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    Dedication 
 
      
 
    While writing this novel, my mother passed away after thirteen years of battling heart failure. It may seem tacky to dedicate this book—a paranormal romance filled with monsters and demons—to her, but I promise you, it’s rather fitting. 
 
    My mother taught me to be the loudest, proudest version of myself. To not worry about pretending to be normal or what other people thought of me and my mile-wide morbid streak. She helped me dye my hair neon red as a child. Helped me make the freakish Halloween costumes I was proud of. I’ve always been an odd child with a fascination for the dark and dangerous. She understood that, embraced it, and never loved me any less. 
 
    I never would have had the bravery to write, or publish, without knowing how proud of me she was and, I hope, continues to be. 
 
    So, Mom? Here’s to you. I love you, and I’m going to miss you so very much. But I know you won’t be too far away. 
 
    Just skip chapter twenty-one, would you? Thanks. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Veil was dying. 
 
    Again. 
 
    At this point, she was on a first-name basis with the sensation of her body shutting down. All her organs were struggling valiantly to soldier on, even though things were entirely out of place and had gone very much awry. A golf-ball-sized hole had been punched straight through her chest. But her body only had one job, keeping her alive, and it was trying very hard to do just that.  
 
    She was lying on the floor. A bullet had been what put her there. A particularly large caliber one, judging by the pain. The gun the man had used packed a damn good punch.  
 
    It was also likely enchanted and holy. 
 
    She figured it went with the territory. 
 
    Now she found herself examining the ceiling tiles of a charming little coffee shop. It was trying to make the vintage thing work at all costs, even if it meant putting up fake stamped copper tiles. I bet they’re plastic from Home Depot or something. 
 
    It was amazing what came to mind when the brain was struggling for oxygen and blood. The thoughts were always the most random, trivial things. Never anything salient or prophetic. Never anything interesting. 
 
    The bullet might have nicked her heart. It had definitely punctured her lung. She knew this, because when she went to breathe, it felt as though she had liquid in her chest. It gurgled like trying to suck air through a snorkel with too much seawater in it. The sensation was just as unpleasant. 
 
    It’d be over soon enough, she knew. It wasn’t the first time this’d happened. It wouldn’t be the last. While every kind of death carried its own unique form of pain, she likened it to flavors of ice cream. Sure, it all tasted different, but down at the core, it was the same thing. How she got there might be new and interesting, might be double-fudge or salted caramel, but it all got her to the same place. 
 
    Man, I could seriously go for some ice cream right about now. 
 
    Lifting her hand, she touched it to the wound in her ribcage. It was sticky and wet. And big. She picked her hand up to look at the blood dripping off her fingers, more out of morbid curiosity than anything else. It was painful to breathe, so she opted not to. It would just get it over with easier that way. The darkness that was creeping at the edges of her vision would come faster. The quicker that happened, the quicker she could get on with her day. 
 
    Death obeyed, and she felt the darkness rush in closer. The bullet had punched its way easily through bone, flesh, and sinew. The man was also an excellent shot; she’d give him that. 
 
    Y’know, Yul Brenner made a weird villain in West World. Again with the random-ass thoughts. It almost made her laugh. She would have, if she had the air and the lungs to do it. Just another weird thought popping up out of nowhere as her brain struggled to survive. 
 
    Veil knew the telltale signs that the end was coming soon. She shut her eyes as her lungs burned and willed her body to just give up the ghost and let it end. When a hand grasped hers and clutched it, she blinked in confusion and looked up at the man kneeling over her. 
 
    He had long, chestnut hair in a ponytail and sharp hazel eyes. He wore all black, save for a white clerical collar that only made him look tan by comparison. He held her hand gently and with his other one with two fingers aloft gestured in the shape of a cross in the air in front of him. Earnestly, he began to pray in Latin. 
 
    It almost made her laugh again. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” a familiar voice said from the table nearby. 
 
    “What?” The priest kneeling over her looked up, appalled and offended. 
 
    “Give her a minute.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two Days Prior 
 
      
 
    Boston 
 
      
 
    Once, not very long ago, the city had been Veil’s home. Well, it was the only place she had spent enough time in to qualify for the title, anyway. And for exactly those reasons, she avoided it as best she could.  
 
    Every street seemed to dredge up bad memories and feelings she didn’t want to experience again. She hadn’t been back in…oh, fifteen years, give or take, and another twenty before that. Once in a while she had to pass through, but never long enough to really let the cloud settle over her. 
 
    But her work had called her here. There were only a few things that could drag her back, nearly kicking and screaming. Death on a large scale was one of them. 
 
    Death in the city of Boston was something she was familiar with. 
 
    This was where she had been raised. This was where she had spent time in the only semblance of a family she had ever known. 
 
    And this was where she had killed them all. This was where she had abandoned him to rot. 
 
    Veil shuddered. It had nothing to do with the overly dry, overly chill hotel room air. It had everything to do with the image that flashed into her mind. The glint of candlelight off a silver blade that was poised to drive into her chest and through her heart.  
 
    That had been the first time she had died and the exact moment everything had gone wrong. The moment she had learned everything had been a lie. She shoved the miserable memory to the back of her mind for the millionth time. It came back to her enough without having to dwell on it. 
 
    One foot in front of the other. Always. Immortality was going to drag her down the pavement anyway; she might as well stand up and walk. Besides, there was work to do. There were probably demons to hunt and, more importantly, the humans who brought them here. 
 
    She was standing by the window, looking down at the street and busy intersection below. They were staying at the Omni-Parker House Hotel. It was supposed to be one of the nicest hotels in the city. It was the oldest, anyway. It showed, if she were honest. It wasn’t a bad hotel, but it wasn’t her favorite. Namely, she wished she could open the window. She’d much prefer the heavy air of the city and the constant honking, shouting, and shrill whistle of the valet driver below over the rush of the fan and the stifling feeling of over-recycled air. 
 
    But there was no use trying to get the windows open. They were screwed shut. Any jumpers might mess up traffic more than usual, and the city might not survive that. It was School Street down below her, and it was bumper-to-bumper in the evening rush hour traffic. That one-lane example of utter failure in city planning was already a majestic cluster-fuck on a good day without somebody turning themselves into street pizza adding to the mess. 
 
    Boston was a place built not on top of the old but around it like a bad jigsaw puzzle. It was trying to do its best to cling to the old streets and old buildings that defined it. Unlike New York or Chicago, which hadn’t minded blasting down a few streets to fix problems, Boston was proud to let it linger.  
 
    New York and Chicago also had taken advantage of having mostly burned down at some point or another and used that opportunity to build streets in such novel concepts as “straight lines” and “grids.” 
 
    Not in Boston. 
 
    Major city improvements also never did quite go as planned. The Big Dig was testament to that. It made the populace a little less eager to take on new ones. 
 
    This intersection was a perfect example of Boston’s problem. Three lanes of road meeting two lanes meeting one. A seventeenth-century church, a nineteenth-century hotel, and two large glass structures of two very different styles all met at the same point. 
 
    School Street met Tremont met Beacon. Really, School Street should have been bulldozed a long time ago, if it weren’t for the string of historic buildings. Although one of them seemed to have been turned into a Chipotle somewhere along the way, so there was that. 
 
    Old and new, woven around each other to try to make a cohesive whole. 
 
    She resembled the city. Maybe a little too much for comfort. Maybe that was another reason she hated it so much. 
 
    Her thoughts strayed and tried to lock on to her opinions of the city below. Anything to keep them from the matter at hand. Anything to keep away from dwelling on what brought her to her former home. 
 
    But like a bad yo-yo, her thoughts spun out, ran dry, and left her dangling on the end of the string without anywhere to go. She had to wind it all back up and face the facts. The TV behind her was buzzing away, the local news personalities yammering pointless observations and speculations about one very undeniable thing—this was a city gripped in fear.  
 
    People were afraid to go out. They were afraid to leave their houses and apartments after dark. They had a perfectly good reason, by her estimation. 
 
    There had been murders. 
 
    Messy murders. 
 
    One person getting beheaded in an alleyway was awful, but not international news. Two people being dismembered, blood streaking the walls like it had been caused by a piece of rogue farm equipment, and people began to take notice. 
 
    But it didn’t stop. Every night, people went entirely missing…or were found in pieces. The sickest part was that the more apt description would be “pieces were found.” The dismembered bodies were never whole. Bits were being taken, but not just any bits. The important ones you’d notice, like the head or the whole torso. They only ever left the limbs behind, if anything other than just the blood. 
 
    Nobody had caught sight of what was causing the mayhem. At first, Veil had ignored the news, chalking it up to human, non-magic-using crazies, until the blood left behind by one was scrawled onto the wall in a symbol. It was a circle, with angled triangles and pentagons inside of it. It bore all the hallmarks of a kind of ceremonial magic she was all too familiar with. 
 
    It was dribbly, dripping down the cement surface, put there by hand by whoever—or whatever—had murdered the man left crumpled in a heap of torn-up parts nearby. The writing was sloppy, the Enochian was mangled, but it had been clear enough. 
 
    After that, no matter her hatred for the city and her desire to never come back to Boston, she had to do something to stop whatever was transpiring. She couldn’t look the other way. 
 
    Neither could her friend, who was currently tapping away at his laptop like a madman. They were a team. He found her the jobs, she went out and did them. They had the same goal—to make sure as few people as possible in this world suffered the same fate they both had. 
 
    Veil’s job? 
 
    Cult hunter. 
 
    Not like she carried a card or anything. She called it a job, but it wasn’t like she went off to get certified in it. She had enough background in the topic to be an “expert.” Both in the creatures that stalked the shadows, and the kind of crazies who worshipped them. 
 
    Demons were real. Angels could be worse. Even worse than them, though, were the humans who dedicated themselves in service to them, who prayed and knelt in devotion to one or more of the ancient creatures. 
 
    The ones who had their silly little altars and lit their candles and drew their symbols in chalk on the floors weren’t so bad. They were harmless, and she let them slide by. It was the ones who then etched those symbols in human flesh who were the bigger problem. 
 
    She hunted them down, one by one, and did what she needed to do to make sure they wouldn’t hurt anyone again. That was her bad excuse for “work.” It didn’t even come with a paycheck. Not really. Once in a while, she’d take a gig here and there that came with a dollar sign attached. Missing persons, mostly. It was lame, but they paid extremely well. 
 
    She looked back at her friend. Richard was in his forties now, gray at the temples, glasses having grown thicker over the years, as he peered over them and typed away. She had met him when he was eight years old. He had been huddled in a cage in the corner, his head buried in his hands. He had listened to the screams of his mother and six-year-old sister as they were diced to pieces, dissected alive, all in the name of glorious Belphegor. 
 
    The joke was on them. Belphegor had retired years ago. 
 
    She had “dispatched” the cult in the best way she knew how. She murdered them all. She hated taking lives, but they had given up their right to live when they started chopping up innocent people. She had taken the boy outside and hugged him and stayed by his side until she had to make her exit as the cops arrived. Veil didn’t do well with the police. Too many very good questions that she had entirely unacceptable answers to, like, “How did you get through the locked door?” and, “Does any of the blood you’re wearing belong to you?” 
 
    It usually didn’t. That tended to be the wrong answer. Cops got huffy at that kind of thing—go figure. 
 
    She’d kept an eye on Richard as he grew up. His family was gone, his dad having been shot by the cultists when he tried to protect his family from being taken. The poor kid had been put right into child services. He was adopted at around ten years old by a nice family who cared for him. She had made sure he had everything he’d needed. When he went to college—and went on to get his doctorate—she had quietly paid for his tuition and made it look like a miraculous scholarship award. 
 
    She’d done her best to stay out of his life and to stay away from him. She only brought trouble, and any association he had with her was going to end poorly. That worked right up until the invention of the internet. Then, Richard had found her. He tracked her down by finding the occult bastards she was after right before she did. 
 
    The first few times he pulled that stunt, she walked away from him and told him to go away and leave her alone. She insisted she was dangerous. But the man was brutally stubborn, and he kept at her for years. Finding her targets before she could, texting her the locations—she still didn’t know how he had gotten her phone number—and meeting her at the scene before she went to work. 
 
    Finally, she had given up. He was better at hunting down her quarry than she was, that was for damn sure. And, once she’d given up and let him help, they had become fast friends. It was Richard’s digging and connections that had turned up the classified image of the circle painted in blood on the alley wall in Boston. 
 
    If it had been any ol’ ceremonial magic circle, she would have come to stop the sect, and it wouldn’t have been anything out of the ordinary. It wouldn’t have bothered her or brought up the memories that were pulling at the back of her mind and ruining her mood. 
 
    But it hadn’t been just any circle. Ceremonial circles had rules. They worked in certain ways, using lines and the right words to draw power. They tapped into energies and pulled from them. One wrong line and it was as useful as a lead balloon. This one…had invented a whole new set of rules. But, much like looking at the first cubist painting by Picasso, she knew it still worked. Even if it defied everything she knew. 
 
    The other problem was whose power it was tapping into. Whose name was scrawled in sloppy but legible Enochian. It was one that made her skin crawl. One she knew quite well. 
 
    Asmodeus. 
 
    The sun was going down, and that meant that it was almost time to get going. All the recent murders and disappearances all happened at night. Cliché, but not unexpected. She walked away from the window and slumped down at the opposite side of the table from Richard. Their hotel rooms had a little adjoining living room-ish kind of thing with a kitchenette, and while it was tiny, it worked. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be in town for long.  
 
    The doctor in philosophical history—she thought that was what it was; she could never get it right—had quickly taken over the table that was supposed to be used for eating and had covered it in scraps of paper, notebooks, leather-bound volumes, manuscripts, and his laptop. Research. 
 
    He didn’t acknowledge her as she sat down. He probably hadn’t noticed. Veil began to absently spin a piece of paper on the table in front of her underneath her fingers. “Any leads yet?” 
 
    “No,” he replied after a long pause and without looking up from his screen. “No one’s seen anything like the circle they drew on the wall. It’s…based in the lesser key, but it’s a new alteration. I have a few friends working on it, but nothing’s turned up yet. I still think we should contact the Church and see if they know anything. I’ve heard reports they’re already in the city, and—” 
 
    “No. Absolutely not. I haven’t hidden from them for this long only to screw it up now.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “We can solve it ourselves. We can. We always have before.” 
 
    He sighed. “Fine. I’ll keep trying. But I can’t make heads or tails of it. It’s entirely new. I can’t figure what they’re after.” 
 
    “Well, they need to be stopped. I don’t really care what they’re after.” 
 
    “Are they trying to bring him back?” That was the first time Richard looked up over the top of his glasses and screen at her, gray eyes worried. 
 
    “They can’t. Not from where I put him. Nobody can. Either they’re too stupid to know that, or they’re after something else.” She was pretty sure of that. At least she sounded confident, anyway. 
 
    Richard shook his head and sighed, at a loss. “If you manage not to knock one of their heads off in the process, perhaps we can question them.” 
 
    She snickered. “I’ll do my best, but I make no promises.” She stood again and stretched, cracking her back. She walked into her hotel room and grabbed her weapons. Two metal rods, about two feet long each, and otherwise nondescript. They weren’t flashy, but they were more than effective. Flashy got you noticed—flashy drew questions. Two metal rods earned you some squinty-eyed looks from the cops and the locals but could be mistaken for the weirdest new sporting craze, like those people who speed-walked with weights or something. 
 
    She slipped them into the holsters she wore on her legs, one on each side, tied her long hair back into a ponytail, grabbed her coat, and headed for the door. 
 
    “Be careful, Veil.” 
 
    “It’s just some losers collecting hearts because they read somewhere they could cast fireballs with them.” She grinned as she wiggled her fingers at him as if she were casting a cartoonish spell. “Just another day on the job, Richie. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” he laughed. “But something feels odd about this one. The public attacks in a major city? And it’s his name they wrote…” 
 
    “I know. Trust me, I know.” 
 
    “And here, of all places, to have his name appear?” 
 
    She gritted her teeth and did her best not to yell at him that she was very much aware of the fact that this wasn’t a coincidence, no matter how you looked at it. “Just idiots in robes, Richie. Like it always is.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Veil walked down the street, humming to herself, slurping happily on her frappa-mocha-something from the coffee shop. She loved coffee. Adored it. And this was a frilly, far-too-sweet concoction loaded with more sugar and whipped cream than any of the actual caffeinated substance. 
 
    Fine by her. 
 
    It was seven o’clock, and it was already growing dark in mid-October fall. It was gorgeous in Boston that time of year. Even if it didn’t have a whole lot of trees to turn color, it was worth it. Halloween season was a special time in New England. The whole region seemed to appreciate the holiday more—you could almost feel it tap into the earth. She used to spend a lot of time up on the north shore in Ipswich in her early years, and she remembered how inherently creepy that whole region was. She had loved it at the time and eaten up every volume of Lovecraft any of her so-called family would bring her. That, along with any scrap of anything spooky or morbid she could get her hands on. 
 
    The memories made her smile even as they dug a dagger into her heart. It was a painful kind of hate and fondness that mixed together as she took another slurp from the sugary mess she had purchased. It chased away her melancholy. Hard not to, when it even had little chocolate sprinkles on top. 
 
    No self-respecting adult had the right to buy something this stupid with a straight face. And she hadn’t, to be fair. She’d been grinning the whole time. 
 
    Focus, you moron. Focus. All the murders and disappearances had centered in and around the heart of the city. And so, she started there and worked her way out in slowly widening circles. Which, really, were probably squiggly lines, knowing the stupid street layout.  
 
    But she didn’t plan on walking around all night hoping to trip over a bunch of assholes trying to summon whoever or whatever they were intent on calling. She had a plan. She was just trying to find the right place. It was surprisingly hard to find a dark and deserted alley when you needed one. Maybe they all went out of fashion. Not to mention, a dark and deserted alley that felt right. 
 
    Magical hoo-ha and all that stupidity. She didn’t understand it. But she felt it like the weather. People didn’t need to understand why it rained to know it was wet. 
 
    Finally, after an hour or two—and long after her sugary monstrosity had run out—she found the right spot. Glancing left and right, making sure she was alone, she pulled a piece of white chalk out of her coat pocket. Humming and half-singing, murmuring the lyrics to Black Hole Sun to herself, she drew the symbols she needed on the side of the Mexican restaurant. 
 
    It took her three attempts of one line to get it right, and she had to use the melting ice from her coffee cup to wipe it clean. “Damn it,” she grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Penmanship, dear. Penmanship is key.” The hand that settled on the back of hers was warm and gentle. Even if the voice was cold and trying to sound stern, it was clear it was for show. His emerald eyes seemed to catch her in them and hold her. They always had, and they always would. 
 
    “Start again. This time, try it with straight lines for a change.” 
 
    “A novel concept,” she teased back. “And here I was trying to be artistic.” No, really, she was just awful at drawing straight lines. He could do it with perfect and practiced ease, like it wasn’t even difficult. “Nobody appreciates my talent.” 
 
    “There is a time and place for all things.” He chuckled at her sarcastic joke. “Try again.” 
 
      
 
    Veil bit back the memory and swallowed it hard into the back of her throat. That, or the smell of the rotting dumpster nearby, was making her nauseated. Probably both. But, finally, the task was done. She took a step back and eyed her work. It was a little crooked. She could almost hear his voice haunting her, pointing out over her shoulder the bits she had screwed up. He had been a perfectionist in all things. 
 
    The worst part was that he had never been wrong. It was hard to argue when he was right, but it hadn’t ever stopped her from trying. 
 
    Biting back the melancholy again, she sighed. It wasn’t flawless, but it’d work just fine. She tossed her plastic coffee cup into the offensive dumpster and walked back up to the symbol and put her palm flat against the center. 
 
    It was like popping a bottle of champagne. She had created the bottle, the cork, and the fizzy substance that wanted nothing more than to explode. If she didn’t pop it right, she’d take the cork to the face, shatter something, and otherwise make a massive mess of things. 
 
    She shut her eyes and let herself focus on the feeling of it beneath her palm. Like a racing river beneath a smooth, frozen surface. 
 
    Some people had to chant to do magic. Some people used symbols. Some people gestured. Most did all three. They were all tools. They were guns, knives, swords, or tanks. They all existed for the same purpose—getting the job done. Magic was about will. Sheer, unadulterated force of will over the world around them. 
 
    Veil was shit at magic. 
 
    Well, no, that wasn’t true. She was better than the cultists she hunted. They sucked at magic. She had simply always been surrounded by people far better at it than she was. She had always felt like the child playing adults at poker. And, for all intents and purposes, she had been. 
 
    At least she didn’t have to chant or flail around like a moron. Her weapon of choice was drawing symbols and using those to tap into the world around her. She felt the lines she had drawn and used it like a fork. Just plunked it into the power around her and willed it to do what she wanted. 
 
    And right now, she wanted a compass. Something to show her the way to the fuckers who decided to make murder the new fall fashion statement. 
 
    She really had to learn to be more specific. 
 
    “Command me, Mistress!” 
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    Oh, fucking Hell. 
 
    Veil jumped back from the wall and watched in horror as an…imp pushed itself forward from the wall. It oozed out of the concrete as it borrowed molecules and substance from the building itself to create its body. 
 
    It flapped its little purple bat wings, and it landed on a trashcan nearby with a loud thunk. It was a chubby little bastard, and it looked like its tiny leathery wings wouldn’t hold up its girth on a good day. It petted its stomach with a toothy grin, tipped its stumpy, piggish face back, and snuffed loudly in the direction of the dumpster. “What smells good?” 
 
    Veil groaned. 
 
    She hated imps. 
 
    It stood itself up and flapped its wings then landed on her shoulder like a fat, leathery cat. “What is our mission, Mistress?” 
 
    She tried to keep the disgust off her face. She was pretty sure she failed. Well, this was what she got for not being very specific in what kind of compass she wanted to create. “We’re hunting cultists. Murderers. They’re out somewhere in the city, and I need to find them.” 
 
    “Oooh! Yes, yes! I can do these things! Yes!” It pointed a stubby, clawed finger out of the alley. “We should go that way!” 
 
    “That’s the only way out.” 
 
    “I know!” It grinned toothily. “Exactly! Then it is the right choice!” 
 
    She really hated imps. 
 
    “Just make yourself invisible. The last thing I need is to cause a panic.” 
 
    “I…cannot do this thing.” The imp pouted as he shoved a finger inside his ear and wiggled it, as if trying to get out some wax. She wanted to chuck it off her shoulder, but she had summoned it, and that’d be rude. “Ah! I know! The humans have a beast for this kind of deed!” 
 
    It flew from her shoulder to the ground, and as it landed, its body flashed brightly and changed. She had to turn her head away, and when she looked back, the world’s weirdest-looking dog was sitting at her feet, tongue hanging out the side of its mouth, panting happily.  
 
    Reaching down to pick up the leash it had the presence of mind to summon with its change, she sighed. “All right. Let’s go.” 
 
    It bounced up to its feet eagerly and bounded toward the entrance to the alleyway. But not before stopping to lift a leg and take a piss on a few boxes and empty kegs. 
 
    She really, really hated imps. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yup. She still hated imps.  
 
    This stupid thing had led her around for two hours—two goddamn hours—and hadn’t had a solid lead. It wanted to sniff trash cans and bark at homeless people, and it tried to chase a squirrel up a tree. 
 
    She hauled up on its leash and glared down at the dog. “Do your job already, will you?” she hissed angrily through her teeth then smiled in shy apology at the couple walking past who looked at her in horror like she was an animal abuser. It didn’t help that her “dog” was “whimpering.” 
 
    “You’re making me look like an asshole.” Luckily, it was ten o’clock now, and Boston was a city that went to bed surprisingly early. The streets were damn near empty at this point. 
 
    “It’s not my fault!” he yelled and jumped up as he shifted his form back to the imp. There were still people nearby! Veil grabbed the imp and shoved it into her coat, looking now like she was trying to smother a writhing dodgeball. 
 
    “Dog noses are so sensitive. And this city smells like trash, feces, and death. It’s wonderful!” the imp piped happily from inside her coat. “Very distracting,” he added as an afterthought as it pushed its chubby, piggish, purple face up from the collar of her coat. 
 
    “Find me the cultists. Or I’m sending you back.” She glared, trying to back up her threat as best she could. Imps were like toddlers. They pushed boundaries—that was all they knew how to do. That, and the thing smelled awful, and she wanted it out from under her coat. 
 
    “Yes, Mistress! Yes. I am sorry. I will do better! The ones you seek are…” he sniffed the air again and, struggling, pointed an arm out of the collar of her coat. “That way!” 
 
    “You’re making that up.” 
 
    It gasped, as if it were an old woman taken aback by something burlesque at the opera house. “I would never!” His eyes were black from lid to lid, with orange-yellow pupils. They blinked up at her, attempting to be cute. Or at the very least sympathetic. “I was just so amazed with this world…” 
 
    “Shove it,” she growled as she pushed his head back into her coat and kept walking. She looked ridiculous, holding a soccer-ball-sized, squirmy, leather imp underneath her coat. But she did the best she could. “You better be right.” 
 
    “I sense magic, one thousand feet forward and ten degrees port!” he said from under her coat and then paused. “Or perhaps it is starboard. Which one is left?” 
 
    “Port, you idiot.” 
 
    “Starboard, then. Definitely starboard.” 
 
    Veil fought the urge to punch the thing as hard as she could and did her best to keep walking. If it was right, then she’d be done with it, and her night, before midnight. That’d be a plus. It was rare a night ended that early for her. 
 
    “I have a name, you know,” he said, muffled inside her coat. “You didn’t ask. There is power in names.” 
 
    “Surprisingly? I don’t care.” 
 
    “It’s Maleon.” 
 
    “Melon?” She had heard him right; she just wanted to tease the thing. It was making her life harder, so it was only fair. She grinned. “That’s a weird name for an imp.” 
 
    “No!” he wailed. “Mal-ee-on! Maleon!”  
 
    “Melon.” She sniffed dismissively. Teasing the thing was fun, and she was good at teasing. “You look like a melon, act like a melon… You’re Melon now.” 
 
    “That’s not even the right number of syllables—” 
 
    “Nope. Your name is Melon now. Good job! You got yourself a new name. There’s power in names, y’know.” The annoying creature was decidedly male. Although, honestly, she had no proof. She’d never met a female imp. She wasn’t about to ask the thing what gender it was, afraid of exactly how it was going to go about responding. She just decided it was a “he” and moved on. 
 
    The imp let out an exaggerated “harrumph” from inside her coat. “My name is not Melon.” 
 
    “I’m calling you Melon, and you need a bath.” She wrinkled her nose. “Badly.” 
 
    He hissed like an angry cat. “Baths! Bah. Childish things! Putrid, animal, base acts.” 
 
    “You tried to eat a squirrel.” 
 
    “It was squeaking. And fuzzy.” He popped his head back out of the collar of her coat and gasped for air. She sighed and let it squirm out to sit on her shoulder. The streets were empty now, anyway. Maybe people would think he was a puppet. It wouldn’t be the first time she was mistaken for a street crazy. “I couldn’t help it. Oh!” It hopped on her shoulder, grabbed onto her hair, yanking it painfully, and pointed with its grubby claw. “Left! Turn left here!” 
 
    “You’re pointing right.” 
 
    “Right, then! Turn right! They are very close!” 
 
    Veil wiped both hands down over her face and tried very hard not to stuff the bowling ball of lard and wings into the nearest trashcan. But if he was right, she’d be able to dismiss him soon. 
 
    A loud crash and a scream came from an alley nearby.  
 
    Yup. The sack of flying lard was right.  
 
    She leaned down to grab the metal rods from out of the holsters on her legs. As she did, Melon flapped his wings and took flight, hovering over her. “Oh. Oooh,” he murmured. “You plan on fighting them?” 
 
    “What did you think I was going to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe say hello?” 
 
    “Nope. I’m going to kick their teeth in.” She crossed the street, cracking her neck. Good. She was itching for some action. Fighting had grown to be fun over the years. Especially because she knew—no matter how badly it went for her—she’d be fine. It was like playing a video game with cheat codes on. 
 
    “But, Mistress, it is dangerous,” he said from over her. The beat of his wings was audible as he worked hard to keep his tubby body afloat. “You might die!” 
 
    Veil laughed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was such a pity when they struggled. It wasn’t as though Nell really cared; he didn’t give a rat’s ass whether they were in pain when his knife met their flesh. It just made the Orolun hiding in the shadows at his side very hungry in the presence of prey that reeked of fear. And this man smelled thickly of that and the urine that was now soaking through his pants. 
 
    The man had been chosen by the power his master wielded to serve the great plan. That was if his whimpering, screaming, and whining did not bring the Orolun’s razor-sharp and far-too-long teeth down upon him before Nell could finish the ritual that would mold the mortal’s flesh into something far more useful. 
 
    The man was begging for mercy. 
 
    Beautiful. 
 
    Nell tore at the man’s shirt, ripping it open in the front. He needed the skin over his heart. As his victim began to struggle, his assistants worked quickly without being told. They pinned him to the ground so the knife might be unimpeded. 
 
