwork of dark magic, and he felt just a little bit of pride in Octavian’s work. Even if he was meant to join them. 
 
    Each priest had a jagged claw around their throat. Just waiting for the signal to pierce the flesh and end their lives. 
 
    “Kill him, they die.” Michael pointed out the obvious. 
 
    Asmodeus looked at Michael curiously. “You would surrender to Octavian to spare their lives? You realize, as soon as the others arrive, they will not have the same compassion as you do. They won’t care for two mortal souls against the opportunity to kill Octavian.” 
 
    “I know. Call me sentimental.” Michael sighed. “I can’t watch them die if I can help it.” 
 
    “You really have become softer toward the humans.” Asmodeus shook his head. “I’m both proud of you and ashamed for you.” 
 
    “Get in line.” Michael laughed sadly. 
 
    They didn’t have much time to debate Michael’s new outlook on life. From above came a white flash of light, as cold as it was bright. Lucifer descended from the sky, his white wings spread around him. He didn’t arrive with sword drawn, deciding to enter the fray with less violence. With his pure white wings, he cast strange and jagged shadows on the ground in all directions out from the source. He took in the scene and immediately shook his head, sighing in dismay. 
 
    Azrael appeared next, blinked into existence like he had always been standing there. Asmodeus knew better. He had passed through the spirit realm. He had also shed his human form, standing there in his hooded robe. There was nothing inside the fabric to be seen. Just shadow. His glass-like wings caught the glow that came now from both Lucifer and Michael like dual suns. 
 
    Michael and Lucifer were twins, after all. 
 
    Then, one at a time, slinking in from the shadows, flying in from the sky, appearing in a ball of flame, or shimmering in like an illusion, came all the rest. 
 
    Uriel, in his flaming form, burning like a pyre and standing with wings that never smoldered. Gabriel, with their pale-blue wings and matching hair, with tribal-style jewelry glinting in the light cast by the others. They—as Gabriel did not assign themself to any particular gender, nor did they decided to flow from one to the other as did Mephisto or Zadkiel—had taken up the mortal art of adorning themself with jewelry, it seemed. Asmodeus was a little surprised but found it suited the archangel. 
 
    Beelzebub appeared in his mortal form. His true one would be too large for this space. If they survived the night without him or Leviathan resorting to their true selves, Asmodeus would call it a win. And not long after, the great beast of the deepest leagues arrived, long-limbed mortal form climbing out from a puddle of dark water that appeared from nowhere on the ground. He stood to his full height, as tall as Asmodeus was in his true self. He tried not to take it personally. 
 
    All fourteen of them stood assembled for the first time since the great war. Lucifer and Michael. Gabriel and Beelzebub. Raphael and himself. Uriel and Mephistopheles. Azrael and Leviathan. Zadkiel and Bael. Chamuel and Mammon. 
 
    “When was the last time we stood shoulder-to-shoulder, brother?” Lucifer asked Michael, looking down at the shorter but broader angel. “How long has it been?” 
 
    “There was that time those freaks in masks showed up,” Michael responded with a snicker, sounding tinny and hollow in his helm. “That was a weird day.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Lucifer took quick stock of the situation and turned to Octavian. “You’re the one who has caused all this fuss?” 
 
    Octavian bowed his head. “An honor to meet you, Lucifer. And you, Michael, crowned king of the archangels. It’s an honor to meet you all, in fact.” 
 
    “I’m not king of the—” Michael sighed. “You really have this all screwed up inside that wacky head of yours, twerp.” 
 
    Octavian chuckled. “We’ll see. I’m eager to find out. Aren’t you?” 
 
    Lucifer glanced to the priests. “Let the humans go, child. You have no reason to bloody the ground with them tonight.” 
 
    “You would protect them, Morning Star?” Octavian asked, his head tilted in curiosity and surprise. “Why?” 
 
    “I have never sought needless death.” Lucifer looked back to Octavian. “Release them and let this be between us.” 
 
    Octavian shook his head. “I’m in need of a sacrifice. I intended to use an innocent victim, but this is so much better. They’re involved. Besides, shouldn’t they pay for betraying me?” He smiled sweetly. “Even if it was a terrible ruse.” 
 
    “I know it was a shit lie!” Conrad shouted from where he knelt. “You don’t have to keep rubbin’ it in!” 
 
    Asmodeus cracked a faint grin beneath his scarf, despite the situation. The human had a loud soul. He appreciated that. “If you could see the betrayal for what it was, then why agree to meet us here, Octavian?” 
 
    Octavian turned, and his features changed to show remorse upon seeing him. They hadn’t seen each other since that day Asmodeus had sent him away. This was not the reunion either of them had hoped for. But it was the only one they were ever going to have. “I’m also eager to end it all. I’m eager to bring God back into this world.” 
 
    “You will not get the chance.” Lucifer looked around the clearing, clearly counting the battlefield. “You cannot win.”  
 
    Octavian smiled again. “And why not?” 
 
    Asmodeus answered. “Your Orolun will not stop us for long.” 
 
    “I have enough to win. I have enough Orolun to defeat you.” Octavian shrugged dismissively. He stood with his corrupted six archangels and demons at his back. 
 
    Asmodeus gestured to them idly. “You have six of us. Eight of us remain. You would struggle to take Lucifer or Michael down on their own. What hope do you have to beat us now?” 
 
    “Eight?” Octavian’s smile turned cruel. Something dark flickered in his crimson eyes. “I count…four.” 
 
    Four? 
 
    For all his age, for all his thousands of years “playing the game,” none of it let him see what was coming. Nothing prepared him for what followed next. There was no way he could have guessed. 
 
    He was horrified and yet so very proud of Octavian. 
 
    One at a time, answering some silent command, the weight of the battle suddenly shifted. One by one, everything changed. One by one…Asmodeus found himself suddenly on the losing side of a war that would be over before any blow would be struck. 
 
    Because the blows had already fallen. 
 
    Uriel folded his flaming wings. Devoid of expression, devoid of anything in his fully black eyes, he moved to stand behind Octavian with the rest. 
 
    Leviathan, with his long limbs and leaving a trail of drips from his wet clothing, moved to stand beside Octavian. 
 
    Gabriel, with their light-blue wings that floated behind them, detached from their body, stood beside Octavian. 
 
    Beelzebub. Features devoid of any of the constant stream of emotions that his brother was known for, he looked like a mannequin of himself. A walking corpse. Like the others, he went to stand beside Octavian. 
 
    All until only four remained. Michael, Lucifer, Azrael, and himself. 
 
    All the others were corrupted. All the rest belonged to Octavian.  
 
    And judging by the look of shock and disgust on Lucifer’s face, no one had even the slightest clue of what had transpired behind the scenes. Octavian smiled brightly. “Did you think I would leave this up to chance? Did you honestly believe I would show my face to you all without knowing I would win?” 
 
    “When did you take them?” Asmodeus asked. He had to know, even if it was pointless now. 
 
    “Oh,” he laughed, “I’ve had them all for months. Even Chamuel and Mammon and the others have served me from the beginning. They all laid low until the time was right. But you four…you were going to be the problematic ones. You are the ones I needed to back into a corner.” 
 
    Asmodeus felt his heart sink. This was meant to be a bloody but easy fight. Now…now they didn’t stand a chance. “How? How did you hide this from us?” 
 
    “The same as I hid Raphael from you in the club.” Octavian smiled, clearly proud that he had pulled one over on his old Master. “I can free their minds for a time…I can keep my control of them subtle enough that they may not even know my influence. Beautiful, don’t you think?” 
 
    He held a very different opinion of beauty, but now was not the time to debate it. “Why involve Selina if you already had our brothers and sisters? Why make her suffer for your goals?” 
 
    Octavian’s smile faded. “I didn’t want to. But I needed to draw Veil from the shadows and make things look dire enough that she would free you, Asmodeus. I could not summon you from where you were trapped. Sadly, my magic does not reach there. But she is a sympathetic thing who still loves you, and it was easy enough to get her to play her part. And now, she has an even bigger role to play in all this.” 
 
    Asmodeus watched as Lucifer’s expression went from impassive to angry before smoothing back. The King of Hell had the same realization. “Well played, Octavian.” Lucifer kept his brief anger from his voice. “Well played, indeed.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Octavian bowed his head in response to the compliment from the king of archdemons. “I will ask you this with more hope than I should let myself have. Do you surrender?” 
 
    Asmodeus growled, spreading his wings. He wanted to beat Octavian within an inch of his broken life. Surrender! After what he had done to Selina? After desecrating the flesh of his family? He would rather— 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    His thoughts hitched at Lucifer’s reply. “What? You can’t be serious.” 
 
    Lucifer ignored him. That wasn’t uncommon. The glowing angel folded his wings at his back, draping them down and behind him like a pure white cape. “Any battle now will end in failure. Simple as that. It will also likely destroy most of this city in a pointless display of power and blood. Besides,” Lucifer glanced to Asmodeus, “his experiment is doomed to fail. When he cannot raise a God that does not exist, he will release our brethren. Is that true, Octavian?” 
 
    “Yes. But I will not fail in—” 
 
    “Then get it over with,” Lucifer interrupted Octavian sternly, “and cease your useless talking.” 
 
    Michael interjected. “Fine. I surrender on one condition. Let the priests go.” 
 
    “No.” Octavian looked over to Gabe and Conrad. “I need a life to sacrifice.” Octavian let out a hum. “I’ll spare one of their lives, though. Is that good enough for you?” 
 
    Michael growled loudly, his hand going to his hilt. Lucifer placed his hand on his wrist, stopping him. Quietly, just loud enough that Asmodeus could barely hear him, the archdemon urged his brother to listen. “If we fight, they both die. Save one if you can, brother.” 
 
    The archangel swore loudly and paced away briefly. His metal wings spread out behind him as he fumed then folded back in. He lowered his head. 
 
    “It’s okay, Mikey-boy,” Conrad said from where he knelt. “This ain’t your fault. We knew this was a shit idea. We knew this was a shit job. Save Gabe. Spare his life. Let me die.” 
 
    “No!” Gabe shouted and began to struggle against his restraints. The claw at his neck tightened, and a few lines of blood began to ooze down the man’s throat. He was forced to stop fighting. Gabe instead began to yell loudly at Conrad in Italian. 
 
    “Slow down, slow down, you damned fool.” Conrad laughed. He spat on the ground, trying to clear some of the blood that had likely oozed into his mouth. “You know I can’t understand you when you talk that fast.” 
 
    “You cannot do this. Do not sacrifice yourself—” Gabe broke off as a sob choked him. Tears were now joining the blood that stained his face. “Don’t you dare. Don’t you dare!” 
 
    “You’re a proper priest. A real one. A real, honest, good man of God. I ain’t.” Conrad looked to Octavian. “There better be a God, you pissant little fuck. Because They’re going to let me kick the ever-lovin’ shit outta you on the other side.” 
 
    “I hope so.” Octavian smiled. “I look forward to it.” 
 
    “You an’ me both, you fucker.” Conrad grinned broadly and looked over at Gabe. “I know. Language.” 
 
    “Please,” Gabe begged Octavian. “Don’t. Don’t do this. Please. He’s my friend. My family. He is my brother. Don’t kill him. Have pity!” 
 
    Octavian was already walking to Conrad. He pulled a switchblade from his pocket and flipped the button, the blade slipping out of the handle. “I’m sorry, Gabe. I really am. But his death spares the life of the innocent soul I have duct taped in the trunk of my car. Isn’t that a worthy sacrifice?” 
 
    “I’m with the blond asshole.” Conrad motioned his head toward Lucifer. “Just stop talking and get on with it, would you?” 
 
    “As you wish.” Octavian walked up to him, and the Orolun shifted its grip to bare Conrad’s throat to him. The switchblade glinted in the moonlight as Octavian raised it. 
 
    Asmodeus went to stop him, but Lucifer grabbed his arm before he made it very far. “It’s just a mortal life.” 
 
    He snarled at Lucifer, baring his teeth beneath the scarf he wore over the bottom half of his face. “Yes. And they are valuable.” 
 
    “He will die. They all do. It’s time you learned this.” Lucifer released his grip on his arm, but Asmodeus didn’t move.  
 
    Octavian had paused to watch the exchange. But now he looked back down to Conrad. “Do you have anything else you wish to say?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Conrad looked up at Octavian. At the skinny, far-too-pretty madman standing over him with a drawn knife. “You afraid to die, boyo?” he asked the man.  
 
    His crimson eyes flickered, and he flinched as if he’d been slapped. Conrad wanted to do a whole lot of things to Octavian, but it wouldn’t stop at a slap. He wanted to run the man over with his car a few times, shoot him, kick him, and then shoot him again for good measure. 
 
    But none of that was going to happen now. He’d have to settle for hurt feelings. 
 
    “I am,” Octavian admitted quietly. An odd kind of sympathy burned in those creepy red eyes of his. “Are you?” 
 
    “Nah.” Conrad sniffed and really wished he could wipe the blood out of his eye. It was gooey and wet and irritating. But he wouldn’t have to deal with it for long. “I don’t think I am.” 
 
    “I’m jealous of you.” Octavian smiled faintly. 
 
    “A’course you would be. I’m just so damn handsome.” He looked over at Gabe—well, tried to, since he was a bloody, blurry mess like the rest of his vision right now—and tried to blink enough times to clear the blood out of his eyes. It didn’t work, so he just resigned himself to not seeing his friend. It wouldn’t matter for long. “Hey. Gabe.” 
 
    His Italian brother was sobbing so badly that it sounded like he was having a hard time breathing. Poor bastard. He’d be okay. “Conrad, please…” 
 
    “Hey. Buck up. I need you to do me a favor.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “When all this is over, eh? When you idiots convince Azrael to go dig up his daughter, tell Blue that my only regret is that I never did get to kiss her.” He smiled. Pretty girl. Sweet thing. Probably would have let him kiss her if he’d asked. He shut his eyes and sighed. Yeah, that really was his only regret. Not having known a woman. Not having fallen in love. 
 
    Now that he knew his religion was probably, most likely, a sham, he felt kind of cheated by the whole thing. What the Hell kind of damned fool thought being celibate made them closer to God? Pah. Idiots. Just trying to ruin a man’s good fun. 
 
    “Please, Octavian, no. Please, have mercy,” Gabe begged uselessly. 
 
    “You’re a good man, Gabe,” Conrad chimed in, kneeling there with his eyes shut, waiting for death. “A good man. Remember that.” 
 
    Something stung him. Like getting a flu shot, something sharp ran across his throat. But the moment he felt it, it was already over. Octavian had made it quick. He’d give the bastard that much. 
 
    He felt warmth running down his throat. Down his chest. He tried to open his eyes but found he couldn’t. Then he found he didn’t want to. 
 
    This was what it felt like, then? 
 
    Slipping away? 
 
    Right, then…let’s follow where this goes. 
 
    A hand closed around his. But it wasn’t real—it wasn’t his real hand, anyway. He wasn’t kneeling. He wasn’t anywhere. 
 
    “Conrad.” 
 
    He laughed. He didn’t open his eyes. He didn’t want to see. He knew that voice. And he knew his own was gone now. But it didn’t stop him from trying. You’re a fuckin’ idiot, Azrael. 
 
    That other voice laughed. 
 
    And he knew it was time to go. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Octavian made it quick. Asmodeus could be thankful for that. The knife he had used was sharp. Surgical. It drew a line deep into Conrad’s flesh. The Irishman didn’t make a sound. He didn’t even open his eyes. Asmodeus thanked whoever might have been listening. He thanked them for their mercy. Even if they didn’t exist, he could be thankful. He sympathized with Gabe, who was now weeping painfully, wracked with sobs, in grief for the loss of his close friend. He found even he felt the loss of the Irishman. 
 
    Conrad hadn’t deserved to die. 
 
    But then…people so rarely did. 
 
    It wasn’t until a second later that the line Octavian had created on Conrad’s throat turned red, then oozed, then gushed. More than a wound of that type should be capable of doing so quickly. 
 
    Magic was at work. Dark power was dragging Conrad’s blood out of his body with a hungry force. 
 
    Azrael flexed his four wings, each moving around him like the stained glass he resembled. He was here, but he was also there, shepherding Conrad’s soul to another place. 
 
    The blood from the priest began to fill the trench in the ground. Too much of it, spreading too quickly. It ran through the symbol Octavian had carved into the very dirt like a moat. Driven by magic, it filled in every inch. 
 
    And then it began to glow. The crimson light was eerie and unnatural, uplighting them all with its ghastly color. 
 
    Gabe let out a hoarse, choked scream. He was struggling violently, uncaring for the claws at his throat. He was going to get himself killed. When his hands ignited in flame, Octavian shook his head. “Enough.” 
 
    The Orolun behind Gabe brought a clenched fist down onto the man’s head. Gabe’s shouting broke off sharply as the man slumped to the ground. Unconscious, but not dead. 
 
    Another mercy. 
 
    Octavian turned to look at the four of them, even as their corrupted brethren began to move, each one taking a position in the thirty-foot circle that now shone with its uncanny light. 
 
    His creation grinned, madness sparkling in his eyes. “It’s time.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Another dream. Another memory. 
 
    This one was far more recent than the others. 
 
    It was the coffee shop. Gabe and Conrad were about to come in. Richard was at the table a few rows over, nervously fidgeting, waiting for the priests to come. She was swiping at her phone, sipping her iced-and-overly-sweet confection. 
 
    Any minute now, the two endearingly stupid men from the Order were going to waltz in. Richard would talk to them, one thing would lead to the other, and then she’d wind up with a bullet in her chest after Conrad took her words a little bit too literally. 
 
    “You can shoot me, but it really—” 
 
    And then there had been a bang. 
 
    Someone sat down at the table across from her, snatched the iced coffee from her hands, and before she could even look up, she heard the plastic lid peel off. 
 
    Stunned, she found Conrad sitting across from her, downing the iced coffee. “Ugh. This shit’s disgustin’, Blue.” He put it back down and blanched. “Shit, that’s a lotta sugar. Fuck, girl. That ain’t coffee anymore, that’s a diabetic coma in a glass. Fuck.” 
 
    “Conrad…?” 
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    Fear sent her to her feet. Her chair squeaked loudly on the floor behind her. “No. No! No, it can’t be!” If he was here, then that meant…please, no. Her heart cinched tightly in her chest. 
 
    Conrad shrugged idly. “Didn’t hurt. Wasn’t so bad.” 
 
    She flew around the edge of the table and pulled him to his feet. He laughed as she threw her arms around him, hugging him, clinging to him. As if she could hold him here in this place. As if she could keep him from dying. 
 
    It was too late for that. 
 
    Even if she could hold on to his soul, it’d drive him insane, just like it was eventually going to do to her. “No, please…” She squeezed her eyes tightly and buried her head against his chest. “Not you. Not you. It’s not fair!” 
 
    “Life’s not fair, right?” Conrad chuckled again and wrapped his arms around her in return, holding her. He put his head on top of hers. “It’s okay, Blue. It really is. It’s okay.” 
 
    “It’s not. If you’re here, that means—” She dug her fingers into the fabric of his black overcoat. Conrad was funny. Sweet in his own right. He deserved to live a long life. To settle in the countryside somewhere and heckle children for being on his lawn. “You can’t be here. You can’t be. No. I refuse to accept this.” 
 
    “It was me or Gabe. What would you’ve done?” He reached up to stroke her hair. “Tell me you wouldn’t have laid down your life to save that stupid Italian loafer.” She looked up at him, tears in her eyes, and he swore under his breath. “Not you, too. C’mon. Buck up. Be better than this.” 
 
    “Octavian?” 
 
    “Wasn’t a hit and run, that’s for fuckin’ sure.” 
 
    She threw her arms around his neck, hugging him even tighter. He laughed hard and wrapped his arms around her waist and picked her up off the ground. “Well, shit, I didn’t know you cared!” 
 
    “Shut up. Of course I do. You’re my friend.” 
 
    “Eh, hey. Boy’s gotta tease, right?” He put her feet back on the ground and pulled away from her enough to look down at her, the humor fading from his eyes. “It’s weird. I’m not sad. I’m excited to see what’s after all this. To finally know the answers to all the questions we’ve always been askin’.” 
 
    “It’s not fair.” It was a child’s shield against the uncaring world. She felt so immature trying to argue what was fact. But it didn’t change how wrong it felt to have to say goodbye. How much it hurt. 
 
    “Nothin’ is.” 
 
    “Please, don’t go.” She tried her best to bite back the tears that threatened to keep falling. She wanted to be strong for him. For Godfrey. Because people needed her to be strong. But it was the last thing she felt right now. 
 
    “Don’t know as I’ve got a choice.” Conrad turned his head to look out the window of the coffee shop. In here, it felt warm. Out there was the same eerie midnight storm that had come to represent that horrible icy-cold place right before the gateway to death. Where they were lingering now. 
 
    Conrad had to move on. 
 
    She couldn’t. 
 
    “Gabe’ll be okay. He’s strong. You’ll get through this.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I’m not scared. I’m glad I got to say goodbye to you, though.” He turned back to smile at her. “I know it hurts, but better than if I just left without seein’ you. Azrael offered, and I figured, sure. It’s nice to have closure.” 
 
    She shook her head mutely and found herself fixated on his white collar, unable to meet his gaze. No. It wasn’t nice. Closure meant loss. She’d rather have none of it. She’d rather him be alive. Damn Octavian for what he’d done! She hoped he rotted in whatever true Hell waited for souls that could die. She hoped there was one. She had never really cared before. But now, she found herself understanding why humans invented a place where bad people went to suffer.  
 
    Because it was the only way to reconcile how awful it would be if they didn’t. 
 
    “Hey, now. Come on.” He tilted her head up to look at him. “None o’ that. You knew this’d happen. One way or another. Now, or later, or me as an eighty-year-old man, surrounded by twenty-year-old hookers doin’ my biddin’.” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    “Asmodeus could’ve set me up, I bet.” Conrad grinned playfully. “I think that’s my only regret.” 
 
    “Not having twenty hookers?” She couldn’t help but tease him back. 
 
    “No!” He laughed with her. “Fallin’ in love. Havin’ a girl. Stupid celibacy.” 
 
    “You mean you and Gabe weren’t a thing? I could’ve sworn—” She broke off in a laugh as his face twisted up in disgust and he slapped her on the shoulder. “I mean, you are Catholic, and—” She squealed in laughter as he howled in fake rage and began swatting at her. 
 
    Before she could stop him, he had her in a headlock and was straight up giving her a noogie. A goddamn noogie. “Take it back, foul demon!” he mock-shouted. 
 
    “I take it back! Uncle!” She was laughing, finding it hard to breathe through the silliness. Conrad let her go and pulled her into a tight hug. Something had changed, and quickly. Suddenly, she felt an urgency from him. 
 
    It was time for him to go. She began to cry again, the laughter turning to tears in an instant. She’d hold on to him for however long she could. She turned her head to kiss his cheek, pressing her lips against the stubble there. She’d leave a blue lipstick mark on him, and she was pretty damn sure he wouldn’t care. 
 
    “Now, that’s my only real regret,” he said after a brief pause. There was grief in his voice now. He looked down at her, forcing himself to grin again. “That I never got a kiss from you, beautiful girl.” 
 
    She put her hand against his cheek and stroked his cheek with her thumb. She’d never kissed a man with stubble before. “Now’s the time to change that.” 
 
    “Think Asmodeus’ll be mad?” Conrad’s grin was sincere now. “Not that I give a fuck.” 
 
    “He’s the sharing type.” 
 
    “Well, then, pucker up, Blue. I’ll warn you, I don’t know what the Hell I’m doin’. This is gonna be awful.” 
 
    She laughed quietly. “I promise I won’t hold it against you.” She cupped his face in her hands and pulled him down to her. 
 
    His lips hovered over hers, a hair’s breadth away. She went to close the distance. 
 
    And he was gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Azrael bowed his head. 
 
    Every moment of loss was his to bear. Every moment of grief ever endured by humanity was his to witness. His to record. His to remember. He inured himself to it as best he could. But sometimes they found a way through his carefully constructed armor. Sometimes the arrow dug deep into his ribs. This was one of those times. 
 
    First Godfrey. And now Conrad. These, he did not know how to endure. These, he did not know if he could endure. 
 
    He would have to worry about it another time. He tried to tuck away the pain he had shared in and try to focus on what was happening before him. It could be the end of his trials and tribulations, after all. If Octavian was right, perhaps he would not have to reconcile these recent events. If Octavian’s theory was correct, he would soon be rejoined with the whole, and he would become God. 
 