    Rock music began to play loudly from one end of the alley, breaking his concentration. What in the name of the seven Hells was that? Nell looked up and squinted toward the source of the noise. 
 
    One of his assistants voiced his question before he could. “What the fuck?”  
 
    A woman, dressed in black jeans and a dark blue coat, was the source of the music. She had long, dark brown hair that fell in waves from a ponytail. She was beautiful. Her eyes and lips were painted in a dark blue that matched her clothing. That, and something else he couldn’t quite name, gave her an unearthly quality. Nell had never seen anyone quite like her. 
 
    “Yeah, one second, guys,” she said, raising her finger to them. She was trying to hand a small speaker to a flying…imp…at her side. “Melon, just take it.” 
 
    Still, the music kept playing. 
 
    “But, Mistress,” the imp wailed. 
 
    “Shut up and take it, Fat Dobby!” the woman snarled through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Um, boss?” Nell’s assistant broke him out of his stunned silence.  
 
    “Yes. Right. Secure our quarry. I will deal with her.” Nell stood and slipped the ceremonial kris into his belt. He had other means by which to dispose of interlopers. 
 
    The music crooned, uncaring of the seriousness of what it was interrupting. 
 
    “Mistress, it is loud!” the imp whined as it took the speaker and held it. 
 
    “I need tunes. And I forgot my headphones. Just take it.” 
 
    “Oh, very well.” The imp resigned itself to holding the speaker, gripping it with all four of its limbs as it beat its purple wings to keep itself afloat.  
 
    “Sorry. Anyway…” The woman turned toward them. She reached down into holsters on her legs and pulled out a pair of simple metal rods. They were an inch and a half thick and about twenty inches long each. Hardly a typical set of weapons. But the way she twirled them in her hands made Nell second-guess his quick dismissal. “Let the guy go.” 
 
    “No,” he responded simply and took a step forward. “Leave here, child. This is not for you. I would think you an ignorant passerby, but the presence of your friend speaks otherwise.” 
 
    “I am a friend!” The imp cackled, clearly ecstatic. 
 
    “No, you’re—” The gorgeous woman sighed, beleaguered. “You’re a beach ball with wings. Shut up.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” The imp was grinning, now hugging the speaker that was still blaring music. “Maleon is a friend now!” 
 
    The woman turned blue eyes to him. They were stunning, the way they caught the light. The woman would have been entrancing in any other circumstance. She raised an eyebrow at him and jerked her head in the direction of the imp. “See what you’ve done?” 
 
    Nell lifted his hand and let his power flex out. Fire curled around his fingers. “Leave here, girl.” 
 
    “Wow.” She whistled and grinned. She seemed impressed. “Nice. No chanting, no symbols. Talisman?” 
 
    She was questioning his power now? “No.” Who was she? 
 
    “You’re a pro, then. Cool! This’ll be fun.” She twirled her metal rod and rolled it over the back of her wrist to idly catch it again. It was a very practiced move, by the look of it. “Been a while since I’ve had a real challenge. Most of the culties I’ve been up against have been serious wannabees. Mortals with nothing more than internet research and some black candles.” She took a casual step forward. “So, do tell, who do you serve?” 
 
    “My master prefers to be in the shadows for now.” 
 
    The music was still blasting from behind her. 
 
    “Right, so, I have to beat it out of you. Works for me.” 
 
    “There are three of us and one of you. You do not know the power we command. Leave here. We have no business with you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but see? You do. You really do.” She arched, cracking her back as she stretched. “You just don’t know it yet. Last chance. Let the guy go, tell me who you work for, and you get to walk away with your life.” 
 
    “You are in no position to be making threats,” Nell reminded her. He let a slow grin creep across his features. “I think I will delight in torturing you.” 
 
    “Mm-hm, ’kay. Last-last chance. Still saying no?” She ignored his threat like it carried no weight to her. Nell paused. He was accustomed to being intimidating. He was a tall and unfriendly looking man. Most people were startled to turn the corner and see him in a well-lit store, let alone here in the darkness. He breathed danger and blood. But this girl was brushing him off as if he were…trivial. 
 
    That was frustrating. 
 
    He would teach her a lesson. 
 
    Nell lifted his hand and summoned the fire to his palm. He would burn the flesh from her bones and make her use those full lips and sharp tongue to lick his boots and something else of his in exchange for the mercy of death. “No.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    He watched in confusion as something seemed to separate from her body. Like a ghastly apparition, something moved out of her. It was a copy of herself, incorporeal and translucent. The afterimage moved almost too fast to be seen, leaving a streak through the air as it came straight at him. He didn’t even have time to react. 
 
    The image went through him—straight through his chest as if he, or it, weren’t real—and he felt an odd tingle as it did, like electricity. But he had barely enough time to think about it as a metal rod collided with his skull. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Veil’s body raced to catch up with her soul like two ends of a rubber band as she cracked her steel rod into the man’s head. It put his lower jaw into his upper one and his upper one into his skull. As he landed on the ground in a limp heap, he was oozing out of most everywhere in his face. Very dead. 
 
    He had been a creepy fuck—he had been staring at her tits before this all started—and he could command fire without trying. She didn’t feel like tangling with him long enough to find out exactly what he was capable of. 
 
    Her arm stung with the force of the impact. It always hurt. Hurtling through the air at that speed was going to smart, one way or another. Sometimes it’d dislocate her shoulder. But that was to be expected when she wound up using her own body as a battering ram with the inhuman speeds she could reach as she rushed to catch up with her soul. At least she healed quickly, and the damage was never more than the memory of pain and maybe an ice pack for an hour or two. 
 
    She rolled her shoulder and sighed, looking over at the two men who were now no longer holding down the whimpering normie. The poor man had apparently fainted. Classy. Oh, well. He’d wake up with one hell of a story. The two helpers were standing there watching her with their mouths open and in shock. “Okay, kids. This is going to go one of a few ways. Either you fight, and I kill you both, or you tell me who you’re working for, and you live.” 
 
    They stood there, glanced to each other, and seemed to think it over. 
 
    “Really, I don’t have all”—Veil paused as the two men turned tail and ran in the other direction—“night.” She sighed. She could go after them, but she didn’t like killing people. She hated running more. It was just an unfortunate part of her job. Not to mention, they were only useless goons. They had about as much magic around them as a pair of salad tongs. 
 
    Besides, if they ran back and told their boss there was some freaky chick with metal sticks knocking people’s brains out, maybe they’d stop their murder spree and go back home. It worked for her either way. She leaned down and cleaned the goop off her metal rod on the dead guy’s shirt and slipped her weapons back into their holsters. 
 
    “What do I do with you?” she said down to the unconscious man with a wet stain on his pants. Poor bastard. She could leave him here, but that seemed rude. She could sit here with him until he woke up, but that sounded boring. And it’d lead to awkward questions. Grumbling, she began fishing around in his coat pockets. Finding his phone, she dug it out. Clicking the button, she smirked at his home screen, which was a photo of him making some dumb face with a very silly-looking dog. Cute. She poked at it until the emergency screen came up and dialed 9-1-1. 
 
    “Hi, yes? I’d like to report an attack. Some guy got hurt. I’m in the South End. Corner of…uhm…” She looked out of the alleyway. “Tremont and Rutland, I think. I’ll leave his phone on. I—” 
 
    A noise behind her cut her off. It was a weird scraping sound. Dropping the phone onto the guy’s chest, she grabbed the ends of her metal rods and turned, drawing them in the same moment. 
 
    Her phone had gone on to the next track. The mix track set to The Munsters theme was a little too fitting for the creature she was looking at. 
 
    It was mostly teeth and what looked like black tar, as far as she could tell. And limbs. And shit, that might have once been a human, judging by the legs and bits of a left hand she could still see. The skull was humanoid, but it looked as though something had both dissolved the flesh and added strange black goop in its place. Goop that was still hard enough to scrape on the bricks like cooled lava.  
 
    It looked as though a cancerous growth had eaten the cells beneath and replaced them with pitch. The sound she had heard was the rasp of that substance dragging on the cobblestones. Its right arm was overgrown and deformed. Sections of his forearm had grown long, black spears like blades. It was as though an oil spill had overgrown a human and bubbled into this…thing that lurched toward her. 
 
    This certainly wasn’t an angelic creature. 
 
    This wasn’t a demon from Hell, either. Not any she recognized, and she knew them all. 
 
    This was something new. 
 
    Veil staggered back from it as it lunged for her, its shining, solid-yet-globby features twisted into a mask of rage and hunger. Its face looked like someone had poured hot, black asphalt around a skull in a Ziploc bag. 
 
    “Holy fuck!” was the best she could come up with as she jumped backward. She pushed her soul toward the entrance of the alleyway and felt her body rush to catch up, snapping back together. It was a weird sensation, but she had gotten used to it, the same way a contortionist became adjusted to being able to twist into unusual shapes. Novel the first time, normal by the five-hundredth. 
 
    “What is that thing, Mistress?” the imp squeaked as it landed on her shoulder, clinging to her coat and hiding on her back, peeking up over her enough to see. The speaker clattered to the ground, glitched, and stopped working. She didn’t care. She had spares. 
 
    “I hoped you knew.” 
 
    “It is not of my world. Is it of this one?” 
 
    “Not that I know of, but—” Veil paused as it was crawling toward them. But it seemed to get distracted by the dead cultist on the ground, and it began…eating him. Sloppily. Crunching its overly long and pointed teeth through the flesh like someone eating a soft-shell crab. She blanched and turned her face away. “Oh, gross.” 
 
    “Very,” the imp agreed. “Even for me.” 
 
    “I can’t leave it here. I have to try to kill it.” 
 
    “Oooh, must we?” 
 
    “We? What ‘we’? I’m going to hit it really fucking hard a whole bunch of times and hope it dies. You’re going to stay here and try not to get in the way.” Veil fished her phone out of her pocket and took a few photos of the thing, texting them to Richard. He was going to have a fit when he saw it, she knew. She plucked Melon off her back and nudged him back into the air. He flapped and stayed put obediently but had both of his chubby little hands over his mouth as if he were worried about her. 
 
    “Please be safe,” he whimpered. 
 
    All right, that was kinda cute and a little endearing. “I’ll be fine.” She chuckled and turned back to the monster. The cultist was already half gone, only a bloody, messed-up smear on the pavement. Well, now she knew the answer to what had caused all the messy murders. “Okay, fugly, let’s do this.” 
 
    One step toward the creature, and it whirled on her. “Ah, shit—” she yelped and jumped backward. The thing was fast! Faster than she expected for something so gangly and lopsided. She spun her baton around her hand, flicking it over her wrist and catching it, circling the monster. 
 
    It watched her. She assumed it did, anyway. It didn’t really have eyes to speak of. She dashed her soul through the creature, swinging her metal rod as her body rushed to catch up. To anyone else, she’d be little more than a blur. 
 
    Her rod contacted the thing’s head and sent it sailing backward. It crashed into the far wall, knocking over plastic trash bins as it skidded to a halt. It should have shattered the thing’s skull, just like the cultist who was now a bloody, half-eaten mess on the old cobblestones of the alleyway. 
 
    Instead, it stood, shook itself off like a dog, and roared at her. She cringed at the sound. It had the quality of nails on a chalkboard, like bone scraping on bone. She knew the sound wasn’t from lungs but from vibration. “What the hell made you, buddy? Clearly not anybody I know or—whoa!” 
 
    The thing dashed at her, snarling and wild. She jumped back, darting her soul from one spot to another, her body following, snapping back together like two ends of a bungee cord.  
 
    It was fast. 
 
    She was only barely faster.  
 
    It chased her deeper into the alley and the row behind the houses, smashing into cars and shattering glass in the process. She couldn’t care less. She had one job right now—not get eaten by this thing. Step two was killing it. 
 
    Cracking her rod into its arm as she managed to parry a swipe from it, she heard bone shatter with a sickening crunch. It screamed in pain, its arm hanging limp. She stood there, grinning in pride, and, whirling her metal rod around, jammed it up through its jaw and the squishy bit at the roof of its mouth and into its skull. 
 
    Its screaming broke off with the slurch of metal smashing through bone and wet material. Black ooze began to drip down the metal. She had no desire to get the mess on her. No clue if it was toxic. She had plenty of spare rods. She put her foot in the middle of the thing’s chest and shoved it away from her. It fell to the ground in a limp heap. 
 
    It twitched once, twice, and went still. 
 
    “Awesome.” She pulled her hair out of her ponytail. “Well, that was fun.” She walked up to it and nudged its leg with the end of her boot. The thing looked like mold that had grown on a human and reshaped it in horrible ways. She hadn’t ever seen anything like it before. “Always something new, huh?” she said to nobody. Taking out her phone, she took a few more photos of it, ignoring the slew of texts and missed calls from Richard. 
 
    She turned to walk away from the corpse. There was a floating purple ball of lard flying in front of her face. “Mistress!” 
 
    “Gah!” She swiped at it, pushing the imp farther away. “Jesus Christ, don’t sneak up on me!” 
 
    “I wasn’t, I was just—” 
 
    “All right, fine, don’t flap up behind me without warning. Last thing I need is you startling me—” 
 
    “I just wanted to tell you—” 
 
    “Don’t interrupt me, either. It’s—” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “What’d I literally just say?” 
 
    “It isn’t dead!” 
 
    “That’s—” She head the scrape of bone on bone again. Whirling around, she watched, wide-eyed, as the corpse of the monster pushed itself up to its feet. Its broken arm rotated and, with the sound of dry bone sockets cracking, snapped the limb back into place. That was the third most alarming thing about the current situation. 
 
    What was happening to the metal rod that was sticking through its head was more upsetting. It was dissolving. The black tar had overgrown it and seemed to be absorbing it wholesale. But that was still only the second-most currently problematic thing. 
 
    The first? 
 
    The monster had grabbed her ankle. 
 
    She screamed as it yanked her off her feet. Before she could react, it rammed a spike through her shoulder, and she heard the bricks at her back crack in half. Her mind went white with pain for a crucial second. When she came back to reality, the thing’s teeth were already lowering toward her throat. 
 
    She had never died by being eaten before. It wasn’t one she was eager to check off on her long-running “I wonder what it feels like to die that way, it’s probably squishy” bingo card. But it seemed she was about to find out what it was like for sure. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Veil threw her good arm over her head to protect herself—for what little good it would do—and turned her head away, closing her eyes. She could escape, but not in time before its teeth came down on her. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Blinking, she turned to watch as it…backed up. 
 
    It tilted its molten, bubbly head back, like a dog listening to an owner’s call. It let out an ear-piercing, ungodly screech in response. A symbol appeared around its feet, glowing bright white. It disappeared down into the circle and was gone. 
 
    It had all happened so fast, she hadn’t known what to do. It had let her go and disappeared so quickly she hadn’t had time to do a damn thing about it. 
 
    Her shoulder burned. A hole through it would do that. She groaned and lay back on the cobblestones and looked up at the light-polluted and hazy sky of the city. The stones were cool and felt nice. 
 
    Well, shit. She took a moment to think. What the actual fuck was that thing? More importantly, why had it just ditched? It won. She was about to become the nightly serving of Boston-based monster chow. But it had just backed off and disappeared. It answered a call—but whose, and why did they spare her? 
 
    Shitty questions from a shitty situation that probably had shitty answers. 
 
    Fuck this job sometimes. 
 
    The wound was already stitching itself shut, and it itched like crazy. Scratching it would only slow down the healing, so she resisted the urge. Forcing herself up to sitting, she pulled her coat off and hissed in pain as she pulled the fabric out of the wound. She looked down at herself to inspect it. Half an inch in diameter, it ran straight through. It didn’t look infected with any of the weird goo. Small favors. That was all she’d need. 
 
    It had hit her in what Veil called the “movie spot.” That squishy bit between the shoulder and the arm that a person could apparently get an arrow through and still mosey on with the rest of the film like literally nothing had happened. 
 
    Lies. Total lies. 
 
    It hurt like hell. And bled even worse. 
 
    She doubled over, feeling ill from the pain, and focused on breathing. It was almost gone already. Her body healed quickly, and she’d suffered far worse than this. 
 
    “Mistress?” 
 
    She raised a finger and silently asked the thing for a moment. This hurt enough without having to deal with an imp yammering at her. Holy shit, her shoulder itched and burned, and it was making her ill. 
 
    The imp didn’t take the hint. A chubby purple pig-pug face poked into the field of her vision. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Melon? Please be quiet for a minute.” 
 
    “Hum.” It stood there and wrung its hands nervously. “Yes, but perhaps we should go?” As if on cue, she heard police sirens in the distance. “I believe the humans are coming.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, fine.” Forcing herself up to her feet, she pulled her coat back on, hole in it notwithstanding. It felt sticky against the blood, but it was better than wandering around with a bleeding wound on full display. She needed to change, but that would have to wait. “I don’t want to explain you to the cops. Or the half-eaten corpse and the guy who pissed himself a block over.” 
 
    “Probably for the best.” His weight settled onto her shoulder, having the presence of mind to sit on the shoulder that hadn’t just been stabbed. The pain was already fading to a memory, but it still itched like crazy.  
 
    Brushing herself off, she shook her head. It ate one of her sticks. She had extras back in the hotel, but man, that was annoying. Now she’d have to go the rest of the night with just the one. “You really have no idea what that thing was?” 
 
    “I have never seen anything of its ilk. Not even Great Master Leviathan holds creatures in his sway like that. He tends to like the squishy weird ones,” Melon responded and shifted, flexing his feet and wiggling his clawed toes. “I do not think the heavenly host would create anything like that, either.” 
 
    “Not their style, no.” Veil began walking down the street and away from the sirens. She had never in all her years of hunting run into something like that. Something that was neither of Heaven nor Hell. It meant there was only one other place it could be from—Earth. And if a human had the power to create something like that, it meant trouble. 
 
    Deep, serious trouble. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m not doing it, Richie. I’m not. This is just like that weird mutant vampire problem in Bucharest. Just because we don’t know what it is doesn’t mean it’s the end of the world. I just need to stab it a few more times.” 
 
    Veil had been arguing with Richard over the phone for the past ten minutes as she walked through the city, trying to find another one of the creatures or the freaks who apparently worked with them. Or made them. 
 
    Not like she stood a chance of finding them a second time. Her only hope was that they hadn’t seen her as a threat and kept going on with their hunt for more victims. Maleon was sitting on her shoulder, sniffing the air, pointing from time to time. 
 
    “You said it wasn’t a demon.”  
 
    “No. It was human-made. I think, anyway. That’s the only thing I can come up with. It’s not like anything I’ve seen before.” 
 
    “That means you have no clue how to stop it.” 
 
    “I could try fire. Fire tends to work on just about everything.” 
 
    “Veil. We need to stop and think about this.” 
 
    “No, I’d rather find them and take out all the people making them. This thing was strolling around in the service of mortal things that I can definitely kill. I’ll start there.” 
 
    “I can contact the Church. The Order might have intel or be able to help.” 
 
    “Richie. No. You are not going to contact them. I don’t need to be locked in a cage and shoved in the basement of the Vatican. Do you want that?” 
 
    “Of course not! But—” 
 
    “Then let me try to do this my way. If I can’t stop them, fine, we call the Order.” 
 
    “If you can’t stop them, it’s because they’ve done something horrible to you already. I know they can’t kill you, but there are worse things they can do to you.” 
 
    “Oh, probably. But, hey, then I won’t be around to tell you how bad of an idea it is to call the Church.” She laughed. 
 
    “That’s not funny.” 
 
    “Kinda is.” 
 
    Maleon tugged on her hair and frantically pointed down a street. This wasn’t even an alley. It was the middle of a main road in Kenmore Square. “Mistress! Mistress, look!” 
 
    She turned and blinked. There were three men standing there, smack in the middle of the road underneath the orange glow of a lamppost. They were all in matching white suits. Nothing says “we’re a cult” like cute matching outfits. They were staring straight at her. They were waiting for her. 
 
    “Richie, I gotta go.” 
 
    “What’s happen—”  
 
    She hung up before Richard could finish and slipped the phone into her pocket. 
 
    “Hi, guys.” She walked toward the three men, smiling, and unzipped her coat. She’d need to be able to move. She leaned down and pulled her one remaining metal rod out of her holster. She shooed Maleon off her shoulder, who eagerly took flight behind her. Twirling her rod, she grinned at them. “’Sup?” 
 
    “We’d like to invite you to come with us.” One of the men stepped forward. The one in charge. Cool. Now she knew who to kill first. He was a normal-looking guy, if maybe a bit too pretty to go unnoticed. He had delicate, model-worthy features. A shame she’d have to rearrange them in a minute. 
 
    “Oh? What for? Tea? I’m a coffee person myself.” 
 
    “Mouthy. I like mouthy.” The man smiled at her, raking his gaze pointedly down her body, which made her roll her eyes. Great. Another sicko. Sadly, they were not uncommon in his line of work.  
 
    She reached out her foot and kicked a piece of trash, trying to look bored and uninterested. “Before I killed that last asshole, I asked him what you freaks were up to. He opted not to tell me, and now he has his jaw in his nose and his nose in his frontal cortex. You want to play this game too, or will you talk?” 
 
    “My Master has extended an invitation to you. He wants you to come speak with him in person. He’ll be happy to explain there.” 
 
    She laughed. “Nice try! Cute. I haven’t heard that one in at least six years. But no. I’d rather you tell me. Save me the whole walking-mindlessly-into-a-trap thing.” 
 
    The man never wavered in his glassy-eyed smile, looking more and more like a model on a C.K. ad than a real human. “What if I said we would cease our murders in exchange? You, for the rest of this dirty city?” 
 
    “And I’m sure you totally mean that, Abercrombie. I’m sure everything you’re saying is one hundred percent, bona fide truth.” She walked toward them casually. That seemed to confuse them, which was the point. The two men who flanked Abercrombie went stiff, and their hands flexed at their sides. More magic-users. 
 
    Resigning herself to this hurting a great deal, she walked over to Abercrombie and looked up at him. He was taller than she was, an act that wasn’t very hard to pull off. “I’ll have to say no.” 
 
    “A shame. Our Master values sacrifice more than anything else in this world. He would have kept his word. But now, I suppose we’ll just have to take you in kicking and screaming.” He grinned, a sick, sadistic twist to an otherwise perfect exterior. “Good.” 
 
    He reached out for her, and she grabbed his wrist and yanked him to the side. She kneed him hard in the stomach, and he let out a painful rush of air as she dropped him to the ground. She ducked under the blast of black fire that ripped over her head. 
 
    Dashing her soul through the fireball-chucking man, her body rushed to catch up. Smashing her shoulder into his ribs, she sent him sailing down the street, sliding to a stop on the pavement. He clocked his head on a parked car and went still. One down. 
 
    Electricity lanced through her, and she let out a snarl as it brought her down to one knee, her muscles convulsing. But that kind of power was hard to maintain, and it broke off a second later. She glared up at the third guy, the source of the bolt, and sent her soul rushing through him. Her body met him with the impact of a train, and she felt something crack. 
 
    Flying from the force of the collision, he smashed into the wall and landed hard on the ground, holding his midsection with both arms and rolling onto his side. His mouth was open in a silent scream of pain. He was out of the fight. Two down, one to go. She was enjoying herself. They were enough of a challenge to be interesting but squishy enough to not be difficult. She only needed one of them to live long enough to tell her what— 
 
    The inhuman roar from behind her ruined her mood. Turning, she groaned. “Son of a bitch.” 
 
    Standing there next to the first man was another one of those weird people-monsters. It was a different one, the mold on a steak in the fridge having taken a different shape. Black, pointed structures that both looked gloopy and solid like bone protruded from the thing that might have once been a woman. 
 
    Its head was eyeless, grown over, its head existing almost entirely as long, pointed teeth. It didn’t seem to have any problem finding her, as it stepped forward and repeated its challenge. 
 
    Cracking her neck, she shrugged. “All right. Fine. No more playing nice with you kids.” 
 
    And with that, she vanished. To them, she did, anyway. To her, she simply took a mental step to the left. A flex of a muscle most people didn’t have. A flex of a power nobody had any right to have. 
 
    She took her physical body into the spirit world, putting it alongside her soul. The cold of that place sank into her quickly, like being thrown into an ice bath or the Arctic Ocean. She shuddered and steeled herself against it. It wasn’t the first time she’d been here. It wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    Living bodies had no business being in the world of the dead. She existed in the unique condition that left her straddling the line between both. She could temporarily shove her soul into the living world, using it to zip herself around like she had been. Or she could bring her body here for a short span of time. A symptom of her unique and miserable condition that she’d learned to wield for her own ends. 
 
    The colors of the living world faded away, turning muted and desaturated. The brightly colored sign for the burrito restaurant next to them now looked dull and nearly monotone. But this world carried color of its own. 
 
    It was a spectacular light show. 
 
    Swirls of color drifted in the air. It was energy, electromagnetic or otherwise, visualized in the spaces where it was normally invisible to the naked eye. It came from every living thing, from electronics, and sometimes even from buildings or objects. 
 
    “Aura” was too fruity a word for her tastes. Leave that to people and their crystals or juju or whatever. But the four living things on the street in front of her were glowing with their own clouds, even if everything else was black-and-white. 
 
    Things moved faster here than they did in the mortal world. Everything else seemed to be in slow motion because of it. She moved around behind Abercrombie and prepared to let her body snap back to where it belonged, just in time to shove him into the monster. If she got one of those creatures to eat one wounded cultist, maybe she could do it again. An eating monster was a distracted monster. 
 
    It was a great plan. Right until it wasn’t. 
 
    The creature turned toward her. Faster than it should have been able to do. It reached out a ghoulish appendage, and claws wrapped around her arm. 
 
    Not possible. She was still in the spirit world! 
 
    It yanked her viciously forward, dragging her to the ground. As she did, she felt the mortal world come rushing back to her, the warmth of it greeting her face at about the same time the pavement did. 
 
    Not possible. 
 
    She tried to yank herself free. Tried to dash her soul away or to drag her body back to the spirit world to escape. She tugged, and the creature over her roared in her face again, clearly threatening to do worse if she tried a second time. 
 
    It had grabbed her body…and her soul. 
 
    Not possible. 
 
    Not possible. 
 
    Not possible! 
 
    Her mind just latched on that thought, repeating it over and over again, as the thing hunched over her. It was making sickening, horrifying slurching noises as it snapped its teeth at her, getting dangerously close. 
 
    “No, no. Not yet. The Master would be very displeased if you tasted her flesh before he did.” Abercrombie crouched next to her. “Do you want to reconsider the offer?” 
 
    She never got the chance to muster a response and shake herself loose of the shock that had overtaken her ability to think through what was happening. Everything was happening too quickly for her liking, with little care for letting her catch up with the series of events. 
 
    The ground beneath her shuddered, like something beneath the pavement was moving. Abercrombie and the creature both sensed it, and they quickly abandoned her. Suddenly, she wasn’t the most interesting thing. Or at least not the biggest threat. She rolled onto her side and pushed herself quickly to her feet. Staggering to catch her balance, she saw Abercrombie and the monster were now both standing with their backs to her. 
 
    Something stood at the end of the road, but she couldn’t see what it was. It was as though that half of the street was taken over by a fog of darkness. Everything was just…blacked out. All the light from the lamps and stores just ceased to touch the nothingness that seemed to delete everything around it. 
 
    But still, she could sense something within that emptiness. Power seething in the shadows. 
 
    The bizarre tar-monster howled at the darkness, challenging whatever was within it. Abercrombie seemed less convinced and took a step away from the wall of nothingness that now seemed to be creeping closer. 
 
    Something shot out from the darkness, too fast to see what it was. It tore through the monster in front of her like it had been shot from a bazooka, blowing through it like somebody had shot a birthday cake with a .45. It wailed and collapsed to the ground. As it stood up, a symbol appeared around its feet, glowing bright white. It disappeared into the ground, summoned away from the fight. 
 
    Whoever controlled these monsters didn’t want to tangle with the source of the darkness. 
 
    “Your day is coming, and soon!” Abercrombie pointed at the darkness, threatening whatever had just blown up the monster. A circle, unusual and twisted like the rest, appeared on a nearby wall. It widened into a gaping black hole, and the man in the white suit ran through it. Before she could stop him, he was gone.  
 
    That left her standing there with the darkness and wondering what the fiddly-fuck was happening. She turned back to the shadows and felt as it shifted its attention to her. Her heart, which had previously been pounding with adrenaline, hitched. It could have stopped altogether, for all she knew. 
 
    No. 
 
    Two green eyes, glowing like embers against the blackness, looked back at her. 
 
    He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. She didn’t know if he could. But she didn’t need to hear his voice to feel him pleading with her. Urging her to come to him. The sensation of arms outstretched washed over her, as friendly and welcoming as the jaws of a shark opening wide. Calling for her to draw closer…calling for her to be devoured. 
 
    She did the only sensible thing she could think of. 
 