    Or Octavian was wrong, and he would have to cope with both his weakening resolve in leaving Selina to her fate and the grief he felt for the passing of Conrad. It was rare that he ever let himself linger near mortals, and this was precisely the reason why. Their loss was crippling to him. 
 
    Given the two options—Octavian being correct or false—Azrael wasn’t quite sure which he wished to happen. 
 
    It was for that reason he did not tear Octavian’s lungs from his chest. The mortals feared Lucifer and Michael. They did not know the wreckage Azrael could leave in his wake if he chose to do so. He could destroy Octavian where he stood in the blink of an eye.  
 
    After all, he was the archangel of death. 
 
    But it would shatter his vow. 
 
    It would break his promise. If he was not going to break it for Selina, he was certainly not going to do it for Octavian. 
 
    And so he was impotent in his grief and anger, clenching his fists at his sides and doing nothing else. 
 
    “It’s time.” 
 
    Octavian’s eyes shone with the madness that consumed him. If his theory were correct—if they really all were bits of God broken apart—what manner of cruel fate painted that truth onto that broken creature’s mind? 
 
    With a gesture, the broken and mind-controlled bodies of his brethren moved to stand upon their names. That left the four of them who remained free of the corruption. 
 
    Lucifer, the Morning Star, led the way as he always did. He walked to stand upon his true name. Conrad’s spilled crimson blood glowing in the intricate trench clashed with the cold, white glow of Lucifer and the amber shine of Michael. 
 
    With a shake of his helmed head, the archangel walked to stand on his own symbol. That left Asmodeus and himself. The archdemon of lust was growling, a low and primal noise—inhuman and bestial. For a long moment, Azrael was convinced the archdemon was going to fly into a rage and attempt to tear Octavian limb from limb. 
 
    But the archdemon let out a final roar of frustration and folded his wings around himself like a shroud. One claw to each opposite shoulder, he was an oil-spill of black feathers glinting in purples, blues, reds, and yellows. He moved to stand atop his name. “You will pay for this, Octavian.” 
 
    “I am about to die. I expect I will.” Octavian turned to look at him. Azrael was the last one not to stand upon his symbol. The last one not to take his place in his ritual. “Will you join them, Azrael?” 
 
    He spread all four of his wings wide, snapping them to their fullest extents. Octavian shrank back. He was a madman, but he was no fool. For a moment, Octavian watched him, wary and concerned. 
 
    “Will you break your vow?” the homunculus asked. He may have been of longer years, using magic to add a few more on. But to something like Azrael, the creature who stood before him—wide-eyed and suddenly unsure of his victory—was fleeting. He was barely more significant than any other mortal who had come and gone from this world like their hundred billion brethren. 
 
    He relaxed his wings, let them drape back to their natural state. “No.” Azrael moved to stand at his spot on the circle. To complete the symbol. Now all fourteen of them were assembled. “Pray you are right, Octavian Solomon.” 
 
    “We shall shortly see.” The homunculus shed his coat, tossing it outside the circle. His concern was gone, replaced with the overeager madness Azrael had seen before. He walked to the center and knelt in the small gap in the ring that sat at its very core. 
 
    Octavian intended to be the conduit. The lightning rod that would focus all their power onto one spot. No wonder the fool expected and intended to die this night. No one would survive channeling all fourteen of them. No one could survive channeling one. There was a good chance the little pile of cobbled-together mortal flesh couldn’t complete his task. 
 
    But faith was a tricky thing. It could convince anyone that the impossible was indeed doable. That a city was meant to belong to their faith, not some heathen religion. That this person was the child of God. The world should burn. The world should thrive. Millions of people should die. Millions of people are meant to rule. The list went on, and on, and on. 
 
    The tales of what humanity was willing to do in the name of “faith” was limitless in its scope and tales of horror and woe. Matched, hand in hand like twin angels, with politics. 
 
    And here he was, waxing poetic at the moment the world might end. At the moment he himself might end. 
 
    He was a foolish thing; he truly was. 
 
    Octavian stripped his shirt from his body, revealing the bandages that kept his wounds wrapped. He tore them off impatiently. The bloody sores clung to the cotton, but he tore the gauze from the wounds as though the pain did not trouble him. Azrael knew it didn’t. The homunculus could not feel pain. Perhaps that had been what had driven him insane. Or maybe it had been the loneliness. The sense of injustice.  
 
    It didn’t matter anymore. 
 
    Octavian placed his hands on the ground, palms to Earth, and bowed his head. He began to speak, low and quiet. Azrael recognized the language, and if he had had a brow in this form to furrow, he would have done so. The man was speaking in true angelic. 
 
    Lucifer, Michael, and he all turned to look at Asmodeus. There was only one creature who could have taught that language to Octavian. But the archdemon did not meet their gaze. His head was lowered, his dark hair falling across his features, leaving only his burning green eyes visible in the shadows. And they were fixed on Octavian like a tiger on its prey. 
 
    No wonder Octavian was able to summon them and subdue him. The mortal creature spoke their language. But it was not a tongue meant to be borne by something like him. As he talked, the air grew thick with power. Power arced through the molecules like a lightning storm. 
 
    Octavian coughed. His lips were stained red as he spoke. Azrael had likened him to a copper rod in a thunderstorm. The analogy was about to hold true. 
 
    He did not listen to the words the mortal spoke. He couldn’t. He felt his power being pulled from him, ounce by ounce, drawn toward the center of the circle. Toward Octavian. He knew he wasn’t alone. All fourteen of them were now being bled out—watered down and sucked inward like the spiral etched into the ground, coursing in, in, in. 
 
    Inch by inch, piece by piece, the blood in the symbol around them began to change colors. Each line began to glow with a unique color bound to each of them. Asmodeus, emerald green. Lucifer, bright white. Michael, amber. Raphael, yellow. And him? Sapphire. Each in their turn, they were pulled inward. 
 
    It was almost profane, what it felt like to be taken. He felt himself being pulled away, being drained, and he found it…bizarrely pleasurable. How utterly odd. As he watched his kin in the circle arch and gasp, he knew he was not alone. 
 
    Perhaps they were meant to be as one. Perhaps they were truly God. 
 
    This feeling… 
 
    The colors collided in the center, surrounding Octavian. 
 
    The homunculus screamed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    No! 
 
    Octavian screamed. He did not know if the sound was out loud or silent in his head. Perhaps it was a dream. Perhaps this was all just an illusion. Perhaps he was still lying in his bed, sweating, the sheets sticking to his skin. 
 
    No! 
 
    He had to focus. He had to stay present. This was his only chance. His only shot! He had worked his whole life for this moment. He would not surrender so soon! 
 
    The power surged into him. He felt it underneath his skin, crawling, begging to be used. He took it and commanded—commanded—with all he was worth. He insisted it all join together. Become God, he told the power. He had every color upon the spectrum, every ounce of pure strength that existed in the universe. 
 
    Fourteen pieces came together in him. Fourteen strings of power he drew together in the center and willed it to become one. Power, the likes of which he had never known, burned inside of him. It wanted to be free. And he was more than happy to set it loose. On one condition, though. He only had one command. 
 
    Become God. 
 
    Become God. 
 
    Become God. 
 
    Become God! 
 
    And then it was done. 
 
    And then it was all over. 
 
    And then he had to face the truth. 
 
    The horrible truth that was staring at him now, like the judgmental eyes of all the souls he had ever sent to the grave. 
 
    It was over. 
 
    The power shattered. It broke free. 
 
    And nothing had happened. 
 
    The power exploded in him. He felt nothing, but he knew it tore at his flesh. He coughed and tasted the thick, bitter blood in his mouth. The poisoned substance that tasted less like blood and more like acid every day. But now it was thick and heavy. It was his lifeblood. 
 
    And it was leaving him. 
 
    No! 
 
    Become God! 
 
    He pulled the power together, wound the strings into a braid, commanded them to merge. But it would not mix. The colors would not come together. He tried so very hard. Take my life and become God! 
 
    He was not strong enough. That was the only excuse. 
 
    He was the failure here. Not his faith. Not his theory. Not that which he had striven to accomplish for so long. He had to be right. He had to be! Everything would be a lie. Everything would have been a waste. All that death. All that suffering. All laid bare in the cold light of the truth. 
 
    I was wrong. 
 
    He coughed again, his stomach filling with the foul substance. He couldn’t hold the chant any longer. He vomited. Thick, viscous bile that was a dark crimson splashed on the grass and fallen leaves of autumn at his knees. The magic shattered. 
 
    And so did his heart. 
 
    It was over. 
 
    He had failed. 
 
    And then it happened…and then he felt it. Not God. No. Something else he had prayed for every day since the moment he was made. 
 
    He hurt. 
 
    Pain lanced through him, filled every fiber of his being. It burned, it stung, it ached. It was glorious. He laughed, coughing up more blood to do so. He wept—not in failure, not in grief, but in joy. It hurt so very much. His body was wracked in agony. He felt his muscles twitch and grow tight, clenching and locking into cramps against the stabbing pain that coursed through him and threatened to override every part of his body. 
 
    It hurt so, so much. 
 
    Thank you, God. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Asmodeus watched as his second-born creature collapsed onto the grass. He had violently retched up blood then collapsed onto his side. In that moment, the glow of the blood in the grass around him faded and flickered to nothing. 
 
    The moment was gone. 
 
    Octavian had failed. 
 
    Some strange part of him was deeply disappointed. Unfurling his wings, he walked to the center of the circle. His creation was still alive, but his breathing was labored and thick, wet sounding, rasping. He was about to die. 
 
    There was no reason to kill him. It would happen on its own soon enough. 
 
    Asmodeus crossed the grass to the center and knelt beside Octavian. He cared not for the blood that stained his knees. With the talon of one of his wings, he lifted the homunculus and cradled him in the crook of his feathered appendage. He would stay with his creation while he died. It was the least he could do. 
 
    Seeing him now like this, his anger cracked and shattered and left him feeling empty. 
 
    “I…failed…” Octavian rasped. “I’m…I’m sorry. For all that I’ve—” He wheezed. “Done. To—” 
 
    “Shush.” Asmodeus reached out and gently smoothed Octavian’s blond curls away from his face that was flushed and shone with sweat. He was soaked in his own blood, the white of his clothes now looking anything but. “It’s over now. What’s done is done.” 
 
    “I was wrong. I was—” Octavian coughed and turned his head to the side. Blood painted his lips. Stained his teeth. His body was failing. 
 
    Asmodeus had been so furious with him. Rage had boiled in every ounce of his body over what his creation had done. The pain he had caused. The death, the suffering…for trapping Selina at the precipice between life and death and dooming her to a slow madness. But in this moment, in this brief instant, it all fell apart. 
 
    “It hurts,” Octavian wheezed. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Asmodeus furrowed his brow. The spell he had woven to keep Octavian from feeling such things must have shattered under the force of the power he had tried to wield. “I can make it stop.” 
 
    “No…no…it’s…” Octavian smiled. “Beautiful.” 
 
    Asmodeus sighed and stroked the man’s hair back again. What kind of madness had he created in this poor thing? “It’s over now. Your work is done. Go and find the answers you seek, Octavian. They wait for you on the other side.” 
 
    His homunculus smiled wistfully, his crimson eyes looking up to him in childlike hope. In love. Asmodeus wrapped his other wing underneath him, caging the smaller man’s body in his grasp. Cradling him as he used to do on the nights Octavian would wake from nightmares, crying out for help. 
 
    Asmodeus had seen this creature into the world. It was he who was responsible for all the tragedy and death he had caused. He would see it out to the end. He would be here for the boy when it all ended. “Don’t be afraid.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Octavian wheezed. “I’m not. You’re right. I—” He coughed. “I’m going to see God.” 
 
    Asmodeus would not shatter the poor thing’s hopes. He would not argue that there very well may be no God, and he was greeting the void. Instead, he stroked Octavian’s cheek gently. “Sleep, Octavian. Your work is done.” 
 
    “Save her. If you can, you’ll know there’s a God. That’s your sign. If you do, you know they’re out there.” His voice was growing weaker, thinner, more wistful. Distant. The time was nigh. “Save her…” 
 
    Octavian reached for him, and Asmodeus caught his hand in his. He held it tightly, squeezed it. His creation smiled. A peace came over him, and he mouthed something that never formed words. Crimson eyes went glassy. He breathed in, breathed out, breathed in, breathed out. And that was the end. Just like that. Asmodeus waited for him to breathe again…but he never would. 
 
    Asmodeus bowed his head, touching his forehead to Octavian’s…and wept. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was another memory. 
 
    But this one wasn’t hers. 
 
    Standing in a laboratory, she was looking down at a metal table. Lying on it was…well, herself. Only there were no symbols on her forearms that were lying atop a white sheet that covered her nudity. The figure of herself on the table was cold, the skin pale as a corpse. She wasn’t breathing. 
 
    It was before she was alive. Before Azrael had given her part of his soul and taken her death away from her. Permanently, it seemed. 
 
    Another person stood in the room, smiling and humming, cleaning his hands in a sink. She knew him on sight. She’d never forget him. His forearms were bare. There were no symbols there…no bandages hiding the bloody wounds he had worn when she had seen him last. The ones that matched hers. 
 
    He had worn them on his body, but not on his soul. She looked down at her own arms. She hadn’t even thought to check. Sure enough, they were missing from her too. Huh. She honestly hadn’t noticed. 
 
    She turned her attention back to the man at the sink. “I guess I’m the new truck stop to the afterlife, huh?” She didn’t know where she got the nerve to joke with him. 
 
    Octavian turned and shot her a beaming smile. He really was beautiful. There was a shine in his green eyes. Green, not crimson. This was how he was meant to be. Not the broken, dying, bleeding thing she had met. Not the madman. 
 
    “I guess so.” He turned off the sink and dried his hands. He crossed the room, but as he got within a few feet, he hesitated. He drew back a step. Uncertainty flickered across his features. He didn’t know if he was welcome. “I helped make you. I was so proud of my work. Asmodeus loved you even before you took your first breath. He really did.” 
 
    “That’s just a little creepy, Octavian.” 
 
    “I know.” He chuckled. “I’m a creep.” 
 
    “You said it, not me.”  
 
    He smiled and shook his head. “I’m…sorry, Veil. I’m so very sorry.” 
 
    “You fucking killed Conrad. Conrad. That man didn’t deserve it.” 
 
    “I know…I know. But someone needed to die. It was him, the Italian, or the innocent girl I had tied up in my trunk. The Italian was too cute to kill.” He shrugged. “But that’s not what I’m apologizing for. Not really.” 
 
    She should fly at him, punch him, rail against him. Scream at him and call him horrible things for what he did to her. For burying her alive, knowing she could never die. 
 
    “Don’t worry. There’ll be proof of God’s love when Azrael comes to save you.” He smiled at her, seeing her anger. 
 
    “That’s a whole bunch of bullshit. If Azrael breaks his vow to save me, it’s because Asmodeus threatened to pluck out all his feathers.” She glanced at her own lifeless body on the slab. 
 
    “Maybe.” Octavian chuckled. “You may be right. I think I’m about to find out. If I can do anything in that place beyond this one, it’ll be to set you free.” He reached out to touch the hair of the body on the table but then pulled his hand back. He likely realized how creepy it would be for her to watch him pet the memory of her. “Asmodeus loves you, you know. He loves you very much. Maybe more than he’s ever loved anyone.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Take pity on him. That’s all I ask.” Octavian shook his head. “Forgive him for his lies. They weren’t meant to hurt you. They were because he wasn’t certain you could still love him if you knew the truth.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it okay.” 
 
    “I know. Trust me, I know.”  
 
    She circled back around in her thoughts. She just couldn’t get over it. “You killed Conrad, you piece of shit.” 
 
    “I am that. And I needed to. I needed to spend a life. I…” He took another step toward her and then stopped. He reached for her now, not the body on the slab. His hand hung in midair. He was searching for something. “I’m so terribly sorry. I didn’t know what else to do. Looking back on it, I…know I was wrong. For all of it. It doesn’t matter if I could have succeeded. It wasn’t worth the suffering.” 
 
    He was searching for forgiveness. 
 
    But could she forgive him? 
 
    Did it really matter if she did or not? 
 
    He had been driven insane by what he was. She realized now how close she had been to winding up the same way. She was only one bad decision away from winding up just like the other homunculus standing in front of her—the closest thing to anything like her she’d ever find again. 
 
    It was that thought that made her do it. She took a step toward him and reached out to him. It was instinctual. She had no reason to offer him comfort. He was a monster. He had killed dozens of people. He had tortured her. He had buried her alive. 
 
    But he had done it all to try to find God. To save the world in his own stupid way. She didn’t know if she forgave him. Not really. But he was dead, he was about to be gone forever, and there wasn’t a point in holding a grudge. 
 
    She hugged him, and he froze. For a moment, he hovered, not knowing what to do. And then he collapsed against her. He burrowed his head into her shoulder. He sobbed, his whole body wracking with the tears as he clung to her. 
 
    She shut her eyes and sighed. He was the only thing in creation like her. She understood why he didn’t feel like he belonged. Why he had lashed out against the world. Why he didn’t feel like he was human. He wasn’t. He was something else, something foreign, something stuck between humanity and being “other.” 
 
    He was crying too hard to speak. 
 
    It didn’t matter if what she was about to say was a lie. It was a lie worth telling. She squeezed him a little tighter. “I forgive you.” 
 
    In some alternate world, they could have been friends. In some alternate path, they could have been family. She could almost see them sitting at a table together, Octavian, Asmodeus, Azrael, and her. Laughing. Playing cards. 
 
    Happy. 
 
    But it was another thing that could never happen now. 
 
    He looked up at her, smiled at her, joy and sadness in equal parts written across him. And then, like all the rest, Octavian was gone. 
 
    And once more, she was alone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Asmodeus had buried Octavian. They had not needed to go far. He had pulled the stone lid from the top of a tomb and slipped him inside, laying his thin and frail corpse on top of some other man’s coffin. 
 
    He should have buried him in his “family” crypt. Or he should have laid Octavian to rest amongst those like Godfrey who had served him in life. But after the crimes the man had committed, it felt wrong. But it also felt wrong to leave him there, lying in the grass, for the mortals to find. 
 
    At the exact moment of Octavian’s death, the magic holding his corrupted Orolun together shattered like glass. They had collapsed to the ground. Dead. Released from their hold. The black ooze melted away from them and evaporated. Their souls were released for Azrael to shepherd to the other side. 
 
    His corrupted kin had done the same. Their bodies freed of the dark magic that kept them slaves, they died. They would return to Heaven or Hell and reconstitute themselves soon enough. 
 
    Michael had used Gabe’s phone to call for help for the poor mortal priest. The Italian was still unconscious. Injured, but he would be fine. Physically, anyway. The loss of his friend would plague him terribly, he knew. Grief had a habit of doing that. But he would have his people keep an eye on the man. Help him in any way he could. That would be what Selina would want. And for her, he would do anything. 
 
    It was over. For everyone else, at least. 
 
    For him, his work had just begun. His people were already hunting down all of Octavian’s cult. Rounding them up to question them on any lead as to where Selina might have been placed. But he had little hope of finding her. If Octavian wanted her never to be found…there was little he could do. But it wouldn’t stop him from trying. 
 
    He would dig the whole of the Earth up if he needed to. Walking from the tomb, he turned and with all four of his upper limbs he pushed the stone slab back in place. The sound of the rock sliding against rock carried a certain kind of beautiful finality to the whole thing. There was no doubt in his mind now that Octavian was gone. 
 
    His creation. When the lid was back in place, he let his palms rest against the surface of it. Shutting his eyes, he let his mind drift to the memories he had shared with the boy. Of teaching him all he knew. Of sharing with him the secrets of the universe, only to discover it had sparked a desire in him to know more. To chase the unknown farther than Asmodeus could bring him. 
 
    But talent only went so far. Madness had tainted him. Sent him to this terrible end. Octavian died believing his faith had been a lie. But that wasn’t the whole truth of it. Octavian had failed, but perhaps not for the reasons he believed. His power had failed him, not his faith. He had not been strong enough to merge the fourteen of them into one creature. There was no telling now what would have happened if he had succeeded—if anyone even had that kind of power—or if it could even be done at all. 
 
    But the question still lingered, still remained in his mind to trouble him. What if Octavian had been right? What if they were, in some horrible way, God? 
 
    What a laughable thing that would be, that Asmodeus would even be a facet in anything of the like. No. That was proof enough of Octavian’s error. Looking down at the claws of his wing, he flexed and squeezed them into a fist. He was a wretch. A cursed thing. He had no part in God. 
 
    With one last moment, he placed his palm flat atop the tomb. Goodbye, Octavian. 
 
    He turned from the grave and pulled up short. Trapped inside his thoughts, he had not realized he was not alone. He let out a dreary, frustrated sigh and folded his wings about his shoulders, draping his bare chest in black feathers. 
 
    Azrael. Michael. Lucifer. 
 
    “Spare me your lectures.” 
 
    Lucifer watched him, pale eyes looking through him as they always seemed to do. “You are done with building these monsters of yours.”  
 
    It was a statement, not a question, and his arrogance bristled Asmodeus. But Lucifer was nothing if not arrogance defined. He didn’t take it personally. “I am finished,” he confirmed. “I was done when Selina breathed.” 
 
    “You do not plan to make a replacement for her?” Lucifer asked coldly. 
 
    Asmodeus snarled in rage, the claws of his hands digging into his skin. He wished he could dig them into the other archdemon’s skull, but Lucifer would plant him into the ground before he made it two steps. Asmodeus was a brilliant fighter. But Lucifer was unstoppable. 
 
    And so, he would have to voice his anger instead. “Replace her?” he hissed. “Do not dare suggest that—” 
 
    “Good.” Lucifer turned and walked away from him. In a bright flash of white light, he was gone. Ending the conversation, and the argument, that quickly.  
 
    He hated that archdemon sometimes. 
 
    With the Morning Star gone, he pointed his anger instead at Lucifer’s twin and glared at Michael. The armored creature raised his hands as if to remind him that he had done no wrong here. 
 
    With nowhere to point his emotions, his anger turned into a sulk, and he folded his wings tighter around his body. The air had a thick chill to it. Frost was forming on the grass and leaves around them. He disliked the cold, even if it didn’t really bother him, much preferring a warm desert climate over winter. 
 
    He never got to take Selina to the desert. To see Cairo and Jerusalem. To see the ancient places where he first walked in human form. He shoved the thoughts away. She was not gone. There was still hope. He tried not to laugh at his own foolishness. 
 
    “How do I help?” Michael asked, his voice tinny and hollow. 
 
    “What?” Asmodeus furrowed his brow. He had not expected that. He had expected a fist to the head. A beating to teach him a lesson for his creation having borne so much death and suffering. Michael would have an earful at the hands of the archangels now returned to Heaven. 
 
    Especially from Raphael. 
 
    Michael snorted. “You want me to talk slower, asshole? How. Do. I. Help?”  
 
    “Why would you want to help me?” 
 
    “I’m not helping you. I’m helping her.” Michael shook his helmed head. 
 
    “The question remains. Why do you want to help?” 
 
    A metal hand against his helm, and Michael looked to Azrael as if for help. As if to ask what was wrong with Asmodeus. The tall, ghastly archangel merely shrugged. Michael was on his own. Looking back to him, ephemeral light that came from nowhere still glinting off the metal, Asmodeus could see his own reflection in the man’s armor, dark and shadowed against the glow. 
 
    “Veil’s a friend. You don’t abandon friends.” 
 
    Asmodeus arched an eyebrow at him dubiously. “You spent the entirety of your tenure together goading her into fits of anger and teasing her.” 
 
    “You don’t get it.” Michael sighed heavily. “Whatever. Take my help or not.” 
 
    “No. I understand perfectly. I know why you appeared that night in the church when she set me free. I know why you have taken express interest in our relationship.” Asmodeus unfurled his wings. He couldn’t help it. The things seemed to reflect his inner moods better than anything else about him. They betrayed his thoughts, and they needed to move. To flex. When he spoke, he knew the digits of his talons moved like an expressive talker’s hands. Another reason he often preferred his human form. It was easier to mask his inner workings without his wings betraying them to those around him. 
 
    “Oh, do you, now?” Michael snorted derisively. 
 
    Asmodeus grinned beneath his scarf. “If there is anything in this world I understand, Michael, it’s love, and lovelorn creatures such as yourself.” 
 