    She turned and ran like Hell. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Exhausted and panting for air, she sat with her head between her knees on the park bench. She wanted to throw up. She wanted to scream. She wanted to punch something until it—or she—bled out. 
 
    The imp was beaming with excitement. 
 
    “He’s here! He’s here! He’s here! He’s been gone since—” 
 
    “Melon. Shut. The actual. Fuck. Up.” 
 
    Having a sense of self-preservation, he went silent and flopped down on the ground by her feet. It was three in the morning now, and no one was around to comment on the purple ball with wings that was now picking at his toenails. He was grinning broadly from ear to ear like someone who had just seen Tom Cruise in a CVS. 
 
    She fished her phone out of her pocket. Twenty-seven text messages and six missed calls. All from Richard. She called him, and he picked up before it even rang on her end. “Veil!” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “It went from bad to worse.” She slumped on the bench and tipped her head back, looking up at the clouds that glowed the perpetual orange of light pollution. “I don’t know how to fight these things. They wanted to stuff me into a trunk. They would’ve succeeded.” 
 
    “But how? Couldn’t you just, you know, get away?” 
 
    “Doesn’t work on these monsters. They can, apparently, grab my soul too.” She let that hang in silence as Richard soaked it in. “I would’ve been useless. But that’s not the big problem.” 
 
    “It’s not? How is it not the problem?” 
 
    “He showed up—what’s left of him, anyway—and stopped them.” 
 
    “He?” 
 
    “Yeah. He.” The emphasis she put on the word made it clear. She shuddered. She couldn’t help herself. 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “I wish.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “Ran like the absolute chicken-shit I am, that’s what.” She laughed at herself dryly.  
 
    Richard was silent for a long time. “What do we do now?” 
 
    Veil growled in frustration. Not at him, at herself. She came here to do a job. Stop some freaks. Save some people. Not deal with this bullshit. The feeling like a spider was crawling on her shoulder made her jump and swipe it off. Nothing was there. Oh, good, now she had the heebie-jeebies to boot. 
 
    A cult with monsters she didn’t know how to fight. That was one thing. But now… 
 
    “Richard?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Contact the Order.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The email had been sent. It’d been answered in a matter of an hour, which was impressive considering the time zone issues. Richard had reached out to his connections—and he had a lot of them—and they had responded. 
 
    It was dumb. It was suicidal. It was going to wind up with her in a cage, in chains, and under a microscope, being dissected and experimented on. In no particular order. 
 
    But those things she had fought? She didn’t know how to deal with them, whatever they were or used to be. She didn’t know how to fight something that wasn’t human, demon, or angel. She didn’t even know where to start, except maybe go find a bazooka and try that. But the second one had caught her body and her soul at the same time, something she didn’t even know was possible. 
 
    And they weren’t the only force at work in the city of Boston. One scared her, and the other gave her nightmares. She didn’t know which one of them was worse. But the combination was more than she could handle. 
 
    The idea of being stuck in a cage in the basement of the Vatican looked like a rosy holiday compared to what could happen to her now. There was no coming out of this unscathed anymore. It was just a question of how bad it got. Hopefully, the Order was the lesser of three evils. 
 
    And so, here she was. In a coffee shop, trying to look casual. As she slurped on her iced coffee, she swiped at the screen of whatever piece-of-shit cellphone game was popular that week. 
 
    The coffee shop Richard had picked was a cute one near the Boston Common but a few blocks away. It was in an area she used to know as the “War Zone,” although now it was all trendy restaurants and college-owned theaters. It seemed like most of the city had been bought up by the various universities over the years. At least they had the money to save some of the cool old buildings she remembered. 
 
    No matter how much she tried to act normal, she felt fidgety. She did her best to not bounce her leg or get a case of the jitters as she attempted to look like she belonged and that nothing strange or potentially world-ending was happening. The sugary monstrosity she was drinking probably wasn’t helping. Richard was a few feet away at a table for four, typing away at his laptop. They were supposed to look as though they had come here separately. She didn’t want them to know who she was, if they didn’t already know. 
 
    The Ordo ut Solis. 
 
    Overdramatic assholes. 
 
    “The Order,” as everyone in their circles called them—a sect of the Holy Roman Catholic Church that dealt in things that went bump in the night. They were dedicated to ensuring monsters of any kind were kept at bay. Well, as best as was possible, anyway. By all accounts, their numbers had dwindled over the years. But if anybody in the world knew anything about weird, squishy, pointy, ex-humanoid sludge monsters, it’d be them. 
 
    There was only one outcome to the meeting they were about to have. She was going to have to explain to them what she was, and that wasn’t going to go well. Not well at all. But she didn’t see any other way around it, and neither had Richard.  
 
    A time had been set. They said their operatives were already in the city attempting to deal with the situation on their own. Setting up a meeting was quick and easy. And so, here they were. 
 
    Waiting. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Richard sat next to the window in the little coffee shop they had chosen. It was probably normally bustling, but this morning was a quiet one. It was a Saturday, and Boston was a city under siege, set upon by murders. 
 
    And monsters, it seemed. 
 
    He decided the coffee was decent as he took another sip. He missed his time studying abroad. Europeans made better coffee. Period. But the coffee wasn’t why they had come. They had chosen this place to meet because it was public. The Order hadn’t been keen on the idea for that exact same reason. The priests of the Order were a secretive bunch. In fact, they had been very keen on making themselves only a myth and legend since the early days of their creation in the ninth century. 
 
    But his specialty was in myths and legends and where they intersected reality. That was his only skill in life, when he broke it all down. It wasn’t hard for Richard to find the Order or to find a way to contact them. He knew what to write to the email address a friend of his had sent him that might garner the right response. 
 
    Stopping them by more direct methods was strictly out of the question for him. He was useless with a gun. He was more danger to himself than to others, really. No, he had to work to find another way to assist the fight. And his talent was reading, studying, and learning…three things his “partner” did not have the patience for. 
 
    Not to say that Veil was dense. Not by any means. She was bright, attentive, and had a great sense for piecing together information to draw a conclusion. But she also had little desire to stay focused long enough to read an entire chapter on anything. She always begged him to give the “too long; didn’t read” version of whatever he was working on. 
 
    For the past fifteen years, they had worked together stopping various societies and orders and the monsters that inspired them. It seemed that at the root of every secret organization there was a demon or an angel pushing them on. 
 
    During those years, he had aged. She…had not. She remained completely unchanged. She looked perfectly human on the surface, but he knew better. They were both the result of black magic in the burdens they carried, and in her case, she was a product in the far more literal sense. 
 
    It was for that very reason they were both here. And it was, in fact, why reaching out to the Order made Veil so understandably nervous. It was the single most dangerous thing he had ever done, and in many ways, the same was likely true for Veil. 
 
    The coffee shop was quiet at this time of day, and it was located in a city where many people had decided vacating was a better choice than lingering around in case of another attack. Three more poor souls had been reported missing last night, although the one Veil had saved had thankfully not been on the list. 
 
    The creatures she had witnessed sent him into confusion and panic. Nothing he knew resembled what she had described and sent pictures of. Not to mention the fact that they seemed to pose her a serious threat. She had fought ghosts and wraiths before—creatures that could fight from the spirit plane. But never those who could fight on both planes. 
 
    Not to mention if Asmodeus himself were now getting involved… 
 
    He knew her story with the archdemon had ended here in Boston rather gruesomely and abruptly. He knew the thought of him, and what he would likely do to her, terrified her to her core. It was a one-two punch that had scared Veil badly enough to want to reach out to a group of people who might very well do her harm. 
 
    Every time the door opened, he looked up nervously. He was a jumpy man by nature. Always afraid someday one of the creatures he helped return to their proper plane would come back for vengeance. Even if he had never done the deed by hand, they certainly knew. Certainly, they’d want him dead. Or worse. 
 
    The Order had responded to his email within the hour. He had asked to meet here. Their curt reply was to question whether he and his friend were wary of holy ground. 
 
    Pompous, self-righteous clergymen and worse had run through his mind while he wrote his reply. He carefully kept that tone out of the email. Ensuring his latent frustration and sarcasm were kept out of his official replies was a skill that came part and parcel to being in academia. If you couldn’t write a terse, heavily veiled, and chillingly cutting email, you didn’t make it far. 
 
    He informed them that no, neither he nor his friend had any aversion to hallowed ground. Instead, they both had a strict adherence to the idea that being ambushed or otherwise surrounded was undesirable, and they therefore preferred a public meeting place. 
 
    Richard looked up, glancing at his companion where she sat across the room at her own table, swiping away at her cellphone at some nonsense game that seemed suited only to these moments of idle distraction. Her long brown hair caught the sunlight outside and shone amber. She looked completely detached and uninterested in the world around her. He knew better.  
 
    She sipped iced coffee through her blue-painted lips that were a tone that carefully matched her shirt. He had bought the drink for her and hadn’t needed to ask how she took it. Fifteen years working together would do that. He knew it was her favorite. 
 
    He had loved her once. A large part of him still did. What young man would not trip head-over-heels for the mysterious and blindingly beautiful woman who had saved him as a child, watched over him as he grew, and was a bastion against the creatures who had destroyed his family? 
 
    But she had made it clear, as gently as one could possibly do, that he had no hope of a life with her. And a passing fancy would only do him more harm than good. He would age and die. She would not. His was a mortal life, meant to have a mortal family and mortal children. She would never age and never die and could not bear offspring. 
 
    He had resented her for years. But in time, he saw the sense in it. He could see his infatuation now for what it was. Now, he was in his forties, with a wife and a daughter he loved more than anything else in this world. 
 
    If his wife Chris knew what he was doing on these so-called conventions of his, she’d likely skin him alive. He’d probably deserve it. But he kept it hidden—for her safety, and honestly, for his own sanity. Also, because it was a lie he’d kept since he was a younger man. He had known Veil before Chris, after all. 
 
    But now gray hair dominated his temples and, if he allowed it to grow, his beard. Veil looked just the same as the moment she burst through the basement door of the building where he was held captive and had watched his mother and sister be cut to ribbons. 
 
    That would have been no kind of life for either of them. 
 
    The resentment had faded to a melancholy, and then it dissipated altogether. Now it was just another part of their history together. Richard smiled faintly, despite himself. He had gone from being a child, to the friend, to the hopeful lover, to the disapproving father. He had always told her that the blue lipstick was garish and made her look unnatural. “I am unnatural,” she’d respond. “And it looks good on me.” 
 
    She wasn’t wrong in either case. 
 
    Although he was eager to write off the chance that the Order would lash out against her, the thought of being without her company hurt him deeply. They had spent so much of his life as friends, it seemed impossible to see his world without her in it. For that reason alone, he had put his foot down. Café, or no meeting. He wouldn’t walk them both into a trap any more than he already had. 
 
    The door dinged, and he credited Veil for not having looked up once in the past hour. He couldn’t help it, and he startled in his seat as he looked up. He nearly knocked over his coffee, and if it weren’t for the lid on it, he would have. Righting it back to where it belonged, he tried not to panic.  
 
    Standing, he brushed his hands on his pants and smiled, as best he could, at the two figures who approached. “Ah, hello, then. Coffee?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Veil tried to look like she was utterly focused on her cellphone game. Tried her best to look like maybe she didn’t even speak English or had headphones in as she sipped at the iced coffee in front of her. Luckily, it took about an ounce of brainpower to poke idly at the screen as she listened to the conversation happening across the room. Her hair had fallen over her eyes, and it allowed her the shield to glance up at them without being noticed. 
 
    Two men had walked into the coffee shop as the door dinged. One of the men had blondish-red, curly hair, cut into what used to be a neat style but was now overdue for a trim. He was shorter and not quite as lanky as his friend. The other guy had a long, chestnut-colored ponytail, pulled back at the base of his neck. That one stood a few inches above the redhead and was far thinner in frame. No, she corrected herself, he was straight-up skinny. 
 
    Both looked to be in their thirties, and both were dressed head to toe in black, with long coats that almost touched the ground as they walked. White clerical collars were pointedly visible…as were the guns they both had in holsters at their sides. 
 
    The redhead had a holster at each hip. The other guy only had one, but she doubted it meant he was any less prepared. She couldn’t see much else about them while trying to look like she was completely uninterested. 
 
    Richard hadn’t been wrong. The Order still existed, and these were two of them. This meeting was going to happen. 
 
    Well, shit. Hold on, cowboys, ’cuz here we go. 
 
    Part of her had really hoped they wouldn’t show, and they’d just have to go on their merry way and try to find some other way to stop the creatures that had laid siege to Boston. Nope. No luck. 
 
    “Ah, hello, then. Coffee?” she heard Richard ask, his nervousness leaking through with all the subtlety of an air horn. The guy was a history professor and not used to dealing with men with guns. The poor man really did tend to crumble under pressure. 
 
    “No, thank you,” the taller, skinny man said with a thick Italian accent. “The offer is generous. I wish we were able to partake of proper manners, but we are on short time, I feel.” The man glanced out the window and at the sun. It was a few hours until dark, and his implication was clear. Nighttime was monster-hunting time. 
 
    “I can’t disagree,” Richard replied and motioned for them to sit at the table with him. 
 
    The two priests sat across from him. Richard went to speak but was cut off as the Italian interjected again. “We would also like to…” He paused as he searched for words. English was very clearly not his first language. 
 
    “Let me, will you? It’ll go faster, and as you said, we’ve got a schedule,” the redhead cut in. He smiled broadly, almost more of a grin and not a terribly friendly one. The hair and the Irish accent weren’t subtle as to where the second guy came from. The Italian priest sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose, seemingly readying himself for whatever embarrassment was about to happen. It didn’t look like it was a new thing.  
 
    “What he’s tryin’ to say, friend,” the Irishman drawled, ignoring his friend’s annoyance, “is let’s cut to the chase, eh? We’ve come here to destroy some monsters, stop a plot to kill innocent souls, and stop whoever is drivin’ it. We don’t have much time. You say in your email that you can help us, that you’ve got some crucial intel and somebody who can help us fight.” 
 
    “I do, yes,” Richard replied. 
 
    “Then, where are they? They sure as shit ain’t you.”  
 
    “Conrad!” The Italian exclaimed. “Language!” 
 
    Conrad sighed heavily and shook his head. “Look at him.” 
 
    Richard did his best to try to regain control of the conversation. “No, you are correct. I’m no good to you in a direct fight. But I fail to see—”  
 
    The Irishman was having none of it. “Ah, ah, okay, then. You admit it. So, where are they, and who are they? What makes them so special?” 
 
    “I do not think I should tell you until—” 
 
    “Until what?” Conrad liked to interrupt people, apparently. 
 
    “Until I know it is safe for them. Until—” 
 
    “We’re unsafe?” Conrad snorted.  “Why? Why wouldn’t we be safe?” 
 
    “My associate is unusual!” Richard snapped, having lost his temper. He didn’t deal well with being interrupted. It was a teacher thing. “And people with unusual traits are often viewed negatively in the eyes of your organization, regardless of their actual disposition or history. I—” 
 
    “Right, so—” Conrad cut him off again. Oh, man, Richard’s face was turning red at this point. 
 
    “Conrad,” the Italian replied quietly, trying to get the Irishman to stop talking, “I spoke to you of interrupting.”  
 
    “About.” The Irishman leaned back in the chair and folded his hands at the back of his head, grinning. He was loving goading both of them. “It’s ‘about’ interruptin’. Nobody says ‘of’ anythin’ anymore. Read a damn magazine, will you, for Chrissakes? And besides, you know I don’t listen whenever you tell me not to talk.” 
 
    “Clearly.” The Italian sighed. “And language, Conrad.” 
 
    “I told you before, he doesn’t bloody care! And if he does, he’s got a lot of weird priorities right now, with a bunch of freaks uppin’ the death toll every night.” He jabbed a thumb toward the window. 
 
    “I, eh,” Richard stammered for a moment, which was very unlike him. He was obviously frazzled by the two bickering-and-heavily-armed priests in front of him. These two weren’t what either of them was expecting to meet as emissaries of some ancient order of demon hunters. “My associate, who I insist could be valuable to this cause, is nervous about introducing themselves until they have certain assurances.” 
 
    “Who is this associate?” the Italian asked. “Why are they unique?” 
 
    “I would prefer not to say until I can ensure their safety.” 
 
    “Is your associate human?” the Italian asked, raising his hand to stop Conrad from interjecting again. 
 
    “Yes,” Richard replied. When the other two men looked at him incredulously, he sighed. “Well, technically.” 
 
    Technically human. Thanks, Richie, always having my back. Veil bit back her desire to yell out loud and ranted in her head silently instead as she tapped away at her cellphone game. 
 
    “You think we would object to their existence, though, and that is why you feel we would be a risk to them?” the Italian pressed. 
 
    “Well, yes,” her friend replied. 
 
    “It is our lives you put on the line, then, if this asset of yours is instead a threat.” When Richard went to argue, the Italian raised his hands calmly, asking for a chance to speak. “Many times, in our long history, our order has chosen to fight alongside those of questionable origins in dire times. Many times, in our long history, we have been betrayed, and tragedy has ensued. It is we who feel we are in danger, friend.” 
 
    “Oy, Gabe, what’re you doin’? We’ve been here for five fuckin’ minutes, and you’re already all doom and gloom. You’re muckin’ this all up,” Conrad grumbled as he sat forward. “Look. All right. So, I’m Conrad. My socially and English-ly challenged friend here is Gabe.” He pointed his thumb at the Italian. “You’re Richard, so says the email. So, now we’re introduced, see? That’s not hard, Gabey-boy.” 
 
    “And what role do you two play in all this mayhem in the city?” Richard asked. 
 
    “It’s our job to find them and stop them, the best way we know how.” Conrad peeked his jacket open to flash Richard his gun. The professor leaned back, visibly pale, and Conrad snickered. “Although, honestly, I’m the real power in the operation. Basically, I’m here by myself. Gabe’s just for show.” 
 
    Gabe punched Conrad hard in the shoulder, which just made the Irishman laugh, grinning lopsidedly back at his counterpart, as if daring him to go again. Gabe said something rude in Italian. Veil didn’t know what, but it wasn’t pretty. 
 
    “See?” Conrad said to Richard, holding his hands out and palms up as he gestured to himself and Gabe. “We’re people. Not cold, heartless priests in a tower somewhere. We’re reasonable. You and your friend are safe as long as you’re on the side of us normal humans.” 
 
    Normal. Right. And she was a tap-dancing bus. 
 
    “As he so crassly observed, we are now met,” Gabe cut back in, “and the sun continues its journey closer to our deadline for today. So, tell us and be done with it. Are you going to help us or not?” 
 
    “I have yet to have any promises from your end that my friend will not be harmed by you in any way due to their unique condition,” Richard replied. “I will not have them hauled away in chains or worse by you for circumstances that were entirely outside of their control. They aren’t the kind of person who takes this kind of thing on faith. I’m not sure what they will say.” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask her, then?” Gabe asked. 
 
    Her. He had said her. Richard hadn’t once used a gendered pronoun, and he was too good to mess up. Which meant only one thing. 
 
    The feeling like someone was staring at her ran down her spine like ice water. It was a pins-and-needles, did-I-spill-something-on-myself, did-I-forget-pants-today feeling. It crawled over her like insects. Her heart sank like a brick in a fountain. Short, fast, and with a thunk at the bottom. Oh, shit. 
 
    “Hey, honey!” Conrad yelled across the coffee shop. “You, there. Blue!” 
 
    Veil winced but didn’t lift her head. Maybe, just maybe, they were talking about someone else. Maybe, just maybe, they’d ignore her.  
 
    “You’re the only one left besides us,” Gabe said dryly. “Everyone else—eh—made with an exit when we arrived.” 
 
    “He means everyone else shot the Hell out of here, including the employees.” She could hear the grin in Conrad’s voice. 
 
    Finally, she looked up and realized all three men at the table were now looking at her. Veil glanced around and…yup. He was right. The place was entirely empty now, save for the four of them.  
 
    “Somethin’ tells me they got spooked by a bunch of gun-wearin’ priests.” Conrad snickered. “Can’t imagine why. I think we look damn fuckin’ friendly.” 
 
    “Language, Conrad.” Gabe sighed. 
 
    Veil let out the breath she had been holding and ran her hand through her hair, pushing it away from her face. Leaning back in her chair, she debated leaving. They couldn’t catch her if they tried. But that’d leave Richard stranded with them. “God fucking damn it,” she swore under her breath. 
 
    “Now, now, God ain’t got nothin’ to do with this. Come on over, love. No need to be angry we found you out.” Conrad waved his hand, as if coaxing her over. 
 
    “I’m not—” she tried to argue for a moment, tried to say she wasn’t angry. But it was far past the point of doing any good, and honestly, she was. “Fine.” Standing from the table, she shoved her phone in her coat pocket, grabbed her coffee, and walked up to them. She stood behind Richard, not wanting to take a seat yet, and looked at the two priests. Defiantly, she lifted the straw to her iced coffee and took a loud slurp. 
 
    “Is this the…associate you mentioned?” Gabe looked up at her and raised an incredulous eyebrow. 
 
    “Yup,” she replied with the straw still between her teeth. 
 
    “Would you like to sit?” Gabe motioned to the seat in front of him. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Nervous?” Gabe smiled, and it wasn’t supposed to be threatening, she knew. But it still settled on her poorly. She didn’t know why the redhead was packing two guns and this guy was only packing one. He had something else going on about him; she knew it. 
 
    Speaking of the Irishman, he was watching her, rubbing a finger along his goatee, clearly thinking her over. Sizing her up. She glanced to Conrad, then to Gabe, and shrugged. “Nah. I could probably take you both if I had to. I just don’t like taking chances. You guys don’t have the friendliest of reputations.” 
 
    “Then why do this at all?” Gabe leaned forward on his arms again. It wasn’t a malicious question, just honest. 
 
    Veil looked down at her iced coffee and, taking the straw in her other hand, stabbed at the ice as she thought. “The creatures in this city need to be stopped. I don’t know who’s creating them, but they’re not like anything I’ve ever seen. I tried to take them out, and I don’t know how to kill them. I don’t like it, but I need help.”  
 
    And they aren’t Boston’s only problem. Or mine. She shuddered at the memory of the apparition on the street. Ghostly as he might have been, it didn’t stop someone with his amount of power. 
 
    She squeaked the straw in the plastic lid a few times just for fun. It was a great distraction from the seriousness of it all. “I have my own personal experience with what things like them are capable of. My own shit-tacular experience. If I can save someone else from going through what I have, then it’s worth it. Whatever you people’re going to do to me once this is over is worth it for the lives I might save.” 
 
    “Enough enemies of man live in this world.” Gabe was trying his best to sound comforting and priestly. Probably went with the territory. “We will not add to those numbers, my child.” 
 
    She tried really hard not to laugh and slurped her coffee again instead. 
 
    Conrad blanched. “Ugh, don’t say shit like that. You’re not doin’ yourself or me any favors there, Gabey-boy. Can’t you see she’s not the sanctimonious type?” 
 
    Veil smiled despite herself at the Irishman. He had a sense of humor she could get behind. He smiled back at her and took the opportunity to ask his own question. “So.” He waved his hand casually, elbow propped on the table, tracing a circle in the air as he thought. “We’ve been takin’ bets the whole day. Okay, I was placing bets, and nobody was answerin’ them, but—whatever. What are you? What’s the big deal?” 
 
    “Rip the Band-Aid off, huh?” She let out a puff of air and took another sip of coffee. “Sure. Okay. Why not? The first time I died was on November 1st, 1945.” 
 
    Gabe and Conrad pushed back and stood from the table so quickly the chairs they were in toppled with a noisy clatter to the ground. Conrad had pulled his two guns from inside his long black coat and was pointing them both at her. One was gold, the other silver. Cute. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You can shoot me, but it really—” 
 
    The rest was cut off by the distinct sound of a bullet leaving the chamber. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    The priest knelt over her, praying for her soul in Latin. She smiled at how rather thoughtful it was of him. Adorable. Almost.  
 
    “Don’t bother,” Richard said from the table nearby. He sounded utterly unconcerned. Which was about right. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen this happen. Wouldn’t likely be the last, either. 
 
    “What?” Gabe looked away from her, interrupted and appalled at the crass statement. 
 
    “Give her a minute.” 
 
    That was the last thing she heard before sinking into the darkness. 
 
    It was like floating in a pool of water. It was a lake that was as still as glass. It felt removed from time, from the world itself. And by all accounts, it was. No noise broke the stillness of this place. No air moved. 
 
    It wasn’t hot. It wasn’t cold. It wasn’t anything at all, and Veil believed that was rather sort of the point of the whole thing. It just felt unnatural to linger here, to float in that still lake. It was as though she were being pulled in opposite directions. If it lasted too long, it’d probably begin to hurt in a way that transcended pain. 
 
    But it never lasted long. 
 
    Sometimes she wondered if this place was real or just a fantasy. She would’ve pegged it as the latter, if it weren’t for the others she could sense in the darkness. There were other people who were floating just outside her reach. They were on the surface of the glassy, endless waters along with her. 
 
    They were all the other people in the world who were dying. 
 
    That was the only feeling of motion in this place or the only sense of energy at all—the feeling of the comings and goings of the souls around her. They would descend into the water from above like she did, linger for a moment at the surface, and then sink into the depths below, never to return. 
 
    The world around her was probably her mind trying to make sense of what she was experiencing. She doubted it was a real place. But it didn’t really matter in the long run. This was not a place where people stopped to think. It was a step just before the “ever after.” The step before the door that took a soul somewhere else beyond. It was the briefest moment in time and imperceptible by everyone else. The body was dead, and now the soul must journey on. 
 
    This place was only the action of a hand reaching out for the knob of a door or the blade striking to cut the cable between body and soul, and that tie was permanently severed. 
 
    But for Veil, that door was forever closed. That wasn’t a place she could ever go. This was as far as she could ever make it. 
 
    It felt like what she imagined a sensory deprivation chamber might feel like. That was how she tried to describe it to Richard in her many, many attempts to put words to the sensation that was so strange. To be so suspended in nothingness. To be totally alone and yet lost in a crowd. 
 
    Well. Almost alone. The voice she could hear in the darkness came for her every time, speaking only to her. 
 
    “It’s been some time. It’s lovely to see you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Richard sat at the table, waiting. It wasn’t like he was bored, but there was nothing else to do except sit, sip his coffee, and wait. Gabe, the Italian priest, had stood from Veil’s lifeless body and crossed himself. He brushed the dust from the floor off his black pants. He looked at Richard sadly, as if in apology for what just happened. 
 
    Conrad, the Irishman, was leaning against the service counter. He was cleaning his gun, muttering to himself about “stupid girl” and “said I could.”  
 
    The man’s phone rang, and he lifted it up to his ear and tucked it between his head and his shoulder, so he could keep working. “Yah? Eh, shop cleared out the moment we walked in. They took one look at us and split. O’course, they called the police.” He paused. “Thanks for interceptin’. I don’t think we’ll want interlopers in here for a bit. Dead body and all. Yeah, one shot fired, mine. Gabe and I are fine. We’ll have to call for a cleanup, I suppose. No, no, once we’re done here.” He paused. “It was a girl, spoutin’ some nonsense. Her friend is still here. I’ll call you when he’s dealt with.” With that, Conrad hung up and slipped his phone back into his coat. 
 
    Dealt with. 
 
    Fear pricked at Richard like needles. He must have gone pale. Gabe looked at him sympathetically. “He does not mean it the way you think he does. We do not mean you harm.” 
 
    Richard wished he could believe that. “You shot my friend.” 
 
    “I beg forgiveness, but it seems—” Gabe began to speak, but Richard cut him off by raising a finger as the alarm on his smartwatch went off. Gabe blinked, confused. 
 
    Richard turned his wrist over and looked at the little digital display. It was running a timer, and it always gave him a five second warning. He was tracking the data on these incidents of hers. It was the only good he could do in situations like this, so he was going to make sure it was done. Data was data. “Right about…” he said quietly and watched the seconds descend to zero. “Now.” 
 
    Veil’s lifeless corpse gasped for air. Gabe leapt away from beside her like he had seen a mouse and was now beside Conrad, gun drawn, pointed at her. The Irishman’s other weapon was now drawn as well. Veil’s back arched in agony as her body stitched itself back together. Literally. 
 
    She said it hurt worse than dying. That healing the damage was more painful than when it was put there in the first place. He didn’t know how that made any sense, but he didn’t have any reason to doubt her. 
 
    The breath she gasped in came out as she slowly exhaled, and it was mist, like cold air from a freezer streaming out into a hot summer’s day. 
 
    He cringed, sympathetic for her pain. He couldn’t understand what it was like—and hoped he never would—but that didn’t stop him from feeling bad for her. She was suddenly shivering, her body wracked by a lack of heat. Her next breath was a moan as she rolled onto her side. Her back was stained with blood, as was the floor. A hole, an inch in diameter, had been punched through the fabric of her coat. But there was no longer a wound in her chest or on her back. 
 