    “I’m not lovelorn, you—” 
 
    It was Asmodeus’s turn to interrupt someone’s indignancy. “You mourn the absence of your mortal girl. You thought if perhaps Selina could forgive me, then your relationship might still carry water. That you might be able to patch the holes and salve the ache in your heart. For clearly, never was there a gargoyle so little deserving of a companion than I. If Selina could find forgiveness and love me again—then certainly Monica could forgive you.” 
 
    “Don’t even fucking bring up her name!” Michael’s metal wings spread behind him, his light glinting off the shining surfaces and dangerously razorlike edges. “I’m here trying to help you, and you attack me? Fine! Have fun trying to get him”—Michael pointed at Azrael—“to do jack shit to save her!” 
 
    Asmodeus sighed. He was right. He shouldn’t lash out at the archangel. “I do need your help, Michael.” 
 
    “Then don’t be such a douchebag.” 
 
    It was still very odd to listen to those kinds of words come out of the holy righteous archangel. But times changed. He knew that more than most. Asmodeus bowed his head slightly. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Michael sighed, paused, and shifted uncomfortably on his feet. “You’re right, anyway.” 
 
    Asmodeus laughed. He couldn’t help it. Smiling beneath his scarf, he folded his wings back around him. They provided a great deal of insulation against the chill. “Come. There’s nothing to be done here. Let’s return to my home where I can make coffee. There’s much to discuss.” 
 
    “Great. I’d rather not stay here.” 
 
    As Asmodeus and Michael turned to leave, he realized Azrael had not moved. He turned to look up at the towering figure of death. “You’re coming, Azrael.” 
 
    “I cannot save her.” His voice was whispering and deep. It carried like the sound of the wind through the trees. Quiet but pervasive. Asmodeus much preferred the archangel’s human form. Azrael’s true self only grew more and more eerie as the years went on. Their forms evolved over time, and although the shepherd of the lost had not started his existence as the ferryman of death, he had become more and more his namesake as the millennia wore on. 
 
    “I know you will not save her,” Asmodeus said, his anger clearly weighing on his words. “But there is still something you must do.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    Asmodeus took in a slow breath, held it, and squared his shoulders. “If you will not bring her to me…then you will take me to her.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    What an odd memory to relive. This wasn’t a particularly good one. It was just another point in time. Maybe she was running out of “fluffy” memories. She flicked her metal rod over her wrist, twirling it with a skill that came from years of practice and dropping it on her toes. 
 
    Well, it beat singing “Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer on the Wall,” she supposed. She’d already done that six times over. Anything to pass the time. Anything to ignore the winter storm that was getting worse, not better, each time she glanced out a window or a doorway into the “outside world.” 
 
    This is just an illusion, she reminded herself. You dug yourself a little hole in your mind to keep out the pain. We’re watching TV to ignore what’s really happening. 
 
    We? 
 
    Who the fuck is “we?” 
 
    Great. Now she was probably losing her mind to boot. Yay for insanity! With a sigh, she walked down the stairs of the subway station in her mind’s reconstruction of a memory. The grimy white tile was stained with years of smog and dirt. Who ever thought putting white tile in a subway was a good idea? Wishful thinking at its best. 
 
    Speaking of wishful thinking, she grinned. She remembered how this went. A left, a right, another left, through a service door, down a tight corridor, around another bend. The tunnel went deep. These were abandoned spaces, marked with angry signs promising danger and death to anybody who went past a certain line. 
 
    Like she was going to listen. Those signs were meant to keep out the honest. Like locks. Locks didn’t do shit to anybody who was determined except slow them down by a few minutes and a bolt cutter. 
 
    Candlelight flickered from up ahead, and she turned off her flashlight and slipped it back in her pocket. As she approached, she heard chanting in Latin in the way only a bunch of determined idiots could chant. 
 
    Creeping up the tunnel, careful not to make any noise, she peered around the edge. This one should be easy. Ten guys, all in black robes. Candles, blood drawn out on the floor, and a young woman in a white robe tied down to the center of the pentagram. Her mouth was duct taped shut, and she was screaming, muffled, struggling weakly against her restraints. 
 
    It was so horribly cliché she burst out laughing. The ten men all turned with such abruptness that one of them even fell over. 
 
    “What the fuck?” one of them yelled. 
 
    “Sorry. Sorry. I mean, it’s just too perfect, you guys. Black velvet? Nobody does velvet anymore.” She laughed, gesturing at one of the men’s robes. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” one of them snapped. 
 
    She ignored them. “By the way, Latin doesn’t do shit, you know. It’s not even that old. Well, not to them, anyway. It’d be just as effective if you were speaking in goddamn Esperanto.” She paused. “Actually, that’d probably get their attention faster. Because it’d be kinda impressive.” 
 
    “Get out of here!” The fattest of the bunch brandished a knife at her. One of those squiggly-bladed ones. “Or else you’ll regret it.” 
 
    “You gonna stab me with your Ebay-purchased kris, there?” She snickered. “Spoooky.” Fishing into her coat pocket, she pulled out her wireless speaker. “Hold on.” 
 
    “Get out!” 
 
    “Grab her phone before she calls the cops—” 
 
    “Mmmmf!” screamed the woman from the floor. 
 
    “Tackle her and—” 
 
    “Hold your horses.” She held up her finger to stop their bickering. Surprisingly, they stopped. Amateurs. She put the speaker on a little ledge in the brick and began flicking through her phone for a good track. “I need my tunes.” 
 
    “Tunes for what?” 
 
    “To kill you all.” 
 
    “What?” That time they all screamed at once. 
 
    “Mmmmmff!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, honey,” she said to the screaming woman. “Give me a second.” She turned her attention back to the men in robes. “Well, you were about to commit murder. So, you’re all pieces of shit, and nobody’ll miss you, as far as I can figure. Any of you have girlfriends?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Shocker.” She snickered. 
 
    They were all silent, shifting nervously, glancing at each other. Honestly, half of winning a fight was just having the balls to tell them you were going to win. She was going to mop the floor with them, and she carried herself accordingly. People could sense that kind of thing, and it made them wonderfully nervous. “Oh!” She snapped her fingers, nearly having forgotten something. “I should ask. Who were you trying to summon?” 
 
    One of them stammered for a second before answering. “Asmoday.” 
 
    Now she really did bust out laughing. “He’s not coming.” 
 
    “We have the ritual correct. He’ll come. He’ll have to answer us and do as we say!” 
 
    She pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “First? No. Second? No. And guess what. Third? No.” She put her phone up on the railing next to the speaker. No point in getting it smashed. She waited on pressing play to finish their cute little conversation. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You really wanna know?” She shot them an incredulous look, her eyebrow raised. “I’m seriously about to kill you all. It’d be a waste of my time to sit and explain to you exactly why you’re a bunch of morons.” 
 
    “No, you won’t. You’re just trying to scare us.” One of them laughed. “Besides, there’s ten of us and one of you. We’d win.” 
 
    She grinned darkly and cracked her neck. “You wanna bet?” 
 
    Two of them seemed not so sure about it, glancing at each other nervously. But she was blocking the only way in or out of the room. She reached up and pressed play on her phone. It was go time. 
 
    In the real moment, she’d picked “Hungry like the Wolf.” 
 
    But here, in her dream, she picked something different. Hitting play, she smiled. It was a suddenly melancholy smile, but it was too perfect. “Don’t Fear the Reaper” began to blast from her speakers. 
 
    She whirled the metal rod around her wrist again and dashed her soul through the first one. Her body collided with him a second later, sending him sailing through the air and smashing full-tilt into the back wall. Blood splattered against the wall as his skull shattered open from the impact. 
 
    Another guy went down like the first one, crumpling to the ground with a broken wet noise coming from his throat as his ribs cracked. 
 
    All ten of them lay crumpled on the ground near her. She felt bad, killing people. She really did. But in her line of work, survivors she left behind only tried harder. Only took more innocent lives. She cleaned the blood off her metal rods before slipping them back into the holsters. 
 
    “Mmmmmf!” 
 
    She had to laugh at the woman’s desperate screams. It wasn’t funny. But the sound she was making was funny. “I haven’t forgotten you. Don’t worry.” Leaning down, she untied the woman’s ankles then her wrists. “So, okay, you’ve had a rough night, but let’s—” 
 
    The lady scrambled to her feet and took off running into the darkness. 
 
    “—talk.” Veil sighed. Whatever. She’d find her way out. 
 
    She shut her eyes and lowered her head, putting her hands in her hair. The dream was fading. The memory was ending, and she didn’t know where to go next. When to go next. 
 
    Darkness greeted her. Cold, empty, unending. It came for her. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re insane!” 
 
    Asmodeus shrugged with his wings. “Do you have any better ideas?” He stood in the center of a back room in his basement. The packed dirt floor and rough-hewn walls and low ceiling made him feel even larger in the small space. He was in his true form, which didn’t help matters. He would rather lie down and “die” somewhere more spacious, but having his corpse out in the middle of the living room would be inconvenient at best to those who lived here. 
 
    He was trying to be mindful of others. 
 
    Michael was pacing in front of him, shaking his head. Azrael stood close to one wall, his arms folded across his chest. Both of them were in their human forms. Azrael might not fit down here, and Michael would likely get caught on everything around him. 
 
    This place did feel appropriately like a tomb, at least. 
 
    “I’m not going to do this,” Michael insisted. 
 
    “Come now, archangel,” Asmodeus replied smoothly, placing a clawed talon against his own bare chest. “I thought it would be an easy task for you to drive your sword through the heart of an archdemon. Have we grown so lackluster in our champion fight over these last few centuries?” 
 
    Michael sighed heavily and put his hand over his face. “How do you know you aren’t going to go insane in that place?” 
 
    “If I do, then at least she and I will go mad together.” Asmodeus rolled his shoulders and cracked the joints of his wings. “Tell me, Azrael—is she fading?” 
 
    The archangel of death did nothing for a long time. Finally, his face creased in sorrow, he nodded silently. “She is strong. But alone.” 
 
    “Here I stand, ready to rectify this situation.” Asmodeus looked back to Michael.  
 
    “Make him stab you,” Michael grumbled. “I don’t want to be a part of this.” 
 
    Asmodeus rolled his eyes. The archangel could truly be such a baby sometimes. “Your blade is the one capable of keeping me trapped. You know this. His blade is too strong. It’ll send me back to Hell. Yours will keep me on the line between life and death. Do it, Michael.” 
 
    The archangel motioned, and his glowing steel blade appeared in his hand. “I hate this. It’s fucking stupid, and I hate it.” 
 
    “Noted.” Asmodeus knelt and unfurled his wings to bare his chest to the other man. Michael turned and placed the tip against his flesh. “Do it.” 
 
    Michael looked down at him sadly. “I’m going to make Azrael tell me the moment you start to crack. I’ll bring you back. I won’t lose both a friend and a brother to madness.” 
 
    “I don’t plan on losing my mind.” 
 
    “Nobody ever does, you big idiot.” 
 
    “Then I recommend you begin looking for her quickly.” Asmodeus sneered behind his scarf. But his tone faded as he looked up at the worried expression of the archangel. He reached up and placed his hand over the back of his. “Thank you, brother. Thank you.” 
 
    “Thank me when you have her back.” 
 
    And with that, the blade pierced his chest. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    She retreated a second time to the place where she started. The happiest memory she had. That particular Christmas they had spent together. The fire was warm at her back. Well, it should have been. Now, it felt like it was barely there. 
 
    Everything was slipping away. The cold was coming closer. 
 
    But she was dancing with Alistair. Swaying gently to the music that crooned in the background. She sheltered herself closer to him, burying her head against the fabric of his coat. He smelled like incense. 
 
    He might only be an illusion, but he was the only thing holding her together. 
 
    It was then that something changed. At first, she didn’t know what it was. They stopped dancing. 
 
    Warmth surrounded her. The feeling of fabric beneath her cheek changed, and instead she felt bare skin against her. The arms around her never moved, but they were…joined. The feeling of long-fingered talons settling on her shoulders made her lift her head. 
 
    Looking up, she met the green glow of Asmodeus’s gaze. 
 
    This wasn’t a dream. But how…? She furrowed her brow, looking up at him, confused. Archdemons couldn’t die. They were truly immortal. At worst, they got sent back to Hell. So how was it that he was here? 
 
    “This is one of my favorite memories,” he said to her quietly, his voice a low rumble that reverberated through her. “I’m surprised to find it’s one of yours.” 
 
    He held her cradled in his wings, and the warmth of the feathers against her chased away the cold. She found she didn’t want to move. Even if she was still upset with him. Honestly? She wasn’t so sure anymore. All his lies felt so small now. So tiny. They didn’t really matter in the face of everything. She tucked herself closer to him and rested her head against his chest. “How are you here?” 
 
    “Michael’s blade will keep me suspended on the line between life and death. I had Azrael bring me to you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He chuckled low and leaned his head down to kiss the top of her head. “How can you even ask me that? I will shelter you from this storm for as long as I can. If I could spend my eternity here in your dreams by your side, I would do it. I love you more than life itself.” 
 
    She couldn’t form words. Tears came instead. Feeling the moisture bead against his skin, he let out a small hum and pushed her away just enough to tip her face up to look at him. With a pad of a thumb, the skin rough but not unpleasant, he brushed the tear away. 
 
    “I’m sorry. For everything I have ever done,” he murmured to her. “This is all my fault.” Still holding her in the sweep of his wings, he lifted his other hand to pull the green scarf away from his face. “If I had told you it all, this never would have come to pass. I am so sorry for my lies.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about Octavian? About what he was?” 
 
    “Simply put? Shame. Because I knew how furious you would be with me. Believe it or not, my little sapphire, I have spent most of recent history trying to keep you from despising me.” He huffed a single laugh, the corner of his lips twisting up into a thin smile. “I’ve failed miserably.” 
 
    Little sapphire. He hadn’t called her that since before everything had all fallen apart. Since before she’d stuffed him in the spirit realm. “I don’t hate you.” She paused, unsure if she should say her next words. Screw it. I’m probably going to go insane here and spend eternity buried half-alive. “I love you, Asmodeus. I just…” 
 
    The look on his face was one of both bliss and pain. “You just…?” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you’ve lied to me so many times.” 
 
    He cupped her cheek in his palm and tilted her head up toward him slightly. He bent lower, threatening to kiss her. She wasn’t sure she’d mind. “Will you let me explain?” 
 
    She’d been too angry to listen to him before. But now, like this, she had no excuse. Something about this place, something about the losses she’d suffered, cut through her fury and indignance. She didn’t see the point in staying mad at him anymore. 
 
    “I guess I don’t have anything better to do.” Her snark, she couldn’t ever surrender. She’d give that up dead last. She smiled at him, and mischief glinted in his eyes at her words. 
 
    His threat of a kiss became reality as he closed the distance between them. It was slow. It was tender. It spoke of the ache in his heart. She slid her hands up his bare chest to wrap her arms around his neck, lifting onto her toes to deepen the embrace. 
 
    Two arms and two wings wrapped around her, holding her tightly to him. He felt like an inferno against her. It seeped into her, and she felt him chase the cold away. Her eyes slid shut as she sank into him, letting him scoop her up and take her weight. As she gave in to him, she felt the memory around her fade away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jerusalem 
 
      
 
    941 BCE 
 
      
 
    The desert was warm. 
 
    It seemed silly that that was the first thing that came to her mind, but it was. She’d never seen one before. The sun that streamed in through the windows of the palace shone off the gold that seemed to cover every surface. 
 
    She didn’t need to ask if this structure was a palace. There was no other name for a room that had a throne like that. 
 
    It looked like it was made of solid gold. It stretched up in a tier of six steps, a seventh platform at the top adorned with a giant disk of gold behind it. Not only was it extravagant in its material, but in its carvings as well. Bulls and lions adorned each step. At the top were eagles with their wings outstretched, casting shade onto the bench beneath it and the man who was seated there. His face was surprisingly thin. His hair was thick and dark, and a matching beard decorated his face. His skin was bronze, and his eyes were a rich shade of brown. Swathed in white and red, she could see the gold thread stitched into the fabric. He wore gold jewelry everywhere. 
 
    Gee. Was he a king? She couldn’t have guessed. The question was which one. 
 
    She couldn’t focus on the figure on the throne for long. Dancing at the foot of the raised platform were several girls who were barely clothed, if the sheer swaths of fabric they wore counted as that, dancing in a carefully choreographed routine. The light glinted off their jewelry. Although she suspected some of the metal they wore were the marks of slavery. 
 
    They were all beautiful, their bodies twisting in a careful routine designed to spark one thing—desire. 
 
    Dozens of people hovered around the edges of the room, between the columns or sitting on single-stepped platforms covered in pillows and lush fabrics. There, just to the right of the throne, lying back on one of those platforms, another figure caught her eye. 
 
    Bare-chested, he wore only a long black loincloth that draped between his legs and outlined his anatomy far too well to have been an accident. His skin was tanned to a golden bronze, and his long, dark brown hair fell around him in tendrils. One of his legs was straight out in front of him, the other bent, revealing more of the musculature of his legs and thighs. A collar of gold sat around his throat. 
 
    A slave. But not a normal one. Not by any means. 
 
    His face was different. Still sharp, still dangerous, but he wore the features of a stranger. It didn’t matter. She’d know him anywhere. That devilish flash in his green eyes was unmistakable. 
 
    “This was the first time,” he said to her from across the room. The distance between them was fifty feet or more, and the music the dancers moved to was loud, but she could hear him just fine. It drew her to him, and she walked around the edge of the room, sticking to the columns and avoiding the people walking around, blind to her existence, as they watched the dancers or talked to each other quietly in corners.  
 
    “The first time what?” 
 
    Asmodeus smiled at her. The face had changed. The smirk was identical. “That I spent any time here on Earth. All because of him.” He pointed to the man on the throne to his right. That was enough to identify the man. He was sitting at the left hand of Solomon. Of course he was. 
 
    “Nice chair.” She snickered. “It’s a little much for me.” 
 
    “I helped him design it. One of the first mechanical devices ever made. I get no credit.” 
 
    She laughed at his dry comment. Taking a moment to look up at the fabled king, she tilted her head slightly. “He’s not what I was expecting.” 
 
    “Were you expecting a white man with a matching beard?” Asmodeus huffed. “His mother was Bathsheba, an African woman. Peh. Western civilization at its best.” Asmodeus leaned back on his elbows, smiling at her playfully. “Solomon’s life became more legend than fact as the years went on. I think he would have enjoyed that.” 
 
    Her eyes trailed to the solid gold collar he wore. “You were his slave.” 
 
    “He summoned me. I served him until he deigned to free me. You know all this.” 
 
    “You never said you were his slave.” She gestured at the collar around his throat. 
 
    He shrugged idly. “Same difference. At least I look good in gold.” 
 
    Laughing, she shook her head. Sitting on the edge of the platform by his feet, she looked out at the dance floor and the writhing concubines who danced for the room’s entertainment. “I can see why you liked it here. This place suits you.” 
 
    “He had a lavish taste for women long before I came into his life. I only helped exacerbate the addiction.” 
 
    “Did he really have seven hundred wives and three hundred concubines?” 
 
    Asmodeus laughed loudly. “No. But he loved the rumors that he did.” 
 
    “How much of that was you masquerading as him?” 
 
    “Most of it.” 
 
    Their conversation broke off as someone in front of them let out a startled noise. One of the dancers lost a piece of jewelry. A silver bangle bounced across the floor toward where they sat. The rest of the dancers froze as the young girl who lost it scrambled after it. 
 
    In a movement like a panther, Asmodeus rose from where he was lying and sprang forward. He caught up the bangle in his hand just as the dancer reached for it. She straightened quickly, her large brown eyes wide with fear as she looked at him. 
 
    They knew what he was.  
 
    Everyone did. 
 
    She could see it now in their glances and stares. This wasn’t a world where demons were fables and lies. Here, they were a truth of everyday life. And the King of Jerusalem held one in chains. The court went silent as he moved, and the looks on their faces spelled that they wondered if he was going to tear the girl to pieces. 
 
    The woman was beautiful. Thin where it mattered. Full where it counted. She was young and clearly new to the job, as her steps had been just slightly less practiced than all the others. 
 
    Asmodeus rose to his full height. He towered above all the rest. He twirled the silver bangle deftly between his fingers, looking down at her with a wry smile. The whole of the room froze, watching in fascination at the exchange between the devil and the concubine. 
 
    “Please, Lord—” she finally managed to say, her voice small and terrified. Veil knew she hadn’t been speaking English, but she was glad that in the dream the language was translated.  
 
    She hated subtitles. 
 
    “Lord…” Asmodeus chuckled, the sound trailing off into a low rumble. “Here I am no such thing.” 
 
    “But you’re a demon and a—” 
 
    “Slave.” And with that, he sank to his knees in front of the girl. He moved slowly, spreading his legs to split to either side of her as he did, the loincloth pooling on the ground between them. He held up the bangle to her, shining in the sunlight. “Same as you.” 
 
    Her hand wavering in the air, she hesitated. But after a beat, she snatched the bangle and scampered away, frantically replacing the jewelry before taking her place back in the huddle of dancers. 
 
    Solomon clapped his hands once. 
 
    The dance resumed. 
 
    Asmodeus rose to his feet and turned to take his place back on the small platform. He looked down at Veil where she stood and smiled faintly. He offered her his hand. “Come.” 
 
    “Where’re we going?” 
 
    She put her hand in his, and the world melted away. It was disconcerting at first, walking through what amounted to a cut in a movie, but she figured she was going to have to get used to it. This was all a dream of Asmodeus’s making. She should be happy it wasn’t weirder.  
 
    When the world came back into focus, it was nighttime. The sun was replaced with the moon, large and beautiful in the sky outside. The breeze was chill and sent the long gauze and fabric curtains that draped the room billowing delicately in their own private dance, mimicking the last memory she had seen. 
 
    There was Asmodeus lying in the center of a platform adorned with pillows. A single sheet draped over his waist. He was naked beneath it. She didn’t need to see to know the man slept without clothing. A fire had been burned in a brazier nearby, but now it was just low flickering coals. 
 
    The door creaked ever so slightly. Turning, Veil saw a figure slip into the room. A woman wrapped in crimson fabric. It wound around her shoulders and over her hair to protect her from the view of others. 
 
    The woman crept past Veil, ignorant to her existence in the dream. It was the dancer from earlier. The young woman who had dropped her bracelet. She snuck into the room and, upon seeing Asmodeus asleep in bed, froze. But something drove her closer, step by step, terrified as she was. 
 
    She wore thin-strapped sandals that gave away her position as they tapped on the floor. She was being as quiet as she could be, but Asmodeus was like a sleeping tiger. There was no way he wasn’t awake. But he didn’t move. He waited for his opportunity—or to see what she was going to do. Probably both, knowing him. 
 
    She watched the scene unfold silently. The girl was long dead. This moment had long passed. Even if she said something or pushed the girl, nothing would happen. It felt weird, being a witness to the past. But Asmodeus was telling her a story, and so here she was. Watching. 
 
    The girl crept to the side of Asmodeus’s bed and reached out a hand. To do what? Touch him? She guessed the girl might not even know why she was reaching out to touch the demon. 
 
    It was then that he lashed out. Darting like a snake, he rolled over and caught the girl by her outstretched wrist. In a flash of movement, he had her pinned beneath him on her back. His hand was clamped over her mouth, stifling her screams, as he pressed her wrist over her head with his other hand. 
 
    She went to strike him with her other hand, and it was caught in the claw of a wing. He had melted away from his human form and now knelt over her in his true one, straddling her and pinning her to the bed. She screamed against his hand, and he only laughed darkly. 
 
    “Little dancer, little dancer…what have you done?” He transferred her wrists to pin them over her head with one of his hands, snapping his wings wide behind him. She screamed again, muffled and useless. 
 
    “Come to gaze at the demon?” he goaded, his green fiery eyes glowing in the darkness. “Come to gawk and stare? To see if I have a tail and hooves and horns? I hate to disappoint you!” 
 
    The door to the room swung open, the palace guards alerted by his yelling. With a flick of a claw, the three men who tried to enter the room flew back out as if pulled by invisible strings. The door slammed shut, and Veil knew he had sealed it by the flash of black esoteric writing that appeared briefly on the wood. 
 
    “There. No more interruptions.” He removed his hand from her mouth. “Scream all you want, little dancer. No one will come to save you.” 
 
    “Please, please, I meant no offence!” the girl begged, now too afraid to struggle, looking up at the demon who hovered over her. The claws that flexed in the air seemed eager to do something. To hurt her, or what else, Veil could only guess. 
 
    “What is your name, dancer?” Asmodeus wasn’t wearing his green scarf. Interesting. She wondered where he picked that up. In fact, he was still entirely naked. She tried not to look at his ass. Tried. Failed. Got over it. Tried to pay more attention. 
 
    “Nula,” the dancer whimpered. 
 
    “Nula. If you did not come to goad me, then why have you come?” Asmodeus growled low. 
 
    “To—to—” 
 
    “To what?” Impatient, Asmodeus growled, his wings flexing wide again. 
 
    Nula squeaked and shivered, trying to shrink away from him. “I wanted…I—I—” Suddenly, the girl blushed, crimson lighting up her bronze cheeks. 
 
    Asmodeus saw it the same time Veil did and drew back his hand from pinning her wrists to the bed. He was now curious. He placed his palm against the cushion next to Nula’s head and waited. He was letting the girl do what she had come to do. “Go on, then. If you have the courage.” 
 
    The girl sat up slowly, her legs still pinned beneath his thighs. But although she was terrified, something else seemed to burn through the fear. She reached up a delicate hand and traced her fingers over his cheek. Asmodeus pulled in a startled breath and froze, but there was something else that burned in his eyes. Curiosity had turned to surprise and fascination. 
 
    Nula sat up even further, straining to reach, and placed her lips against his. It was a shy, childish, innocent kiss. It didn’t stay that way for long. The demon wouldn’t have it. Asmodeus flattened her back down to the bed with a press of a palm against her shoulder. She let out a startled gasp, but it was muted as his lips descended on hers, devouring her. His hand slid up the girl’s thigh, quickly finding his way up underneath the fabric to touch her, skin to skin. The girl’s frightened gasp bloomed into a loud moan. 
 
    That was why she had come. 
 
    Desire and fear. 
 
    And Asmodeus was more than happy to oblige on both accounts. He shifted, spreading the girl’s legs to wrap them around his waist. Her moan caught in her throat in a gasp as she felt what the demon was about to unleash on her. 
 
    Veil looked away and coughed, clearing her throat. Reminding Asmodeus she was still here. 
 
    The demon laughed from across the room. “I forget you don’t enjoy voyeurism. Yet.” 
 
    “This isn’t the way to convince me.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    The scene melted away suddenly, and she lurched on her feet, trying to get her balance as the stone of the bedroom floor turned into the grass of a garden. There, under a tree, reclined against the trunk, was Asmodeus. Still dressed in his loincloth and golden collar and nothing else. Nestled against his side, dozing, was Nula. 
 
    She was older now, at least ten years or more. Her dark hair had a few stray strands of gray. Her eyes were creased with a few more lines, her body not as perfect as it had once been. It clearly didn’t matter to the archdemon. Asmodeus’s hand was lying against her hip, drawing lazy circles against her as he gazed up at the clouds overhead as they drifted over the perfect blue behind. 
 
    He looked down at her, his eyes creasing in a smile that was both warm and tinged in sadness. “I loved her. She was the first one. Nula, my dancer. My beautiful dancer. Solomon gave her to me. He was happy for us.” 
 
    “She was the first person you ever loved?” 
 
    “The first human.” Asmodeus sighed and shut his eyes. “I thought what I felt for those who dwelled in Hell was love. I thought I had known it now and then. I was wrong. I only knew what it really was when I met her.” 
 
    “Did she love you?”  
 
    “She said so. But she was terrified of my demonic form. I think she loved the allure of my history, my nature…but she did not want to embrace it. Not after that first night. I scared her. Right up until the end, I scared her.” His brow creased, and he looked down at the woman sleeping against him. “It didn’t matter. I spared her from the whorehouse. I spared her from a life of disease and death. For a time, anyway.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    The scene shifted again. Now she was standing on rocks, and she nearly fell over. The rush of the ocean greeted her, as did a steady wind that smelled of saltwater. A hand at her back steadied her. Asmodeus was next to her now. They were looking down at a pile of rocks. About six feet long and two feet wide. A grave. 
 
    “Sixteen years,” Asmodeus replied. He was himself now and not a part of the dream. His green scarf whipped in the wind of the ocean. He was in his true form, his wings unfurled and behind him like two dark shadows. The claws were clenched into tight fists. He wore the green cloth around his face. “Sixteen years I loved her. And sixteen more I spent here, every night, kneeling at her side, weeping, until time and the tide took away all evidence of where I had placed her.” 
 
    Veil turned to him and wrapped her arms around his waist to hug him. He let out a low hum and wrapped his wings around her in turn. “I’m sorry,” she said, knowing it was a pointless thing to say. 
 
    “We aren’t done. There’s more I need to show you.” 
 
    And with that, the world faded out once more. 
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    The small wooden cabin smelled of smoke, and earth, and blood. It was dark outside, oppressively so. Glancing out the window, she couldn’t see much of the world, save for the spattering of stars and a bright, silvery moon in the sky. There were no other buildings or anything else she could see anywhere near. 
 
    Looking around, she couldn’t see Asmodeus anywhere, but she knew he wasn’t far. And she knew why they were here. Just because he wasn’t in sight didn’t mean she was alone. There, in the middle of the room, all the hand-hewn and rough furniture pushed away from it, was a young woman kneeling on the floor in the center of a large circle drawn from blood. 
 
    Judging by the dead pig nearby, it was animal blood, at least. 
 
    The cabin was small, and all the clutter made it feel much more so. Bits of dried everything were hanging on every peg, spoke, and nail. Leaves and herbs, bits of bone and leather, and shriveled little things that were probably animal parts. The woman in the center of the room, in her furs and leather and white marks drawn onto her skin, was very obviously a witch. 
 
    She was beautiful, through all the grime and the smudges of soot and dust. She had similar white markings on her face, likely made from ground bone. The magic was primal, animalistic, and not what she was expecting. She expected something more traditional. She expected to see Asmodeus’s name written in a ceremonial circle. The symbol on the ground wasn’t one she recognized. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to be?” she asked the empty air, knowing he was nearby. 
 
    “I have many names. Too many to list. I am ancient, and I have been in the shadows since before man knew fire. Do you think the Hebrew prophets invented me?” 
 
    Point. 
 
    His voice had come from nowhere and everywhere, whispering from the shadows of the memory. She leaned against a wooden post and watched the scene unfold. She was here to witness, anyway. Whatever argument he was making by showing her all this, she wasn’t quite sure yet, but she had a suspicion. 
 
    The woman—girl, really, probably no more than eighteen years old—was chanting, holding a collection of bones and bits of random smoking incense over the circle. Veil didn’t understand the words she was saying, but she got the gist of it. 
 
    “Did the summoning work? It looks like she played Lincoln Logs with, like, twelve kinds of magic.” 
 
    “It was trash. But it got my attention. I wasn’t compelled to come. Not like she expected.” 
 
    She huffed a single laugh. The air in the little cabin was warm, but not unpleasantly so. “Do you just show up whenever anybody rings the doorbell?” 
 
    “For a pretty girl about to make a terrible mistake? Absolutely.” 
 
    As if on cue, the blood on the ground began to glow. The girl made an excited noise and threw the bundle of sticks and bones to the side. The smoke from the fire suddenly ceased to crawl up the chimney and instead flowed into the center of the room, drawn to the circle by an unseen power. The black tendrils swirled together and grew taller and taller, swelling and shrinking, until they began to take shape. 
 
    “You’re a melodramatic asshole, you know that?” Veil couldn’t help but grin through her insult. It was a Hell of an entrance; she’d give him that. 
 
    The smoke disappeared, and a surge of power blasted through the air, flickering the fire and the roughly made fat and wax candles that sat in bowls scattered around “Would you have it any other way?” replied the man standing in the center of the circle. Not to the girl who was quickly rising from her knees, but to her. 
 
    He looked like a Roman soldier, dressed not in golds and reds, but in black and copper that had turned a rich green in patina. His cape was made of black feathers, and, like a grackle, they shone with the colors of an oil slick in the firelight. His hair was jet black and cropped short. Once more he wore the face of a stranger, but the green of his eyes was unmistakable. As was that fiendish, wicked smile. 
 
    “I invoke you, Asmodai, Asmodee, Shamdon, by all your many names. I command you serve, aēšma-daēva!” the girl shouted firmly at him. She was now pointing a crude knife at the demon. It was etched with markings along the blade and handle and decorated with both old and fresh blood. Veil assumed the girl had made it as a talisman. Unfortunately, the magic on it was a pile of useless crap. 
 
    “You are a long way from home, Zoroastrian witch,” Asmodeus said, glancing down at the circle around his feet. “And you have summoned me with magics borrowed from your Gothic and Greek kin. Clever. But useless.” 
 
    “I invoke you. I invoke you, and I command you!” 
 
    “No, you haven’t, and no, you don’t.” He took a step toward her. Another step, and he was at the edge of the circle. The young witch held her ground, but her eyes shone with fear. To show weakness in this moment was to shatter whatever magic she thought she held over the demon. If she flinched, he’d shatter the spell, so she held strong, pointing the knife at his smiling face. 
 
    “You cannot leave the circle,” she insisted harshly. As if by that means alone she would convince him to stay within the trap she had made for him. “I command you.” 
 
    “No,” he repeated, his voice a low purr. Lifting a foot, he stepped forward. Slowly. Pointedly. Straight out of the circle. “You don’t.” 
 
    The girl let out a sharp gasp and fell backward, staggering toward the wall. The patience of Asmodeus’s movements snapped, and he was on her. He slammed her up against the wall, knocking several pieces of dried and drying somethings to the ground. His hand went around her throat, and the other caught the wrist of the hand that held the dagger. 
 
    Veil watched as Asmodeus squeezed the girl’s wrist, causing her to cry out in pain and drop the knife to the dirt floor with a thump. 
 
    “Foolish girl. Foolish little mortal. I came not because you had power. Not because you were clever, but because you made a dangerous…and deadly…mistake.” 
 
    The girl was shaking, but she did her best to straighten her spine and look him in the face, trying to glare a hole through the demon. The girl tried to be defiant in the face of her certain death. “I failed. My life is forfeit.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I understand the fee for my mistake.” 
 
    “I don’t think you do.” He tightened his grip around her throat, and the girl gasped. But he released his grip a second later, before teasing the girl with his power but doing nothing more. “I can have it all from you. Your life. Your body. Your soul.” 
 
    “Take what you will in payment, but leave me my soul,” the girl argued, trying to look firm. 
 
    “You have nothing to bargain with, girl.” 
 
    “Two, I can give you. Willingly.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He tilted his head down at her curiously. That was not what he had been expecting. It was also an invitation Veil knew he couldn’t refuse. “Perhaps you are not as stupid as I thought. Tell me, girl, what is your name?” 
 
    The witch hesitated. “There is power in a name…” 
 
    “And I am now your Master. Save your soul and give me your mortal life and your body. That is our accord. Give me your name, and we are agreed.” 
 
    The witch hesitated again, squirming where Asmodeus held her pinned to the wall. But he was patient. Finally, she stammered once before finally giving him her name. “Axia.” 
 
    “Axia,” he repeated, his voice a low growl. It sent her face flushing bright red. “A beautiful name.” 
 
    Veil rolled her eyes. “Seriously?” 
 
    Asmodeus glanced over at her, breaking the pattern of the dream, and grinned at her wickedly. “What?” 
 
    “Is this going to be the grand tour of all your greatest fucks?” 
 
    He laughed and threw Axia away from the wall, sending her staggering to a table in the center of the room. She hit it hard, sending bowls and hand-hammered utensils, scraps of parchment, and various other weird items scattering to the floor. He was soon behind her, pinning her to the table, bent over it with her chest pressed against the wood. His hand was on the back of her neck, keeping her there. 
 
    To her credit, Axia didn’t struggle. 
 
    Asmodeus glanced up at Veil. “I’m trying to explain myself.” 
 
    “What does this have to do with you lying to me?” Veil folded her arms across her chest and tried not to watch as Asmodeus began to peel off the girl’s clothing, pulling a dagger from his belt and slicing the leather straps that held her clothing in place. She was shivering, but now it wasn’t from fear. The heated look on her face showed she was enjoying this as much as he was. 
 
    “To understand my lies, you have to understand me. I’m explaining myself, Selina.” 
 
    “Veil.” 
 
    He turned his attention to Veil fully now, pausing in his stripping of the Roman witch. He stared at her intensely but said nothing. 
 
    “There’s power in a name,” Veil repeated Axia’s statement. “I prefer Veil.” 
 
    He said nothing in reply as he yanked Axia’s skirts down to pool around her feet. With a rustle of his own clothing, he aligned himself with the witch and pressed himself forward. 
 
    It was her sharp cry of pleasure that was the last thing Veil heard before the scene faded and changed. 
 
    The cabin was the same. The wood was darker, stained by soot and a thousand more fires. The furniture was a little nicer, the items a little denser packed. There, by the wall, she saw Asmodeus. Still as the Roman soldier, sitting on the edge of a cot covered with animal furs and blankets. 
 
    The woman on the bed was a crone now. Her face was creased with age, spotted and mottled with the marks of time. She was draped in thick furs. The fire in the room was roaring, casting the small space in a bright and vibrant orange. But it did nothing to hide the fact that she was dying. 
 
    Her eyes were glassy and covered with a film that revealed she was likely blind. Her breathing was labored, thick, and had that telltale rattle. She was not only dying soon, she was dying now. 
 
    Asmodeus was holding her hands, and his shoulders were hunched in pain. 
 
    “Did you ever tell her that you couldn’t take her soul if you wanted to?” she asked. 
 
    “No. Never saw the point.” 
 
    “You loved her,” Veil observed. 
 
    “I did. I still do.” He lifted a hand to stroke the old woman’s hair tenderly. She smiled, weak and delayed, as if she wasn’t fully aware of what was happening around her. “I still love them all. Their loss still burns me.” 
 
    “Did she love you in return?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Of her, I’m certain. I released her from her contract after a year of playing at our little game of Master and servant. She stayed at my side instead as my bride.” He smiled faintly. “She was worthless as a witch, anyway.” 
 
    Veil had to laugh quietly, and he joined her. He turned his head to look over to the fire, and she saw the tears that were streaking down his cheeks. He turned back to the old woman in the bed, and Veil went quiet. This was a private moment. Something deeply personal. He was showing her something very close to his heart. 
 
    “Show me…your real face,” Axia said quietly, her voice hoarse and weak. She reached up to touch him but was too frail. “Just this once…” 
 
    His mortal form faded away, and his wings spread out behind him, one draping to his side and over the bed. He caught her hand in his and lifted it to place her palm against his cheek. Her eyes were unfocused, unseeing, but the feeling of his face under her skin brought a smile to her cracked and withered features. Too-thin fingers roamed his brow and his jaw, as if trying to visualize what she couldn’t see. 
 
    “So beautiful.” 
 
    And with that, her hand went limp. 
 
    The noise that left him was a barely human, broken-sounding thing. He pulled her up into his arms, cradling her lifeless body against his chest, hugging her to him as if that would keep her there a moment longer. His dark wings curled around him, his claws clenching into tight fists. He was the vision of grief. Of pain. Of loss. 
 
    He wept. 
 
    And Veil joined him. 
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    Six more memories, he brought her through. Six more women he had loved and lost. Each one carried out in a similar fashion, although the details were always different. But the ending was always the same. Him, left alone, as they died. From old age, from disease, from war. It didn’t matter. 
 
    It always ended with him in tears. 
 
    Each time he cried, it was as though it was the first time he had lost someone he loved. He felt all of them as keenly as a knife wound. Something about this time and place seemed different, though. He was walking down the street, looking all the part of a dapper gentleman. Asmodeus had always told her that British fashion was the epitome of what could be done for a man with nothing but cloth and stitch, and she saw now why he believed that. He looked damn good. And nobody looked good in Colonial garb. Yet he managed to pull it off like he always did.  
 
    Even if the wig looked incredibly silly. 
 
    And his expression said he knew it, the smug bastard.  
 
    The streets were crowded with vendors. It was a midday marketplace. Veil walked next to him, not sure what else to do, and found herself dodging people to stay near him. She didn’t exist to them, after all. 
 
    “We don’t have shops in Heaven or Hell. We don’t have commerce. This is uniquely human. I think it is part of the reason we find it so fascinating. Mammon, certainly, with his love of greed and coin.” 
 
    Asmodeus was beaming. He clearly was enjoying the sights and smells, even the din of the vendors shouting and hawking their wares. She might be a visitor inside his dreams, but to him, these were reliving moments in his life. “I used to come here all the time. I’d buy a few things to make someone smile. But it was never the point. The point was the beauty in it all.” 
 
    She wouldn’t call the dirt and the grime and the noisy shouting “beautiful,” but she knew why he did. She stepped over a pile of severed fish heads next to a market stall that was selling the finished clean product. It smelled like rot. But, hey. To each their own. 
 
    “I’d like to see Hell someday,” she said idly. 
 
    He turned to look at her, pulling to a full stop. “Why?” 
 
    “Why not? I’m sure it’s interesting.” She shrugged. “Y’know, if somebody ever digs me up and I get out of this mess.” She frowned, looking away, the reminder of her situation bringing the cold back dangerously to her limbs. 
 
    He took her face in his hand and tilted her to look up at him. It brought her focus away from the reality of her situation and back to the illusion she was happily taking part in. 
 
    “Why do you want to see Hell? The truth.” 
 
    She paused, thinking it over. She reached up to play with his ascot—she didn’t think anybody could make one look good, but he did. He made everything look good. She decided not to tell him that. He had a big enough ego as it was. “To see where you live. Where you came from.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her unexpectedly and hugged her, clutching her tightly to his chest. Whatever she had said, it had meant a great deal more than she’d realized. She looked up at him, confused, and the expression on his face was one of pain and love twisted together. “I’d like that,” he responded. With a reluctant grunt, he finally let her go and began to walk away. “Come.” 
 
    “Am I going to have to watch you fuck another girl?” 
 
    He grinned wickedly. “I’ll get you to enjoy it someday.” 
 
    Veil sighed, threw up her hands, and followed him. “You’re impossible.” 
 
    “I am, and you love it.” He looked over his shoulder at her and winked. “We have so much to explore, you and I. We’ve barely even scratched the surface.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes but found herself smiling. “I’m going to regret the day you discover sex toy stores are a thing.” 
 
    “Sex toys are nothing new. Neither are ones that plug into the wall. Wait.” He turned to look at her again. “Stores? As in, in public?” 
 
    She snickered. “Oh, man. You have no idea.” It was getting her into trouble, but watching his wide-eyed interest in the topic was too much fun. “They have whole conventions for sexual fetishes now.” 
 
    He grinned wide and threw his arms out at his sides. “Humanity be praised! Finally, they’re waking up. How glorious!” He turned to walk again, his cane tapping against the cobblestones of the road. “Sexual deviance has been at the spine and core of humanity since they began to breed. It’s nothing new. But to see it come into the public light? To see it scorned yet accepted in the same breath? Beautiful. We’ll have to attend one of these events, you know.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He slowed his steps to fall in line next to her and wrapped an arm around her waist to pull her against his side. “Come on. Think of the fun we’ll have.” 
 
    “You’ll have fun. I’ll be stuck watching you find some monster dildo you can pick out and try to use it on some girl.” 
 
    “Not some girl. I only have eyes—and oversized phalluses—for you. That is, until you ask to have more join the fun. Then it’s open season.” 
 
    She swatted at his chest. “No! Pervert.” 
 
    He laughed and scooped her up suddenly, picking her clear off the ground. She put her arms around his neck and looked down at him and his lopsided grin. He had one arm underneath her rear, holding her weight against his chest. She weighed nothing to him, she knew. “You say that like it’s an insult. I am the King of Perverts. What’s your point?” 
 
    He was so happy. It was clear that being here, playing and bantering with her, surrounded by a swarm of humanity—even if they were just dreams—brought him great joy. His green eyes were sparkling with something beautiful. She found she shared in his happiness. 
 
    She loved him. She really did. Even though he lied—even though he’d probably continue to lie for as long as she’d know him—she couldn’t deny the love she felt. In this moment, even with the stupid ascot and the silly wig, he took her breath away. 
 
    She placed her palm against his cheek, and he leaned his head into her touch, his eyes slipping shut. She tilted his head back an inch or two, and he followed her lead as if in a dream. His arm tightened around her, and she felt his other arm band around her lower back. 
 
    She let her thumb trail along his lower lip, tracing the line. This face was familiar to her. This was the one she knew—his latest choice. She’d say it was her favorite, but it wasn’t quite true. It was the first one she’d known, that was for certain. The one she’d fallen in love with. But not the one she loved the most. That title was reserved for his true face. 
 
    A low rumble resonated through her. He had made some sort of growl that had been too quiet to hear, but she could feel it where her body was pressed against his chest. He parted his lips in response to her touch, and she felt his hot breath against her finger. 
 
    She leaned down and kissed the corner of his mouth. He chased her lips with his, his eyes still shut, trying to steal a kiss from her. But she didn’t allow it. Not at first. She teased him, kissing his jawline, his cheekbones, over to his earlobe. 
 
    Growling now loud enough to be heard, he tilted his head down to her throat and she felt his teeth dig into the tender flesh. He bit down hard enough for it to sting, and she gasped, her arms tightening around him. 
 
    “Don’t tease me, little sapphire. You tempt the master, and I brought us here for a reason.” He slid her down his body, and she felt the press of his arousal against her stomach where it strained for freedom against his clothes. But he didn’t release her. Instead, he pressed her hard against him with one hand and caught her chin in the other. 
 
    He kissed her. She didn’t have a choice. She couldn’t have fought him if she wanted to, and she had no desire to struggle. His tongue invaded her mouth, claiming every part of it as he took what he wanted. It was possessive, it was rough, it was brutal, and it was unapologetic. 
 
    And it was glorious. 
 
    When he parted from her, she was breathless. Her heart was pounding, and she felt on fire. But this was an illusion. She looked up at him, confused and startled. He shouldn’t be able to have that kind of effect on her. 
 
    “This may be a dream,” he purred, “but this is my dream. And here, I am master of the world. But before I spend the next hundred years teaching you the meaning of the word perverted, allow me to make my amends to you. Let me finish my story before I find a new way to distract you. Hm?” 
 
    Her mouth went dry at his threat and his promise. “I…um…” Every time she thought she was in control, he reminded her just who she was dealing with. 
 
    “How else do you expect I planned to pass the time? Making you relive my tragic memories for centuries? Hardly. Now, come along. We’re late.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    They wound through the rows of the market. Past the food vendors, past people selling trinkets and whatnot. 
 
    “Hello, sir! I think I’ve got somethin’ you might like!” a young voice piped. Asmodeus stopped and turned to look at who had hailed him. A young woman whose fiery red hair and thick accent told her quickly where the girl had come from. She smiled, beaming that she had caught the man’s attention. She wasn’t the most beautiful girl she’d ever seen, but her green eyes had something charming and spritely in them that she couldn’t deny. 
 
    “Interested?” she asked, holding up a swath of emerald fabric.  
 
    “Indeed, I am,” he replied with a grin.  
 
    The entendre made Veil roll her eyes again. “The Ghost of Christmas Porn strikes again.” 
 
    Asmodeus had to stop for a moment, lowering his head and laughing at her joke. “Well played, Veil. Well played. Now, stop interrupting.” He turned back to the memory. 
 
    The girl missed their exchange for obvious reasons and continued selling her dyed cloth. “It’d go with them perfect green eyes o’ yours.” 
 
    “I think you’re right…” He stepped closer and took the fabric she offered. His hand grazed hers as he did, stroking his fingers along the back of her hand. Her face went cherry red, matching her hair. “But it also goes so well with yours.” 
 
    “Oh my God, you’re such a whore.” Veil laughed. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “Again, is that supposed to be an insult?” He shot her a grin then turned his attention back to the young girl. “My dear, what’s your name?” 
 
    “Bridget, sir.” 
 
    “I’m Alistair. A pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “I, well, er—” Bridget stammered. She clearly wasn’t used to such attention from noblemen. She ended in a giggle, looking down while still nervously blushing. 
 
    “Do you do the work yourself? Or do you sell for someone else?” 
 
    “I do the dyein’. I admit I don’t do the weavin’.” 
 
    “You have a talent for color.” Alistair ran his fingers over the green fabric. 
 
    “You realize that has more arsenic in it than you can shake a stick at, right?” Veil commented, feeling like one of those grumpy old Muppets up in the balcony. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Bridget replied. 
 