    Both priests remained standing with guns trained, their eyes wide in shock as Veil coughed and cleared her throat. The air from her lungs was slowly warming back to normal temperature, although her shivering showed no signs of stilling. 
 
    “Fuck…you…” she muttered from the floor. 
 
    “Good to see you’re back with us.” Richard smiled. He wanted to hop up and help her to stand, but she hated that. She despised being fussed over. She’d complain that she wasn’t a little princess needing help. So, he watched as she pushed herself up to her knees and, leaning heavily on the table, pulled herself up to her feet. Veil looked over at him, bright blue eyes tired and marked with a heavy lens of I-told-you-so. He shrugged in response, silently admitting that, yes, he was wrong, and held out his hot coffee to her. 
 
    She took it with a shaking hand, thanked him under her breath, and sipped the hot liquid. She let out a sigh of relief as she did. She went to hand it back to him, and he held up his hand to refuse. She needed it far more than he did right now. 
 
    Her lips quirked in a sad smile, and he saw an odd melancholy in her eyes. She tended to get moody after dying and going to that place she had tried so frequently to describe. He understood. Veil leaned against the edge of the table, half sitting on it, using it for support as she clutched the coffee like it was a life raft. 
 
    “Sweet Jesus of Nazareth, what in God’s name are you?” Conrad’s expression was fighting between shock and trying to be all business. Gabe was watching her far more keenly with a look of fascination, although clearly with no qualms about putting a few more bullets into her if the need arose. 
 
    Veil looked down at the blood and the sizable hole in her black V-neck shirt decorated with a lacy, stylized print of a skull on it. “I liked this shirt, asshole.” 
 
    “I believe I’d like to know the answer to his question also.” Gabe was growing impatient that she seemed to be in no hurry to address the two of them and was, in fact, ignoring them. “You are not a vampire, nor corpse, nor demon or angel. You are a human, but clearly you are not by what just happened. Are you a witch?” 
 
    “What kind of witch can do that?” Veil ran a shaking hand through her hair, smoothing it back. She looked like someone who had been stuck out in a blizzard. She took another sip of the warm liquid, taking her sweet time in responding to them. 
 
    “Will you answer us, girl?” Conrad snapped. “What in God’s name—” 
 
    “God had nothing to do with this,” Veil cut him off angrily. She shook her head, reining in her temper. It wouldn’t do any good against them. “There isn’t a name for what I am. There’s no neat little label like ‘vampire’ or ‘werewolf’ or ‘demon.’” 
 
    “Why not?” Conrad narrowed an eye. 
 
    “There aren’t two of me. There shouldn’t be one of me.” She took another sip. “And”—she abruptly changed subject mid-rant—“will you two put those guns away? I really don’t want to get off the floor a second time today from a bullet hole. For fuck’s sake, I’m not going to attack you. Even if you did just shoot me.” 
 
    “For the record,” the Irishman lifted his finger, “you said I could.” 
 
    “You should’ve waited for the second half of the sentence, smartass.” Veil glared at him. “I was about to say, ‘You can shoot me, but it really hurts, and dying won’t stick, so please don’t.’” 
 
    “To be fair, that’s about three sentences—”  
 
    “Conrad, shut up.” Gabe interrupted the half-banter, half-argument between the two of them. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small pewter cross. He threw it to Veil in an underhand pitch. Not a lob to hurt her, but one clearly meant for her to catch. 
 
    She snatched it out of the air and looked down at it with a raised eyebrow and a curious expression. She turned it over in her palm. “Cute. Old. What’m I supposed to do? Kiss it? Or did you think I was going to burst into flames?” She grinned and wiggled her fingers at him. “Is it maaaagic?” 
 
    Gabe reset the hammer of his revolver and cleared the chamber. He clicked the safety and put it back into his holster. Whatever had just occurred, the Italian seemed to have all the information he needed and no longer saw her as a threat. 
 
    “Gabe,” Conrad warned. 
 
    “That relic is blessed. You know it. No one of malicious intent can touch it. She is as she says. Demons, witches, others cannot touch it. She is human and either neutral or benign to the holy order of things.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Conrad snorted. 
 
    “I could sense it if she were otherwise! And that cross now proves it. She does not mean us any harm. Lower your gun.” 
 
    “But I really don’t want to.” 
 
    “Can I get more coffee, boys?” Veil held up Richard’s cup. “This one isn’t even mine. I’m going to need a lot more of this if we’re about to play the what-the-fuck-are-you round of Twenty Questions.” 
 
    Conrad watched her with the expression of a hunter looking at his quarry or a cop about to make an arrest. Finally, he grumbled something unintelligible under his breath and reset the safety on his own weapon.  
 
    “Cool.” She pushed away from the table to walk past him. Conrad reacted defensively, lifting his weapon again to train it on her. The man was fast. She laughed and grinned at him, utterly unafraid of the weapon pointed in her face. “Try not to get twitchy, Trigger Finger. I’m just going for the scones.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Veil was clutching her large hot coffee, loving the sensation of the warmth seeping into her hands. It was scalding, but she didn’t care. Let it. It’d be a welcome alternative to the cold. The shivering had stopped, but she still felt like she had spent an afternoon locked inside an industrial freezer. 
 
    That was the unwelcome and unfortunate side effect of coming back from the dead. When the body truly shut down, it had no need to keep the proverbial engine running. Starting it back up was always jarring. And like an old Toyota in the dead of winter, it took a while for the heat to start pumping again. Harder deaths took longer. Bullets weren’t too bad, but they still sucked. It was like dental work—there were degrees of pain. But it was still pain. 
 
    Now, she sat across from two priests from an ancient and holy order of demon hunters and found herself about to do one of her least favorite things in this world. She was going to try to explain, to the best of her ability, exactly what in the fiddly-fucking Hell she really was. 
 
    “To the best of her ability” was the key part of that sentence. Honestly, she only had a working understanding of her predicament at best, and she’d only ever told the truth to a small handful of people. 
 
    “Well, you’re leavin’ us here in suspense.” Conrad cut into her train of thought. 
 
    “I know, I know. I’m trying to figure out where to start. I don’t do this often. I try to avoid it at all costs. For this exact reason.” She picked up the edge of her shirt where there was now a new bullet hole and a large bloodstain. It was drying, and it was sticky, and she wanted a shower and change of clothes. But she’d have to deal for now. 
 
    “Oh, don’t hold that against me, darlin’. You said I could. And after what you’d just popped on us, you can’t honestly be surprised.” 
 
    She shot the Irishman a glare. “Don’t call me darling, Darby O’Gill.” 
 
    Conrad laughed once in a you-didn’t-just-say-that kind of way and leaned in to point at her. He was about to start off on a tirade, and Veil grinned. Oh, please. Please do.  
 
    Gabe put his hand on his friend’s chest and pushed him back away from the table. “Why don’t you start with your name, then, since we know Mr. Blanchard here, but do not know what to call you?”  
 
    The Irishman was annoyed at being cut off, but he put up with it, even if he did cross his arms across his chest, frustrated. 
 
    “My name’s Veil.” 
 
    “Fake name.” Conrad pointed out the obvious. “Another mark on the tally of reasons we shouldn’t trust her.” 
 
    “I picked it. So, yeah, it’s fake. I don’t go by my ‘real’ name. I don’t have a ‘real’ name, as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “Why not?” Gabe asked curiously. He wasn’t judging her, but he was the inquisitive one of the two and was clearly eager to know more. He and Richard would get along, if the conversation didn’t devolve into a fistfight between her and the Irishman first. 
 
    But his question was at the heart of the reason why she hated telling people what she was. It led to questions. It was never just an “okay, sorry, sucks to be you, let’s move on.” Everyone always asked follow-ups. Not like she could blame them; in their shoes, she’d do the same thing. But she hated the questions with a fiery passion. 
 
    But she needed their help. She didn’t want to admit it. But she couldn’t take on the cult—and him—at the same time. “Because the people who raised me are the same people who had a hand in murdering me the first time. They lied to me, manipulated me, and filled my head with propaganda from the start. The last thing I want to do is have any part of me associated with them and what they were responsible for doing.” 
 
    “The people who…raised you…murdered you?” Gabe repeated slowly, clearly wondering if he had heard correctly through the language barrier. 
 
    Veil looked him in the eyes, which were hazel, she noticed. “You got it.” The four of them sat in silence for a long moment as the two priests took some time to let the weight of it settle in. 
 
    Conrad snuffed and scratched at his goatee. “All right, you changed your name. Can’t say that I blame you now. I’ll give you that. Who was it, then, who raised you and turned you into whatever you are?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at being called a what, but she bit down her angry expletives. She shifted and cringed at the feeling of the bloody fabric sticking to her back. Man, she wanted a shower and a drink. “A cult in service to—” She paused and looked pointedly at Conrad. “I don’t wanna get shot again.” 
 
    “I promise I won’t shoot you.” Conrad sounded like a kid who was promising to his parents he’d stop throwing snowballs at his little sister. 
 
    It was a name she hated saying. It carried far more history and too many memories for her. She looked down at her coffee and studied the sunlight shining on the edge of the plastic cover. Amber on matte black. It was a name that haunted her. She couldn’t help but see the faces of those she grew up around and who she had called family. She couldn’t help but see his face. 
 
    Finally, she dredged it out of her throat. “Asmodeus.” 
 
    “The demon king?” Conrad exclaimed loudly. Veil was glad the coffee shop had emptied out.  
 
    “Technically, a fallen archangel,” Richard corrected. “A King in Hell, but of Heaven originally. If you believe most of the lore, anyway. The Tolbit, the Talmud, and the Key of King Solomon all have similar but somewhat varying accounts of him.” 
 
    “Fan fiction.” She picked at the edge of her plastic coffee lid. The people who raised her would have told them a fourth and very different story. The man himself would regale them with a fifth. All the versions were lies. Especially his. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” she asked, looking at the painted canvas hanging on his living room wall. His expensive apartment in New York was gorgeous, and they visited here frequently, but she hadn’t seen this home of his yet. He owned several pieces of property and bounced from one to another as he wanted. More often than not, it was somewhere new. He quickly grew bored of his surroundings and wanted updated, more stylish, and more modern furnishings.  
 
    He always had the latest technology. A brand-new color television sat by one wall. It was beautiful. Too bad most television was still filmed in black and white, rendering it rather pointless. But it was new, and so he had to have it.  
 
    But this painting looked old. A far cry from all the abstract expressionist pieces that dotted the other surfaces. They had just come from the opening of the National Gallery of Art, and he was carefully hanging one of the pieces he purchased on the wall. It had to be perfect, and so he was fussing about the angle and the position being slightly off. She couldn’t tell the difference, but he could. 
 
    He always could. 
 
    “Hm?” He turned to look at her, emerald eyes catching the light. His lips turned into a kind of sad smile as he saw what she was talking about. “Ah, yes. That. Family history.” He stopped what he was doing to walk to her and stood beside her as she took in the art.  
 
    The canvas was almost empty, nearly devoid of paint, and was yellowed with age and stained here and there. It might be muslin, now that she looked at it closer. It was decorated only with a black ink symbol, taller than it was wide. She recognized the style of the symbols upon it—ceremonial magic—but she couldn’t translate the writing or make sense of the arrangement. Fourteen symbols in total were arranged in a shape resembling the Kabbalistic Tree of Life, or something out of the Magus, perhaps. Each one connected to the other by a series of lines and shapes. 
 
    The shape was mirrored vertically, with seven up top and seven on the bottom. Each position had a direct reflection on the other side. 
 
    “That is what I am. Or, rather, perhaps, what I am a part of.” He was giving her a riddle. He always did this to her; he always tested her to see if she could figure it out. It was both a game and a teaching opportunity all at once. 
 
    “Fourteen symbols,” she thought out loud. “Fourteen names, then. Oh. The archangels and archdemons?” 
 
    “Correct! Very good.” 
 
    She looked up at him and smiled and caught his dazzling one in response.  
 
    “Now,” he looked back to the canvas, and she followed her gaze, “which one am I?” 
 
    It would be a guess, and he knew it. “I can’t read them,” she said, furrowing her brow. She could read Enochian, Hebrew, Latin, Italian, German, and French. Couldn’t speak them, but she had no need for that. This wasn’t any of those languages, and it certainly wasn’t English. “What language is that?” 
 
    “An old one. An ancient one. These are our original names, in our own tongue. John Dee’s language is to ours as hieratic Egyptian is to their hieroglyphs.” 
 
    “Isn’t this very powerful, then? To have all your names here?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” He chuckled. “But once our names are written, they’re very difficult to destroy. If you can manage it, they take that part of us with them.” 
 
    “Then why have it here? Isn’t it dangerous?” 
 
    “Mmh, what is life without a little danger? It’s fine. Now, don’t dodge the question. Can you find which one I am?” 
 
    “How am I supposed to know?” She searched the canvas for any clue she might be able to find. 
 
    “That’s why I’m asking you. I want to see if you can discover it. Which one looks the most like me?” 
 
    “They’re just lines.” 
 
    “Yes, but each one represents the heart of our souls. Each one is our names, more than any verbal communication could muster. Which one feels the most like me?” 
 
    She sighed. These were the worst of his riddles. The ones she had no clue how to solve. She could refuse to play, but then he’d be disappointed. So instead, she looked back at the canvas and tried to “feel” which one was him. 
 
    “Don’t overthink it. Act on instinct,” he coached. “If you try to look for clues in the pattern, you won’t find any. Shut your eyes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just do it, you silly thing.” He chuckled down at her again. 
 
    Grumbling, she shut her eyes obediently. 
 
    “Now, lift your hand.” 
 
    She did. His hand was on her wrist, and he guided her to put her palm facing toward the canvas. She felt a warmth like there was a radiator in front of her. She gasped. 
 
    “See? There is power here. Feel it. Don’t think about it. That is all of us—all fourteen of us—all my brothers and sisters. Which one am I?” 
 
    Something she couldn’t name rushed over her. Like seeing a rainbow for the first time, beautiful in its array of colors. It was a prism of light, splitting the beam into fourteen shades. Or maybe chords of music. She only had to find the right note. Which one felt the most like the man standing at her back? She swept her palm around in the air, focusing on the different parts of the inked symbol. Her hand lingered over one spot. It struck something in her. Connected to something deep and profound. Her heart skipped a beat in her chest. 
 
    Opening her eyes, she pointed at one close to the center, but on the lower left. “That one.” 
 
    “Yes!” He laughed and hugged her from behind. “Very good. Very, very good. That is what I am. Through all the stories, the fables, the myths and legends. That sensation you just felt is the heart of me.” 
 
      
 
    The memories hurt. More than the bullet had. She hunkered down in her chair and glared at the lid of her coffee cup. The three men had let her sit in silence, thankfully, as she wrestled with what had come to the surface. Only a beat or two had passed. Memories were funny that way. 
 
    “Why did they want to kill you?” Gabe questioned, his voice quiet and gentle, likely understanding it was a sensitive subject. She was certain the look on her face wasn’t a happy one. She was shit at hiding her emotions. Always had been. 
 
    “I was murdered to make me into something that’d serve their master.” She shook herself loose of her melancholy. The past was over; that was the only good part about it. “Free will is a fuck of a thing.” She took in a breath, held it, squared her shoulders, and let it out slowly. She felt a little better. “I replied with an emphatic ‘no.’ They weren’t prepared to handle the thing they’d made. They weren’t prepared to deal with me.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Conrad asked. 
 
    “I killed them all.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    Conrad coughed uncomfortably after the long pause. “Well, right, then. What did they make, exactly, besides the fact that you can’t die?” 
 
    “Technically, I die. Believe me, what you saw right there was me, one hundred percent, bona fide dead. The difference is I don’t stay that way. Oh. And it fucking sucks.” She glared at Conrad. 
 
    “I said sorry!” He threw up his hands like the kid being pestered by his parents again. 
 
    “Actually, no, you didn’t,” she quipped back. 
 
    “I didn’t?” 
 
    “No,” Richard and Gabe confirmed at the same time. 
 
    Conrad paused and blinked. “Oh. Well. Eh. Then, I’m sorry?” 
 
    Veil reached her hand out to him over the table. “Apology accepted.” Conrad watched her hand for a minute, as if it were boobytrapped or like she had an old-fashioned buzzer strapped to her palm. After a nudge to the ribs by his Italian friend, he reached out and shook her hand. 
 
    “I’m still not letting you call me darling.” She grinned. 
 
    “Fair, fair,” Conrad replied with a grin of his own and leaned back in his chair again. 
 
    “So, what am I? I told you, there isn’t a name for it. I’m not supposed to exist. What I am is wrong by all accounts. There’s nothing in any book anywhere. Trust me, he’s looked.” She gestured at Richard, who just smiled in response. “There isn’t a nice, neat package for it.” 
 
    “Explain to us your condition, then. What it is that makes you unique.” 
 
    “Okay. Here we go. I’m only doing this once, so pay attention.” Veil took the salt and pepper shakers from the side of the table and moved them in front of her. “Everybody has a body,” she gestured to the saltshaker, “and a soul.” She gestured to the pepper. 
 
    The two priests nodded. 
 
    She felt like she was teaching a kindergarten class. She put the pepper shaker on top of the salt and balanced it there. “Most of the time, a person’s soul is inside their body. Like a driver in a car. Sometimes, they can have out-of-body experiences, astral project, near-death, whatever. They can wander off.” She took the pepper off the salt and pushed it across the table with her thumb. “But it doesn’t stay that way.” 
 
    She put the pepper back on top of the salt. “Like an elastic, people always snap back into the car.” She waited for a moment to make sure Gabe and Conrad were following her analogy before she continued. When Gabe nodded, and Conrad just squinted, she took that as good enough. “Me?” She put the pepper to the side of the saltshaker. “I can’t get back into the car. My soul and my body can’t go back together all neat and tidy anymore. I’m stuck with my body here in this world and my soul in the spirit plane like a ghost.” She put her coffee spoon in between the salt and pepper shakers, representing the barrier between the plane of the living and that of the dead. “Like that.” 
 
    “Wait…pardon?” Gabe shook his head. “You are…not whole?” 
 
    “You got it. If your soul is in a car driving it around, I’m sitting on the roof with a remote control. I can feel everything, hear everything, and things are mostly normal. Just not…quite the same.” She sighed, trying to figure out how to explain it. “I’m both places at once. I see both places at once.” 
 
    “Have you always been this way?” Conrad asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “The night I died the first time was when this happened. I should’ve died. My spirit should’ve been severed from my body. But it wasn’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” Gabe asked. 
 
    She shrugged. That one was a bold-faced lie. But one she wasn’t ready to give it up to them. “Death won’t take me.” That much was true. The reason behind it was far too complicated to get into with guys she didn’t know if she could trust, let alone even really like. She’d only told Richard after four beers had given her the courage. 
 
    “So…you’re stuck outside your body, then? All the time? What’s that do, exactly?” Conrad leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table, peering at her curiously. “What’s the symptom, I mean?” 
 
    “The side effect is that I can take my body and pull it into the spirit world.” She placed the salt on the same side of the spoon as the pepper. “For a little while, before it has to come back.” She replaced the salt on the other side of the spoon. “And vice versa. My spirit can come into the physical world,” she put the pepper next to the salt, “until it snaps back.” She replaced it. “I’m forever stuck halfway between the two. Straddling the line. It’s not…fun. Doesn’t exactly tickle. But I’ve gotten used to it.” 
 
    “You can—wait.” Gabe shifted in his chair. “I do not understand. You can pull your soul here? To the physical world? And put your body on that of the spirits?” He shook his head. “Forgive me, my English is—” 
 
    “Workin’ just fine right now, Gabey-boy,” Conrad interrupted. “That’s exactly what she said.” 
 
    “Not possible.” Gabe shook his head. “Not possible at all. Souls do not walk this Earth as physical beings, and bodies cannot traverse the spirit realm. These things cannot be done.” 
 
    “Don’t believe me. I really don’t care. I came here to stop whoever is committing these murders, not win a Nobel Peace Prize from you people.” She went to stand, frustrated, but Richard put his hand on her arm. “Seriously? You want to stay and put up with more of this?” She hated being under a microscope, and this was a close lens. 
 
    “Show them,” Richard urged quietly. “I know you don’t want to. I don’t blame you. But we’re not going to be able to stop them on our own. You saw the things that attacked you—you know we aren’t going to be able to do this alone.” 
 
    She let out a groan and slumped into her chair. Fine. But just because it was the truth didn’t mean she had to like it. If words wouldn’t work, show and tell it was. “Don’t shoot me again, Trigger Finger.” 
 
    Conrad lifted his hands in a sign of peace before lowering them, the grin on his face saying he couldn’t wait to see what she was going to do next. 
 
    Veil lifted her hand in front of herself, palm toward them, fingers spread. Pulling her soul into the physical realm, she waved her hand to the right from the elbow, and a translucent image of her arm remained in place. A ghostly apparition of her own body. It moved a second later to catch up with her physical body. Like an afterimage of an old VHS tape. Only her soul moved far faster than normal to catch up, the force of the separation building and popping it back into place. It felt bizarre. Like two things tied with an elastic bouncing back together. Or two magnets, maybe. 
 
    Veil moved her soul the other way first, the translucent image of herself waved to the left, and her body snapped to catch back up with it. It was jarring, to have your body move that fast. But, like the rest of her weird-ass condition, she had gotten used to it over time. 
 
    The two priests were sitting there, staring at her with wide eyes. Richard was less impressed; he’d seen this shit before. Gabe’s mouth was hanging open. But she wasn’t done yet. That was only half of the equation. 
 
    She reached across the table and picked up Gabe’s mug of tea. “I’m going to borrow this for a second.” And with that, she disappeared. 
 
    Well, to them, she did. 
 
    Richard calmly lifted his cup of coffee to his lips. Conrad and Gabe, on the other hand, flew backward from their chairs for the second time that day. They were clearly not sure what to be prepared for, as she was now missing from their field of view. 
 
    To the three men at the table, she simply ceased to be sitting in the chair. But to her, she had only stepped through a curtain. Through a barrier. Richard had asked what it felt like to pull her body into the spirit world. “Like walking through Jell-O,” she had responded. 
 
    She shuddered as the cold began to seep in. Being here with her body where it had no business being? A living body in a world of spirits? It came with a price. Here, she could feel the cold of the emptiness draining the life from her body. Bit by bit, ounce by ounce, it was sucking her dry. 
 
    This wasn’t a land of the living. What it was, exactly, be it a land of the dead or simply disembodied energies, could be debated until the end of time. What it certainly wasn’t was anywhere a living body with a beating heart and pumping blood belonged. And when she was here, she could feel her very life being pulled out of her by osmosis. Like gas rushing to fill its container or the void of space. 
 
    She walked to where Conrad and Gabe had taken up their post, now standing and looking around for her to reappear and on high alert. Standing between them, she looked down at Gabe’s mug of tea. Picking up the spoon from the saucer, she dropped it into the mug.  
 
    Waiting, she watched it as the liquid froze. Veil could last here longer than most things and people. She had her lineage to thank for that. She was designed to be able to survive this. The tea, on the other hand? The tea didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Once the liquid froze solid, frost forming on the rim of the ceramic cup and up the metal spoon, she let go of her body’s presence in the spirit world. It took focus and energy to keep her soul and body on the same side of things. As she let that muscle relax, she felt the living world rush back into focus. Her body returned to the mortal plane, and she was now standing in between the two priests. 
 
    Gabe shrieked and nearly fell over.  
 
    Conrad leapt a foot in the air, clutching at his heart with one hand and going for his gun with the other. “Christ almighty!” 
 
    “Hey!” She glared at him. “You promised. No shooting.” 
 
    Conrad clenched his fist, fighting his reflexive response and the need to cap her in the chest again. Finally, he shook his head and let his hand slide from his holster. “Well, fuckin’ hell.” Conrad snickered. “You weren’t kiddin’.” 
 
    “Nope. I wasn’t lying.” She shot a look at Gabe. “Was that enough proof?” 
 
    “Ah. Um. Yes,” Gabe conceded. 
 
    Veil let out a breath and watched as it turned into mist in the warm air of the café. She shivered again and felt the cold start to fade. It wasn’t nearly as bad as when she came back from the dead, but it still took a toll. She handed Gabe back his tea. Which was, at this point, a frozen brick of tea in a mug. 
 
    He took it tentatively and tapped his finger on the surface. He took the spoon in his hand and lifted, pulling the frozen tea clean out in one piece. The meaning of the frozen liquid was clear to him, and he didn’t need her to elaborate on what’d just happened. “You can take objects with you?” 
 
    “Yeah. Otherwise I’d be naked all the time, I guess.” She laughed. “But it’s not fun for what I take. I go through a lot of phones.” 
 
    “I imagine you do, Blue.” Conrad snickered as he walked over to the table where Richard was still sitting and half-threw himself into the chair. The wood strained under the impact, and he leaned it back onto the rear two legs. “Can you make ice cream that way?” 
 
    “You’re a dick, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Well, can you?” 
 
    “You have to churn cream to get it to—” 
 
    He was grinning broadly. “Eh. Not what I asked. Can you?” 
 
    She shook her head and put her hand over her eyes. “I guess. Sure. Yes.” 
 
    “Hah! I knew it!” 
 
    “Please excuse him,” Gabe said quietly to her, obviously bemused by the whole situation. She looked over at him and smiled, revealing maybe a little too much that she enjoyed the banter with the Irishman. It was her kind of humor. 
 
    “I assume you would like our assistance, then?” Richard asked from the table. “Or should we consider this a mistake and go?” 
 
    “We will have to discuss this with our commanders,” Gabe answered, reaching into his pocket to pull out his phone, tapping at the screen. “But I cannot imagine they would not be interested in this unique advantage.” 
 
    Gabe’s phone chimed. Whoever he had texted had written back very quickly. They must have been waiting eagerly to hear how this meeting went, she realized. That wasn’t making her feel any better. He looked down at the phone. “They’ve told us to get to work. All of us. It seems the situation is dire enough they are going to forego the usual interview.” 
 
    “Sweet! I’m hired!” She shoved Richard playfully in the arm. “I got the job, Richie!” 
 
    Richard laughed and shook his head at her antics. “Where do we start?” 
 
    “Do you have a means of hunting these creatures? We do not. How did you find them last night?” 
 
    “Um…” She paused. Oh, no. Maleon. How the hell was she supposed to explain the imp? She scratched the back of her neck. “So. Uh. Yeah. I can find them. But. So, magic can be unpredictable.” 
 
    “And?” Gabe prompted when she trailed off. 
 
    “I should’ve been more specific when I asked for something that could help me track them.” Gabe motioned for her to continue. Veil groaned and looked up at the ceiling tiles. “I accidentally summoned an imp, and now it has a crush on me.” 
 
    She waited for the condemnation. She held her breath, waiting to hear the click of a gun’s safety being disengaged. 
 
    What she got instead was hysterical laughter. 
 
    She looked down to see Conrad doubled over, his arms around his ribs, cackling. Even Gabe was laughing. She blinked at the two men, confused.  
 
    Conrad straightened, took in a deep breath to settle his laugh, and she found him grinning at her. “Oh, darlin’, you think you’re the first person to do that?” 
 
    “Well, I…” 
 
    “Trust me. It can’t beat the time Gabe accidentally summoned a succubus.” 
 
    “It was not a succubus!” Gabe exclaimed, and she watched his cheeks turn red. He was blushing. That was adorable. “It was just…she wasn’t very clothed.” 
 
    “You were lookin’ at her like she was one.” 
 
    “It—she was not—it was very different.” Gabe shoved his hands into the pockets of his long black coat. He was still blushing fiercely; the bloom had spread to his neck now. D’aw. 
 
    “Right, sure. Well. Why don’t you go back to your hotel and fix”—Conrad pointed at her shirt, which had the bloody hole in it—“all that business? Get your imp, and we’ll meet downtown in, what, two hours?” 
 
    Veil couldn’t really believe what had just happened. Numbers were traded, and soon Conrad was pushing Gabe out of the coffee shop with her and Richard trailing behind. They weren’t what she was expecting. Not in the least. 
 
    But why did she still get the feeling she was going to get herself into a lot of trouble? 
 
    Well, more trouble than usual. She looked down at the bloodstain and the hole in her shirt. More trouble than I’m already in, anyway.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s…the imp?” 
 
    Conrad was clearly not impressed at the mangy terrier-esque mutt that was in front of her, barking at him and growling loudly. Well, as loudly as a thirty-pound dog could, anyway. 
 
    “You want me to run around with a talking, flying, purple ball with horns and a tail? Sure. That’ll go great.” Veil looked down at the dog. “Melon. Knock it off,” she said to the imp-turned-slightly-less-conspicuous dog. He let out an exaggerated whumf of a sigh and dramatically sat. But he stopped barking. 
 
    “Melon? Its damn name is Melon?” Conrad wrinkled his nose down at the dog. 
 