    “Alistair,” he reminded her. “Call me Alistair. Please.” 
 
    “Yes, s—um, Alistair,” she quickly corrected, smiling. 
 
    Alistair looked over the table, hummed thoughtfully, and fished into his coat pocket for his checkbook. “I’d like to buy the lot. I’ll have someone come to collect it.” 
 
    “Oh!” Bridget’s hands flew to cover her face. “I—oh, my!” 
 
    He scratched down a number, tore the paper off, and handed it to her. “Is this enough?” 
 
    The girl took one look at it, and her eyes rolled back into her head as she fainted. Alistair caught her, laughing, and the memory faded and changed. 
 
    When it came back around, she was standing in the center of a grand room. The soaring ceilings and hand-painted wallpaper told her instantly it must be Asmodeus’s home in London. 
 
    Asmodeus sat in a chair, reading a newspaper. He looked the same but…aged. Creases at the corner of his eyes and a slight graying of his temples didn’t diminish how beautiful he was. He just looked more distinguished. A gold ring decorated his left hand. 
 
    Bridget walked into the room, smiling. Older as well, and now no longer wearing the clothes of a peasant. She wore a dress that was a far cry from the fabric she’d been selling. She walked up to him and leaned down to kiss him. “Good mornin’, husband.” She still had the Irish lilt, but it was faded. 
 
    “And you, wife.” 
 
    She walked out of the room, humming to herself. The smile on Alistair’s face was contented. Happy. There was peace in his green eyes. She wondered over the fact that he looked older. Then, it hit her. “She didn’t know, did she?” 
 
    His face fell. Looking up from his paper, he folded it and set it on the table next to him. “No.” 
 
    “You hid what you were from her…and you married her?” 
 
    “I loved her. She loved me as a man. I was terrified to risk it.” 
 
    Veil let out a long rush of air. “Shit, Alistair.” And here she thought his lies to her were bad.  
 
    “It wasn’t my smartest moment, I admit.” He stood from his chair and walked over to look out the window at the street below. “I lied to her. Like I lied to you.” 
 
    “Did you ever tell her?” 
 
    “Oh, yes…I tried to make amends for my lie. Let me show you how it went.” His voice grew dark, and so did the room. So did the world around her. Suddenly, they were standing in a bedroom. The room was dark, lit only by a fire in the hearth. Asmodeus stood there in his full glory, his wings spread behind him. Wrapped around his face was a black cloth—not a green one like she thought he wore. Weird. 
 
    Bridget was pressed back against the wall, soundlessly screaming in her terror. 
 
    “I mean you no harm. It is I, Bridget, my love!” He sank to his knees on the carpet, folding his wings behind his back, trying to minimize his size as best as he could. “Please, my wife…I am still he. I am unchanged.” 
 
    “Monster!” Bridget screamed. “Demon!” She scrambled out of the room, her footfalls loud in the hallway.  
 
    “Bridget, wait!” Asmodeus’s form changed back to that of a man, his hair grayer now. He chased after her. “Please, wait!” The servants were pressed to the corners of the hallways as their master and mistress ran through the home. 
 
    Veil, feeling like a passerby in some bizarre form of interactive theatre, rushed to keep up. 
 
    She made it to the kitchen a second after Alistair. He was standing in the doorway, his hands raised, trying to show that he meant no harm. 
 
    Bridget stood across the way on the other side of a large wooden island, a long knife in her hand. She held it aloft, pointing it at Alistair. “Come no closer, demon!” 
 
    “Please…Bridget, lower the knife.” 
 
    “Where is my husband? What’ve you done with him?” the woman screamed. “Where is he?” 
 
    “I am he. I am your husband. We are the same man. Please, Bridget. I love you.” 
 
    “Liar! You’ve taken him!” Tears were welling in Bridget’s eyes, fear and terror and grief all warring for supremacy. She shook her head violently. “No. No. You ain’t him. You can’t be him. My Alistair was a good man. A man!” 
 
    Alistair shrank back from those words like she had struck him. He lowered his hands slowly. “Please, Biddy.” It must have been his nickname for her. “I am he. I am both.” 
 
    She howled in pain at that, tears rushing down her cheeks. “No! No, it’s not true!” 
 
    And then, it all went terribly wrong. Before Alistair could react, faster than he could move, she turned the knife on herself and drove it into her stomach. 
 
    “No!” Alistair screamed as she collapsed to the ground. He rushed to her side and knelt there, cradling her in his arms.  
 
    “Get ’way from me!” She swatted and punched at him, pushing away from him even as she was bleeding out through the knife wound. 
 
    Alistair fell away but didn’t stand. He sat there, watching in horror, his hands stained crimson with her blood. Servants pushed into the room, shoving Veil out of the way, as they ran in to see what had happened. 
 
    “Get out!” Alistair roared. He stood, fury twisting his features as he rounded on his hapless and curious staff. “Out!” 
 
    They ran away. Leaving him and his dying wife. He looked down at her, his fury turning to agony as he began to cry. He reached for her, and she cringed away from him again. He couldn’t even comfort her. He paced, pulling at his hair, unable to even hold her as she died. 
 
    It didn’t take long. And when it did, when her strangled and painful moans ended and she stopped breathing from her puddle of crimson on the ground, Alistair let out a shout that was equal parts rage and grief. He gripped the large wooden island in his hands and heaved. With his unnatural strength, he sent it toppling over up against the wall with a resounding crash! 
 
    He collapsed to his knees, his head in his hands, and screamed. 
 
    And with that, the dream faded away. Now, they were standing in a graveyard. There was no one there. No one save Veil and Alistair. He stood there in all black, looking down at the open grave. There wasn’t even a priest. 
 
    It had been suicide, after all. 
 
    He wore all black…except for a green scarf. The fabric that Bridget had given him the day they had met. She recognized it now. He wore it in his true form to hide his scar. As a reminder of the monster he was. As a reminder of what he had lost. 
 
    Her heart cinched tight at the realization of what it meant to him. Of what it represented. A rock lodged in her throat, and she had to turn away from the sight. 
 
    “I left for America once she was in the ground. The rumors were too thick. The memories too deep. It was after her loss that…I just…” He trailed off. 
 
    She turned to look at him. His hand was shaking. He was holding a red rose, and he had squeezed it in his palm so hard that he was bleeding from the thorns. He tossed it into the grave. Veil walked to his side and turned him to look at her, wrenching him away from the painful sight. 
 
    He looked down at her, green eyes flicking back and forth between hers, searching for something. “I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t take their loss. Their judgment. I couldn’t…after that, how could I?” 
 
    “That’s why you began to try to build someone who could love you.” She put it together and sighed heavily. “Oh, Asmodeus…” 
 
    When he went to look down into Bridget’s grave, she reached up to turn his face to look at her. “Show me something different. Show me a happy memory. Anywhere but here.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her, sinking against her as if he needed her to hold him up. She hugged him back, cradling his head against her shoulder, and as the world around them faded away, she shut her eyes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Loudun, France 
 
      
 
    1634 
 
      
 
    “When I said a happy memory, this isn’t exactly what I had in mind.” 
 
    Alistair chuckled. They were on the balcony of a church sanctuary. She was standing by the railing, and him behind her, caging her in with his arms on either side of her. 
 
    But that wasn’t the notable part. 
 
    The notable part was the pile of writhing bodies on the stairs of the altar of the church. About a dozen women lay strewn about, naked, enjoying each other. And one man lying in the middle of it, laughing and smiling between burying his face in whatever pile of young female flesh was closest to him. 
 
    Judging by the piles of black and white fabric lying around, the women were nuns. This was a convent. The guy was still wearing some of his priestly robes. 
 
    “You should learn to be more specific, then,” Asmodeus growled against her shoulder, and she felt his teeth nip her flesh. She jolted at the touch and fought the urge to enjoy it, given the view. “And let’s be perfectly clear—this was Zebulon’s idea, not mine. I just couldn’t pass up on the fun.” 
 
    “Who’s the poor jackass?” 
 
    “That ‘poor jackass,’” Asmodeus chuckled again, sliding a hand slowly up her arm, and she shivered despite herself, “is Urbain Grandier. He thinks he sold his soul for this. It’ll just get him burned at the stake. But I do think he died happy. It was easy enough to take his shape, get the nuns excited and ready to go…and then let him take my place.” 
 
    She glanced down at the pile of moaning and writhing bodies. They all seemed to be having a blast, at least. “None of them are possessed?” 
 
    “Of course not.” He nuzzled the crook of her neck, and she pulled in a sharp breath through her nose. Damn him and what he could do to her without trying. She supposed there wasn’t any helping it. It was his power, and she was certainly not immune to it. “Humans rarely need to be possessed to give in to their desires. Certainly not lust. Possession is just the excuse they concoct the next morning when the haze has worn off.”  
 
    Alistair’s hand trailed up over her shoulder and settled around her throat, pressing her back into his chest. He tightened just enough to restrict her air, but not to cut it off. 
 
    Her eyes slipped shut. She squirmed against him, and he laughed low at her reaction.  
 
    “Oh, my darling little sapphire…are you finally enjoying my show?” 
 
    “No. Has nothing to do with them,” she murmured. “They’re vaguely disgusting.” 
 
    He nuzzled his lips to her ear, placing a slow, sultry kiss at the spot where her lobe joined her neck. She shuddered. “Then what is it?” 
 
    “You,” she admitted. “Only you.” 
 
    He took her by the shoulder and whirled her around. As he did, he pushed her. She threw her arms out to try to stop herself from falling, but there was nothing to hold on to. She screamed as she fell and landed on something soft and plush. The sudden movement had startled her into dumb silence. 
 
    Alistair laughed from where he stood by her feet. 
 
    She looked around, not recognizing where they were. She wasn’t on a bed. Not really. It was a large circular depression in the floor. It was down a few steps, which was why she had fallen so far and hit nothing. Looking up, the ceiling was open overhead. There was sky beyond, but it wasn’t any sky she’d ever seen before. It wasn’t blue, it was…some weird shade of purple. The clouds were black. 
 
    It was bizarre, and yet it was also beautiful. 
 
    Sitting up, she looked around the room curiously. Around the pit at seven points were huge columns that soared up to support the open dome overhead. Attached to them were burning braziers that cast flickering shadows from all directions. The fire kept the room warm, despite how big it was. 
 
    She couldn’t see much past the line of the columns; the room was too dark. But she caught flashes of a mural or mosaic in the shadows. 
 
    It felt like a place of worship. Glancing back up at the sky, she furrowed her brow. But nowhere on Earth. She looked back to Alistair. He was standing at the top ring of stairs, leaning his shoulder against the stone column. He was as she remembered him, dressed in a modern, well-fitting suit. His arms were crossed over his chest, waiting for her to put the pieces together. 
 
    “This is Hell?” 
 
    “You said you wanted to see it.” He pushed away from the column and took a step down toward the fabric-covered circle. It was some twenty feet in diameter, and it was a sea of dark green silk, pillows, and furs. She ran her fingers through the thick pelt of some dead animal next to her, feeling how soft it was. 
 
    “This is your temple.” 
 
    “Correct. You’ve always been clever.” He shrugged off his coat and tossed it aside. He stepped down onto the circular pit, and it depressed slightly under his weight. He knelt, his knees on either side of her thigh, and looked at her with the dark, hungry expression she’d come to anticipate with both fear and excitement. 
 
    When he went to unbutton his shirt, she reached up to stop him. He shot her a curious look. 
 
    “Not like this.” She sat up, leaning her weight on one of her hands behind her. She ran her hand up his chest and along his neck, feeling the warmth and strength there. “As you really are.” 
 
    “Trying to flatter me?” He grinned wickedly. “What’s wrong with this body?” 
 
    She put her hand on the back of his neck and urged his face closer to her. He obediently followed. She grazed her lips against his then moved her head to whisper into his ear. “Nothing’s wrong with you as a man. But I prefer the demon.” 
 
    He shuddered, his whole body overcome by her words. He growled low in his throat, a strange, animalistic noise. It was an inhuman sound, and it sent something rushing through her. A mix of adrenaline and desire in equal parts. The feeling of him against her shifted, changed, as his mortal form melted away. His wings spread out around her. A clawed hand grasped her by the shoulder, and the other around her arm as he snatched her closer to him. She could only press her hands against his chest in a futile attempt to slow him down. 
 
    But this was exactly what she had asked for, wasn’t it? 
 
    Two clawed hands held her off the pillowed surface. Another one yanked her hips toward his, forcing her legs to spread around his waist. She could only helplessly cling to him as he caught her chin in his other hand and pressed her head back and away from him, arching her back and baring her throat and chest to him. 
 
    Still, he was letting out that low, inhuman growl. It was the purr of some large and dangerous beast, and it resonated in her body and did strange things to her. Strange…but not unwelcome. That sound alone threatened to drag her over the edge into bliss. She moaned quietly and tilted her head back, letting her body relax into his grasp. 
 
    As he dragged his tongue up her collarbone, hot and slow, he turned her to look at him when he reached her lips. His scarf was gone, and she looked at his perfect features—scar and all. His green glowing eyes were blazing. 
 
    “You prefer the demon?” 
 
    “I do…” 
 
    He grinned wickedly. “Then the demon you shall have.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Something about his grin, something about the look on his face promised this was going to be different. She wanted the demon. 
 
    He was going to give it to her. 
 
    Suddenly, she realized he’d been restraining himself all these years. Holding back from what he really wanted to do to her. She really might have made a horrible mistake. “Wait. Hold on. We aren’t done. You haven’t shown me the rest. You said you’d—” 
 
    “That can all wait.” The claws that grasped her shoulders tightened. “We have plenty of time. I think I’d like to have a little interlude. Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Wait, just, wait—” She pushed on his chest, trying to get some space between them. “Give me a second to—”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    She slapped her palm against him hard, sending a crack echoing against the stone walls. 
 
    He growled low in his throat, ending in a laugh. It wasn’t a friendly one. His expression twisted from amusement to danger then drifted into a merger of the two. “You want it to be like that, then? Good. I love it when you struggle.” 
 
    “Wait, I—” Her protests were cut short as he grabbed her clothing in his hands and tore the fabric clean in half. He threw her onto her back on the cushioned surface, his human hands now pinning her bare shoulders down as his clawed wings did the rest of the work. Her clothing was quickly reduced to shreds. “Asmodeus! What the fuck are you—” 
 
    “Let’s shut up that pretty mouth of yours, shall we? You’ve become quite venomous over the years, it seems.” He snatched her by the hair and yanked her around. She could only yelp as he sat back against the stairs, his legs in front of him, spread with her between them. She was dizzy from all the sudden movement but found her face pressed against his arousal. He was naked, and the feeling of his hard flesh against her cheek stopped all her protests hard in their tracks. 
 
    “There, now. This’ll give you something better to do than to make false protests at me. A much better use of your sharp tongue, no? Put it to work. Open your mouth.” 
 
    She refused and instead glared up at him. She felt the claws of his wings stroke up her back, leaving goosebumps in their wake. She refused to let herself react, even though she felt something like electricity crawling over her at his touch. 
 
    He laughed, leaning back, his human hand still tightly fisting her hair, not letting her pull away from him. He forced her to nuzzle him as he lifted his hips, grinding himself against her. “What a look. You’ll lead me to think you aren’t enjoying this.” 
 
    One of his claws drifted over her shoulder, under her, and cupped the globe of her breast. She jolted at the touch, the sensitive flesh lighting up instantly at the attention. Damn him. But she wouldn’t let him— 
 
    His claws pinched her nipple. Hard. 
 
    She gasped in pain, her mouth opening, and that was her mistake. Suddenly, her breath was chased away from her as something large, something hot, and something very eager took the place of her gasp for air. 
 
    Without warning, without even so much as a pause, he rammed himself deep down into her body, filling her, cutting off her air. He didn’t stop until her nose was pressed against his abdomen. He roared in pleasure, arching his back off the stairs, holding her head tight in both hands. His claws dug into her, flexing and grasping at her in his pleasure. 
 
    All she could do was try not to gag. Try not to retch. But she found it was easier in the dream to hold herself in control. Small favors. She pounded her fist against his thigh, attempting to push him away with her other hand. But he was too strong. 
 
    She could bite down. 
 
    That’d be a way to end it. 
 
    But something in her couldn’t do it. There was a large part of her that wanted to fight him…and wanted to lose. The part of her that wanted to feel his control, his power, his need, was drowning everything else out. 
 
    The part of her that burned like liquid iron had been poured into her veins won the fight as quickly as it had started. Her jaw ached. Her lungs ached. Something else ached worse. 
 
    “Ahh—oh, my little sapphire. Oh, my perfect love. How I’ve missed this!” He was still moaning, pressing her against him. He pulled her off him, letting her gasp for air through her nose, but not pulling himself free of her mouth. “Do you give up yet?” 
 
    She growled, muffled as it was. 
 
    “I was hoping not. Let’s take our time, shall we? I’m in no rush. Let’s see who wins this fight. I’ll make you surrender to me, again and again, as many times as I want.” 
 
    He began to push her head down and lift it back, taking his sweet time. The lack of air kept her feeling dizzy, and the whole situation made her feel almost drunk and a little delirious. Maybe it was the dream. Maybe it was him. Maybe it was the feeling of him moving in her like a machine. 
 
    It felt so good. Even the ache it left in her just fed the fire in her body. The feeling of him in her mouth, in her body, the taste of him…she let herself revel in it. It and the feeling of helplessness—of control—made her need more. 
 
    Minutes went by. He was unstoppable. He showed no signs of slowing down…or speeding up. Her head swam. Soon, she gave up trying to push him away, letting him use her. The grip in her hair loosened. “Good. That’s it…” 
 
    Suddenly, she could breathe again. He pulled her up, and she gasped for air. She didn’t even notice he had moved her until she was on her back, lying in the cushions. Her head swam, reeling around her, and she gasped as she felt him nuzzle between her legs. Her hands flew to grasp his hair, but clawed wings caught her wrists and pinned them to her sides. 
 
    It wasn’t fair. He had four hands. She only had the two! 
 
    When his tongue ran along her core, revealing how much she was enjoying their “fight,” he purred in approval. But just like before, he was in no rush. He tormented her, enjoying her, exploring her. The roll of a tongue, the drift of teeth oversensitive and overeager flesh. The graze of fingers where she wanted them to fill, not tease. 
 
    Never finishing her. 
 
    Never bringing her enough to send her over the edge. It left her lying there, whimpering, writhing under his attentions. He never entered her. Never did more but run his tongue along her and graze his teeth against her sensitive nub. 
 
    “Learn to bask in the act of it,” he murmured, placing a slow kiss against the inside of her thigh. “No need to be so hasty.” 
 
    She growled and threw her head back into the cushions, and he chuckled at her impatience. 
 
    “You could always ask for more,” he teased. 
 
    She tried to kick him, and that made him laugh harder. 
 
    “As you wish. I’m enjoying myself perfectly.” And with that, he went back to tormenting her. But she wouldn’t give up. She wouldn’t give in. But she couldn’t disassociate from what he was doing. Every time she tried to let her mind drift away, he pinched her or dug his teeth into her skin, dragging her back into the moment with him. 
 
    How long it went on, she couldn’t say. Her mind was lost in a sea of pleasure, of need, and of him. Everything around her smelled like incense. Of sandalwood and frankincense. Of him. She needed him. Needed more. Her hands dug into the sheets beneath her, her wrists still grasped in his wings. 
 
    The word was pulled from her before she could stop it. “Please…” 
 
    “Two-zero, Asmodeus,” he purred through a growl as he kissed her inner thigh again. “Come, now. For someone who made such a show, I expected more from you.” 
 
    He shifted, kneeling and pulling her up with him, cradled in the grasp of his wings. She held onto his shoulders as he kissed her, his hand slipping to cradle her head. She tasted herself on his lips, but it didn’t bother her. He guided her to straddle his waist, and soon he was lying on the cushions with her atop him. 
 
    “I did so enjoy watching you ride me. Want to even the score? Go on and try.” He grinned, his claws drifting down her shoulders to rest against her lower back. 
 
    She wanted him. She needed him. Her body was begging to be filled, and she knew nothing could scratch that itch except him. She reached between them, grasping his length, and lifted her hips, positioning him at her entrance. 
 
    She lowered her hips on him and didn’t even try to bite back her moan as he filled her. By all the God, or Gods, it didn’t matter who—there was so much of him! And each time felt like the first. Damn her and her healing body. He spread her wide, and she whimpered as she sank lower, her hands resting on his chest, squeezing her eyes shut. 
 
    Asmodeus moaned beneath her, his hands on her thighs drifting up to cup her breasts, squeezing her and teasing the sensitive peaks. 
 
    She growled and snatched his hands, pinning them to the cushions by his head. She opened her eyes and looked down at him. He couldn’t have looked more pleased. “Mmh…Want me to fetch the chains? How I’d love to see you take the whip to my flesh. Make me beg for mercy, little sapphire.” 
 
    The way he growled the words were sinful. They made something in her cinch tight, as she pulled herself up on his body only to sink back down, starting a slow rhythm at first. She wanted to adjust to the feel of him reaching every part of her. 
 
    “I should really be playing with a handicap,” he said with a cheeky grin. “You really are playing the master. Poor thing, I barely fit, don’t I? Does it hurt?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Good.” He grabbed her hips with his wings and yanked her roughly down, sinking him to the hilt inside her body. She howled at the sensation. “You like it when it hurts a little, don’t you?” 
 
    “Shut up,” she hissed through her teeth as she struggled to hold herself together. She ground her body against his, arching up and returning, reaching the bottom of her stroke and rolling her hips against him. 
 
    “I thought—” His breath hitched as she moved, and his eyes shut for a moment. He moaned and lifted his hips against her. “I’m sorry. What was I saying?” 
 
    She’d shut him up another way. She leaned down and kissed him, keeping a tight hold on his hands as she did. His clawed hands stayed on her hips, grasping her tightly and ramming her down hard against him. She cried out, muffled against the kiss, feeling him press roughly against her end. 
 
    “Cheater!” she gasped. “Stop that.” 
 
    “Not my fault you didn’t think to restrain them too.” His claws clutched the flesh of her ass and groped it roughly, digging into her sensitive skin. “I’ve told them to stop, but they have a mind of their own, I swear.” And with that, they picked her up and slammed her back down. 
 
    He bent his knees, and now with the press of a spread claw against her lower back, began to pick his own tempo, pushing up into her like the inhuman machine he was. She moaned loudly, and he caught the sound with his lips as he kissed her, slipping his tongue into her mouth. 
 
    He was unstoppable. He really was. The feeling of him, unrelenting, unforgiving, unwavering, was too much. Her elbows gave out, and she collapsed against him, cradling his face in her hands as still he never broke the kiss. 
 
    His hands, freed of her weakening grasp, began wandering her body, caressing and fondling her as he pressed into her again and again. Ecstasy began to crest in her. As she pitched over that edge, she cried out against his lips, and he rammed into her hard, filling her to the brim. She felt him swell inside her, felt him throb, and knew by the way he stifled the roar that bloomed in his chest that he had shared in her pleasure. 
 
    When he finally released her lips, he tilted her head to look up at him. “I’ll mark that as a tie…” 
 
    She shivered in the aftermath of the pleasure he had brought her, although he showed no signs of softening where he was still buried deep inside her. “Asmodeus, I—” 
 
    “I’m going to have every part of you tonight. I’m going to enjoy you, again and again. You wanted the demon, and I have every intention of giving it to you.” 
 
    Something wrapped around her throat. Something thin, and soft, and warm. Something she didn’t recognize. She let out a squeak as it pulled, dragging her off him. Her hands flew to grab at it, but it was joined by friends as more of the strange sensation wrapped around her wrists. She was pulled to her back in the circular depression in the center of the temple. She was left looking up at the purple sky as she felt…whatever it was…start to crawl all over her. 
 
    She tried to cry out for help. “Asm—” Something bound around her mouth, silencing her like a gag. She tried to bite at it, but it didn’t flinch or move. It was warm. Soft, but like a steel cable ran through the middle of it. She struggled, but they were already wound around her ankles. The weird ropes pulled them as close to her thighs as they could, bending her legs, forcing her knees into the air and splitting them wide. She whimpered, muffled against the gag, thrashing against the restraints. But she was bound tight. 
 
    “Look at you…by the stars, you are beautiful.” Asmodeus was hovering over her, kneeling between her legs. He drifted his claws over her chest, fondling her. One of his hands was leisurely pleasuring himself. The sight made her stomach drop off a cliff, and she whined. “These creations of mine can do much more than just restrain you. But…one thing at a time, hm?” 
 