    “No. It’s Maleon. But I call him Melon because it’s funny and it annoys him.” She looked down at the dog, who was now looking up at her with a grin on its face, its tongue hanging out the side of its mouth, happily panting. He was clearly thrilled she had used his real name. She rolled her eyes. “Don’t look at me like that.” 
 
    They were standing in the middle of the North End. It was already dark, which wasn’t hard this time of year. It was only about eight or so. This part of the city was usually pretty quiet at night, and now it was even more so. No one was lingering. Another two people had gone missing last night, and a third person’s legs were found behind a dumpster. People were keeping their heads down and walking quickly or were hopping into cabs and Ubers as fast as they could. 
 
     No one noticed the two priests standing with a girl with black leather pants and two metal rods strapped in holsters to her calves with a freaky-looking dog. Everybody had other problems. 
 
    “Well, the night’s not gettin’ any younger. Shall we?” Conrad looked down at the dog and gestured his hand out wide. “After you, Melon.” 
 
    The dog growled at him. He stood, took one step to Conrad, and lifted his leg. Conrad jumped back with a holler. “Hey! You little—” Now the Irishman was yelling at the dog, and the dog was barking at the Irishman. 
 
    Gabe was standing there with his hand over his face, muttering in Italian. Veil put a hand on his shoulder sympathetically. “I’d offer to trade you, but I’m pretty sure mine’ll go back to where he came from eventually.” 
 
      Gabe looked up at her, first in surprise that she made a joke at him, and then he laughed. He patted her hand. “I appreciate the sympathy, my friend.” 
 
    Friend. 
 
    Were they? 
 
    No. But maybe the real answer was “not yet.”  
 
    It might be nice to have a few more of those kicking around. She looked back to Conrad and Melon, who were still arguing with each other in the way only idiots could do. He was yelling, and the dog was barking. “All right. C’mon, doggo, let’s get to work.” She pulled on the dog’s leash, and the imp let out one last bark at Conrad before leading them down a path, tail wagging. 
 
    “Remember that time Conrad argued with a dog?” she said back over her shoulder. “Good thing the Boston police’re too busy with murders to notice a street crazy.” 
 
    “I wasn’t about to let the fleabag try to piss on m’leg and get away with it,” Conrad complained from behind her. “And stop your smirkin’, Gabe!” 
 
    She really had no right to be smiling at the antics of the two priests, but she was. They were hardly what she had expected. They were refreshingly…human. Normal. Funny. And except for Conrad shooting her—which, okay, she really couldn’t blame him for—they hadn’t done anything out of line. It made her want to trust them and made her very much want to do anything but, both at the same time. 
 
    At an intersection, Maleon sniffed the air, and he growled low, the hackles on his back rising. He began running up the street that went up the hill, barking and snarling. When he reached the end of his leash, his front legs came up off the ground as he tried to keep going.  
 
    “Whoa! Hey, now!” She reached down and picked up the imp-gone-terrier and tucked him under her arm. He was still moving his feet like he was running. “Okay, okay, we’re going, sheesh.” 
 
    “What’s gotten into him?” Conrad asked. 
 
    “No clue. Nothing good.” As they walked up the hill on the sidewalk, Maleon kept whimpering and barking, squirming, attempting to get free. He wanted to chase and attack something, and he wanted to do it badly. 
 
    They came upon an old burying ground. Copps Hill, the sign advertised. She’d been here once or twice but hadn’t ever really paid much attention to it. The stones were gorgeous with their carved winged death’s heads and weeping willows. She had been taught all the meaning behind the Puritan headstones as part of her symbolism schooling. 
 
    Tempus Fugit; Memento Mori.  
 
    Time flies; remember death.  
 
    Or rather, remember that you must die. She tried not to roll her eyes at it. Sure. For everyone else but her. The one that she preferred was an epitaph that read “Wait the great teacher death.” More accurately, it really should say “await the great teacher death,” suggesting we didn’t understand anything in this world until our lives were over. 
 
    Death had certainly taught her something. 
 
    Literally and figuratively. 
 
    Maleon was losing his mind trying to get free, wanting to get into the burying ground. “Well,” she looked back over to the priests standing beside her, “I think we’re going in there. Hope you girls don’t mind hopping a fence.” 
 
    “We will manage. We—” Gabe was cut off as she vanished into thin air, pressing herself through the membrane between the living world and the spirit one, taking Maleon with her, and jumping up onto the stone railing and passing through the wrought-iron fence and into the graveyard on the other side. 
 
    She rematerialized, and the dog under her arm shifted forms, now a squirming, shivering ball of purple flesh with wings. “Mistress!” he whined. “That was not fair!” 
 
    “Oh. Um. Sorry.” She honestly forgot he’d been there. She was holding him up by his sides, and he flapped his wings irritably. “I should’ve warned you. My mistake.” 
 
    “I could have flown over the fence!” He pouted at her. 
 
    She really hadn’t considered him. That stung her, and she sighed. “I’m really sorry.” He wasn’t a prop, she reminded herself. He wasn’t a phone. He was, for better or worse, a living thing. An imp from somewhere in Hell, but still alive and worth consideration. 
 
    He grinned, seeing her expression, and squirmed until she let him crawl up onto her shoulder. “Forgiven! We are square now.” 
 
    “Square?” 
 
    “In exchange for the pornographic films and all the food I ordered, yes?” 
 
    She rubbed her hand across her forehead. She had gotten back to the hotel only to discover Maleon had managed to order himself several hundred dollars’ worth of room service and adult movies. “Yeah. Sure. Square.” 
 
    “Wait. He did what?” Conrad asked as he finished huffing himself over the fence. It was pointy, with the ends of the fence designed to look like upside-down torches with flame curling out from underneath. The extinguishing of life as you passed through the gates. They were beautiful. And a pain in the ass to hop over. As evidenced by the fact that the end of Gabe’s coat got caught on it, and he had to flail a bit to get himself free. 
 
    “I left him alone in the hotel room,” she admitted quietly. 
 
    Conrad snickered. “That was a poor choice.” 
 
    “Can we get back on track, please?” She nudged the imp away from her face. He was always too close to her head for her liking and for her sense of smell. 
 
    Maleon nodded, looked around, and narrowed his eyes. “It is that way.” He pointed his stubby, sharp, black-nailed finger off into the darkness. “And it is big.” 
 
    Conrad pulled both his guns from his holsters. This time, she shooed Maleon off so he would fly beside her. She leaned down and took her metal rods out of their holsters.  
 
    “Metal sticks? Really?” Conrad looked at her narrowly. “That’s the best you got?” 
 
    She held up one of the rods in front of her. “Threatened, Darby?” 
 
    “Children,” Gabe grumbled as he walked farther up the hill, going first into the darkness. “Please focus.” 
 
    Snickering, she followed the taller Italian priest. He stuck to the uneven brick pathway, walking up to the peak of the hill. At the top stood a wrought-iron structure that had once been a fountain but was now a planter box for some annuals that had given up the proverbial ghost by the month of October. The crooked rows of carved and rounded slate headstones were black silhouettes cut out against the orange glow of the streetlights beyond, dotted here and there with the more elaborate tabletop tombs and obelisks, laid out like lopsided chessmen, leaning this way and that as they aged. 
 
    Maleon landed on the top of the wrought-iron planter and clung to it. He pointed silently to the right, a little farther down the curve of the hill and toward some trees. She watched and felt her eyes go wide as she realized it wasn’t just the trees she was seeing. The shadows and the silhouettes cut out against the orange streetlamps were…moving. 
 
    The imp hadn’t lied. That thing was big. And spindly. It was walking on all fours, some fifteen or twenty feet tall. It moved like a person on stilts. Its limbs were so long that it was nearly the size of the tree. It was moving slowly through the yard, like a nightmarish phantom. For a moment, she couldn’t really see what it was doing. 
 
    It was digging. 
 
    It would move to a new spot, shove its long-fingered hands into the dirt, and start burrowing. Now that she could see what was happening, she noticed the mounds of dirt that dotted the field. The thing was searching for someone. Or something. 
 
    “So, I—” she started in a whisper but never got the chance to finish. 
 
    Gabe and Conrad were off without a word, not waiting for her. They split up, going right and left, trying to flank the creature. They ducked behind trees and obelisks as they went, trying to maintain the element of surprise. They were a trained team, after all. She was the third wheel here. She looked up at Maleon. “Stay,” she whispered. He nodded, not wanting to argue. 
 
    Stepping into the spirit world, she decided to take the middle approach. It wouldn’t see her coming, since she was technically invisible. She’d wait for Gabe and Conrad to open fire, and then she’d pop out from nowhere and start beating the snot out of it. Seemed like a decent plan. 
 
    It was a great plan right up until the exact moment it wasn’t. 
 
    Her plans had a bad habit of doing that.  
 
    As she walked closer to the creature, she looked up at it and shuddered. The thing was a monstrosity. Its body was warped, twisted anatomy, like someone had stretched a person out into something that had no business living. It looked like a four-legged spider. Stretched-wide sores and wounds decorated its body. They oozed a black liquid that resembled the sludge from the monsters she’d seen a few days before. She had no doubt the same group was to blame. 
 
    And like the others, she knew this thing was once human. 
 
    Its head resembled a skull, twisted and deformed, with that weird black ooze holding the bones together in lieu of tendons and tissues. Stringy hair, long, dark, and damp hung limply from its head like a corpse. It had no mouth, only a grown-over smooth portion where it looked like the bone had fused solid. Its ribs were showing. The way it moved, it shuddered and seemed unstable, like it was in pain. 
 
    Symbols were carved into its bones. Etched into every surface were circles and charms to keep this damned thing moving. Moving…and serving its master. She didn’t get a chance to try to read the words, however. 
 
    Because the thing turned and looked right at her. 
 
    She pulled up short. Its eyes were gaping black sockets, with nothing but single pinhole lights for pupils. They focused on her. 
 
    It screamed. 
 
    Not out loud. Worse than that. It screamed inside her mind. It was a high-pitched, soul-shattering sound, and she threw her hands to her head in a hopeless attempt to dull the screeching. It was like it was pushing all other thought out of her head. All she wanted in the world was for it to stop. 
 
    The thing pulled its long, bony hand out from the dirt and went for her. It snatched her in its claws and slammed her down into the packed dirt and brick pathway beneath her. It wasn’t until she heard gunfire and the thing recoiled, howling in pain, that she realized she was no longer in the spirit world. 
 
    It had pulled her out. It really shouldn’t have been able to do that. It was just as annoying as the last time one of these freaks had done the impossible. 
 
    A fireball crashed into the thing, and it wailed, covering its bony face with its long fingers. Fireball? Who the fuck had launched a— 
 
    Oh. 
 
    She tilted her head and saw Gabe standing near her, his hands ablaze. He was a pyro. That’d do it. 
 
    The thing swept its arm out, and Gabe had to duck for cover. Conrad wasn’t so lucky, and the Irishman took the blow to the chest. It launched him into the air and sent him rolling end-over-end along a row of stones. He hit quite a few of them along the way, and when he stopped moving, he didn’t get up. 
 
    Veil rolled over onto her stomach, pushed herself up to standing, and grabbed her metal rods from where they’d hit the dirt. Time to dance. Dragging her soul into the mortal world, she shot it toward the creature and felt her body start to follow. It’d send her hurtling at it at breakneck speed, which was kind of the point. 
 
    She smashed into it at full tilt, and the thing rocked backward with the blow. Her metal rods had fractured its jaw, sending splinters through the bone. Before she even landed from the move that had sent her hurtling through the air, the black ooze that covered it moved to cover the injury, filling it like glue. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    The thing grabbed her, its long, spindly fingers wrapping around her body. 
 
    Double-shit. 
 
    She dashed her soul away, knowing the pull on her body would be too much for the thing to withstand and it’d have to let her go or risk ripping its fingers off or— 
 
    With its other hand, it grabbed her soul. Plucked her out of mid-air like she was a goddamn fly and it was Mister Miyagi. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    That was all she could think as she looked up at it, helpless, caught in the spider’s trap. The thing looked down at her, tilted its head to the side as if trying to understand what it had in its hands. Then it shrieked once again, emptying her entirely of thought. 
 
    She couldn’t even scream. The sound made her eyes roll back into her head. Nothing existed except that noise. It reverberated in her, every part of her, body and soul. She only knew its resonance. 
 
    It demanded she surrender. 
 
    It demanded she obey. 
 
    It demanded she die. 
 
    Her heart stopped in her chest. 
 
    She knew what it felt like. It’d happened a few times by now. Most recently when she was an idiot and got knocked into the third rail of a subway train while hunting some escaping targets underground. 
 
    But it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. Nothing except the sound the creature was making. Just the very sound of it was tearing her life out of her as easily as it held her soul in one hand and her body in the other. 
 
    If it didn’t kill her, she knew it was going to drive her insane. 
 
    Its head rocked back suddenly. The sound stopped, and her ears rang like a grenade had gone off, high-pitched and horrible in the resulting silence. The iron grasp around her loosened, and she felt herself falling. 
 
    Her soul rushed to join her body as she impacted the dirt a second time, landing in a heap as she watched the thing reel backward. 
 
    As it lifted its head, she saw a huge hole had blown apart the thing’s forehead. Something with the impact of a bazooka had punched through the bone like paper. The hole was several feet in diameter, and the black sludge tried to fill it but couldn’t span the gap. Teetering on its long limbs, it toppled over backward. It collapsed to the ground and then…dissolved. 
 
    It was gone. 
 
    It burst into sand and smoke and then was reduced to nothingness. No proof of the horror that had just been standing there. 
 
    She turned to find the source of whatever had killed it. Conrad had both of his guns raised, silver and gold, and both barrels were smoking. 
 
    One of the priests was pyrokinetic. The other one had enchanted guns. All right, fine. I’ll take you both more seriously now. 
 
    She’d have loved to have said that out loud, but for the simple and annoying fact that she couldn’t breathe. Her heart wasn’t beating. 
 
    She laid back on the ground and whumped her fist into her chest in a pointless attempt to get it going again. It didn’t work. She didn’t expect it to. 
 
    “Veil? Honey?” Conrad looked down at her and knelt at her side. He was bleeding from the forehead, half his face covered in crimson from the wound. He hadn’t come out of his tumble unscathed. “Oh. Well, shit, Blue. It got you good.” 
 
    She nodded. Yeah. That about sums it up, Darby. 
 
    He huffed and sat next to her on the dirt. He propped himself back on his elbows and wiped at the blood that was dripping into his eye. “See you in a few, I guess.” 
 
    She shut her eyes. I guess. 
 
    Coldness came for her then. 
 
    She felt the stillness of that glassy place, that world between life and death settle into her. When she reopened her eyes, she wasn’t in Boston anymore. She was floating in that horrible lake in the place before the beyond, knowing she was going to be turned away. 
 
    “We need to talk, little one.” 
 
    She knew the voice. She’d never met him—not really, not in person—but she knew him. He was always here, always in this place to greet her when she died. Always there to usher her back into the world of the living. No, she really didn’t want to talk to him. She didn’t need to try to voice the thought. She knew he could hear her. 
 
    “You are in great danger. We are all in great danger now. We need to speak.” 
 
    Nope. Still disagreed. If a person could think the words “fuck off, cowboy” hard enough to manifest them out loud, she did. The voice chuckled. 
 
    “Maybe this will convince you. Find that which it was seeking in the grave of Cotton Mather.” 
 
    Life rushed back into her body, painful and searing like liquid iron poured into a frozen mold. She wondered if someday it would drive her insane. She cried out and rolled onto her side, coughing as burning air filled her lungs. She squeezed her eyes shut but no longer felt the icy calm waters of that lake of death around her. Instead, dirt and rock met her cheek. 
 
    A hand patted her back. 
 
    “Welcome back, Blue.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is desecration,” Gabe said as he looked down at the tabletop tomb. 
 
    “He’s dead. Really dead. Been really dead for a really long-ass time,” Veil argued back, looking down at the stone top with the worn inscriptions. She could barely make out the names in the weathered surface in the dark. “I’m sure he doesn’t care.” 
 
    “It’s wrong.” Gabe was still clearly dubious. When she had been able to breathe well enough to speak, she had told them they needed to dig up Cotton Mather and find whatever the thing had been after.  
 
    Naturally, the priests both wanted to know exactly where she had come up with that information. That was a perfectly reasonable and logical next step. Sadly, she didn’t really have a good answer. Not one that she wanted to share, anyway. 
 
    So, she’d said she had seen into the monster’s head when it had been screaming at her hard enough to stop her freaking heart. They seemed to buy that well enough to stop asking questions. Well, Conrad, anyway. Gabe was the skeptic of the two, it seemed. The Italian hadn’t much cared for her miraculous epiphany. 
 
    Conrad was sitting on a much larger, concrete-repaired tomb a few feet away, a wad of fabric that was once part of his shirt stuffed to his face. It was already various shades of more crimson than white, and he had to keep rotating the fabric to keep it from getting stuck to his head. He was fine, he insisted. Just a head wound. They bled more than they did any real harm. 
 
    She claimed it was proof he didn’t have a brain and just a solid block of bone for a head. Conrad had chucked a stick at her for that one. It’d taken them a good long while to find the tomb. She had a vague memory of where it was, but things like that were freaking hard to find in the dark. Now they were standing around and debating what to do. 
 
    Maleon was sitting next to Conrad on the nearby tabletop tomb. He’d shoved the purple-winged thing off the stone surface about half a dozen times before finally giving up and letting it sit there next to him. 
 
    “Of course, it’s wrong,” she replied with a shrug. Wrong was relative. Probably not a line of argument worth bringing up with holy men. It’d just be an hour of her life she’d never get back. “But you’re priests. So…wave your hands, do some holy juju,” she gestured accordingly, “and magically make it not desecration.” 
 
    “He was also a priest. Desecrating his tomb is a mark against God.” 
 
    “No, he was a crazy, creepy, pervy motherfucker who thought he could hunt ‘witches’ and then cure them with his magical perv hands. You don’t want me explaining witch trials in America to you. Trust me,” she argued back. 
 
    Gabe sighed. “You are certain whatever that…monster was hunting is inside this crypt?” 
 
    “Yeah.” The creature who spoke to her from the other side might be many things. He wasn’t a liar. 
 
    He eyed her, clearly still not believing exactly how she came across that information. “Fine. But we do not have the equipment required to get inside the tomb.” 
 
    Veil looked down at the stone slab and sighed. “I can get the lid off.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I’ll ram myself into it at full speed. It’ll break my arm, but it’ll be fine. It’ll shove the lid off.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine?” Gabe blinked. “Won’t it hurt?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’ll hurt. But it’ll heal. The problem is there’s another cap at surface level.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I’m a fountain of bizarre facts. I had a weird upbringing, remember? Trivia night at the Asmodeus Cult Household was pretty fucked up.” She flashed him her favorite sarcastic smile. 
 
    Gabe had nothing to say to that. 
 
    “Outta my way, rookies.” Conrad huffed himself up off the tomb he was sitting on and walked over to them. Pulling a gun out of his holster, he pointed down at the stone surface. “Sorry, boyo.” 
 
    Veil covered her face and looked away as the gunshot shattered the stone into gravel, obliterated it into a thousand pieces. A second bullet made equal work of the second lid. She heard bits of stone raining down into the darkness, bouncing off the bricks and stones that made up the pathway.  
 
    Gabe peered down into the darkness and lifted his hand. It burst into flame, acting as a torch. “Hum. Stairs. Thank goodness for tiny favors.” 
 
    “Small favors,” Veil corrected him. She didn’t miss the broad grin Conrad shot her as he sat back down on the crypt and put the bloody shirt back to his head. 
 
    “I’m sure you can find it without me,” the Irishman mumbled as he kicked up his feet and lay back on the slab. “I have a headache.” 
 
    “And I know how much you dislike small spaces.” Gabe sighed and looked down into the darkness. He crossed himself and slung a leg over the stone lip of the tomb, followed by the other. “I will go alone. It is only right that we keep this disgrace to a minimum.” 
 
    Veil shrugged. She didn’t much care for prowling around three-hundred-year-old bodies, anyway. Weirdly, corpses always kind of unsettled her. It reminded her of what she was and of what she’d never be. 
 
    “You’re claustrophobic?” She looked over at Conrad with a raised eyebrow. She had a hard time picturing the Irishman getting fidgety in an elevator. 
 
    “Everybody’s got somethin’.” He pressed his shirt to his head. “A catacomb collapsed on me on a job in Siberia. Was stuck down there for a week and a half. Had water, a dyin’ flashlight, and nothin’ else. Call it a twitch.” 
 
    That was fair. Totally, absolutely, entirely fair. 
 
    Muttering in Latin, Gabe descended into the darkness. Veil sat on the lip of the tomb and looked down at him as his form disappeared into the chamber below. “You know Puritans really hated Catholics, right?” 
 
    “Less than dirty heathens, I’m sure,” Gabe shot back. 
 
    Conrad snickered. His reaction encouraged her, and Veil grinned down at the Italian, even if he wasn’t looking. “He fought back! I didn’t know you had balls. Sorry, Gabe, I thought they cut those off.” 
 
    That sent Conrad into a full peal of laughter. 
 
    “Perhaps your English is what is suffering, if you are confusing castration and celibacy,” came the Italian’s muffled reply. 
 
    Veil joined Conrad in laughter. All right. She was growing fond of them. Her laughter faded to a smile, and she sat there, honestly feeling comfortable with the two men. Something in the back of her mind warned her not to get attached. But like fighting an addiction, even if she knew it wasn’t a good idea, she couldn’t help it. These two idiots were the first real people she’d had prolonged, semi-honest conversations with since she met Richard. 
 
    She wasn’t in the business of having friends. Quite the opposite. She lived her life as alone as possible, and for very good reasons. It wasn’t the most pleasant way of going about her life, but it was better for everyone involved in the long run. 
 
    They were mortal. 
 
    She really wasn’t. 
 
    She was lost in thought for a minute or two, thinking over what to make of the two priests, when she heard Gabe exclaim, “Ah!” from down below. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I believe I have found what that creature sought.” 
 
    He emerged from the hole, carrying an object in his hands. It was dirty, very dusty, and looked fairly rotted out. It was a book, bound in leather, its edges faded and yellowed. Tied to the cover, bound in leather string, was a forged iron disk. It was about six inches in diameter. Into its surface had been pressed a symbol. Circular, with arching lines and writing that was filled with detritus but otherwise visible. 
 
    She felt the color drain out of her face. 
 
    She wasn’t the kind of person to faint. But she was strongly reconsidering her stance on the matter. She leaned heavily onto the rim of the crypt and stared, agog, at the disk. Gabe, seeing her reaction, held it for her to see. “You know it.” 
 
    She’d seen it once before. Seen it on a painting long ago, surrounded by thirteen others. It was a name—a real name—hidden and protected and guarded like a treasure. Names held power, and to hold the symbol of a name like that was a time bomb in the wrong hands. 
 
    Cold rushed down her spine, and she shivered. Every time that name was written, a piece of whoever it belonged to was carried with it. Like lightning rods, it tapped the energy in the air and pulled it down. With that disk came a little piece of him, no more significant than a lock of hair, but enough that she felt it in the air around her now. It was as though he was reaching toward her. 
 
    “Whose name is it, Veil?” 
 
    This time, she couldn’t lie. This time, she couldn’t find the ability to dodge. They’d find out eventually, and it was far past her capacity to come up with a believable cover. The way she’d reacted had already told them too much. The look in Gabe’s eyes said he might already know or at the very least suspected. But he wanted to see if she would say the name. 
 
    She swallowed the lump in her throat. Shutting her eyes, she sighed. “It’s his.” 
 
    Conrad was sitting up now, peering at the disk curiously. “Asmodeus?” 
 
    Names carried power. Names carried even more when used together. Beetlejuice wasn’t too far off. Neither were all of those “Bloody Mary” myths. Saying a name too many times, or having it represented too well, could call those who knew how to answer. 
 
    Or those who wanted to answer. 
 
    If the night could have possibly grown darker, it did. The streetlamps nearby darkened and dimmed. The glow from the nearby buildings was dampened as if a fog had rolled through. A fog of blackness. And with it came the feeling of him, settling down around them like the energy the air carried before a storm. 
 
    Conrad was on his feet, his guns drawn, quickly on alert. Gabe stood similarly so, looking around warily at the sudden change. “What is happening, Veil?” 
 
    She was holding her metal rods aloft, ready to fight. But she knew it was pointless. There was no fighting something like him with steel and bullets. “Go away!” she shouted, uncaring for who might hear her. There was only one person she cared about getting the message. 
 
    Shockingly, it worked. 
 
    Just as quickly as it had come, the darkness shrank away obediently. The feeling of the cloud around them was gone. She let out a long rush of air and shoved her metal rods back into the holsters. 
 
    Damnit. Damnit all! 
 
    Two priests were looking at her with narrow and unamused looks. “Veil.” Conrad started into the I’m-disappointed-in-you lecture. 
 
    “I know!” She threw up her hands. “I know. I know. I’ll explain. I need a fucking drink first.” 
 
    “Whiskey?” Conrad grinned hopefully. 
 
    “Whiskey.” 
 
    At least they had that in common. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Whiskey it was. And the whiskey was great. She was already two glasses in and was leaning back in her chair, looking up at the ceiling as Richard happily dissected the book in front of him. 
 
    “The book is mostly rotted out and useless. Unsurprisingly, storing a book with rotting corpses is not exactly the best method of preservation.” Richard had cleared off the table in their shared hotel suite to lay out the moldering book from the tomb. Each turn of a page had the brittle paper cracking or outright crumbling. 
 
    He’d resorted to taking out several of the pages and laying them on wax paper she’d gone and purchased from the Walgreens down the street. All the while, he was carefully documenting each page, taking photos, typing away at his notes and findings. “But I don’t think it’s the book they were really after. It’s the man’s journal in his later years. Mostly just lengthy ramblings about inoculations. I think the disk was likely their target.” 
 
    “What’s the disk do, exactly?” Conrad was poking at it with his ring finger, as he had his own glass in his hand. She and Conrad were the only ones drinking. She discovered the man, true to his heritage and confirming her suspicion he was a walking cliché, could put them back. She stopped trying to keep up with him half a bottle ago. He laughed once. “Well, I know what it did. We saw it. But what is it, actually?” 
 
    He was pressing an icepack to his bandaged head with his other hand. She had teased him about the booze thinning his blood too much, but he said he’d happily bleed to death if he did so due to alcohol. She shared the sentiment. 
 
    “That’s his real name.” She didn’t dare say it again, not with what happened last time. “Names have power, don’t forget. Don’t say it out loud unless you want him to ring the doorbell again.”  
 
    “You say this is As—” Gabe stopped himself as she shot him a glare. “Um. His name. That was him that we felt when you said it?” 
 
    “Yeah. I was an idiot. I forgot how powerful that thing is.” She gestured at the cast iron emblem. “He answered when Conrad called. I should have warned you.” I was a little too distracted. 
 
    “After the story you told us of what you did to his cult, I expect he has some unfinished business with you.” Conrad snickered and took another sip. “Why’d he stop when you yelled at him?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Honestly, she didn’t. She changed the subject. “They don’t let people publish their real names. They don’t make it public. Any depictions of it like that are exceedingly rare, and they can find them like pins on a map. He, or one of his archdemon or archangel kin, made this.” 
 
    Gabe was ticking away at his own laptop. “I cannot find any other reference of this symbol in any text. Not even in our archives. I have seven other versions of his sigil throughout the years, but none even share that manner of writing. We have fragments, tiny shards, of a language that might resemble this one, but no manner of decoding it.” 
 
    “You have other examples of their language?” Richard looked up at Gabe, wide-eyed and impressed. And jealous. Mostly jealous. 
 
    “Come to the Vatican with me, friend.” Gabe smiled. “I would love to show you our archives.” 
 
    “I—uh—” 
 
    “Nerds! Focus!” She tapped her glass on the table. 
 
    “Yes, right.” Gabe shook his head. “What do you know of this writing, Veil? We only have our suspicions but no facts.” 
 
    “Enochian is to Egyptian hieratic as that writing is to their hieroglyphs,” she quoted the archdemon himself. He was an exacting, demanding, unflinching, harsh, but phenomenal teacher. “That’s their true language.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Gabe asked. “How are you so certain?” 
 
    She shrugged, trying to play it off as no big deal. “I’ve seen it before.” She hated dwelling on her past. She hated being dragged down by it. That was why she ran from it—she didn’t like who she was when she thought about it. 
 
    “The cult that raised you?” the Italian surmised.  
 
    “Kind of.” She hid her snarky smile in her whiskey glass. 
 
    Gabe’s poor English was probably to blame for him missing the vagueness in her answer. “If they had his real name, then they could have summoned him, as you say. Why didn’t they?” 
 
    “They, um…they didn’t need to.” She picked at the edge of the cheap laminate on the hotel table. “Okay. Look.” Fuck it. She hated secrets. She sucked at them. “They didn’t need to summon him. He was already here. He showed me that symbol. He’s the one who told me what it meant.” 
 
    Gabe looked off thoughtfully, his brow furrowed. “The cultists who raised you were in direct service to the archdemon himself, who walked this plane in the flesh.” 
 
    “Yeah. He’s spent most of his time on Earth for thousands of years.” She could watch the gears whirl in the Italian’s head as his gaze flicked back and forth over papers on the table as he thought it through. “He called himself Alistair Solomon back then.” 
 
    “Why have we never known this? He’s a threat to mankind.” 
 
    Veil sipped her whiskey. She needed more of it. “Honestly, he’s not.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Look. I hate him. I have a lot of reasons to hate him. But he’s…” She paused, not quite sure how to say it. “He’s not a threat to people. He, for all his issues, loves humanity. Adores it. If he wanted to rule the world, he could have. If he wanted countries to bow at his feet, they would. He never wanted any of that. He wanted to live among them.” 
 
    The two priests were silent as they took that in. Gabe half-closed his laptop as he looked up at her. “I’m sorry, but I still don’t understand. When we were in the graveyard and had this disk and said his name, he came to us? Why didn’t he appear?” 
 
    “He tried to.” She took a breath and said the rest all as one rush. Better to rip it all off at once. “But he can’t on account of the fact that I trapped him in the spirit realm.” She paused to breathe then continued, muttering, “The night I killed everyone. He was the one who stabbed me. I pulled him through the barrier between this world and that one and ditched his sorry ass there. He’s been rotting in the spirit plane ever since.” 
 
    The room was silent. 
 
    She downed the rest of her whiskey and poured herself another.  
 
    This was why she didn’t want to come to Boston. This was why she avoided this town like the plague. Because he was here. Even trapped in the spirit plane as he was, Alistair was an archdemon. He was one of the original creations of the world. He was strong enough to do exactly what he was doing now—haunting her. 
 
    “Yup. Fuck my life, right?” She sipped her glass. 
 
    She wanted to turn tail and run for the hills. Get in her car and drive. But no matter how much she wanted to, she couldn’t run away now. She couldn’t ditch Richard and the two idiot priests she was starting to enjoy just a little too much. She’d be leaving them all to face monsters the likes of which she’d never seen. 
 
    That’d be terrifying enough. 
 
    But now, this? 
 
    That disk with Asmodeus’s real name etched on it scared her. Not just because of who it represented, but because that thing had been after it. If a cult with that kind of power got hold of an archdemon’s true name, they would all be in real trouble. 
 
    “Well…okay, then.” Conrad mimicked her downing of the whiskey and poured himself a double. “You want to tell me the cult that’s here and all this business with you and the-archdemon-we-can’t-name aren’t related?” 
 
    “I don’t have a clue.” But she didn’t blame the priests for the incredulous looks. Richard was doing his best to ignore the situation entirely, something she also couldn’t hold against him. “I really don’t know. I’m sure it’s connected. I just don’t know how.” 
 
    “Well, how do we find out?” Conrad sipped his whiskey. Really, he was drinking it like somebody else might drink soda. “I shoot things. I’m not good at this mystery-solving bull crap.” 
 
    The four of them fell silent. She knew what their next step was. She just really didn’t want to do it. She folded her arms on the table and put her head down on top of them. Feeling like a kid must feel being dragged out to school, she wanted to do anything but what she knew she had to. 
 
    There was someone who wanted to talk to her. Someone who knew what the creature was searching for. Who might know why, and to what ends, this cult wanted it. And who might know more about the monsters who were attacking the city. Three more people had died tonight, along with another disappearance. Two of the dead were cops. Boston had declared a state of emergency, and the National Guard was being sent in to help keep the peace. 
 
    It’d only add to the body count. 
 
    Going and talking to the voice from that netherworld was not something she wanted to do. Especially not now. Especially not like this. The longer she kept this all a secret, the more people would die. Her past was no longer just her problem; her past was now everyone’s problem. 
 
    Damnit all. Damnit all to Hell. This was going to mark the beginning of the end for her budding and tentative friendship with Conrad and Gabe, without a doubt. “Conrad?” 
 
    “Yeah, Blue?” 
 
    She sat back up. “I need to borrow one of your guns.” 
 
    “What? Why?” He lowered the ice pack from his head. 
 
    “I don’t really care which one. Oh, give me the gold one. I might as well go out like a pimp for once.”  
 
    “You’re goin’ to shoot yourself with it?” He narrowed an eye at her. “Why?” 
 
    “I need to talk to somebody.” 
 
    The room was silent. Richard sighed. He knew who she needed to speak to and why she had to put a bullet in her own head to do it. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Gabe cut in, trying to be helpful. “Can’t you just call—” 
 
    Pushing herself up from the table, she went to lean on the wall. She was too anxious to stay sitting. “I don’t have his cellphone number, Gabe! This is the only way I know how to talk to him.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    She groaned and tilted her head back, staring up at the pocked, popcorn-plaster ceiling. Now she felt like a kid being told to do her homework. “I knew where the disk was hidden because I was told where to find it.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “When that thing killed me.” 
 
    “By whom?” Gabe. The walking game of Twenty Questions. 
 
    “When I die, I go to a place right before the soul moves on. It’s like a door, or a gate, I think. To me, it’s a lake. I can feel other people coming and going, but for me, that never happens. I float there, and then it fades away. It’s really hard to explain.” 
 
    She tipped her head back up to look at them all. Richard, who hated awkward situations, was dutifully typing away. Gabe and Conrad were eyeing her, confused. Maleon was raiding the trashcan for discarded takeout food.  
 
    Imps. 
 
    Rip off the Band-Aid. It’s all gonna be public soon. Might as well just deal with it. “Where I go is overseen by Azrael. He told me.” The room was silent. They all knew what that meant. They all knew that name. 
 
    Azrael, the archangel of death. The keeper of names, the one who recorded all who passed. The keeper of the stories of all who had ever lived and died. A creature with whom she had a weird and complicated history, to put it mildly. 
 
    “He said he wants to talk to me. It must be about this, since he’s never tried to do something like this before. If I’m going to set up a meeting with him, this is the only way I know how.” Self-loathing, thick and bitter, stuck in her throat. “Can I just borrow a gun, Conrad? I’d drink bleach, but that’s really painful and messy.” 
 
    “No, you can’t. They’re blessed relics and don’t fire for anybody but me.” He stood from the sofa and dropped the icepack into a decorative glass bowl on the end table. “Come on.” Conrad looked at her, shot her a cheeky grin, and winked. “Let’s go ruin a pillow.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    She lay in the tub, her head toward the drain to catch the blood and gray matter that was going to result in being shot through the head. Conrad was sitting over her on the edge of the tub, a pillow in his hands. He looked down at her with a sigh. “You’ve got to tell us the truth, Blue. You know that, right?” 
 
    She looked up at him, feeling as though she had run a marathon and was being told she needed to start the second leg of it.  
 
    Her expression said it all, and he shook his head. “You’ve got to trust us.” 
 
    “Says the man about to blow my brains out.” 
 
    “Hey. That’s not fair. You asked!” 
 
    “This time.” 
 
    “Ah, shut up.” He stuffed the pillow over her head, and she turned her head to rest her cheek against the porcelain. She felt the muzzle press down. He was smart. He didn’t count; he didn’t warn her. She barely felt the pressure, and it all just blinked away. 
 
    Back to that glass-like lake she went. 
 
    “Tomorrow in the Public Gardens? One in the afternoon?” 
 
    If she could have laughed, she would have. He was asking, as if she really had a say in this. As if she really had a say in any of this. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m going alone.” 
 
    “Like Christ you are!” 
 
    “Conrad, language.” 
 
    “Shit, piss, fuck, cunt, cocksucker, motherfucker, tits. There! Get over it, already, Gabey-boy.” 
 
    Veil put her head in her hands. She wanted to scream, she wanted to laugh, she wanted to knock their heads together and leave them in a heap on the ground in the middle of the sidewalk. After she had woken up from Conrad blowing her brains out in the tub, she had told the three men what Azrael had said and ushered them out of her shared suite with Richard so she could shower and crawl into bed. 
 
    Dying and coming back took a lot out of her. To be fair, she’d bet it’d take a lot out of anybody. And she had died three times that day. She was burned out and exhausted when she had gone to sleep, and she was still kind of shaky. Two large coffees and thoroughly raiding the breakfast bar for greasy meat products had helped but hadn’t fully solved the fact that she didn’t quite feel steady on her feet yet. 
 
    They had met at the Starbucks at the corner of Beacon and Charles around twelve-thirty. She knew she couldn’t keep Richard and the priests out of the vicinity, but she hoped she could keep them out of a conversation that was likely going to get very personal, and very uncomfortable, very fast. 
 
    Richard knew most of the truth, and, bless his heart, he was studiously keeping it to himself. “I’ll go with her,” he offered. He was only there to play emotional support, after all. 
 
    “I am afraid to say that doesn’t fix the issue.” Gabe shook his head. “It is not that we do not trust both of you, but—” 
 
    Conrad wasn’t nearly as diplomatic. “You’re not telling us the whole story. Not by a long shot. You know much more than you’re letting on, Veil.” He put emphasis on her assumed name to remind her it wasn’t even her given one. “How can we trust you when you don’t trust us?” 
 
    She looked down at the lid of third coffee and felt her jaw tick. Forcing herself to take a deep breath, she held it for a moment and slowly let it out. “It’s not about trust. It’s about the fact that my upbringing was absolute shit, and I hate having to wade through manure. Okay?” 
 
    “Whatever Asmodeus and his cult did to you is not your fault. We will not judge you for what others have done to you.” Gabe was trying to be tender, trying to be reassuring. 
 
    She couldn’t help but laugh in disbelief. “Oh. Oh, you will. I’ll put money on it.” 
 
    “Hundred dollars.” Conrad grinned lopsidedly, which she decided was probably his trademark. Too bad he was celibate. He’d probably get plenty of ladies in town with that accent and that smile. “If we get pissed about what we learn in the next hour, I’ll give you a hundred bucks. We shrug it off, you pay up.” 
 
    “If I lose, I highly doubt you’re going to just pony up and walk away.” 
 
    Conrad shrugged dismissively. “Well, if you’re so positive we’re right, you don’t have to play.” 
 
    She glared at the Irishman. She hated dares. Namely because she never had the wherewithal to say no. “Fine. Deal.” She did her best to swallow the rock in her throat but didn’t trust herself to speak just yet. Checking her phone, she saw they had five minutes to go. “Death waits for no one, right?” she mumbled and headed to the crosswalk. 
 
    Crossing streets in Boston was a full-contact spectator sport. The crosswalk signals were more of a suggestion than a rule to both the driver and the pedestrian. Especially a four-lane to three-lane meets a three-lane, all one-way, tangled clusterfuck like this particular intersection. You just had to go for it. They made it across, miraculously, without a single honk, and found themselves in the far more Victorian, far more manicured half of the two parks in the center of the city. 
 
    The Common always had been meant for public use. In the olden days, people would graze their livestock, hold meetings, grow crops, or hang their criminals there. It was meant as common ground, hence the name.  
 
    If somebody wanted to out themselves as not being from Boston, all they had to do was call it the Commons, plural. Nobody did that. 
 
    The Public Garden, however, was a far newer addition to the city. It dated to 1830, two hundred years after the other half, and it was built on top of landfill like the rest of the Back Bay.  
 
    Sometimes she suspected “Public” was a sarcastic term. It felt like the snobby sibling, with its grandiose statues, rows of topiaries and flowers, and false pond with adorable little paddle-boats, cast-bronze ducklings, and installed swans. 
 
    It was always filled with people, some coming and going, as it was a major through-way for foot traffic, some eating their lunches on benches, some strolling with friends and talking. Now, with the city under siege by murders, it was considerably less so. 
 
    Richard walked next to her, with Gabe and Conrad behind them. Richard sped up a little to walk next to her. “Where, exactly, are we meeting him?” 
 
    She reached up into the tree they were passing underneath and pulled an orange leaf from the branch. “He didn’t say specifically where.” 
 
    “Then…what does he look like?” 
 
    “I have no clue. They can change their appearances at will.” She twirled the stem of the leaf between her fingers, spinning it idly back and forth. 
 
    “How are we going to find him, then?”  
 
    “I think I have an idea of where he might be.” 
 
    Richard was always a pragmatist and trying to find the logical next step in the solution or the answer to every problem. The fact that she was about to waltz into a very uncomfortable conversation she’d avoided for seventy years wasn’t a solvable problem for him. The fact that they had two priests behind them who might take very poorly to any revelations that might come out of it couldn’t be fixed. The fact that he knew he probably didn’t even have the whole story out of her was an equation he couldn’t balance.  
 
    So, he worked on the problem he could solve. 
 
    Richard wasn’t an idiot. He could have worn her out and begged and pried at every last detail of her life, every hole in her story that she hadn’t filled in over the years. He was stubborn enough; it’d work. But he was her friend and, despite his raging need to know all the secrets there were to be had, respected her enough to leave that much alone. She loved him for it. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Richie.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For whatever’s about to happen. For whatever’s about to be said.” 
 
    Richard slung an arm around her shoulders and hugged her to his side again. “You’re my best friend in the world, Veil. You’ve earned that by yourself. Nothing about your past is going to change that.” 
 
    She’d ask him if he wanted to place a bet, but she already had one running. Two just seemed tacky. Instead, she smiled at him sadly. He patted her shoulder and let her go. 
 
    Something just told her where she needed to go. That if there was one place in this park that she’d find the archangel of death, she knew it’d be there. 
 
    The statue that commemorated the invention of ether was creepy at best. Borderline grotesque, it looked like a monumental grave marker more than a statue. It was set into a fountain that had ceased to run a century ago. Tucked into the northwest corner of the park, it was mostly out of the way and felt ignored where it sat surrounded by trees. 
 
    It stretched high overhead with its columns in rose granite against the white granite of its surroundings. The inscriptions were a mix of historical commentary and passages from the Bible. But it was the statue on top that made it so eerie. 
 
    It was of two men, one in robes, holding the other over his left knee. The other man, nearly naked and prone, had an expression of utter calm and rapture in the silence of unconscious release. The man in robes held a cloth in his hand, signifying the ether that must have cured the other man’s suffering, if not yet what ailed him. Beneath them on the carved flat surface was etched the phrase “Neither shall there be any more pain.”  
 
    There he was. Standing at the foot of the statue, wearing a long gray peacoat, hands clasped behind his back, was a man. He was looking up at the figures atop the oldest monument in the park with a placid, thoughtful expression. 
 
    She pulled up short. She felt the adrenaline spike in her system. This was going to happen. She suddenly felt what she could only describe as stage fright. 
 
    The man in front of her had medium-length, sandy brown hair that was longer at the top than the sides. A thin face that showed off his cheekbones and his jaw a little too well. Rimless glasses perched on his nose. He looked to be in his late thirties or early forties. He looked…utterly normal. Totally unremarkable. Not unattractive, but hardly noticeable. Vaguely British in his features, he wouldn’t turn heads except for those with a very particular taste. If she couldn’t see into the spirit world, she would have walked right past him. 
 
    Here, he looked like a normal human. But there, he looked like anything but. A creature stood, superimposed over the body of the unremarkable man. It was a towering figure, wearing robes of white that transitioned to black at the bottom hem in a perfect gradient. His face was hidden underneath a hood. The wings—all four of them—that came from his back were immense and beautiful. Faceted and shining, catching the light in their multitude as though they were made of stained glass. They were white, and not, all at once. They seemed to move in a breeze that wasn’t there in the world of the dead. He glowed. He shone. He was the brightest thing she had ever seen in that world. 
 
    She was a lighthouse in the world of the dead, always calling things to herself whether she liked it or not. If everything in the spirit world with energy had a light and a color to them, this creature was the sun itself in that dead place. 
 
    It made sense. That was his world, after all. 
 
    Death was many things to many people. He was unique in his immortal condition. He was everywhere all at once. He was the reaper, he was Anubis, he was the merciful angel. He was whatever people needed or expected him to be. He was the ever-shifting prism. He was a hundred-thousand facets reflected in the surface of a single gem. 
 
    She had only ever spoken to him and never been in his real presence. Now that she saw him, she understood the lessons she had been taught so long ago. 
 
      
 
    “Azrael, my strangest of brothers,” Alistair said as he flipped a page in her book and pointed at the classical painting of a creature in a black robe with black wings, perched over a dying man. The angel’s expression was one of sympathy and pity. “A creature with a hundred faces, each reflected in the gemstone. He is not just in one place, but in innumerable thousands, all at once. We don’t understand how he hasn’t gone entirely insane. He is one of the most powerful of us, although he notoriously stays neutral in all things. He is also my oldest of friends, even if I’m not sure which one of him I’m talking to at any given point in time.” Lips curled into a grin that was both dangerous and playful as he looked to her, his green eyes flashing. 
 
    “You’re still friends? Even after the civil war?” She was taught never to refer to it as a fall. The archdemons did not fall from grace. They left it. It was a civil war that ended in division, not expulsion. He always referred to the human mythology around it as ugly propaganda. 
 
    “It’s been tens of thousands of years since we fought each other. We were friends, family, and allies for many more times before. War is a matter of politics between nations. Very rarely does it come down to a squabble between individuals. We continue to have…philosophical differences, naturally.” Alistair chuckled and leaned against his desk at the head of his office, his arms folded over his chest. “But we still meet quite regularly to reminisce, catch up with each other, and speak of theories and current events. He and I share a keen fondness for humans, more so than any others of our ilk.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t I ever met him?” 
 
    “You will soon.” 
 
    “Is he busy?” 
 
    “Always. But that isn’t why.” 
 
    “Does he not want to meet me?” 
 
    “Oh, very much the opposite. He wants to meet you more than anything else in this world. Nearly as badly as I wished to see you after you first woke up here.” 
 
    “Then why not?” 
 
    “He…wants to wait until the time is right.” 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t known what that meant at the time. She had learned a few years later, the night a silver dagger had been plunged into her heart and she had died for the first time. That was the first time they had spoken, in that world between worlds, in that space before true death. 
 
    Azrael had told her the truth. All of it. What she really was and his own hand in it. He had confessed his crime, as he had put it, and held her in that nether-realm between life and death for far longer than he ever had since to tell her the tale. 
 
    When she returned to life, she killed the entirety of the cult dedicated to Alistair. Killed all the men and women who she had known as her family until that point because of the betrayal she felt. Because of the lies that they had told her. And the archdemon himself had suffered an even worse fate because of it. 
 
    And because she was a lie. All of her. 
 
    She had frozen a dozen feet away, locked and staring at the creature before her, and the three men she walked with followed suit. They couldn’t see what she saw. They couldn’t see the archangel hidden in the mortal. 
 
    What was odd to her was that the other angels and demons she had met over the years didn’t look like that. They weren’t superimposed, half-and-half like he was. This creature walked with a body in one world and a soul in the other. Then it hit her. 
 
    He was just like her, trapped halfway between. 
 
    Or maybe the other way around. Maybe she was just like him. 
 
    The man who looked up at the statue, observing it like anyone else might a piece of art, turned to look at them. His eyes creased with his smile, wrinkling the edges with warmth and sadness in equal parts. 
 
    His eyes were blue. Remarkably so, just like hers.  
 
    She took a step toward the man then faltered. Too many feelings, visceral and raw, rammed into her all at once. Anger. Frustration. Sadness. Hope. Fury. Loneliness. All of it crashed into her like a hurricane. Everything tried to cram through doorjamb in her mind, got stuck, and nothing made it through the hole. She froze, wishing she could look away, but couldn’t help but stare at the creature in front of her who was looking at her as though she were his joy…and his pain. 
 
    Silence stretched on for what might have been minutes. As much as she joked that nobody kept Death waiting, it seemed he was a very patient man. 
 
    “Hi,” was all she could finally muster up. 
 
    Good job, stupid. 
 
    His hands fidgeted at his sides. He was clenching and flexing them, as if he wished to be holding on to something. But still, his expression didn’t falter. He didn’t step forward or move in any other way. “I am so sorry.” His voice was soft and gentle and thick with emotional pain.  
 
    That wasn’t at all what she expected in the slightest. Of all the ways she thought this might go, starting with an apology wasn’t it. “For what?” 
 
    He laughed weakly, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. As if he were saddened that she made him say it out loud. “All of it.” He lifted a hand and looked as though he might to reach for her then thought better of it and adjusted the collar of his coat instead. “This is not how I wished to speak with you in this realm for the first time. This is not the time, nor the method, in which I wished to…explain myself. Nor did I think we would have an audience.” 
 
    “Is he…is that really an…no, you’re kidding me,” Conrad was whispering loudly to Gabe. “That’s an archangel? He looks normal.” 
 
    Azrael’s blue eyes flicked over her to look behind her to the priests. He pressed his glasses up his nose with the push of a ring finger. “I assure you, it’s a mask. I would show you my true self, but I think I would rather avoid causing traffic accidents. I’m busy enough as it is already. Now, could you please let us speak uninterrupted, if not alone?” 
 
    “I…er…” Conrad coughed, sounding like he had just been put to task by a school headmaster. “Sorry.” 
 
    Azrael looked back to her. “As I said…this is not how I would wish to have explained myself.” 
 
    “You think you need to apologize and explain yourself.” It was a statement more than question. She was trying to process where he thought they stood and trying to make up her own mind on how she felt about him.  
 
    Honestly, she had never wasted much time on it. She never thought this day would come. 
 
    “Don’t I?” He paused as he clasped his hands behind his back again, seemingly needing something to do with them. He was a little fidgety in general, she noticed. His hands were always moving. “I know you don’t wish to speak with me. I know you are only here out of necessity. Therefore—” He stopped and glanced over her shoulder to Richard, Gabe, and Conrad. “That one knows.” He gestured to Richard. “The other two do not.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “They will learn, you realize. What is coming to pass will…not be kind to you, no matter the outcome.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Are you always so cryptic?” 
 
    He laughed, his face creasing again in the warmth of it. When he looked to her, he was smiling. But there was only sadness in his eyes. “Yes, I’m afraid I am.” 
 
    “Great. I’ve been missing my ‘vague weirdo’ quota lately.” 
 
    He chuckled again, enjoying her humor. Well, that was something, at least. “And I’m trying not to say too much. I don’t need you to hate me more than you already do.” 
 
    Hate? Whoa. That escalated quickly. She shook her head. Her thoughts on Azrael were a convoluted and confusing mess, but hate had never been on the list. “I don’t hate you.” He tilted his head, clearly surprised. When he didn’t speak, she continued. “You explained to me why you did what you did that night. I can’t fault you. I don’t know what it’s like, to live for as long as you have and only ever see death. To never—” She broke off and really, really fucking wished she was alone right now. “I get it. I don’t know how I feel about you, but it isn’t hatred. I don’t blame you for what I am.” 
 
    “You should. I had more of a hand it in than he did, truth be told. Without me, you would have long since rotted away by now.” 
 
    “Your reasons weren’t selfish. His were.” 
 
    “No, in that, you’re wrong.” Azrael took a step toward her, and when she didn’t retreat, he took another. “My reasons were utterly self-serving. I have only ever seen death, as you said. I watch it, day in and day out. I shepherd destruction. All the others may build life at their will, but not I. I am the great balance. I wished to create something for once in my eternity. I wished to bring life to something—to anything. I forced it upon you.” 
 
    “People don’t get to decide if they live or not. I’m not unique in that.” 
 
    “But they do get to decide if they keep on living. I took even that from you.” 
 
    Veil looked up at the two archaic figures atop the statue next to them, not wanting to see the sadness in those blue eyes that looked so much like hers. “Making me wasn’t your idea. I was his project. He talked you into it. Conned you into—” 
 
    “No.” He took another step closer to her. He was lanky. Taller than she was, but that wasn’t hard. She only topped out at just under five and a half feet, after all. “He didn’t con me. He didn’t bribe me. He asked and I eagerly agreed.” The sorrow in him was nearly palpable. Still, his hands were clasped behind his back, although now instead of fidgeting with his hands, he was shifting from one foot to the other. He was nervous—he was scared. 
 
    Scared of what? What about her could make the angel of death so afraid? 
 
    Then it hit her. Rejection. 
 
    He was terrified that she despised him. That she viewed him like she viewed Alistair. That she held him equally responsible for her cursed life. They shared a role in making her what she was. But their reasons for doing it—what they wanted from her—were very different, no matter what Azrael said. 
 
    But the man was suffering. He was clearly wishing he could curl into himself and hide away from the pain, the way his head was lowered. 
 
    “I promise that I don’t hate you. I can’t hate you for wanting the one thing you’ve never had.” 
 
    “You hate him for the same thing,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper, as he looked up to meet her gaze, blue to blue. “Don’t you?” 
 
    Like he’d dug a knife in her side, she cringed and looked away. “No. I don’t hate him for what he did. I hate him for lying about it.” 
 
    “Anyone else feeling fuckin’ lost?” Conrad loudly complained from behind her. “Or did I miss a memo?” 
 
    She groaned and pinched the bridge of her nose, shutting her eyes and wishing the Irishman would just burst into flames already. 
 
    Azrael was laughing. When she looked up, he was looking past her at the three gentlemen behind her with a softness that was surprising. He was smiling at them like a grandfather might some rambunctious children on a holiday morning. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have been ignoring you three. This is just a moment that has been long in coming. I was utterly caught up in old history. A pleasure to meet you, Richard, Gabe, and Conrad. I would introduce myself, but I assume you already know my name.” 
 
    “We do.” Gabe was watching him with burning curiosity, awe, and fascination. Conrad looked somehow both wary and bored. Richard looked utterly petrified. 
 
    Azrael smiled gently at Richard. “Please, don’t fear me. Today is not your time.” 
 
    Richard looked as though he were going to throw up. “That is both comforting and horrifying that you know when I’m going to die.” 
 
    “I know the end of your life like a telescope knows the location of the stars in the sky. The closer you are, the more certain I am of it. The farther away, the more left for debate it may be.” He shrugged idly, almost dismissively. “You are yet still far away. But the future is not certain, so that might change.” 
 
    “Good, um. I think. Well, thank you,” Richard stammered and coughed then took a step back. 
 
    “Don’t be embarrassed. Most people are afraid to die.” Azrael smiled again. “But I suppose that’s why we’re here, aren’t we? To discuss the deaths in this city, hm?” 
 
    “It’d be nice if we could get on topic, yeah,” Veil complained dryly. 
 
    “No, no, no. You’re going to explain all this.” Conrad gestured a finger between her and Azrael. “You’re going to tell us what the hell we just watched and what the hell you two are talkin’ about.” 
 
    She groaned. “Do I have to?” 
 
    Azrael put her hand on her shoulder, and she nearly jumped a foot in the air at the unexpected contact. He pulled his hand from her quickly, realizing it might not have been a welcome gesture, and stuffed it behind his back again. “They’ll know before the week is out, I expect.” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    The way he said it fell in the air like a lead balloon, sinking her mood along with it. She looked over at the three men then down to her shoes.  
 
    He was right. 
 
    She just didn’t want to admit it. 
 
    “They’re after Asmodeus,” Azrael continued. “They’re after us all. He’s vulnerable, the way you left him. You’ll have to decide what you want to do, and—” 
 
    “I get it!” She walked away a few paces and put her hands through her hair, fisting and tugging on the strands. “I get it. I just fucking hate it.” 
 
    There was silence behind her, from all four of them. 
 
    She slumped to sit on the edge of the fountain of the statue, balled up her fist, and rammed it into the stone, hard enough she probably split the skin on her knuckles. She was furious, angry at whoever and whatever had put her in this situation. She took it out on herself, pounding her fist into the stone until the pain was enough to simmer down her rage. She took the napkin from the coffee out of her pocket and wiped the blood off her already-healing hand. 
 
    She had to tell them. She knew she did. 
 
    Just get it done, all at once. Tear it off, deal with the pain after. She took in a deep breath, held it, let it out, and did the deed. 
 
    “Azrael’s my father.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    November 1st, 1935 
 
      
 
    It was the big day. 
 
    The day she’d eagerly awaited, for what seemed like forever. She had gotten dressed, primped herself in the mirror for far too long, not sure if she should look formal or casual, and changed her mind several times over the course of the hours she had to wait. She preferred outfits that were somewhat functional. Although she had donned a dress for the evening, as she figured pants were inappropriate. The frock she had picked was a dark blue, her favorite color. She fidgeted anxiously with one of the buttons on the front, turning it over in her fingers again and again. 
 
    She had opted for earrings, the dangly kind, adorned with sapphires she was told complimented her eyes. 
 
    She couldn’t eat; she was too excited. She barely remembered to drink water. She was pacing too much, her mind reeling, nerves on high alert. She had finally sought out the fresh air of the balcony, enjoying the crisp autumn breeze. It helped offset what felt like a room that had become far too hot as the day had gone by. 
 