    “Mmmhff!” she screamed at him, and he laughed loudly at her indignancy. 
 
    “Oh, come now. I’ve wanted to play this game with you for so very long.” He pressed a hand to the bed next to her head, shifting himself against her and pressing. 
 
    But not where she was expecting. Somewhere else—somewhere tighter. Somewhere something of his size had no business being. She tried to yell at him to wait. “Mmmf!” 
 
    He shushed her again, and his claws were settled on her knees, pulling her legs farther apart. The strange semi-sentient ropes seemed to obey his command, lifting her hips off the cushions. 
 
    Still slick from her, he pushed into her body. She screamed into the gag, feeling him press inside. He was going to split her in half! He was going to tear her apart! 
 
    “Oh, enough. And you accuse me of melodrama!” His hand came down across her thigh, slapping it, and she gasped at the sharp sensation. That had hurt. It wasn’t until then that she realized the rest of her didn’t. 
 
    Lying there in stunned silence, she felt him slip farther inside of her, spreading her wide, stretching her open. Inch by inch. She moaned at the sensation. Of feeling him fill her in a way she hadn’t ever really experienced—not like this. But what she felt wasn’t pain. It was something else entirely. It was a raw, terrifying kind of erotic pleasure she didn’t know what to do with. 
 
    “It only hurts if I want it to hurt,” he purred as he pushed deeper inside. “And I think I’d like to skip the preamble tonight.” 
 
    She writhed beneath him, whimpering at what that did to her. It felt like it was impossibly deep already, but she knew he wasn’t even halfway. She moaned and wished she could toss her head, but the bindings held her tight. 
 
    Slowly, bit by bit, he crept inside. He began that strange, wonderful growl in his throat again. That deep purr that sent a tremor through her body. “Oh, this is…this is bliss.” With one final shove, he had seated himself to the root. His hands were pressed against the bed on either side of her head, holding up his weight. She felt him against her body as his clawed hands ground into her hips. He let out a long, profane groan, explicit in his obvious enjoyment. He threw back his head, his eyes shut tight. 
 
    She thought it couldn’t get any more intense. But she was wrong. He began to rock himself inside her, slowly at first. Tiny movements that grew longer and broader, until he was pistoning in and out of her like a machine again. He was inhuman and uncanny in the way his gestures never faltered. 
 
    Demon. 
 
    Ecstasy built in her, crashed over her like a wave, taking her mind far away from anything else she’d ever known. She cried out against the gag, unable to do much else the way he had her pinned beneath him. 
 
    Her small muffled cries each time he slipped into her were met with a grunt from him. He was not immune to what was happening. But he never relented. 
 
    On and on it went, sending her over that cliff into white noise, again and again. She thought it might drive her insane. The constant pleasure. The feeling of him filling her, splitting her wide, the glorious friction he brought. And yet she knew there was more to come. She knew he could do worse. And she wasn’t going to be happy until he did. 
 
    As if sensing it, the binding that gagged her released, disappearing. Freeing her to gasp and moan underneath him. 
 
    “Tell me you want me. Tell me you want this. Tell me you want me to fuck you.” 
 
    She couldn’t take it anymore. And yet she couldn’t surrender. Couldn’t say the words. “No,” she growled. 
 
    Still, he rutted inside her relentlessly.  “Give in. Give up, my sapphire. You’re mine. You’re always going to be mine. No matter what happens. You—this—belongs to me. No one else will ever come close to what I can bring you.” 
 
    He drove into her and let out a low, guttural moan as he swelled. She felt heat fill her, but still he didn’t stop. He just paused. Now he leaned back, straightening, and began the dance again. But with this angle, he had a new toy to play with. 
 
    His fingers plunged into her core, filling her now in both places. She wailed, tossing her head. If it weren’t for the ropes and his claws holding her still, she’d have bucked away from him. It was too much! 
 
    He shushed her and slowed his pace. Two fingers curled in her lazily, moving in tempo with the rest of him. Matching his stroke as he now languorously filled her and relented, his other hand kneading her breast. There were so many sensations bombarding her, she didn’t know what to do. 
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    Unable to disobey, not even realizing he had told her to do anything at all until she had done it, she opened her eyes and looked up at him. Her body was covered in a sheen of sweat, and so was his. Kneeling above her, terrible and beautiful, he was lost in pleasure. Lost in her. His eyes were lidded and heavy, and the look of lust, of hunger, of desire on his features almost sent her into ecstasy again. 
 
    He slowed his movements, bringing her heart rate down with it, playing her like an instrument. Her body was his to command. Like fuck if she was going to tell him that. A third finger joined the other two, and she cried out. She growled at him, digging her fingernails into the ropes that bound her wrists over her head.  
 
    “Look at that face. So angry. You’re mine. Give in.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You know what I can do to you. You know I’m being kind.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Asmodeus.” 
 
    He grinned broadly. “Dangerous words, sapphire.” 
 
    “I’d tell you to go to Hell, but, oops, here we are.” She didn’t argue because she wanted to win. She argued because she wanted to lose.  
 
    He laughed darkly. “I do love these games you play.” He spread his wings behind him. They glinted in the firelight. He was a terrible thing over her—a monster, a demon, ravishing her and buried in her in more ways than one—and she had never seen anything more beautiful. 
 
    She laid her head back, and even if she hadn’t been pulled wide by the ropes that bound her, she would have opened herself to him anyway. She might not be able to surrender in words…but she could surrender in all the ways that mattered. 
 
    And with that, the demon descended on her. 
 
    What followed threatened to shatter her mind. But if she had to choose what would send her reeling into the pits of insanity—the cold of being buried alive, or by being taken by an archdemon… 
 
    By whatever God was listening, she’d choose him every time. 
 
    He stayed true to his threat. He filled her in every way a man could do. It was brutal, unapologetic. It ached, it burned, it felt like bliss. It was everything she needed to feel. When all was said and done, she lay cradled in his arms, buried under warm furs, and all she could feel was him. 
 
    He was kissing her, slowly, gently, bringing her back down from the euphoria in which he had placed her. Some combination of pain and pleasure had brought her higher than she thought possible. But everything was slowly coming back to her now. 
 
    “There you are…” He smiled faintly against her lips as he kissed her. When he broke the embrace, he picked his head up to look down at her. “I thought I had broken you.” 
 
    “Can’t,” she murmured. That was all she had in her. One of his wings was under her, and it felt like the most amazing down blanket. She curled into him, and he lay on his side in order to hold her closer. 
 
    “Apparently not.” He hummed in appreciation and slipped a hand down to her ass, cupping and squeezing it as he pulled her against him. 
 
    If she weren’t so tired, she would’ve laughed at how utterly incorrigible he was. “What was the count?” It took her longer to muster the strength to ask that question than she’d care to admit. 
 
    “You don’t want to know. Let’s just say I won and move on.” 
 
    She nuzzled her head into the crook of his shoulder, chuckling weakly. She didn’t know how she could be tired in a dream, and yet, here she was. And she was exhausted. But any thought of the truth of where she was, of what was happening to her, was far away from her now. And for that, she would’ve traded a great number of “losses” at his hands.  
 
    And other things. 
 
    She snickered at her own bad joke. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    She reached a hand up to gently stroke his cheek. “I love you, Asmodeus.” 
 
    He smiled. Something like true happiness glittered in his eyes. He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I love you, Veil.” She shut her eyes and felt herself begin to drift off to sleep. But not before she heard him quietly say, “Now let’s see if I can have your forgiveness…” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Waking up while standing was a weird sensation.  
 
    Yet here she was. Standing in the middle of a room. The walls were white tile. The floor was the same. It was a laboratory of some kind. Gas lamps burned on the walls, dating whenever she was to somewhere after the early nineteenth century. But she knew the room. This was Alistair’s home in Boston. This was his basement.  
 
    In the center of the room was a metal table. It was wide, as if designed to hold two bodies on it. On it was a figure of a man she didn’t recognize, tucked to the left as if waiting for something to join him on the right side. 
 
    He wasn’t alive. But he wasn’t dead, either. The man was breathing, and his skin was both too pale and too pink at the same time. A homunculus—one like Octavian, not one like her. She tried not to cringe at the thought. 
 
    Hunched over him was Asmodeus in his human form. Alistair was carefully drawing a symbol onto the man’s forearm. A symbol she knew quite well. She scratched at her own forearm absentmindedly. It was the matching one, after all. 
 
    But this wasn’t Octavian. And it certainly as fuck wasn’t her. So…who was this? 
 
    As if knowing she was going to ask, Alistair spoke. “It took me dozens of attempts. Dozens of them before one of them stayed alive. He was the first who breathed long enough that I might graft a soul to him.” 
 
    Veil walked up to stand across the table from Alistair, looking down at the living corpse’s face. He was beautiful but more rugged than Asmodeus. Much more “manly,” in the traditional sense, anyway. 
 
    “How did you make him?” 
 
    Alistair glanced at her then returned to his work in the dream. “You know how.” 
 
    “I want to hear you say it.” 
 
    “I grafted the bodies of living—willing—sacrifices together.” He said it quietly, under his breath, reluctantly. “There was no other way.” 
 
    “Besides not doing it at all.” 
 
    “Yes, besides that.” He sighed and put down the pen he was using to draw the symbol onto the man’s flesh. “Besides committing myself to an eternity of pain and loneliness, yes! This was the only way.” 
 
    “There’s a big leap between ‘I’m sick of losing people’ and ‘I’m stitching together corpses for laughs and fucks,’” she argued. “You know that, right?” 
 
    He flinched and looked away from her. His jaw ticked, and he picked up the quill pen again and bent to continue working. “If I admit to regretting what I’ve done, it means I regret making you. And that is something I can never say, for it’s too great a lie to pass through even my lips.” 
 
    She laughed and shook her head, turning away from him for a minute. 
 
    “What’s funny?” 
 
    “You, you corny idiot. You always know the right and wrong thing to say.” 
 
    “Thank you, I think.” The sound of his stool moving across the floor made her turn back to him. He stood and folded the breathing corpse’s arm across his chest then pulled the white sheet up over to cover him to his shoulders. “I crafted them first to ensure that they were stable, that they’d last, before I tried to make myself a companion. I didn’t want to curse myself with more loss. It was a selfish bid for self-preservation. This man’s body—and Octavian’s—were made from scratch to ensure there were no impurities. No diseases lying in wait, no cancers or poisons that might take them too soon. Free of the things that might grow and fester as they are wont to do.” 
 
    He walked to the door and opened it. A young man walked in. He was thin. Painfully so. His face was drawn and shallow with disease. It was clear this man suffered all the things that Asmodeus had built the body on the table to free of. The frail young man looked down at the breathing corpse on the table, and his face cracked into a nervous smile. “Is that…?” 
 
    “Yes, Charles.” Alistair placed a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “For you.” 
 
    Now she understood why the man on the table was burlier than Octavian. The body was made to be everything this Charles wasn’t. Everything this Charles would want to be. Virile. Strong. Free of defects. Veil gritted her teeth and looked away with a sigh. Everyone in the ordeal might be willing, but she didn’t know if that made it right. 
 
    The promise of a perfect body—for a roll of the dice. She knew many people would take that risk. Many, many people. 
 
    Charles walked toward the table and put his hands on the sheet that covered the corpse. He pulled it off, all the way, revealing the full of the man’s build. All of it. He was naked, after all. Charles laughed. “Oh, it’s perfect. Will I really…will I really be him?” 
 
    “This is you, Charles. As soon as you’re ready.” Alistair was resting his hand against Charles’s back as the frail man still took in the form lying on the table before him. The body that was soon going to become his. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Charles said altogether too quickly. “I’m ready,” he said again, trying to sound firmer and less overeager. 
 
    Alistair laughed and patted the man on the back. “It’s quite all right to be excited. I must warn you…I don’t truly know how all this will unfold. I might fail you.” 
 
    “I trust you, sir. Besides it’s…it’s worth the risk. I’d rather be like that”—he gestured at the body on the slab—“for a split second than be like this another day.” 
 
    “Then climb onto the table and lie down. We’ll begin.” Asmodeus helped the frail man up onto the table. She wasn’t quite sure what was wrong with him, what illness he had, but it didn’t really matter. She knew how this probably ended. As she’d never met Charles…probably not well at all. 
 
    She leaned against the wall and watched as Alistair performed the ceremony she’d seen him do once before on a wooden puppet and his servant Emily. He placed one hand over the man’s heart and another hand over the heart of the living corpse. 
 
    Bowing his head, he shut his eyes, and she felt power fill the room. Shadows surged from him, and his human form melted away. He shed it, drawing on his true self for focus. His wings spread out like the shadows around him. Soon, the room seemed to hum with power. He pulled in a breath, and in time with the rise of his chest, Charles and the corpse did the same. 
 
    He breathed out, and so did they. For a moment, all three were living as one. Using himself as a conduit, he bound the soul of Charles to the body. The symbols on the corpse flared to light then simmered down, leaving a bloody wound, thin as the blade of a knife, in its wake. 
 
    Asmodeus released his grasp on the corpse and turned his attention to Charles’s frail body on the slab. The hand over his heart tightened like a claw, and the man gasped. Without even asking, without needing to, she knew what he was doing. 
 
    He was killing him. Ending the lifeforce that bound him to his true body so his soul would snap into the puppet of flesh he had made. It wasn’t like his wooden creations…but it was good enough. 
 
    Charles died quickly. Painlessly. With little more than a single blink, he went limp. 
 
    And Charles’s new eyes opened. He breathed in. He smiled. Joy lit his features, and Asmodeus’s face matched his. 
 
    But then it all seemed to fall apart. 
 
    The new body, driven by the soul of Charles, folded in, curled up and contorted in agony. 
 
    The dream faded to the sound of his screams. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The same room. This time…a different body. 
 
    This time, she knew the one on the slab. Octavian. 
 
    She sighed and walked over to a stool by the wall and sat down on it heavily. Alistair was by the sink, washing his hands. 
 
    “What happened to Charles?” 
 
    “What do you think happened to him?” He was as unamused as she’d have expected. But there was a strange angry undertone to his voice. It took her half a second to realize he wasn’t angry at her—he was probably angry at himself. 
 
    “How long did he last?” 
 
    Alistair shook his head and didn’t answer. For a long moment, he stayed silent, leaning his hands on the edge of the sink, watching the water pour down the drain. Finally, he shut off the tap but still didn’t turn to face her. Just looked down at the steel and thought. She let him. 
 
    Didn’t have anywhere else to be, after all. 
 
    When he spoke, his voice was quiet. He was trying to be matter-of-fact. Removed from what he was saying. She understood that compulsion. She’d felt that way before when trying to explain to people what she was. “I let him keep his memories. I thought that would help him. It didn’t. He knew what he was from the moment he opened his eyes. I think that made the pain worse. I could have helped the pain in his body. I could have helped him mitigate the pain. With magic, or drugs, or what have you. But what I couldn’t heal was the insanity. Screaming against the agony of what had been done to him. After three days…he begged me to die. Begged me to end his life. And so…I did.” 
 
    “But you tried again.” 
 
    He shut his eyes and bowed his head, his dark hair falling in tendrils along his face. It was at chin length, not the long hair he wore in his demon form, but long enough to shield his eyes from her. To try to hide what he must feel. “I had to.” 
 
    She stood from the stool and walked over to him. She tugged on his arm, but at first, he didn’t move. She pulled again, and finally he turned toward her. She wrapped her arms around his waist and held him, resting her cheek against his chest. “Why’re you showing me this?” 
 
    “I need you to understand why I made you. And why I lied to you. And…” He paused. Seemingly steeling himself, he rolled his shoulders, and she felt them pop before he continued. “You said to me that I couldn’t feel loneliness because I was surrounded by people who loved me. That wherever I went, I had followers. I need you to understand that isn’t true.” 
 
    “I said that shit in the middle of a fight, Alistair.” She laughed quietly. “You really took it that seriously?” 
 
    “Everything you say, I take seriously.” 
 
    “Sucks to be you.” 
 
    He laughed and leaned down to rest his forehead against hers. “Rather kind of does sometimes. But it has its upsides.” His hand roamed to her ass and squeezed it hard, making her jolt. 
 
    She slapped him on the chest. “Knock it off.” 
 
    He took a step away from her and bowed, grinning ear to ear. “You’re blushing. You liked it.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and walked away, putting the table between the two of them. “Stick to the topic.” 
 
    “Fine. I’m sure you wouldn’t want me to bend you over Octavian’s soulless body, anyway.” When she blanched, he shrugged as if to say it was her loss. He went to where Octavian was lying and looked down at him. “If I’d known, if I could even fathom that he was capable of the cruelty he showed you…what he’s done to you? I would have smashed his skull the moment I made him.” 
 
    The coldness that had been pushed to the edge of her consciousness sank into her again without warning. It punched into her like an icepick, driving up into her ribcage. Her knees gave out, and she would have collapsed to the tile if he hadn’t rushed around to catch her. Pulling her into his arms, he held her tightly. 
 
    “No. No. Stay with me, Veil. Stay with me.” 
 
    She clung to him, wrapping her arms around his neck, and breathed him in. Let his warmth, the smell of him, sink into her. She shuddered. “I…I know this can’t last.” 
 
    “I’ll make it last until the sun swallows the Earth if I have to. I won’t let you go. I won’t let you slip away.” He hugged her tighter. “Be strong. Be with me.” 
 
    She nodded weakly, and when she felt like she had her legs under her again, she released her grip on him. “I’m okay.” 
 
    He loosened his own and smiled. “It’s going to be okay, Veil. I promise.” 
 
    “When did you stop calling me Selina?” 
 
    “Oh, about halfway through fucking your ass and s—” 
 
    She slapped him hard on the chest, and he broke off into a loud laugh. It filled the room, and the sound of it chased away the cold more than his hug had done. “You’re a douchebag.” 
 
    He took a dramatic bow at the waist, still grinning from ear to ear. “Regardless. You prefer to be called Veil. And so, that is what I will call you. Do you mind when I refer to you as my little sapphire?” 
 
    “No, I kind of like it.” 
 
    “Good. That one would be harder to give up.” He turned back to Octavian and let out a dreary sigh. “I won’t play this out for you. I expect you know how it ends. I kept his memories from him. Wiped them clean, to help with the madness. I built his body not to feel pain, only pleasure, so he might be spared the agony that was his faulty body.” He walked over to the form on the table and reached out to stroke the perfect blond curls that draped across the man’s motionless forehead. “I wanted him to love the world the way I do. I failed.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, to tell him it wasn’t his fault, but stopped. It was his fault. All of it was. “You were afraid to tell me what I was because you were afraid I’d lose my mind like they did.” 
 
    “I gave you twenty-five years without me to adapt as best you could. I didn’t want you to grow up to be my mindless plaything, knowing nothing but devotion for me. I gave you ten years at my side, hoping you could come to love me as a man. But I couldn’t live like that forever. Not like…” He couldn’t say her name. Bridget. The one who had killed herself. 
 
    “I know.” She walked around the table and hugged him again, holding him close. 
 
    “I wanted to live in the lies I told you. I wanted them to be real. I was trying to build you a world where you could love me. It was wrong…selfish. I understand that. I know I should have told you everything. But I…I wanted to be the man you thought I was. As stupid as that is.” 
 
    She tilted his face to hers and kissed him gently. Slowly. When she tasted salt on her lips, she opened her eyes and saw he was crying silently. She reached up and stroked his tears away. “I was a child. And that child loved the man you were. I was swept up in you. In your charm, your mystery, your power. I adored you. You built a lie for me to love, and it worked.” 
 
    He flinched and tried to turn away from her. She drew his face back to hers, not letting him hide. “Listen to me,” she insisted. Running her thumb along his cheek, she stroked away another stray tear. “But then? These past few weeks? I met you. Really met you. The archdemon. The creature that burned away behind the man. Terrible, twisted, lonely…perverted…” She chuckled, and his expression of pain flinched into a brief smile. “And beautiful. And then I realized I hadn’t loved you before.” She put her hand on his chest over his heart. “Because this is love.” 
 
    Arms tightened around her, pulling her flush against him. She knew the tender moment was about to snap. He felt pulled tight like a bowstring, and she knew her next words were going to break it free. 
 
    “Asmodeus?” 
 
    “Yes, sapphire?” His voice was husky, thick with emotion. Too many to name. 
 
    “I forgive you.” 
 
    The world crashed down around her; the dream shattered and took them somewhere else. Anywhere else from that terrible laboratory. Somewhere safe. Somewhere dark. 
 
    Somewhere together. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Michael was pacing. 
 
    He’d been pacing for hours. 
 
    Asmodeus was fading. He knew it. He could feel it. And the fact that Azrael was standing by the wall, arms folded, looking as grim and dire as the reaper could in his human form, confirmed it. Michael kicked the wall. “He’s running out of time. She’s running out of time.” 
 
    “You’ve had no luck finding her?” Azrael asked dryly. 
 
    “You very well know I fucking haven’t!” Michael shouted, walking over to a wooden table nearby to flip it. It didn’t do any good, but man, it felt cathartic. The body of the archdemon was lying in the center of the room, his lifeforce fading. He’d snap back into Hell any second now. And then Veil would be on her own. 
 
    There was no telling how long she’d last on her own. 
 
    He’d been like this for too long. 
 
    It’d been so long since… 
 
    Michael had looked everywhere. Dug so many damn holes. Set everyone he could on the task. Gabe summoned the full force of his Order. They searched everywhere in New England. But it was pointless. It was a needle in a haystack. 
 
    A carefully buried body was impossible to find. 
 
    Michael stormed up to Azrael, snatching him by the front of his coat, and slammed him hard into the stone wall. The shepherd of souls flinched but otherwise didn’t move as he met the full force of his rage. “Get her. Find her. Dig her up! That’s an order!” 
 
    “You aren’t my commander. You never have been. We follow you out of a sense of honor, not rank.” 
 
    Michael roared and pulled back his fist and slammed it into the other creature’s face. Mortal form or not, he wanted the archangel of death to feel pain. “It’s been—” He couldn’t say it. He couldn’t count the years she’d been trapped and Asmodeus had willingly joined her. He couldn’t. It made it too real. “It’s been enough time. Get her. Save your daughter, you wretch!” 
 
    Azrael’s lip was bleeding. His mortal form healed it before his eyes. The other man didn’t even bother wiping the drip of blood from his chin. “I cannot break my vow.” 
 
    Michael shoved him to the ground and stormed away from him. He returned to standing over Asmodeus’s body. Digging his hands into his hair, he let out a long groan. “He’s going to hate me.” 
 
    “That never bothered you before.” 
 
    “Shut up, Azrael!” He rounded on the other angel, who flinched away from him. “Or I swear I will rip your feathers out and use them for a pillow. Get out of here. Get out of my sight. If you won’t help, go somewhere else!” 
 
    And in a blink, Azrael was gone. Michael wasn’t so glad for his absence now that the emptiness of the room settled over him. He shook his head and walked up to Asmodeus where he lay. The archdemon was dying. That the creature still held on was a testament to how desperate he was to keep hold of Veil. Any other circumstance and he’d have been gone ages ago. 
 
    Michael groaned, knowing he was going to get an earful for this. Knowing he probably deserved it. He’d failed, after all. 
 
    He gripped the hilt of his blade and pulled. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Something in the dream shifted. 
 
    Asmodeus gripped her arms tighter. They had been somewhere—now she couldn’t even really remember where. A field? A beach? Nowhere at all? It didn’t matter. He turned to her, fear in his eyes. He clung to her like she was going to vanish from his grasp. 
 
    The cold began to seep into her. 
 
    He was looking at her like she was going to disappear, not because she was…but because he was. 
 
    His face twisted in pain and agony as he clearly fought against the tide that was yanking him back. “No. Be strong, Veil. Be strong. I’ll find you. I promise. I’ll—” His words cut off. His mouth was moving, but it was like the volume was turned off. He was speaking, but no sound was coming from him. 
 
    He was fading. 
 
    She was going to be here alone. “Please, no…” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Selina.” A voice, one that was familiar and yet had been absent lately, came creeping in. It came with the pull of an icy hand that wrapped around her, seeping into her mind, reminding her that it had always been there. 
 
    She had just chosen to look away. She had chosen to ignore it—that didn’t mean it was gone. 
 
    She tried to hold on to Asmodeus, but he slipped through her fingers like a ghost. Like smoke from a candle. The more she tried to hold him, the more she scattered him. He reached out to touch her face. He mouthed something to her, but he was too far gone to know what it was. 
 