    The house she lived in was a beautiful one. A true Beacon Hill brownstone, overlooking the Public Garden and the Boston Common. She was standing on the balcony of the fifth floor, a modest little walk-out, and she watched the couples and groups stroll through the early evening air. The blaze of fall foliage colors had ended and was heralding the approach of winter. She could taste it in the air. The sun was still warm, and she needed the slight chill in the breeze. 
 
    It would have been relaxing, if her stomach hadn’t been twisting into knots of fear, excitement, adrenaline, and trepidation, all at once. Never had she been such an utter mess of nerves, and she decided she hated how it made her feel. It was as though she were about to walk out on stage in front of the entire crowd of the opera house—in her underwear. 
 
    The reason being? 
 
    Tonight, she met him. 
 
    Asmodeus. A King in Hell. The fallen archangel, the savior and guardian of mankind. Alistair Solomon, her protector and her benefactor. His chosen human name made her smile. Even the ring of it sounded fitting. He was the one who had taken her in and hidden her safely away all those years ago when she awoke. His people had come to rescue her the day she could not remember her own name. He had saved her from the great tragedy that took away her memories. 
 
    Twenty-five years ago, she had awoken in this world, fully grown, fully formed. She rose surrounded by the men and women she now thought of as family. She remembered that day like it was yesterday but nothing before it. She could speak the language of the angels but nothing else. 
 
    The panic had been instant. She hadn’t known where she was and had no memory of how she came to be there. She could remember the feeling of the cold stone floor against her bare feet as she cowered in the corner, surrounded by creatures who jabbered in a language she couldn’t understand. All save one. 
 
    He was an older man, in his sixties, with a kind face and warm eyes. He was the man she would come to view as her adoptive father, a man named Godfrey. That day, he knelt at her feet and talked to her in the only language she could understand. 
 
    Godfrey calmed her fears and told her of what they knew of her mystery. He draped a blanket around her shoulders and promised she was safe. That they meant her no harm. When he hugged her, she had wept. She wasn’t sure why then and couldn’t explain it now. 
 
    Over the years, she kept prying at them for answers to what she was. How it was she came to be there like that. The questions plagued her. Who was she? What was she? What had happened to her? 
 
    She appeared in the world simply as she was, with full command of her faculties, and not as a child, so she must have existed prior to this, certainly. It must be a form of amnesia, a simple forgetting for whoever, or whatever, she was. 
 
    There was no other explanation. 
 
    Was she an ancient goddess of old, taken physical form? An angel, cast from Heaven? She had daydreamed of all the possibilities, told herself romantic stories in her head about what she really was and her place in the universe. And her place here, with Alistair, and what it meant. 
 
    They assured her that Alistair knew all the answers to her great secret but that he wished to impart it upon her when the time was right. And so, he had them work tirelessly to care for her. They taught her English, French, German, and taught her of the world and of its true history. 
 
    Her questions about her past were only outnumbered by her begging attempts to meet Alistair. But each time, her request was politely denied. 
 
    He wasn’t entirely absent, though. She had received letters from Alistair over the past twenty-five years. Letters saying he was not ready to see her in person, not yet. That he wished to ensure that she was fully healed from her trauma before he introduced himself. The letters poured out his dedication to her and her wellbeing, and yet said he wished her to acclimate to the mortal world free of his influence. 
 
    But tonight, that all changed. Tonight, they met. 
 
    It was for that very reason her heart had lodged in her throat the moment she had woken up and refused to clear itself. Every time she heard the door click open behind her, she would whirl around in eagerness and terror both and would let out a wavering breath as it was merely one of the servants or one of her family coming to check on her. They were all excited as well and urging her to remember to eat or drink, as if she could focus on anything like that. 
 
    It became so frequent that after the tenth time thinking the sound of the door heralded Alistair, she stopped turning around. The servants were busy bustling in and out to set the dinnerware for her introduction. They were preparing an intricate meal at his direction. 
 
    She fussed with a loose tendril of her hair, curling it around her finger then tucking it behind her ear. She was antsy, nervous, and anxious all at once. Leaning against the iron railing, she smiled down at a couple walking along the sidewalk below her. Arm in arm, they were clearly young lovers. They had no inkling of her existence on the balcony over them, they were so wrapped up in each other. Blind to the rest of the world, they were only interested in the blazing glory of the other’s presence. 
 
    It was sweet, and it made her smile, even if she was a little jealous. She felt like a princess in a tower sometimes. She was rarely allowed out of the house for more than a stroll around the park and never without a chaperone. It was for her own safety, she was told. There were other entities in this world and all others that wouldn’t take kindly to her. That would seek to steal her away. She obeyed, never fussing about the constant presence of the mortals who hung close to her as she explored the city. But it left her feeling removed from it all, to say the least. 
 
    The door clicked open once more, and she ignored it. It wasn’t until the sound of the heels of a gentleman’s shoes on the wood floor approached her—furtive and cautious—that she realized something was different. That was not the sound of a servant’s footsteps. Theirs were hurried, rushing, eager to get in, get out, and be done. 
 
    She turned as the source of the sound walked through the open French doors and onto the balcony with her. Her heart, which had been lodged in her throat, was now well and truly up by her ears instead. It brought a warm rush to her, and she knew she was blushing. 
 
    The amber sunlight caught the dark figure as he stepped from the room to approach her. By God in Heaven, he was otherworldly. He was perfect. Jet black hair was kept slightly long so that he might sweep it back. His features looked like they had been carved from marble. His eyes were an uncanny shade of green. They betrayed the age and power of a figure that would by other standards appear human if it weren’t for what seemed to burn away behind those emerald orbs. Her breath caught in her astonishment. 
 
    He towered over her by easily a foot. He wore a suit, with a shirt carefully chosen to match his eyes, paired with a tasteful dark gray vest and black tie. He was impeccably dressed, and she felt suddenly underwhelming. She knew she should have worn something nicer than the frock she had chosen. The dress she had worn was her favorite, but she wasn’t famous for her choices in high fashion. 
 
    If he cared, he didn’t show it. He was smiling. He was beaming. 
 
    Yet, under it all, she could sense the danger. Even as benign as he looked, the sinister undercurrent that seemed to fill the air around him gave her goosebumps. There was a keen, sharp-edged hunger to his expression that reminded her of the gleam in a tiger’s eyes. He was a predator. 
 
    “By all the gods in all the Heavens and Hells,” he said, his deep voice caught in a whisper of awe. The bass rumble that came with his velveteen voice was alluring, and in just that one sentence her breath was now completely gone. His features were awestruck as if to mirror the expression she knew she wore, as if he was looking at some great wonder. As if she were the marvel here. Her? No. It couldn’t be. 
 
    Alistair stepped toward her, graceful as an African lion in a zoo, and dropped to one knee before her. Her thoughts hitched, and she took half a step back in surprise as he knelt before her. 
 
    “My dearest lady,” he held his hand out to her, “I am Alistair Solomon. I am Asmodeus. And I am at your service.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Present Day 
 
      
 
    “Azrael’s my father.” 
 
    There was complete silence from the four men. The world was still loud, as they were surrounded by the sounds of traffic and everything else in the world around them. Boston was going about its day. Everything else around her was utterly devoid of caring about their melodrama or her personal problems. 
 
    But Richard, Conrad, Gabe, and Azrael said nothing. Their silence was the only thing she registered. 
 
    Veil didn’t lift her head. She kept it lowered, staring down at her shoes, and knew she had to keep talking, no matter how hard she wished otherwise. “I told you the first day I died was November 1st, 1945. I told you that was the day they made me into what I am today. That’s true. Kind of. What I didn’t tell you is…that I never really had a life before that. Not one worth counting.” 
 
    She took off her coat. She had worn a tank top underneath it, and her forearms were bare. That was for this very reason. She knew when she started the day, one way or another, she’d have a lot of explaining to do. Turning her arms so her forearms were revealed, she looked down at herself and the gray-black ink that adorned her. 
 
    She’d had them since the night she died. They had appeared on her the moment she came back from the dead. But she knew they had always been there, for as long as she’d “lived.” She suspected Asmodeus was merely using his tricks to hide them from her. It’d be too hard to explain them prior to that. 
 
    One on each forearm, she bore a ceremonial circle in thin black ink. A magical emblem, with its arcs and odd lines and archaic writing. The language wasn’t Enochian; it was older than that. Far older. Far truer. The writing on her skin was the real language of angels. The same that was on the disk of Asmodeus they had retrieved from the cemetery. She couldn’t read it. The symbols on her were nonsense to her, but she knew what they did. It was when Azrael had told her their purpose that she knew she had always carried them with her, invisible or not. 
 
    “I have five others. Three on my back, one on each of my legs. Seven symbols in all. Each one a merger of two names. Each one a marker for an archangel and their fallen matching brethren.” She kept her tone as deadpan as possible. Tried to keep it an immaculate explanation and nothing else. If she let herself feel anything about what she was about to say, she’d end up punching a tree for a while and drawing a lot of unwanted attention. 
 
    Silence reigned. Of course it did. So, with no other choice, she continued. “They’re designed to keep a soul tied to a body. A spell to tether soul to flesh, using a little piece of each one of the archangels to do it.” 
 
    “Is that why you can’t die?” Gabe finally asked. What little she knew of the guy, he must have been bursting with questions. 
 
    “No. I can’t die because of him.” She pointed at Azrael, finally working up the nerve to look up at the archangel. He was standing there watching her, abject grief in his eyes. His hands were clasped tightly behind his back, and his posture was rigid and worried. “Because on that very first day, when I took my first breath, it was because he took my death away.” 
 
    “The day you were murdered?” 
 
    She shook her head and finally said the words she should have said to the two priests the day she met them. “I’m not human. I never was.” 
 
    The two priests stood there, stunned and silent, confused at best. Concerned at worst. She looked down again before their reactions turned into the disgust she knew was going to shortly follow. 
 
     “I was created on November 1st, 1910. Thirty-five years to the date before I died for the first time. I wasn’t born. I never had a father or a mother. Not in the traditional sense. I was created exactly as you see me now. I was never a child. I was given life, fully grown, fully…this. I never aged a day in those thirty-five years. I never will. I was created by Asmodeus and Azrael. Asmodeus crafted the body—sculpted it from the molecules and matter of other humans like clay. He sacrificed lives to mold me into what he wanted me to be. But then, all he had was a pretty corpse. He had to give it life and a soul. That’s the hard part.” Hating being on display, she pulled her coat back on. 
 
    Shrugging it over her shoulders, she pulled it tight and continued. “That’s where Azrael comes in. The other archangels and archdemons have creatures and legions under their commands, things they’ve built from scratch. But not Azrael. That’s not his way. So, he took a tiny piece of his soul—nothing more than a hair from his head—and placed it inside of the corpse. Just enough to plant a seed where a full soul might be able to grow. They had no idea if it’d work. It’d never been done before. 
 
    “They wanted to make a ‘miracle.’” She snorted sarcastically. “Asmodeus wove the spells to bind the piece of Azrael’s soul to my body. But now, they needed to give me life. But an archdemon and the Archangel of Death can’t do that. Azrael did the next best thing. He didn’t give me life. He took my death away. He took from me the ability to truly die that day. Ever.” 
 
    Still, no one said anything. Not even Gabe, with his thousands of questions. “So, I call him my father because it’s easier to explain what I am. But it’s not accurate. He’s my father in the same way someone raises a painting they made.” She shook her head. “I’m not really human, so the relationship names don’t mean the same thing. He helped create me. But after that, I woke up in the care of Asmodeus’s followers. I had no idea who I was, where I was, with no memories of anything before that moment in time. They spun me a lie, told me that I had just lost my memory. They let me believe I was something special, something fallen to this world. For thirty-five years, I lived in their care. For ten of those, I lived at Alistair’s side, learning from him. I was his personal pet project that he was polishing to be the perfect human, all while letting me believe I was something more than a lump of reanimated flesh. 
 
    “The night I died, I learned the truth the moment he stuck the dagger into my heart. Azrael told me what I really was. When I came back from that place of un-living for the first time, these symbols were visible. Then I dragged Alistair into that place of pain where he had sent me, and I killed everyone I could get my hands on.” 
 
    Rage boiled up in her suddenly, and she rammed her fist back onto the stone lip of the fountain next to her. Pain lanced up her arm up to her elbow and her shoulder. It was glorious. It was real. It was the only real thing about her. 
 
    “I’m a homunculus.” She pounded her fist into the stone again.  
 
    Whap. 
 
    “I’m Frankenstein’s monster.”  
 
    Whap. 
 
    “I’m not human, never was.”  
 
    Whap. 
 
    “I’m a sick art project.”  
 
    Whap. 
 
    “I’m a lie. I’m a fake. I’m—” 
 
    She went to collide her fist into the stone again, but something stopped her. A hand closed around her bleeding fist. It stopped her tirade, her ranting list of self-loathing statements. Bright blue eyes that resembled her own locked to hers. Azrael. He was in agony, looking at her with tears on his cheeks. 
 
    The archangel was kneeling before her, clutching her fist in both of his hands. And he was crying. “Please,” he said, his voice a ragged whisper. “Stop.” 
 
    She watched him, her anger wavering and threatening to cut out on her. The other side of that anger was sadness and hurt, and she didn’t want to let it take her over. But in the face of Azrael’s own suffering, it was a battle she couldn’t win. 
 
    She stood, moving away from Azrael. The archangel rose with her, watching her in concern. He reached for her, but she pulled away from him. She shook her head and began to walk away. That was something she wasn’t ready for. 
 
    “Wait, Veil—” Richard called after her. But she couldn’t take the scrutiny anymore. Couldn’t take the stares. She stormed off and made it a few hundred feet and around a bend before she collapsed onto a park bench and buried her head in her hands.  
 
    Weight settled down onto the bench next to her a moment later. 
 
    “I’m okay, Richard. I’ll be okay. I think I’m going to win that hundred bucks, though.” A hand settled onto her back. The weight of it was comforting. She let out a small sigh. “Thanks. What do you think they’re going to say?” 
 
    “That it’s a bad idea to let down your guard.” 
 
    That wasn’t Richard. The voice was unfamiliar, and her head jerked up. She was surrounded by people she didn’t recognize. People in white suits.  
 
    The man to her left shifted his hand from her back up into her hair and cinched it tight into his fist. The man in front of her was smiling sickly down at her, a sadistic glint to his eyes. 
 
    Before she could even react, the man in front of her leaned down toward her. His arm moved quickly, right to left, and it was long after he was done that she felt the pain. That she felt the warm flood of blood pour down her chest. 
 
    He held a bloody razor blade in his hand. He had slit her throat. The man smiled at her and licked the blood from the blade and moaned in wanton abandon. 
 
    Oh, f— 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Richard watched as Veil stormed off, down farther toward the Arlington stop and away from the four men. Well, three men and one archangel, to be truthful. Richard started to follow, but Conrad grabbed his arm and stopped him. “Not so fast, Professor.” 
 
    “But she—” 
 
    “Needs some time to sort things out,” Azrael said with a long sigh. “I fear that which she has just admitted to you all is something she would prefer having teeth pulled than to say out loud.” 
 
    All three men glanced to the archangel. The archangel. The thought was still so wild to him, so unreal, that it was easier to pretend the man standing there was merely an eccentric. Not a creature older than mankind. 
 
    Conrad’s grasp weakened in the moment the three mortal men were reminded of exactly who they were standing there with. Richard took the opportunity to pull his arm away from him. The Italian and the Irishman were eyeing him sternly. “What?” 
 
    “You knew.” Conrad narrowed his eyes at him. 
 
    “Yes, of course. I’ve known her for twenty years.” He pulled down the edge of his coat to straighten it. He tried not to be indignant, but it was one of his few gifts in life. 
 
    “And you said nothing?” Gabe seemed less angry, if by a little. 
 
    “It’s not my story to tell.” Richard shook his head. “What she wants to tell you two is her own business and has nothing to do with me. She’s under no obligation to tell us anything she doesn’t feel she needs to. Her past is painful, and I understand why she doesn’t want to share it.” 
 
    “Remember your words, friend,” Azrael said from nearby. When Richard looked over to him, the archangel had a dire and insistent look on his features. “I pray you remember them well.” 
 
    Before he could respond and ask the cryptic man—archangel, he reminded himself again with a new rush of terror—what he was talking about, Conrad interrupted. 
 
    Well, Conrad ranted, more accurately. “It matters! It matters that she didn’t tell us.” 
 
    “Why, because—” Richard tried to argue that it mattered only because they were bigots. But Conrad was nothing if not loud, and the Irishman just kept talking over him.  
 
    “If these goons are after Asmodeus, and she’s directly connected to him, not just as some poor casualty but because she was created by him, then she’s likely in danger.” 
 
    “She’s not dangerous, she’s—” Richard started. 
 
    Conrad growled loudly in frustration. “Listen to me! I said in danger, not a danger, you daft man. Listen to the words coming out of my mouth. You’re worse than Gabe, and he’s got shitty English as an excuse!” 
 
    “What?” That had not been the direction Richard expected the conversation to go in. Not in the slightest. He only stared at the two priests, stunned. 
 
    “You don’t think we suspected she wasn’t human? You really think we’re that stupid?” Conrad huffed. “Now, I didn’t expect that particular story, I’ll be fair, but—” 
 
    “Silence.” 
 
    Azrael’s voice cut through Conrad’s like a knife. He didn’t need to speak up to be heard. The man was looking off into the park, his eyes narrowed. “The belligerent one is right. She is in danger.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What has happened?” 
 
    The netherworld. That place before death. She’d been here a lot lately. More in the past few days than she’d been in the past dozen years. Azrael’s voice greeted her. She tried to convey what she saw, the figures who were standing around her. The man’s face who held the knife that slit her throat and how he had moaned when he licked the blood from it. 
 
    “Be careful. As much as you are able.” 
 
    She would have laughed if she could. Her connection to this place was fading, and she heard Azrael’s voice as she returned to the living world. 
 
    “Your friends will find you.” 
 
    How, she had no idea. She woke up to the feeling of her head bouncing off something. She groaned in pain from the icy cold that was rampaging through her body and from whatever she had impacted. She was lying on her back, and her eyesight hadn’t cleared yet. 
 
    “Put this under her head, for fuck’s sake.” Someone balled up fabric and stuffed it under her head. She must be in a vehicle, the way it was lurching around. Finally, when she could see, she realized she was in the back of a van, lying on the plastic flooring. 
 
    Several men were sitting around her. Once she saw that two of them held guns pointed directly at her, she sat up. The third man, the one who had cut her throat, was sitting on a box across from her, his head on his palm and his elbow on his knee. He was smiling. 
 
    It wasn’t a friendly smile. 
 
    There was a deep, dark sadism to his expression that worried her. “Hi, assholes,” she greeted them and shifted to pull her legs under herself. She groaned as she did and looked down at the sticky, cold, bloody mess of her clothing. They had peeled her coat off but thankfully left her otherwise dressed. It felt as disgusting as it probably looked. 
 
    “Don’t bother pulling a vanishing act,” the man who had the knife said as he pointed down beneath her. 
 
    Looking down, Veil swore. She rattled off a few of her more colorful favorites. Around her, drawn in chalk on the floor, was a circle. She read the Enochian around the edge and swore again. 
 
    “Good! I won’t bother telling you what it means. Master said you were raised as a witch.” 
 
    Veil shot the man a glare. The circle around her was designed to do one thing—to keep a soul trapped inside of it. It was a charm meant for summoning circles to keep something pulled from another world or plane stuck there until the summoner was through with it. To her, it meant she couldn’t blink out of this world and vanish. She could, but her soul would be stuck to the spot, unable to move. And she couldn’t go anywhere her soul couldn’t follow. If she walked her body off this spot, she’d make it only about twenty feet or so before it snapped right back like the end of a bungee cord. 
 
    She was stuck here until the circle was destroyed. She might be able to smudge the circle, but not with witnesses willing and excited to kill her again. Since escape was out of the question, she levied her best glare at the blond man with the razor. “Fuck you.” 
 
    “My name’s Arthur. I am the Master’s second in command. He sent me to fetch you personally. He’s excited to see you.” Arthur’s gaze trailed down her body, and he let out a quiet hum of appreciation. She had the sinking suspicion that the fact that she was covered in her own blood only made it better for him, not worse. “We all are.” 
 
    “So, you’re a sick fuck. Got it. Check.” She looked at the two men with guns. “How about the two of you?” They just eyed her flatly. “Since I’m going to be killing you all shortly, it seems only good manners to know a little something about you.” 
 
    Arthur laughed and shook his head. “Mouthy. I like it. You’re my favorite kind. I like to watch you break. It doesn’t take much. I find the louder they are on the outside, the more brittle they are at the core. How much will it take before you’re begging for release, I wonder?” He tilted his head and stared unabashedly at her body, hunger flickering in his eyes. “Sculpted by an archdemon, indeed. I suppose Asmodeus would make himself a work of art, wouldn’t he?” 
 
    “M’kay.” She lay down on the circle, propping her arms up behind her head. “Let me know when we get where we’re going, pervert.” 
 
    “I’d stick my knife through your throat and lick you clean if I could,” Arthur sighed wistfully, “but I’ve been told not to. Not until he lets me. I’ve been told only to kill you as many times as I need to keep you under control.” 
 
    Veil gagged dramatically and did her best to look bored. She could fight them, get shot up in the process, and die again. She might be able to kill one of them before the two holding guns managed to put her down. Without her usual tricks to help her and being outgunned, she was helpless. 
 
    Not to mention, the more she died, the weaker she got. The more it took out of her already drained battery. The smartest plan now was to bide her time. To let them take her to their “Master” and meet whoever was so eager to meet her. 
 
    “You don’t serve Asmodeus, do you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Cool. Then you guys are the ones responsible for all the murders?” 
 
    “The Master will explain it all to you.” 
 
    “That’s a yes. Sweet. Then I’m gonna take a nap. Let me know when we get there.” 
 
    Arthur didn’t seem to know what to do with that, and he furrowed his brow in confusion. She’d taken his sexual and violent threats and brushed them off like he was a fruit fly. That was the best way to deal with sickos like him. Fear was their power and their drug. And there was nothing he could do to her that she couldn’t walk away from. Pain was temporary.  
 
    She’d make sure he didn’t walk away from her, when all was said and done. What she’d do to him would be permanent. 
 
    But, the voice in the back of her head nagged her, these people knew how to trap her. Knew how to keep her pinned down. And the two of their monsters she had faced could pull her out of the spirit world and hold on to her soul. Fear pricked at her, despite her strong showing. But she kept it buried under her armor of snark. 
 
    That was, until Arthur said his next words. They sent a chill through her worse than the death she had just suffered. 
 
    “The Master is eager to meet you, Selina…” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Richard was pacing around his hotel suite like a madman. Back and forth in front of the sofa, frantic, trying to think. He had turned the air conditioning up twice so far, but the room still felt too hot. Too humid. It was because he was sweating, he knew. 
 
    No one had ever taken Veil. Nobody had ever made the woman do anything against her will. She could walk through walls. She couldn’t die. She was indestructible. 
 
    But someone had taken her and stuffed her into the back of a van like a child being kidnapped. They hadn’t been able to get too close to the scene. By the time Azrael realized something had happened, there was already a crowd and a puddle of blood on the ground. Someone was crying and wailing about “she was taken” and “a white van.” The police were going to be there soon after, so they quickly left. The only quiet place they knew they’d be undisturbed was Richard and Veil’s hotel suite. 
 
    Azrael was standing at the fridge, looking into it curiously. It was empty save for part of a pizza Veil had brought back from a restaurant. The archangel seemed enormously curious about all the things around him, prodding at everything in the tiny kitchenette. He turned the sink on and off a few times, poked at the microwave, and looked in every drawer and cabinet. 
 
    His worry over Veil was only broken by his utter distraction with the fact that Azrael, the archangel of death, was poking around his hotel suite like a bored fourteen-year-old. 
 
    “Are you really an archangel?” Conrad asked him from where he sat on the sofa. 
 
    Azrael was going through the drawer of the kitchenette, looking at all the utensils, one by one. “Yes.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What’s it like?” 
 
    Blue eyes met Conrad in a thinly veiled attempt to communicate silently that it was a very stupid question. He turned back to the drawer. 
 
    “Well, okay, then.” Conrad sighed. “How about this? Is there a Heaven?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How about God?” 
 
    “Aren’t you a priest?” Azrael smiled thinly at what seemed to be a private joke. “Isn’t the point of the profession that you should take things on faith?” 
 
    “Yes, but now I don’t have to.” 
 
    “You will for a little longer, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Azrael was silent, still smiling, as he leafed through the cheap silverware. 
 
    “Enough. How do we find her?” Gabe asked, interrupting the yammering. 
 
     “I—” a small voice squeaked. 
 
    “She had her cellphone on her when she was taken, and I looked it up. They threw it out of the van about a hundred feet away.” Richard rubbed his palm over the stubble that was growing on his cheek. He needed to shave. It could wait. 
 
    The tiny voice tried again. “Well—” 
 
    “How about you?” Conrad asked Azrael.  
 
    The archangel looked up from messing about in the silverware drawer, turning over a spoon in his hands thoughtfully. “Hm?” 
 
    “Can you find her? Since you’re her…father?” He said the word awkwardly, tripping over it, and couldn’t help but make a face. 
 
    Azrael smiled faintly. “I gave her a part of my soul, from which bloomed her own. I took away her death to give her life. That doesn’t mean I can track her like a bloodhound.” He was talking to Conrad like the Irish priest was a child, slowly and evenly, as if that should have been painfully clear already. 
 
    Conrad missed the intonation and shrugged. “Fine.” 
 
     “Well, I—” the tiny voice attempted a third time. 
 
    “There has to be some way to find her.” Gabe slumped down onto the sofa. He looked up at Azrael. “You are an archangel. Is there truly nothing you can do?” 
 
    “I don’t get involved.” 
 
    “Ah! Ah-hah! See, right there? That means you can find her! You just don’t want to.” Conrad turned toward Azrael. “Why not?” 
 
    Azrael flinched and looked away. The man who looked remarkably normal and mortal suddenly seemed to fall away for a moment, and a creature whose age took every ounce of toll on him replaced him. Nothing about him changed except his expression. A hundred thousand years of time, of lives lost and sadness, weighed on him. Blue eyes met Conrad, and the Irishman’s cockiness was shattered with one look. “I am death. I do not interfere.” 
 
    “She’s your daughter. You created her. This is different,” Conrad insisted, but this time much quieter. 
 
    Azrael shook his head, dismayed that the other man didn’t seem to understand. “If I were to intervene every time the cause was great, I would never cease to do so. No, for the very reason she is my creation, I cannot interfere. If I break my honor for the mere reason that it is personal, it means my resolution is meaningless. The only time our morals count for anything is when they are tested. You, as a priest, should understand that.” 
 
    Conrad had no sense of self-preservation, it seemed. “Don’t you care about her?”  
 
    Azrael chucked the spoon back into the drawer and slammed it shut with a loud clatter. “I do not wish her to come to harm! I never have. Of course I care for her! I love her. More than your mortal words can express. She is the only thing in this godforsaken universe that I have ever created. But if I break my rules to save her, my thousands of years of recusal from tragedies far greater than this become worthless!” 
 
    Conrad, uncaring that he was arguing with an entity as old as time, slammed his hand down on the table in the center of the room, rattling the decorative bowl that was on it. “If you don’t, you—” 
 
    Now the Irish priest and the archangel were talking at the same time. 
 
    “You don’t understand—” 
 
    “Try me! I understand plenty about what it means to—” 
 
    “You are mortal. You know nothing of—” 
 
    A high-pitched shriek cut through the room like shattering glass. “I can help!” 
 
    Azrael and Conrad fell silent. Both turned to stare dumbly at a purple ball of flesh and wings with bulbous eyes. Maleon, the imp, was standing on the counter of the kitchenette, having been trying to cut in to the conversation and failing miserably. “I can help,” he repeated. “She is my Mistress. I can track her.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything?” Conrad shouted and threw his hands up in the air. “Useless demon spawn!” 
 
    Richard smiled at the little imp, trying to make him feel better. The imp was wringing his hands, but when he caught sight of Richard, he appeared to calm down. The imp seemed to value Richard’s opinion higher than everyone else’s, save Veil’s. Maybe, like a pet, it could sense a friend of his owner in some intrinsic way. 
 
    “Can you please lead us to her, then?” Richard asked the imp, trying to keep his tone friendly. 
 
    Maleon nodded. “You’re nice. You ask.” He flapped his wings and flew over to Richard. He cringed as the thing landed on his shoulder. It weighed a few pounds and grabbed on to the side of his head to hold himself steady. “Let’s go!” 
 
    Richard walked for the door, with the two priests behind them. He looked back to the door and realized Azrael was gone. Just vanished. He was no longer in the hotel and not anywhere near them. “Azrael?” No answer. 
 
    “Whatever,” Conrad complained and shrugged his coat on, covering his two weapons underneath the long black swath of fabric. “He’s a weirdo.” 
 