    When she went to cry out to him—to tell him that she loved him—her voice was gone as well. 
 
    She wasn’t in a dream anymore. 
 
    She was back in this place. Back in the cold. Back in the nothingness. 
 
    Silently, she screamed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Michael had been expecting rage. And, sure, there had been some of that. Asmodeus had lashed out at him, claws tearing at the empty air. Michael didn’t blame him. Not only was he responsible for the failure—he was a still-moving object in the room. The chair near the archdemon had met a worse fate. But the archdemon had been lingering on the edge of death for too long, and now he was a heap on the ground. 
 
    A weeping heap on the ground. 
 
    He could have dealt with the swearing. The fists. The insults, the arguments, violent magic. He could have even dealt with brooding silence. 
 
    But the tears? 
 
    Michael decided a crying archdemon was the worst thing he’d ever seen. He sat on the ground next to him and hovered a hand over Asmodeus’s back for a moment, not sure if he wanted to do this. With a sigh, resigning himself to his fate, he put his hand down on the creature’s back and tried to comfort him. 
 
    “I failed,” the demon murmured into his hands. He was on his knees, doubled over. 
 
    “We failed. I was supposed to find her. One stupid grave. How hard could it be?” Michael rubbed his hand up and down the demon’s back between his wings, trying to soothe him. At least his shoulders weren’t heaving with sobs anymore. At least there was that. “We looked. Me. Gabe and his order. Beelzebub. Even Lucifer pitched in.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He paused. “But it doesn’t matter now.” He lifted his head from his hands, looking down at his empty palms. “She’s gone.” 
 
    Michael felt a rock form in his throat at the way Asmodeus said it. He knew it was true—there wasn’t anything more they could do. But now…it felt final. Now it felt real. He leaned over and did the only thing he could do.  
 
    He hugged his brother. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It felt like reaching into a bucket of broken glass. 
 
    No, it felt like lying in a tub of broken glass, one she was sinking slowly deeper and deeper into. A million tiny pieces, too small for her to see, too big not to sting where they touched her. Each piece of it cut and sliced at her. 
 
    Death by a thousand cuts. 
 
    Was that what insanity felt like? 
 
    The vision of a mirror in front of her shattering, raining bits of glass down onto her, and she was falling. Falling through all those tiny shards. Shards of her mind, shining back at her. Shards of herself, threatening to be lost forever. 
 
    Maybe she was really bleeding. 
 
    Nail marks on a coffin lid. Fingernails torn off. Rips in the fabric, but nothing on the steel lid. Too much for her to claw through, no matter how hard she tried. 
 
    And she had tried. Until she had no nails left to use. And then she pawed uselessly at the surface, feeling the wetness of blood on her fingertips. 
 
    She hadn’t cared. 
 
    She had screamed until the air was gone. And now she was here. And there. In this place before death and lying in that coffin in the ground. How long was she here? A day? An hour? A minute? A century? 
 
    It didn’t matter. It was all the same. 
 
    She was falling. Sinking. Drifting. Going nowhere and yet everywhere all at once. 
 
    Let it end. 
 
    She begged the darkness to end her. Begged the one she knew was there. Too far away to be with her. Near enough to be heard. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    She wanted to die. 
 
    “You cannot die. I’m sorry. I cannot unmake you. I do not have that power.” 
 
    She wanted to cry. Wanted to scream. Wanted someone to hold her. To tell her it was going to be okay. She wanted to reach out in the darkness and feel someone there. But there was nothing. Only emptiness, and cold, and broken glass. 
 
    She was falling apart. She felt it. Shredding away at the seams, she knew it was coming. Maybe she was already gone. Maybe she’d already lost her mind. How would she really know the difference, after all? 
 
    Would it still hurt, when she fell apart, like a teddy bear without threads? 
 
    She stretched out her hand. She didn’t know how, or if she really did, but she tried. She tried so very hard. She promised herself she’d never ask. She promised she’d never say the words. She wanted to respect him. What it meant. But now…now she didn’t have a choice. 
 
    She was sorry. Sorry for whatever she’d done…sorry for what she was about to do. 
 
    Father…help me. 
 
    Please. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Azrael knelt on the ground. The mausoleum floor was stone and cold and uninviting. It hurt his knees. But it didn’t matter. Right now, he had other concerns. 
 
    The body cradled in his arms. 
 
    He held her close, clutching her to him, and found himself rocking her back and forth. She was still dead. Her body would spend a long time coming back from what had been done to her. She would heal. At least her flesh would, anyway. 
 
    Her mind? 
 
    That, he couldn’t say. 
 
    “Father…help me. Please.” 
 
    Her words had torn through him. Ripped like the blade of a sword and left him cleaved in two. What could he do? How could he deny her? She had been slipping away. He could feel her mind shattering. And with her last chance, her last shred of sanity, she had begged him. 
 
    He was weeping. He had been weeping for some time. He couldn’t care less. He held his daughter in his arms and prayed for her. Prayed to a God he hoped existed. Prayed she would be okay. That he could be forgiven—for breaking his vow, for breaking her heart, for leaving her as he had. 
 
    “And the angel has fallen.” 
 
    He looked up, his mortal eyes bleary through the tears, and he swiped a wool sleeve under his glasses and across his face to clear them. Not that he needed to see perfectly to know who had spoken—who now filled the mausoleum with a pure white glow. The light was unnatural in a place like this, of weathered stone and blue steel. The stained-glass rose window that had adorned the wall above the door had long since shattered and given way. Leaves had blown in through the gap and gathered around the edges of the room. 
 
    The only hint that something might have been amiss were the flowers that had been placed in a vase attached to the wall. They were nothing but stems now—but all the rest of the offerings around the room had long since been rendered to dust. 
 
    But it was a clue only noticed once the answer was known. Never in the moment. In hindsight, all things were made clear. 
 
    He looked up at the stern, emotionless face of the king of the archdemons. And sighed. “I need not your comments, Lucifer,” he murmured. “Leave me be.” 
 
    “You misjudge me.” Lucifer knelt in front of him and reached out to stroke Selina’s hair away from her face gently. His face creased briefly in sadness then smoothed back to his impassive countenance. “I am proud of you. But I must know. What made you change your mind? After all our words, what changed?” 
 
    “Your words did nothing. It was hers. She…asked me for my help.” 
 
    “And you answered.” 
 
    “I had to.” 
 
    Lucifer stood and walked away from him. “Good. Then you are finally her father.” And with that, the archdemon was gone. 
 
    Lord on High, Azrael hated that creature sometimes.  
 
    He picked Veil up in his arms and stood. Looking around the tomb, he shook his head. Mount Auburn Cemetery. Octavian’s followers had carried her only a few yards away from where the homunculus had set up his base of operations. She had been buried only a hundred feet from where Octavian’s corpse now decayed. 
 
    It had been the one place Michael and the others had not thought to look. Not that it would have done them much good. They would have had to go through every hole, every vault, to find her. Maybe they could have, if they had known for certain she had been here. 
 
    But hidden behind a steel plate carrying the names and dates of a man who died a hundred years ago, they didn’t stand much chance to find her. The rusted bolts had been carefully replaced and made to look as if they hadn’t been tampered with. No, she would have likely stayed there for centuries, until the graveyard was plowed over by some new technological high-rise or some other such mortal nonsense. 
 
    And by then, it would have been far, far too late for her. 
 
    It might already be too late. 
 
    He stepped out of the gate of the large mausoleum. Standing in the open air, he looked out at the night sky. Shedding his mortal form, he took flight. He didn’t dare risk bringing her through the spirit realm. She was already too weak, spread too thin. He wouldn’t worsen matters. Not any more than he already had. 
 
    It didn’t take long before his feet touched the ground in the courtyard behind Asmodeus’s home. He’d worry about others seeing him, but it was barely past three in the morning, and Boston was a sleepy city. The high brick wall that surrounded the garden helped hide his presence. Beacon Hill made no pretenses about its pretenses; he gave them that much. 
 
    He counted down the seconds from ten. It was at about four remaining that the back door of Asmodeus’s home burst open, and the archdemon stepped out. His face was twisted in rage, ready to scream at him, until he saw what—who—he was carrying. 
 
    The archdemon’s steps froze. He pulled up short, looking at the figure in Azrael’s arms, disbelief washing over him. Then hope, then sadness, as he realized likely what had happened. That she had probably lost her mind. “Is she…” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Azrael responded honestly.  
 
    “Why?” Asmodeus took a slow step toward him, as if wary that they were both illusions. As if he were the one who might have lost his mind. “Why now?” 
 
    “Because in her last moment of desperation…for the first time, she asked me for help.” 
 
    “You have another thing in common, then.” 
 
    Azrael tilted his head slightly. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Your sheer, unadulterated stubbornness.” Asmodeus shed his human form, stepping toward him, and reached out to take her from him. Azrael passed her into his arms. The archdemon wrapped a wing around her, as if to shelter her from the world. As if holding her close could help her.  
 
    Maybe it would. He honestly wouldn’t know. 
 
    Asmodeus turned to walk back inside. Halfway there, he paused and glanced over his shoulder. “Thank you, Azrael.” 
 
    “You have nothing to thank me for. I have shattered my vow for her. I am not proud of this…nor for how long I let her linger there.” Grief and guilt welled in him. They clashed and created a terrible whirlpool inside his heart. He would now have to reap the fallout of what he had done. 
 
    “Come inside, brother. Be there when she wakes. Help her mend.” 
 
    “No. I need time to think. Time away from all the noise. If she needs me, I will come. Until then, I believe she will have all the fussing a single soul can withstand coming from you.” Azrael turned, flexing his wings. They picked up traces of the moonlight and the nearby streetlamps, reflecting some reds and blues as he moved. “Tell her I love her, though.” 
 
    “I think she knows. But I’ll say it all the same.” 
 
    “Until we meet again.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Azrael. And I meant what I said…thank you.” 
 
    He bowed his head low, once, and then let himself slip into the spirit realm and was gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Madness was a strange thing. 
 
    It was like being handed a five-gallon bucket of broken glass and being told it was a mirror. Great. That’s nice. Thanks. Now, put it back together. 
 
    Sitting on the floor with the bucket of broken glass, she had a few options. One—reach in and pick out each piece, one by one, turn it over in her hand, and lay it down upon the floor, each one, in turn, threatening to cut her. Not badly—not enough to kill—but a hundred thousand potential cuts lay with each piece of tiny, insignificant glass. 
 
    Two—she could upend the bucket. Send pieces sprawling about everywhere and sift through the pile. Likely cutting herself to ribbons in the process. But it would be faster. But, oh, it would be painful. 
 
    Three—she could choose to sit with the bucket of glass, accept that she would never have a mirror again, no matter how hard she tried, and give up. There was no hope in ever reassembling the mirror back to the way it was. Not really. Pieces would be missing. Specks in between the shards would be impossible to replace. And even where the glass met perfectly, there would be cracks. Hairline faults in the surface. It would never be whole again. 
 
    What was the point in trying? 
 
    Each time she reached into the bucket to grab a new piece of glass, she had to ask herself that question. What was the point?  Each time she turned it over in her hands and felt the glass prick at her skin—each time she reflected on this broken, worthless chunk of glass—she asked herself, “Why bother?” 
 
    The mirror was her, after all. This piece of glass was her. Why was this broken mirror of her mind worth trying to salvage? Why spend all this time and effort piecing back together something that was so pointlessly over? So worthless? 
 
    I’m not even human. 
 
    But she kept going, despite the nagging voice in her head begging her to give up. She kept sifting through the broken shards of her mind. How long she’d been like this, taking each metaphorical piece out of the bucket and looking it over, feeling it cut her hand, and debating where it should go in the puzzle, she had no clue. 
 
    She didn’t know much about herself anymore. One thing she did know, though…was that she was stubborn. And the pain it brought her to sift through the glass—to reach into the bucket and pull out another part of her own mind and debate where it should go—was nothing compared to what it felt like to sit there and do nothing at all. 
 
    She looked down at her hands, sliced open from her work, and simply went back to each piece in turn. As she began to make progress, she dug into the bucket to find the larger chunks of glass. The big pieces. The important ones. They’d help. 
 
    Who was she? 
 
    Who had she been? 
 
    Why was she like this? 
 
    Her hand wrapped around a large shard of glass. Black wings. A blond man covered in blood. Death and loss and suffering. 
 
    She put it down on the ground with the others and debated if she should stop again. Was hers a life even worth salvaging? 
 
    Reaching into the bucket for another piece, she found her answer.  
 
    Love. 
 
    She loved someone. And maybe, just maybe—they loved her in return.   
 
    She placed it down with the other and saw for the first time how two pieces might meet. She swiveled them around and slid them together and watched as the two pieces lined up. There was a crack—a fracture between the two—but they fit. 
 
    Hope. That was what hope felt like.   
 
    It gave her the drive to go faster, pulling chunks from the bucket now without any care for the cuts on her hands and placing them down to start to see the whole. To see how it might all fit together. 
 
    Finally, she could start to see its shape. She placed her hand against the glass and felt the cuts in her fingers as she touched one of the hairline fractures between the pieces. It would never be whole again. But maybe that was okay. Maybe she could lead the pieces together and make a stained-glass piece out of it.   
 
    Take what was broken and make something beautiful from it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Everything was suddenly too warm. It surrounded her, beat down on her. It was too tight, too hot, too close. She thrashed, felt air in her lungs, and screamed. She tried to, anyway. Nothing happened. No noise came out. 
 
    She shivered, and cold warred with the heat. It was like someone had made her drink liquid nitrogen while submerged in a pot of boiling water. It felt like it was going to rip her in two. 
 
    Suddenly, the world was too bright. She closed her eyes tight against the blinding light. She rolled onto her side, curling into a ball, and shivered. Something touched her, and she jolted. 
 
    Her head was roaring. All she could hear was something like the sound of a waterfall, a loud rush and an empty echo all at the same time. She stayed like that, curled into a ball on her side, her head buried underneath her hands, shivering. 
 
    Breathing. 
 
    She could breathe. 
 
    She focused on that. Tried to think only about that. Breathing in, breathing out. Her lungs were working. This wasn’t a dream. This wasn’t that terrible, frozen place of death. She wasn’t there anymore. 
 
    “Veil…” 
 
    Someone said something near her. What did they say? 
 
    “Veil, look at me.” 
 
    She understood that they were words. She knew the person was trying to communicate with something. Was Veil a name? Was it her name? She struggled to remember.  
 
    She remembered cold. And death. And a place that was too small, too dark, too close. A place that had no air. Broken glass. 
 
    “Please, look at me.” 
 
    What was the voice asking her to do? It was asking her to do something. But what, she had no idea. She couldn’t care right now. She was enjoying breathing. Something told her she couldn’t do that a little while ago. 
 
    Or was it a long time ago? 
 
    Didn’t really matter. 
 
    A hand fell on her shoulder. Warm. It tingled. She jolted with the shock of it. It felt so strange. Too close. Too warm. She threw herself away from it, and she thrashed. The hand caught her. Another one was there, too, holding her down. She struggled. Kicked. Tried to scream. This time, she made a hoarse rasping noise. 
 
    “Veil!” 
 
    Another voice broke through. 
 
    “Mistress!” 
 
    It was sharp and shrill. High-pitched. Familiar. Something about it, though. Something about it was special. Was…important. Focus! She stopped struggling. She was lying on her back on something soft. A figure was over her, a dark silhouette against the bright room. She knew the person. She tried to remember them. 
 
    It was there, in the back of her mind, itching at her. 
 
    “Mistress?” 
 
    Something prodded her arm. She turned to look at something next to her. It was small, wrinkly. Round. Purple. It smelled kind of awful. 
 
    She didn’t remember who it was. Not in her mind. But something in her heart remembered. And something in her soared. She shook off the hands holding her still, and the figure over her leaned back to let her sit up. 
 
    Unable to speak, unable to really process what was happening, she scooped the purple ball of lard into her lap and hugged it. It squeaked, laughed, and hugged her arms. “Mistress! Mistress, are you okay? We’ve been so worried!” 
 
    Melon. 
 
    Something broke loose in her head. Something snapped into place so hard that it stung. Was that its name? That was a terrible name. She looked down at the thing. It looked like a bloated hairless cat with black eyes and yellow slits. She furrowed her brow, trying to think. Where did she know him from? 
 
    “Melon?” she asked. Her voice felt wrong. Small. Hoarse. Broken. But it was there. There was no way in hell that was his name. She must be losing her mind. 
 
    Hah. That’s funny. 
 
    The imp—it was an imp, she realized—squealed loudly in glee and clung to her midsection. 
 
    “I thought you were…” She struggled for her words. “Weren’t you?” 
 
    She remembered holding the little imp in her arms. She remembered him dying. Something about a black ooze. A corruption. It was coming back to her in flashes, and it hurt her head. She cringed and shut her eyes. 
 
    “It’s all better now! We’re all better.” 
 
    A hand stroked her hair. Oh, right. There was someone else in the room. She looked up and into the emerald gaze of easily the most handsome man she’d ever seen. Not that she remembered seeing any. But something told her she’d be hard pressed to beat him. 
 
    He took her breath away. He had chiseled features, sharp and dangerous. Full lips, the bottom just slightly more so than the top. She wanted to kiss them. Very badly. He wore stubble, looking like he hadn’t shaved in two days. She kind of liked it. His hair was down to his ears, dark, and should be slicked back. But now it fell around his features, a few strands down in front of those green eyes that seemed to shine in the light. 
 
    I know this man. 
 
    He isn’t a man at all, though, is he? 
 
    She reached up and gently stroked a piece of hair out of his eye. There was an intensity to his gaze. A need coupled with…immense sadness. There was such pain in his eyes. Such unknowable and terrible grief. She wanted to make it go away. Setting the imp down on the bed next to her, she shifted to face the mysterious whatever-he-was next to her. 
 
    His hands rested on her waist as she moved to kneel on the bed next to him. His touch was tentative, as if afraid he’d startle her. She did thrash and try to fight him, after all. She searched his face. Searched his features for something—anything—that might tell her who he was. 
 
    Who she was. 
 
    Who they were. 
 
    But something was wrong. Something wasn’t right. Her world was filled with somethings. Things that were missing, surrounding her, but whose names and meanings were gone. But she knew one thing; he was hiding. What he was hiding, she didn’t know. But this wasn’t really him. He wasn’t really a man. 
 
    “Show me,” she whispered, not even knowing what she was asking him. 
 
    When his form…changed, when his body morphed, she drew back in surprise. He was no longer the beautiful man. He was something else entirely. Something that left her gaping in awe. Giant wings spread out behind him, tipped with wicked, three-fingered claws that stretched and clenched the open air. His eyes were still green, but now they blazed like candleflames. His hair was long, dark brown, and fell around his bare chest in silken tendrils. 
 
    A green scarf covered the lower half of his face. Something about it broke her heart, and she couldn’t figure out what. Couldn’t…quite remember. It was digging at the surface. Digging to get free. 
 
    Fingers on a coffin lid. Scraping, screaming, begging, crying, screaming to be free. 
 
    She winced as something rushed back to her. She doubled over, burying her head in her hands. She wanted to curl into a ball, to hide away from all the thoughts. But a clawed hand gently wove under her chin and, with the side of a knuckle, pulled her back up to face him. 
 
    “Stay with me.” His voice was deep. It resonated. It sounded like a thunderstorm that rumbled in the distance. It shoved those terrible things far away. She’d heard him say those words to her before. 
 
    She reached out to touch him, lifting her fingers to his face. She took the edge of his scarf in her hands and carefully pulled it away from him, letting it fall to the floor next to the bed. A scar decorated him, a thin forty-five-degree line, bisecting his lips and his chin. It made him more beautiful in her mind. It made him reachable. 
 
    Trailing her fingers over his lips, she knew she needed to kiss them. That was the only thing that mattered right now. She moved closer to him, unafraid of the large black wings that shone like oil that curled around them, but stopped short of caging her in. 
 
    He smelled like incense. Memories surged forward, but she held them back. But why? Why was she keeping them away? It must be for a good reason. 
 
    But his lips. 
 
    She leaned forward and kissed him. His hands returned to her hips, holding on to her, pulling her near him as he returned the gesture. He was tentative, careful, gentle. Letting her lead. By all the Gods in Heaven and Hell, he tasted like bliss. After a long moment, she pulled away from him. On her knees, she was barely taller than he was and could look down at that face she knew but couldn’t remember. 
 
    He was so beautiful. She ran her fingers through his hair, and his eyes slipped shut, leaning into her touch. 
 
    There is power in a name. 
 
    He’d said those words to her once. A long time ago. And it was true. 
 
    Unsure if she was wrong, hoping she was right, she reached for the knob of the door in her mind and threw open the barrier. And let it all rush over her. 
 
    There is power in a name. 
 
    And now she knew his. 
 
    “Asmodeus…” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t like Veil didn’t know what to expect. 
 
    It wasn’t like she didn’t know where they were going when they got off the plane and into the black rental BMW. 
 
    But it didn’t soften the blow as she stepped out of the passenger side door and into the graveyard. It was July, and the sun was warm overhead. It was a cheery day, and it seemed almost intent on mocking what she was here to do. 
 
    She looked around at the rows of stones and shivered despite the warmth. Cemeteries had made her uncomfortable ever since…  
 
    She’d developed claustrophobia to boot, which wasn’t surprising. But she often found herself waking up in the dead of night, lashing out around her, trying to make sure there were no walls hovering close to her face. 
 
    What she always found instead were a pair of strong arms. And sometimes, wings, eager to hold her. To press her close and whisper that everything was okay. 
 
    But the sight of those gray stones, standing in their rows, silently holding vigil over what lay below? It made her stomach twist into a knot and vie for freedom. She shut her eyes for a moment, turning away from the sight, not wanting to look at it for just a moment. Wanting to remember anything else. 
 
    “If you aren’t ready…” Alistair rumbled from beside her, his hand falling on her shoulder. She was wearing a tank top. Summers in Minnesota were mild as things went, but it was still nice to feel the air on her skin. His skin was warm and soft against hers. But there was strength in that touch. Something that grounded her.  
 
    “No.” She shook her head. Looking up at him, she smiled. She knew it was a sad smile, and she knew it was forced. And she knew it didn’t fool him. “I have to do this. I’m ready.” 
 
    Alistair smiled and leaned down to place a kiss on her forehead. He carried a bouquet of flowers in his hand. Lilies and daisies. She hadn’t known what to pick. He had chosen them. Of all the things she knew about who she was here to visit, their favorite flowers weren’t on the list. “Your speed.” 
 
    She nodded and let her hand drift to his. She took it in hers and squeezed it, wanting to hold on to him. And with that, she turned from the car and the little one-lane paved road and walked into the yard. She knew about where to go. She’d looked it up on a map. But they still needed to search. 
 
    Row after row, name after name greeted her. Each name carried someone’s loss. Each name carried someone’s life. A monument to a soul come and gone from this world. 
 
    And then, she found his. 
 
      
 
    Richard James Blanchard 
 
    Loving father. Loving husband. Devoted friend. 
 
    May 1st, 1975–October 5th, 2027 
 
      
 
    She read the name. Again and again, she read it. As if it would change. As if it would morph into something else. But all that happened was that it became hard to see through the tears that flooded her eyes. She knelt on the grave and put her hands into the grass, feeling the strands between her fingers. Bowing her head, she let herself weep. 
 
    Twelve years, she spent in that grave. Locked inside that vault, inside that coffin. 
 
    Twelve years of her life she had lost. And another two years after that she’d spent broken and mending at Alistair’s side. She had been gone for fourteen years total—and six had passed since Richard had died. His loss wasn’t new. Not to anyone else. 
 
    But to her… 
 
    She knew he’d die eventually. She knew she’d outlive him. That was the curse of immortality. But to never get to say goodbye. That was what stabbed her. That was what twisted the knife in her gut. 
 
    An arm around her shoulders pulled her against a strong chest. She didn’t look up but leaned into him, resting her head against him. He handed her his handkerchief, and she took it and placed it over her face, holding on to it as she let herself sob. 
 
    It wasn’t pretty. She couldn’t find the strength to care. 
 
    If there was one person in this world who understood what it was like, it was the creature next to her. The one who was now gently placing the bouquet of flowers at the front of the grave. 
 
    “I never got to say that…that I forgave him, that it wasn’t his fault, that he was family to me, that I—” 
 
    “He knew.” A kiss against her temple sent her into a fit of sobs again. “He knew. It’s okay.” 
 
    It wasn’t. But it had to be. Things like this didn’t change. His soul was gone. He was at peace. Her pain was hers to deal with. 
 
    They stayed like that for a long time before she had the strength to stand. He helped her up, hugged her close. But they had somewhere else to go before the day was over.  
 
    They were silent in the car ride. She had nothing to say. He respectfully let her sit in silence. They drove for just under an hour before he pulled into the driveway of a place she had seen photos of but never had seen in real life. 
 
    The color of the house had changed. It had new siding, a new roof, new details out front. But it was still the same place. The mailbox out front sweetly declared this the home of The Blanchards. 
 
    They parked in the driveway in front of the garage and climbed out of the vehicle. They were parked behind a large—overly saccharine and very like unaware of its cliché nature—beige minivan. 
 
    Walking up to the front door, Veil rang the doorbell. She didn’t know what she wanted to say. She’d practiced it for so long, and she ran over all her possible speeches in her head. She’d never met Chris, Richie’s wife. She’d never met Chelsea, his treasured daughter. But she needed to talk to them. To get closure, even if it wasn’t with Richie himself. 
 
    The door opened. 
 
    And Veil felt her mouth fall open. 
 
    “Holy shit!” The screen door flew open, and a blur of hot-pink hair flew past her. The shout had come from a girl with long, hot-pink waves, covered in tattoos and piercings, and the girl was now…seemingly trying to tackle Alistair. “Holy shit!” the girl screamed again. 
 
    Veil was too stunned for a second to realize the girl wasn’t angry. She was grinning the largest smile she’d ever seen. 
 
    “Uh. I. Well,” Alistair stammered, staggering backward away from the punk girl who was now walking around him in a circle, poking at his clothes and prodding at him. 
 
    “You haven’t changed. You haven’t fucking changed. That’s nuts!” The girl laughed loudly. 
 
    “And you are?” Alistair asked as he was circled by a pink-haired shark. 
 
    The girl shoved him. Straight up put her hands on his chest and shoved him. Alistair stumbled back, his face caught up in an expression of utter shock. The girl laughed again at him and then propped her hands on her hips. She was wearing a bra and a sheer shirt, showing off her collection of tattoos. “Don’t you remember me, Mr. Tall Pretty Man?” 
 
    Alistair’s face bloomed in recognition, and then suddenly he was more than a little intrigued. He looked over the girl then grinned. “My, my. Chelsea Blanchard. You’ve certainly grown up. You’ve grown up indeed.” 
 
    “You’re Chelsea?” Veil asked, knowing how offensive that probably sounded and not caring. 
 
    “I go by Chel.” The girl turned to look at her and beamed her a giant smile. “You must be Veil!” 
 
    Suddenly, Veil was being hugged. The girl was strong. Especially for someone her size. Veil laughed and, not knowing quite what else to do, hugged the girl back. 
 
    “Dad told me everything about you. Told me all about what you guys did together!” The girl peeled herself off Veil and was now standing there, hopping up and down excitedly. “How you used to fight demons, and cults, and shit, and—oh.” She looked over at Alistair. “Touchy subject?” 
 
    Alistair grinned wickedly. “Hardly.” 
 
    Chel looked back to Veil. “Have you come back for your car?” 
 
    “I…didn’t realize he kept it,” she admitted. “I just came to say hi, honestly.” Veil wouldn’t be surprised if the girl didn’t hear the second half of that, because she was already halfway across the lawn and opening the garage by the time the last words came out of her mouth. There, tucked in the corner, was the familiar silhouette of her Thunderbird underneath a black car cover. 
 
    As Veil followed, Alistair close behind her, Chel was already tugging it off, revealing the pristine dark blue paint. “He insisted we keep it perfect. Never let me drive it!” The girl pouted. “It’s so pretty. I only ever got to drive it up the street for oil changes and to make sure nothing seized up. I…might have taken it around the block a few times on the way, though. Hope you aren’t mad.” 
 
    Veil put her hand on the trunk, smiling fondly. God above, she loved this car. But by the expression on Chel’s face, she wasn’t alone. “How old are you, Chel?” 
 
    “Twenty-two.” 
 
    “And judging by the nature of your tattoos, not a very innocent twenty-two, either,” Alistair pointed out, deeply amused. 
 
    It wasn’t until then that she noticed what he was talking about. She expected some bawdy, neo-traditional pinup girls. But what she saw instead were…magical symbols. Her arms were covered with them. Spells and markings meant to protect, meant to help invoke powers. Chelsea grinned. She couldn’t have been prouder. 
 
    “You’re a witch?” Veil asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Following in Dad’s footsteps fighting cults. Found out I have a knack for it!” 
 
    “And how did he feel about this?” 
 
    A new voice interrupted them. “Oh, Richard was furious at first. But then he gave in. Especially when it turned out Chelsea has a gift for hurling spears of ice at people. Better she not do that inside the house and be more productive with it.” 
 
    Veil turned and saw an older woman standing in the doorway that led from the house to the garage. She smiled at Veil, her face creased with warmth, and then looked at Alistair. “Nice to see you again, ‘Mr. Solomon,’” the woman said with the sarcastic air of someone who very much knew who she was really speaking to. “And you must be Veil. It’s so wonderful to meet you.” 
 
    The woman walked down the stairs. Veil felt tears prick her eyes, and she tried to chase them away. And failed. They spilled down her cheeks, and she hugged the woman as she approached. “I’m so sorry,” was all Veil could think of to say to the woman who was obviously Chris, Richard’s widow. 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Richie…” 
 
    “Was very sick. Liver failure, a few years after you were gone.” Chris hugged her tighter. “It’s okay. He wasn’t afraid at the end. Azrael came to talk to him. Sat by his side and told him everything he knew. Even Michael was there. Richard was too sick to help search for you, but he did what he could from his chair. When he passed, he went peacefully. We were all there with him.” 
 
    Veil wiped her tears away, smiling. It…hurt. It hurt a lot. It felt like a literal knife in her side. But it was good to know he went as well as a person could go. She nodded and hugged the woman one more time. 
 
    “I’m glad they found you.” 
 
    “They didn’t. Azrael…finally broke his vow.” 
 
    “Oh.” Chris blinked. “I didn’t think he would.” 
 
    “Neither did we,” Alistair interjected. He was still watching Chel, fascinated by the pink-haired witch. Something devious was sparking in his eyes, and Veil suddenly realized she should probably separate the two before anything awkward happened. 
 
    “Hey! Let me get the keys,” Chel said as she went to walk into the house. 
 
    “Don’t bother.” Veil stopped her. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “It’s yours.” Veil smiled at the girl. 
 
    “Wh…what?” 
 
    “Probably needs a stereo upgrade by now, I figure. Something tells me you guys don’t still use Bluetooth.” Veil walked over to her car and patted the hood. “Take good care of the girl, huh?” 
 
    “I’ll take great care of her!” Chel was bouncing up and down, literally hopping in excitement. 
 
    “I was talking to the car.” Veil grinned and then was nearly flying-tackled by the sprite. She hugged the girl and laughed. “Be careful, Chel. And if you need help, let me know. My number hasn’t changed.” 
 
    “Oooh, you betcha.” The girl beamed, her midwestern shining through briefly. 
 
    They said their goodbyes. Alistair planted a kiss on Chelsea’s cheek that wasn’t exactly platonic. She dragged him off by the wrist, and they got into their rental and drove away. 
 
    After a long moment of silence, Alistair spoke up. “Why did you give her your car? I thought you loved that thing.” 
 
    “I do love that car. But it’s a car for someone who’s going to use it for something interesting. Someone who’s going to go on the hunt. That part of my life’s over. Besides…” She paused, shutting her eyes as she smiled. “I think I just saw someone who loved that car even more than I do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ottawa, 2022 
 
      
 
    Two years after Veil’s disappearance 
 
      
 
    He could do this. 
 
    He could do this. 
 
    He could totally do this. 
 
    Oh, fuck, who was he kidding? 
 
    Michael turned from the front steps of the house and looked down at the dozen red roses in his hand. Roses? Who the hell bought a girl roses anymore? He was old-fashioned. No, he was just old. 
 
    Shit. Shit, shit, shit. 
 
    No. No. He had to do this. Had to, even if she just slammed the door shut in his face. Ah. Ah, Hell. Ah, fuck. 
 
    He turned back to the house, took a deep breath, and walked up the stairs. He’d seen what happened to people who lost their chance at love. He saw how fleeting it was. Asmodeus was lying on the floor of his basement with Michael’s sword stuck in his heart, for fuck’s sake. That was what love did to people. 
 
    He could survive knocking on a damn door. 
 
    And so, he did. Quietly. Probably too quietly. Maybe she’s not home. Maybe she won’t hear me. Maybe I should just— 
 
    The door opened. 
 
    And there she was. 
 
    Thinner than he remembered. But cancer would do that to a person. But she looked…okay. Her cheeks were pink. She didn’t look sick. 
 
    “Um,” he started like an idiot. He took in a breath, tried to say something, and nothing came out. Just a long rush of air. Start at the beginning, you idiot! “Hi, Monica…” 
 
    She gaped at him in surprise. A hand flew to her chest, and for a moment, he waited to see if she would sign something at him. She couldn’t speak back to him in words, but she could communicate easily enough. He’d quickly learned sign language after meeting her. But it seemed she was too stunned to “say” anything at all. 
 
    Keep talking, keep talking! Say anything! “Well…” 
 
    Arms were around his neck. A small body up against his, holding him, clinging to him. Communicating more than sign language, or words, ever could. And then he was holding her back. Hugging her tightly to him. Hope. Love. Joy. All three things blossomed in his heart and exploded so hard he thought he might cry.  
 
    All he could think of to say were three little words. “I love you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    Italy was beautiful. There really wasn’t a way around it. And Rome was simply spectacular. Alistair had taken her through the Colosseum, telling her all the details that were wrong in the historical interpretation and what it had really been like to be in the stands and watch as a crowd of people screamed and hollered and cheered for the success of one and the death of another. 
 
    Pretty much like a modern football game, she guessed. 
 
    But they hadn’t come here for a tour of Ancient Rome, as much as she was enjoying it. They came here to visit the Vatican. Notably…one person who worked there. 
 
    She wanted to surprise him. It was maybe a little mean, but she wanted to see his face when she popped up out of nowhere. Not literally, at least. Moving in and out of the spirit realm in the Vatican was probably going to get her on some shit-list somewhere. 
 
    She saw him, sitting at a café table, just outside the Vatican walls. He was reading a book, sipping a cappuccino, and he looked exactly like she remembered him. Older, sure. Gray hair mixed in with the chestnut brown ponytail. 
 
    She remembered him kneeling over her, praying for her soul, the day they first met. After Conrad had put a bullet through her chest. She smiled and walked forward, Alistair following. Without warning, she pulled the chair out next to him and sat down. “This seat taken?” 
 
    Gabe looked up, his eyes wide in shock. Then he threw himself backward with such force he nearly tipped his chair completely over. She reached out to grab his black coat and yanked him forward before he wound up sprawled all over the cobblestones. 
 
    “Wh—I—Wh—” He stammered something in Italian, coughed, and switched to English. “Veil! Veil, my God.” 
 
    This time he stood from his chair and nearly dragged her with him, and suddenly she was being hugged to death by the Italian priest. She’d had a lot of hugs lately. She wasn’t sure she was bothered by it in the slightest. Laughing, she hugged him back, beaming. Oh, she missed this idiot. She missed them both. 
 
    Conrad. 
 
    Like a burst balloon, it was like Gabe remembered who they were missing at the exact same time she did. He pulled away from her, looking down at her with eyes brimming in happiness and sadness both. “I am so happy to see you. Are you well?” 
 
    “It took me some time. But yeah.” 
 
    “Michael told me. He has stayed in touch. When Azrael freed you, I was overjoyed. But when I heard of…what had happened, I prayed for you. I hope it helped.” 
 
    “Let’s say it did. Why not?” 
 
    He smiled and pulled her in for another hug. “Oh, my friend, my friend.” When they separated, he looked over to Alistair. “And you, I see, are still with us?” 
 
    “She hasn’t put me back in the spirit realm to cool off again, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    Gabe chuckled. 
 
    “How are you, Gabe?” 
 
    “I am doing well. I retired from field work after…the mess in Boston.” He sighed. “I was promoted to Cardinal of the Order. I sit at a desk now. I write papers. It’s utterly boring.” He smiled. “It’s quite glorious. And you?” 
 
    “Making the rounds. Finding my life again. Trying to…exist, I guess.” Veil shook her head. “I’m still coming to terms with it all. With everyone we lost. With everything that’s happened.” 
 
    Gabe reached up and gently stroked her hair. “To live is to lose and to live again. Conrad went with honor. He died as he would have wished to do, bravely and for a noble cause. Indeed, I think he only had one regret.” He chuckled. “The fool. I still miss him, I admit.” 
 
    “What was it?” She knew what it was, but she wanted to hear Gabe say it. 
 
    Gabe shook his head, his face turning a little pink at the collar. “You know how he was. You know how his mouth and his mind wandered. It was nothing.” 
 
    “Tell me.” She nudged the man in the ribs. He was adorable when he blushed. 
 
    Chuckling again, he let out a breath. “He said, ‘Tell her my only regret is that I never got to kiss her.’ Or something to that effect, I think. My memory has grown slightly fuzzy of the whole thing since—” 
 
    His words cut off as she kissed him. Took his head in his hands and turned him to face her and planted on one him. Nothing too sultry, but not too innocently, either. Something he’d remember. Something that would’ve made Conrad laugh, be proud, and be jealous, all in the same moment. 
 
    When she broke the kiss, the Italian was beet red. 
 
    She patted Gabe’s chest. “That was for him.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Bah! You’re a cheat and a liar.” 
 
    “I am not!” 
 
    “Don’t call my imp a cheat, Levi.” 
 
    Leviathan slammed his cards down onto the table, grunting. “Little purple shit.” 
 
    Maleon grinned proudly and climbed onto the table to push the pile of chips over to his pot. “Master Leviathan is just jealous.” 
 
    “Master Leviathan is going to squish you if you don’t shut your yap!” Leviathan snarled back at the imp. 
 
    “Says the glorified gyarados,” Veil shot at him as she collected the cards and began to shuffle. It was her turn to deal. 
 
    Leviathan made a face at her, confused but knowing he’d been insulted. 
 
    Michael snorted a loud laugh. “He kinda is, isn’t he?” 
 
    “What the fuck is a gy-gyra—” The archdemon stumbled over the words. 
 
    “It’s a Pokémon,” Zadkiel responded, their voice long and cold and smooth. Like white silk curtains in a sunny room in France. It was an oddly specific metaphor, but that was all Veil could think of when the thin, white-haired archangel talked. 
 
    “That doesn’t help me.” Leviathan sank back into his chair. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Mephistopheles teased from where she sat. “You aren’t missing much.” 
 
    A figure materialized near Veil’s side, and she looked up at the gray peacoat. A hand settled on her shoulder. She smiled up at the creature who had appeared. “Want me to deal you in?” 
 
    “No, I think I would rather watch,” Azrael replied calmly and patted her shoulder before moving to sit at the edge of the room where a few others were lingering. There were only six of them playing cards. The rest were sitting, chatting, drinking. 
 
    A family party. It was a new development. Every few months, they got together for an evening. They could speak to each other without devolving into violence. Most of the time, anyway. They could all sit together and reminisce and make new memories. Ever since Octavian had tried to merge the archangels and archdemons into one creature, an uneasy truce broke out among them. 
 
    Even if Uriel and Beelzebub still got into drunken fistfights. 
 
    The whole experience…the cult, the deaths, being buried alive—it had been misery. It had been torture, both literal and figurative. But it had raised the question of whether the fourteen of them had once been something more. 
 
    Were the angels really broken pieces of God? 
 
    Maybe, maybe not. Nobody knew for certain. Octavian hadn’t failed because he was necessarily wrong; he had failed because he hadn’t been strong enough to complete the spell. It was unlikely anybody ever would be. 
 
    Yet the question and the ordeal had shaken the foundations of their long-seated grudges, at least. The pack of them were slowly piecing together the friendships they once shared. 
 
    Especially Lucifer and Michael. It was clear how much the two adored each other. How much they had missed the presence of the other. Veil couldn’t understand why. Most of the time, she wanted to punch Lucifer in his smug-ass face. But, hey, she was in love with Asmodeus. To each their own. 
 
    “Where’s Monica?” Veil asked Michael with a teasing smile as she dealt the cards out in a row. Texas Hold ’Em. The fad might be ten years gone, but she still liked the game. 
 
    “Do you think I’d let her around you freaks?” He snorted. “Nope. Going to take the nope on that one.” He glanced at his cards. “Fold.” 
 
    “Fold,” Zadkiel said. 
 
    “Mmm,” Maleon hummed thoughtfully as he held his cards. They were huge in his tiny hands, and he had to sit on the table to sit at the table. “Fold.” 
 
    Mephisto tapped. So did Levi. She glanced down at her cards. Trash. She chucked them in and laid out the flop. She wasn’t paying much attention to the conversation between Levi and Mephisto. The two of them were trying to punk the other one out of the hand. 
 
    “How’re you two doing?” she asked Michael. 
 
    “Great. I mean, as well as we can, I suppose. She’s getting up there in years. But it’s okay. It’s how life goes, isn’t it?” He smiled. “I love her. She loves me. I’ll enjoy it for the time we have.” 
 
    “Just don’t lose your mind like some people around here.” 
 
    “I heard that,” Asmodeus growled from over by the wall. He was talking with Azrael and Lucifer. 
 
    Michael flashed her a lopsided, goofy smile. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Halfway through the hand, she watched Azrael walk out of the room quietly on his own. Nobody noticed. They rarely took notice of what the archangel of death chose to do. When the hand was finished, she passed the cards over and slid her chips to Maleon. They weren’t playing for real money, anyway. “I’m out.” 
 
    “More for Maleon!” The imp cackled. 
 
    “No fair! He’s already got a big stack!” Leviathan complained. 
 
    “So start sucking less,” she piped over her shoulder as she walked out of the room after the archangel. He was standing outside on the brick steps of the back courtyard of Asmodeus’s brownstone house. He was looking up at the evening sky, his hands clasped behind his back. His fingers were still fidgeting. They always were. 
 
    He was always writing. Somewhere, someplace, he always had a pen in his hand. Writing the names of all those who passed. It never stopped. He never could. She walked up to him, and by the slight turn of his head, he acknowledged her presence but said nothing. 
 
    They hadn’t spoken much since everything had gone down. Not really. Not anything meaningful. He had disappeared after he had brought her back from the grave, and Alistair said he was absent for the two years she spent lost in madness after that. It had only been six months since she had woken up from that insanity. She was still piecing together all the missing parts. But it was getting easier, bit by bit. 
 
    She realized this was the first time they had been alone in all that time. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked him as she went to stand at his side. 
 
    “Shouldn’t I be the one asking you that?” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his left one and leaned against him, resting her head on his shoulder. “Maybe. Maybe we can both ask the question.” 
 
    “I think I would have it from you first. Are you all right, Selina?” 
 
    She took in a breath, held it, and let it out in a long rush. “I guess. I don’t know. I suppose so. I guess I don’t understand what the point of it all really was.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “All that death. All those people who died—all the pain and suffering. We never even learned if you all are just fragments of God or not. What was it for?” 
 
    “Searching for a reason behind death and suffering is one of the main reasons religion exists. Answering the ‘why’ in the unknowable, meaningless pain we all experience. I believe the hard answer to your question is…there may not be a meaning at all.” 
 
    “At least Heaven and Hell seem to be getting along better now.” She shut her eyes, letting herself think. “That’s something.” 
 
    “That is…in its own right, a miracle. I never thought I would see Lucifer and Michael smile and laugh in each other’s presence ever again. I would not say it was worth what you and others suffered. But it is a gift.” 
 
    “Do you think you are all actually bits of God?” 
 
    “I cannot honestly say. It’s a charming notion. Poetic and has a certain mathematical symmetry I find bittersweet.” His hand moved to rest against hers. “But the same could be said of the spiral of rose petals or the twist of a nautilus shell. Just because there is a pattern does not mean it was intentional. What do you believe?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Agnostic. How terribly modern of you.” Azrael chuckled. 
 
    “And how’re you holding up?” 
 
    They stood in silence for a long time. Finally, he spoke. “I am not sure. I understand how you feel. That this was all for naught. I broke my vow. And…nothing happened.” 
 
    “Did you think your head was going to explode?” 
 
    “No, I mean that…I…” Azrael sighed. “I felt no different. I expected to shatter apart. I expected to…feel something was wrong. That something in my heart would have burned and died. But I felt unchanged. Instead, all I had was grief for what I had made you endure. I worried that your mind was too far gone—that you would never come back to us.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” She slid her hand down his arm and made him hold her hand, wove her fingers in between his. He wouldn’t do it on his own, but she knew by the squeeze he gave her that he was happy for it. “It’s done. It’s over. I’m okay.” 
 
    “Can you forgive me?” 
 
    She shut her eyes, still leaning against him. Azrael, the archangel of death. Her father. “There’s nothing to forgive.” She looked up at the moon and smiled. “I asked for help, and you came. That’s all I could ever ask for.” 
 
    “I held my post for a hundred thousand years. I refused to intervene in human affairs for as long as they have breathed. And now, I learn that I…it was meaningless. Now I am faced with either the choice to change my ways or to remain the silent shepherd. One is daunting, and the other is shameful.” 
 
    “I think you’d wreck humanity if you just started running around saving lives.” She chuckled. “Think of the headlines. Maybe back in the day, when Twitter wasn’t a thing. But now, you’ll cause a panic.” 
 
    “It feels wrong.” 
 
    “Like you said, life is pointless and painful sometimes.” 
 
    He grunted. 
 
    “But at least the family is back together now?” She nudged him and smiled, trying to cheer him up. 
 
    Azrael smiled back at her. “I suppose.” 
 
    “It’s okay not to be perfect.” 
 
    That drew a laugh out of him, and he gave her a warm smile. “Don’t tell Asmodeus that.” 
 
    “Fah. I would know it was a lie. I am perfect,” came Alistair’s voice from the doorway as he walked outside to join them. 
 
    “Speak of the archdemon.” Azrael rolled his eyes and pulled himself gently out of Veil’s grasp. “I should go.” 
 
    “No. Stay.” Alistair crossed the bricks toward them. “It’s good you two are here. It’s only proper, Azrael, that I ask your permission. I didn’t before, and I must apologize.” 
 
    “Ask my permission for…?” Azrael trailed off, confused.  
 
    As Alistair reached them, he shed his human form. His dark wings spread out beside him as he looked down at her, green eyes ablaze. 
 
    There was mischief in them. Veil regarded him warily and raised an eyebrow. “What’re you up to, Asmo?” 
 
    He chuckled and folded one wing in front of him like a cape and dropped to one knee before her. He produced a small black box in his palm and held it out to her, opened at the back hinge. 
 
    A ring sat there. It shone silver in the light, and the moonlight caught the sapphire that sat in the center of it. She could see the movement of figures approaching the windows. Everyone was watching.  
 
    A voice, dark and rumbling like a thunderstorm on the horizon. “Azrael, may I have your daughter’s hand in marriage?” 
 
    “If she wishes to subject herself to such a thing, I suppose so,” Azrael said with a slight tease in his dry humor. 
 
    “You don’t need to…” She paused, looking down at Asmodeus. “I mean, you’re…we’re…marriage is a human thing.” Her hands were shaking, and she pressed them against her thighs. She felt Azrael place a hand gently on her back. “This is…kind of silly, isn’t it?” 
 
    Asmodeus’s features softened as he smiled gently. He had stopped wearing his scarf recently. Said it got in the way of his constant need to kiss her. There was warmth in his eyes as he watched her. “Very silly. And yet…I found the need to do it anyway. I love you, Veil. I love you, Selina. Whoever you choose to be, whatever name you choose, homunculus or human, angel-born and demon-made, caught by life and death, trapped halfway between. I love you, and I would have you as my bride.” 
 
    She stepped toward him, and he reached for her hand. She placed it in his grasp, and using the claws of his wings, he plucked the ring from the box and slipped it onto her finger. Wordlessly, she stepped into him, placed her lips against his, and felt his wings curl around behind her, pressing her close. 
 
    She slipped her eyes shut and wrapped her arms around his neck. She might exist halfway between, but now she had found a reason to be whole. 
 
    Fin. 
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