    “He’s an archangel, Conrad. We should serve and venerate him,” Gabe scolded the other priest. 
 
    “If he’s not going to help us, then he’s better off out of our way,” Conrad muttered. He fished around in his pocket and found a small plastic container of toothpicks. Taking one out, he shoved it into his mouth and began chewing on it. Seeing Richard staring at him, he shot him an incredulous look. “What? I quit smoking a few years back. It helps.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Gabe grumbled. “You smell slightly less because of it.” 
 
    Conrad let out a sharp laugh and smacked his Italian friend on the back. “Good one. C’mon. Let’s go. How’re we going to do this? On foot?” 
 
    “Veil has her car parked nearby. We’ll take that.” 
 
    “Oh! We get to ride in one of the metal death-boxes?” Maleon chimed happily from his shoulder. “How exciting!” 
 
    Richard, in that moment, very keenly began to question his life choices and what had led him to this moment. Worry for his friend superseded his own line of questioning and drove him forward, shoving his fear down to his stomach and keeping his meager lunch where he had put it. 
 
    Barely. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The van ride was boring. 
 
    Veil was pretending to sleep, and the goons weren’t falling for it. She was hoping they’d get restless and start talking about where they were going, what their evil plans were, tell her all about how to stop their “Master.” Y’know, cliché shit. 
 
    It never worked out like that, but a girl could hope. 
 
    Instead, they were silent. Utterly silent. And she could feel their eyes boring into her like acid. She finally couldn’t take it anymore. After about half an hour of driving—which in this area meant nothing for how far they had gone—she opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling of the van. She could see the two goons with guns trained on her still sitting there and Arthur, head still propped on his hand, watching her. 
 
    Seeing her eyes open, he smiled dreamily. “I wonder if he’ll let me fuck you.” 
 
    Veil laughed hard. “That’s a hell of a way to start a conversation, you sick asshole.” 
 
    He ignored her comment. “He might, after a while. After he’s had his fill of you. You can’t die…you really can’t die. He can play with you again, and again, and again, and you’ll always be okay. He called you an angel. You really are one.” 
 
    “I’m not an angel. I’m a freak.” 
 
    “You were made by angels. Therefore, you are one. Even if you don’t have wings.” He hummed. “The Master would just cut them off if you did. They’d grow back, wouldn’t they? What happens if I were to cut off your fingers, Selina?” 
 
    She felt her face grow pale. “That’s not my name.” 
 
    “I’m scaring you now, aren’t I? Not with the threats—oh, no. But with your real name.” 
 
    “You think I’m afraid of a little shit like you?” 
 
    “I know you are. I can see it. You’re afraid of what we know about you. We know it all. We knew it long before your little speech to your friends and father this afternoon. We know more than what you told them. How much you’re still holding from them.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Does your friend Richard know the rest of your sordid tale?” 
 
    She was silent but couldn’t help her fists from clenching. 
 
    “He doesn’t, does he?” 
 
    “Fuck off out the window, would you?” 
 
    “His wife and daughter are very beautiful.” 
 
    Veil shot up to sitting, glaring at him furiously. “Don’t you dare involve them!” 
 
    Arthur burst into laughter. “Oh! I see! You care nothing for yourself. But for Richard and his family…what would you trade for their safety? What will you trade? Think long and hard about that question, beautiful. You’ll have to answer it very, very soon.” 
 
    “You’re bluffing.” 
 
    He took his phone out of his pocket and flicked it a few times with his thumb. Typing something in, he waited. After a short pause, his phone buzzed. Turning his phone around, he showed her the text message stream. The date and timestamp were just seconds ago. 
 
    “Report. Photo, please.” 
 
    Followed by a snapshot of the front of Richard’s house in Minnesota. She recognized the planters and the shrubs out front. She’d never been there, but her best friend showed her plenty of photos of the life he was building. He was so proud of his daughter Chelsea and so much in love with his wife. Trips like these were disguised as academic conferences. They had no idea what Richard really did on these excursions. 
 
    They had no idea how much danger they were really in. 
 
    “Don’t you dare…don’t you dare touch them. They have nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “I could have them killed right now, you know.” He let out a hum. “Oh, maybe not both. If I killed them at once, Master would be displeased. Perhaps just the mother, then. Save the daughter. Take her, wipe her mind, and make her one of us. Make her our slave.” 
 
    “I’m going to fucking kill you.” She glared at him, willing him to burst into flames right then and there. “Really slowly.” 
 
    Arthur smiled thinly. He would be immensely attractive, if the look of sadism and madness weren’t so prevalent on him. He had a boyish face with sharp features and bright eyes that were just a little too wide. “Kiss me, and we forget all about them tonight. Kiss me, and I’ll take you to my Master without ever having hurt a hair on either of their heads.” 
 
    “You sick shit, no!” Disgust twisted in her stomach. “You’re messing with me.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. I promise you I’m not. Once we get to where we’re going, I won’t get to touch you for a long time. Not until he’s bored with you or I beg hard enough that he lets me share.” He was almost pouting. No, he was actually pouting. “So, I want my kiss now, my angel. A good one. Long, slow, with tongue. I want you to kiss me the way Asmodeus sculpted you to.” 
 
    He slunk down from the box he was sitting on, prowling toward her, careful not to smudge the chalk. She shrank back farther, until she couldn’t go any farther because of the white writing and the spell that bound her there. 
 
    “Come on. Kiss me. Or Richard’s wife dies. We can make it brutal too. I can tell them to rape her in front of their daughter. Cut off pieces of her while she cries for mercy. All that, spared, for a single kiss.” He smiled gently at her. “I’m being gentle…my Master is not so kind. His demands will be far, far worse.” 
 
    “That’s not a good excuse.” 
 
    “I know.” Arthur was over her now, his knee between hers, arms caging her in at either side. He smelled like cologne and minty aftershave. It wouldn’t have been so revolting if it wasn’t mixing with the smell of her own blood. That, and the disgusting proposition—and person—before her. “He’s going to take you apart. Piece by piece, body and soul. This’ll seem like a happy memory before it’s all done.” 
 
    She hesitated. She wanted to throw up in her mouth. Fear over what he was threatening, disgust over what he was asking. “Don’t do this.” 
 
    “Kiss me, right now, or I make the phone call. Mrs. Blanchard will be dead by dawn if I’m kind. She’ll wish she were dead within the hour.” 
 
    She had to do it. She had to. It was just a stupid kiss. It was meaningless. It’d save Richard’s wife. “This doesn’t escalate. This doesn’t go any further. No ‘now suck my cock or the girl dies’ after this. Just a kiss, and your game is over. You leave them alone.” 
 
    He grinned brightly and crossed his heart. “You have my word. And our word is our law.” 
 
    “You’re disgusting,” she growled at him. 
 
    He smiled like it was a compliment. “Mmhm.” 
 
    “And I’m going to kill you painfully and slowly for this.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are. I look forward to it.” His tone was dreamy. Childlike in his excitement. “Kiss me, angel. Make my death worth it.” 
 
    She reached up her hand, hesitated, then swallowed thickly to pull the bile from her throat down to her stomach. It was just a kiss. She slipped her hand to the back of his neck. He was warm under her touch. He was human—mortal—normal. Just insane. Which made him far more dangerous than most of the monsters she’d faced in her life. 
 
    He moaned quietly in his throat at her touch and leaned in closer. His lips hovered near hers, his breath hot and moist against her skin. But he wanted her to do the deed. He wanted her to close the distance between them and prove she was willing to do it to save her friend’s family. 
 
    She’d never met Chris, Richard’s wife. But she didn’t need to to know this was worth it. To know she’d trade a whole hell of a lot worse to protect her only friend in this world and what mattered to him. 
 
    Shutting her eyes, she tried to picture someone else. Anything else. She leaned into him. Her lips grazed his. 
 
     A scream from the front of the van broke off the embrace before it could start. Arthur whipped his head around to try to see what was happening. But it was too late. The van hit something and hit it hard. 
 
    It swerved, hit something else, and the windshield shattered. The driver slammed on the brakes, sending the van pitching forward, nose first. Veil slammed into Arthur, who slammed into the back seats of the vehicle. 
 
    The inertia of the van kept going. They must have been on the highway. The van tipped up and over, and the resounding crash and buckling of metal was all she could focus on as “up” was now “down” and the van impacted the tarmac and the wall of it came far closer to her than she’d have liked. 
 
    Down became over, over became up, and around and around the van went as it tumbled and rolled. Voices were screaming. One of them might have been hers. It was a tangled mess of limbs, glass, and metal. 
 
    Something from the back of the van impacted her head, and darkness took her. 
 
    She didn’t die. Was just knocked unconscious. She came back a moment later without a trip to a frozen, perfectly still lake and Azrael speaking to her. Instead, she came to, sprawled out on the pavement, her body feeling like it was on fire. 
 
    Her quickly healing body had its ups and downs. 
 
    When she pushed herself over onto her side, she leaned on the broken glass that was embedded in her arms. Hissing, she pulled the chunks out and tossed them aside. She’d heal faster without them in the way. She could already feel the wounds stitching shut. 
 
    She sat up, and the world spun around her dangerously. She had a massive concussion. It’d go away in a few minutes, but in the meantime, it was incredibly inconvenient. 
 
    The wreckage was sprawled out in front of her. There weren’t any other vehicles that she could see, just a white van in pieces. It had stopped rolling on its side, and the back doors had flown open. The van was destroyed. Something from the impact must have broken the magical circle in the process, otherwise her soul would still be stuck in there. 
 
    A few people were sprawled out around her. One of the men with a gun, one guy who must have been up front, and Arthur, who was moaning in pain. He was alive. She was kind of disappointed. It looked like his leg was broken, and he was in very bad shape judging by the puddle of blood that was forming around him. He wouldn’t make it long. Good. 
 
    She pushed herself up and leaned her hand down on something next to her to get to her feet. It was a cylinder, and as she touched it, it rolled a little, and she looked down. 
 
    And promptly fell over back onto her side. She scooted back away from what she had touched in a panic. Her eyes flew wide, and for the first time since this whole shitty day had begun, real fear lit her heart into a tempo. 
 
    What she had touched was made of wood. Smooth, polished, and lovingly cared for. Oiled to shine a warm amber tone. It was the limb of a giant wooden puppet. Smooth, featureless, looking like a figure-drawing model she had a long time ago. This one was full-scale, some six feet tall if it stood to full height. It had no strings. 
 
    It was lying limply amongst the wreckage, its limbs akimbo around it with no tendons or muscles to keep things where they should be. It looked like a discarded child’s toy. Ceremonial circles adorned its body. One on each arm, one on each leg…and three down its back. 
 
    Circles she recognized. 
 
    She wore the same ones, after all. 
 
    The puppet wasn’t alone. Scattered along the highway were several more. They must have thrown themselves in the way of the van to stop it. They’d caused the accident, uncaring for the lives inside. 
 
    Of course, they didn’t care. They knew she couldn’t die, and they weren’t here for the kidnappers. They were here for her. 
 
    The wooden figures lay there, lifeless and still, about six of them, total. She had seen them before. She knew what they were—the devoted followers who served their maker long after death. 
 
    It wasn’t the puppets that were sending her staggering backward in fear. They weren’t helping, certainly. But she was staring, wide-eyed and horrified, not at them, but at something else. 
 
    The puppets hadn’t come alone. Standing there, intangible and translucent, as he was only within the spirit world, was a black shadow. He hovered at the edge of the highway like a specter, a ghostly, inky apparition. She knew no one else could see him. He had no features and barely had a shape at all. He wisped in and out of existence like mist from a lake. But there was no mistaking the emerald eyes that blazed from the shadows. 
 
    Still creeping away from him, she shook her head. “No. Go away. Leave me alone.” 
 
    He didn’t obey this time. Instead, he lifted a hand to her that was comprised only of the black mist. She felt him calling to her, although he said nothing. 
 
    She bumped into the concrete wall on the side of the highway and grabbed the metal railing. She didn’t dare take her eyes off him. She didn’t dare try to escape through the spirit realm, either. Not with him standing there. He couldn’t touch her physical body now, but if she crossed the plane, she had no idea what he could do. 
 
    People were coming closer to the wreckage. Passersby who were trying to be good Samaritans and help anyone hurt in the crash. Someone was near her, talking, asking her if she was okay. She didn’t answer. She couldn’t. 
 
    The apparition lowered his hand, only to raise them both with his palms up, slowly, as if calling something from the earth. It was a command, and they answered. 
 
    The nightmare across the highway and wreckage were not her only problems. She moaned in dismay as the puppet she had wound up lying next to began to move. It swiveled a limb around as it straightened itself out. Piece by piece, bit by bit, it oriented itself and began to push itself up to unsteady feet. 
 
    It moved, lurching and strange, too quickly and too slowly in alternating patterns. It was like a silent film with frames missing, jumping between moments, jittery and odd. But as it picked itself up to its feet, that was not the most unsettling part of the featureless wooden figure. 
 
    With the first one, in perfect timing and synchronization, the six others she could see did the same. They were all commanded to stand by one force of will. 
 
    A normal marionette, held up by strings, seemed to float above the surface. They carried no real weight and appeared to bounce in whimsy. These creatures were the opposite. They moved as if the strings that held them suspended were pulled downward instead. Heavy and ungainly. 
 
    The small group of helpful mortals caught sight of the monstrous wooden puppets and screamed. They did the smart thing and ran away. 
 
    She’d do the same, if she weren’t frozen to the spot. But fear had taken that away from her as she looked at the wooden figures in horror. They were coming toward her, all six of them, lurching and uneven, too fast and too slow, until they surrounded her in a half-circle. Each one made of a different kind of wood, each one polished and cared for with their smooth, featureless faces.  
 
    Each one bearing the same marks she did, inlaid in the surface in bronze, gold, silver, brass, or copper. 
 
    Each made by the same hand that sculpted her. 
 
    They couldn’t speak. Not here, not in the living world. But in the spirit world, she could see the souls that piloted the wooden bodies to which they were tethered. And there, she could hear them. 
 
    She really wished she couldn’t. 
 
    She wasn’t afraid because they were puppets. She wasn’t even afraid of them for what they were—she was the same thing, after all. She was afraid because she knew the souls that steered them. 
 
    The one in the lead she recognized the easiest. An old, friendly face, with warm features. Shallow now in the mask of death. She had once thought of him as family and as a father figure. He had raised her for the first twenty-five years of her God-forsaken life. 
 
    She had brutally murdered him the day a dagger was driven into her heart. 
 
    Godfrey’s soul smiled at her. “Our Master Alistair sends his joyous regards, Selina.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    March 1939 
 
      
 
    Boston 
 
      
 
    Selina sat on top of the counter by the wall, watching Alistair work. It was fascinating to see, even if her being here weren’t part of her training. Usually, she hated her lessons, but this one was unique. This one was special. 
 
    A figure lay on the table in front of her. The figure of a human, full-scale, but devoid of features. A wooden puppet that looked so much like her drawing figurines that she used for her anatomy and art studies. The candlelight in the room flickered and danced, casting amber reflections on the polished surface. Each of its joints was a wooden ball, all strung together with pieces of carefully treated leather. 
 
    When she had asked if the strips of hide wouldn’t just wear out and snap, Alistair had chuckled. She had made the incorrect assumption that anything about the figurine was as normal as what it appeared to be. 
 
    As if what she was looking at was normal in any way shape or form. To him, it probably was, she realized. He was humming to himself quietly as he ran a cloth over the ash wood body, polishing the varnish. To her, the most fascinating thing about the wooden body wasn’t the extreme care and love the archdemon had put into their carving. 
 
    It was the inlaid metal symbols that caught her eye. Each puppet Alistair made was unique, slightly different in the kind of wood or the type of metal he placed into the surface. This one wore bright brass circles on its forearms and calves. She knew three more were etched into its back. 
 
    Each symbol was written in the true language of the angels, their true meaning lost on her. But he had taught her that each was a merger of two names, an archdemon and their twin in Heaven. It was meant to do one thing—to bind a soul to the form that wore them. 
 
    It was a rare magic, one he said only he knew how to perform. She would ask him how it was that he came to be the owner of such knowledge, but she was instructed to sit there silently and watch. This was an important moment, and he had to focus. It was very much against her nature to sit quietly. He rarely ever asked her to perform the monumental task, so she took extra care to respect it. 
 
    When all was ready, when the figure on the table was polished and was arranged just so, he motioned to the man standing at the door. He opened it obediently and stood aside for the person who stood at the other side to enter. 
 
    Her name was Emily. She had served Alistair for thirty years. She was growing older now, in her fifties, the corners of her eyes creased with a life of smiles and sadness. Still, her aging flesh did nothing to diminish the warmth and brightness in her eyes. Emily was brilliant, and Selina knew the woman well. 
 
    She had also recently been diagnosed with cancer. While she was battling the illness well, and had no exact prognosis, it had sparked in her a fear of death. She didn’t want to leave her Master’s service. She looked at their society like the only family she ever had. It was the thought of being taken away from them, not her own passing, that scared her. She didn’t want to go. 
 
    Alistair knew how to make sure she wouldn’t have to. 
 
    “Emily,” Alistair greeted her and reached his hand out for her. Smiling, unafraid, Emily slipped her hand into his and let him draw her closer to the side of the table. “Think carefully on what you are about to do.” 
 
    “I know. I understand what this means.” Emily was beaming and looked down at the marionette on the table with fascination and awe. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “It’s yours.” 
 
    Emily wept, tears streaming down her cheeks. They were tears of joy and grief. It felt like an extremely private moment she was intruding on. Selina drew her legs up closer to her, watching the scene unfold like an interloper. 
 
    Turning Emily to face him, Alistair took her head gently in his hands and leaned down to place a kiss on her forehead. “If you ever wish for freedom, ask for it from me. I am the only one who can shatter your bond once it is made. Should it ever become overwhelming, you must tell me before it consumes you.” 
 
    “I promise.” Emily laid her hands over Alistair’s wrists and looked up at him with a beaming smile. 
 
    Selina had seen Alistair’s puppets before. They were often walking the halls of their home or standing in the shadows during large ceremonies. He had a dozen or more in his service—those souls who decided they did not wish their dedication to end on death. But he tended to keep them away from the living members of his society as much as he was able. 
 
    The reminder of what they once were did not help their tendency of succumbing to madness. More than one had descended into an irreparable state and had to be released. Or, at least, so she had been told. She’d never witnessed it herself. 
 
    Immortality often broke the mind. Or so Alistair had said. 
 
    Alistair placed another kiss on her forehead then pulled her into a tender hug. “Let us begin, then.” 
 
    Emily hugged him back tightly and let out a wavering breath. “Will it hurt?” 
 
    He smiled down at her again and took half a step back from her to place his palm over her heart. “No. There will be no pain.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Alistair smiled faintly. He curled the fingers over her heart just barely, as if taking hold of something. Emily gasped, and her eyes flew wide, as if he had just grabbed the heart in her chest. She froze, locked tight. Then her eyes rolled into her head, and her knees gave out. Alistair caught her and, sweeping his arm behind her knees, lifted her and laid her on the table next to the wooden body. 
 
    It wouldn’t hurt—because she wouldn’t be awake for it. He hadn’t lied. Not exactly. She couldn’t help but shake her head at his use of half-truths. It was his nature. 
 
    Alistair moved to stand at the head of the table and placed his hand once more over Emily’s heart. He mirrored the action on the wooden puppet with his other hand and lowered his head. All at once, power surged into the room. Like an electrical storm had broken out in the space in front of her, she pulled back from the sensation that washed over her. The candles around the edges of the room flickered and nearly went out. 
 
    No words were spoken. No words were needed. 
 
    Emily arched her back from the table, crying out in agony, even though she was unconscious. 
 
    The wooden puppet mirrored her actions flawlessly. When Emily tossed her head, so did it. She howled in pain, writhing on the table, each twitch of her body mimicked by the puppet. 
 
    And then it was over. The feeling in the air cleared, and Emily went still. The wooden limbs of the puppet clicked against the table as it went limp. 
 
    Alistair leaned over the table, and she noticed the sweat on his brow. He was panting, his face drawn in a look of exhaustion. 
 
    “Alistair…?” Selina slipped from where she sat, moving toward him. He lifted his hand to dismiss her concern. It didn’t stop her from asking. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “It’s not a simple thing to perform.” He straightened, stretching his back, cracking it loudly, grunting as he did. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “What about her?” Selina looked down to Emily, who was still breathing. Still alive. 
 
    “Her soul is now bound to the puppet. But the spell will remain functionally dormant until her heart ceases to beat. The tether I placed upon her soul is weaker than her natural one, of course. It takes second priority.” Alistair walked over to the counter and turning his back to it, leaned heavily against it. He reached over for a cloth on the table and wiped his face. His hands were shaking. She had never seen him like this before. “Once her living body dies, the wooden one will serve as her home. That is, until she loses her mind and I have to free her.” Alistair looked at the woman on the table and sighed. “I predict she lasts twenty years. Thirty, perhaps.” 
 
    Selina poured him a glass of water and handed it to him. “If you know it won’t last, why do it at all, then?” 
 
    He took it, smiled thankfully, and sipped. “I don’t bind them because it’s my wish, Selina. I bind them because it is theirs.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    It was hard to drive around with the imp on the dashboard, Richard decided. If he crashed Veil’s car—her only prized possession—she’d probably drag him through the spirit plane to torture him. 
 
    The car was a 1969 Pontiac GTO, in dark blue with a white leather interior. It was the first major thing Veil had ever purchased with her own money, and she had kept it perfectly maintained since the day she took the keys. It was in fantastic condition. The only modern changes she had made were to put in new toys like decent air conditioning and a Bluetooth stereo hookup, although it was carefully custom-built to match the original interior. 
 
    At least the front dash of the old car was sizable. Maleon had plenty of space to park himself to gesture at the glass, bonking his head on it occasionally while instructing Richard on which way to turn and where to go. They wound up going onto Interstate 93, which was, as always, backed up. His phone alerted him to a severe accident up ahead. It was too late for the notification to do any good, which was typical. 
 
    “Great,” he complained. Not that it mattered. 
 
    “Mistress is close! Very close up ahead,” Maleon chirped happily. “Have I done well?” 
 
    “Please shut up,” Conrad groaned from where he sat in the back seat. He had tried to convince Gabe to sit back there, as he was “the skinny one,” and the car only had two doors. Gabe had longer legs so won the front passenger seat. 
 
    Conrad had asked to drive. 
 
    Richard valued his life and refused. 
 
    So, here he was, with two priests of the Order in his friend’s car, having been abandoned by the archangel of death—a fact he still couldn’t wrap his head around—chasing after his friend who had been abducted by cultists the likes of which they had never faced before. 
 
    And they were stuck in traffic. 
 
    It seemed horribly anticlimactic, to say the least. 
 
    “I don’t serve you, yelling human. I serve the Mistress,” Maleon retorted to Conrad and stuck his black forked tongue out at the man in the back seat. “And she isn’t here to tell me to shut up.” 
 
    “I can shoot you. That’ll do the trick. You prefer that?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t shoot—” 
 
    The click of a gun’s slide jacking sent the imp squealing and ducking to the floor between Gabe’s feet. 
 
    “Maniac human!” 
 
    “Step on ’im, Gabey-boy.” 
 
    “I’m not getting in the middle of this.” 
 
    “You’re literally in the middle of this. Step on ’im!” 
 
    “Don’t step on me, scrawny human!” 
 
    “What is taking you all so long?” 
 
    The fourth voice was sudden and unexpected. It cut into the din of the argument like a piece of glass, even though it wasn’t loud at all. Another man had appeared in the back seat of the car, sitting next to Conrad as if he had been there the entire time. 
 
    Everyone screamed. 
 
    Well, save the archangel in question. Azrael flinched at the sudden sound.  
 
    “Jesus Christ Almighty!” Conrad was the first one to find words, and they were exceedingly loud. “Holy mother of God on high, what the fuckin’ Hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t fuckin’ do that!” 
 
    “Language, Conrad.” Gabe was forever on his personal crusade, it seemed. 
 
    Azrael let out a thoughtful noise. “In actuality, no one is keeping track.” 
 
    Conrad took a moment to point his anger at being startled at Gabe. “Hah! See? I told you! And you”—he turned his ire back to the archangel—“shouldn’t be sneakin’ up on people like that!” 
 
    “I wasn’t sneaking anywhere.” 
 
    “Then jumpin’ out of nowhere like that!” 
 
    “I didn’t jump, either. I manifested.” 
 
    “Don’t quibble. You know what I mean!” 
 
    Azrael seemed to think it over for a moment and conceded the topic with a shrug. “I am sorry, but you are all needed in short order.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Over the bridge ahead.” 
 
    “Not much I can do about it.” Richard gestured at the cars ahead of him. 
 
    Azrael pointed to the breakdown lane. “Does that space not suffice?” 
 
    “It’s breaking the law if I…” Richard sighed. “It really doesn’t matter, does it?” He felt like an idiot having it pointed out so perfectly to him by a creature that was both inhuman and as old as time. It felt obvious, now that he thought about it, but he’d just gone along with the social norms of the situation as he was used to. “Thanks, I—” Looking in the rearview mirror, he stopped. The archangel was gone again. 
 
    Conrad jolted again in surprise at the suddenly missing man and growled in frustration. “I don’t think I like him very much.” 
 
    “He’s an archangel, Conrad. Have reverence.” 
 
    “He’s actin’ like a jerk.” 
 
    Richard hit the hazard lights and pulled into the breakdown lane to pass the stopped traffic. It was now at a total standstill. “He’s not human. I wouldn’t expect he knows how to act like one.” 
 
    Conrad grumbled something under his breath and slumped back into the leather seat. 
 
    It wasn’t far over the bridge that they came across the source of the traffic. The cars were far back from the wreckage of a white van that had flipped end-over-end several times. Bodies were strewn about the road amongst the broken glass. 
 
    That wasn’t what made Richard slam on his brakes, some twenty feet from the accident. 
 
    “What the hell are those…?” 
 
    There were wooden, full-size puppets standing in the street. They had polished ball-joints in lieu of everywhere a person should hinge, and other than their proportions and shapes, they were otherwise inhuman and featureless. 
 
    Something else caught his eye. Something that made his blood run cold. They had symbols etched into them—no, inlaid into the wood in metal, catching the glint of the sunlight. Symbols he recognized. 
 
    Veil had the same ones. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I killed you.” 
 
    The puppet bowed his head. “Yes, you did, Selina. You killed us all. I chose to not let it end my service to Master Solomon.” 
 
    “Good for you. I don’t care! Go away. Leave me alone and go away!” she shouted at them, pressing back harder against the cement railing. “I don’t want anything to do with you. I don’t want anything to do with him.” She pointed at the shadowy figure in the distance, some twenty feet away. 
 
    “He told us to protect you from those who would harm you. He knew they would come for you. He’s only here to help you.” 
 
    “Lies, lies, and more lies.” She wished she was armed. She wished she had her weapons, or any weapon at all. Instead, she was surrounded and unsure if she could even escape through the spirit realm. She was trapped. 
 
    She couldn’t keep her focus on the puppets and kept looking over to the shadow. “I don’t want anything to do with you.” 
 
    “He can help.” 
 
    Veil narrowed her eyes and looked back to the puppet. Alistair was never someone who didn’t speak for himself. “Why can’t he talk?” 
 
    “What you see is a projection of his power, nothing more. His body remains trapped where you left him so many years ago. It drains him painfully to do even this much.” 
 
    “Good.” She wished she sounded angry. Instead, she sounded frightened. That was probably more of the reality of it, anyway. 
 
    “Veil!” 
 
    Someone shouted her name, but it barely registered. Her very past was standing in front of her. Godfrey had been her friend, her father figure, her confidant. He had laughed with her, cried with her when her first pet had passed, held her when she had nightmares. He was a father of four and had called her daughter alongside all the rest. He had cared for her, loved her, and she knew it had been real. 
 
    It hadn’t stopped her from slitting his throat. 
 
    The night she learned she had nothing to remember, she killed him. She had taken the knife that had been used to skewer her own heart and ended his life. The worst part was…he had never lied to her. He simply hadn’t told her the truth. 
 
    None of them had. 
 
    The fear mixed with shame. Sharp and cruel, just as her knife had been. She remembered the instant she had killed Godfrey. He had looked at her with such sadness, such regret…such love. She wanted to implode. She wanted to curl in on herself like a black hole until nothing existed of her anymore.  
 
    “Selina.” 
 
    “Go away!” She reached down and picked up a piece of metal shrapnel by her feet and hurled it not at the puppet in front of her, but at the shadowy mass. As the metal passed through it, the darkness dissipated. He was gone. But the puppets remained. 
 
    “We will never leave you. No matter how much distance you put between us. You are one of us. You are family.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Richard saw her, backed up against the cement railing of the highway. She was grasping the railing with both hands, her posture rigid. Six wooden puppets stood in an arc around her, some five feet away. Not moving. 
 
    “Go away!” he heard her scream. 
 
    “Veil!” 
 
    She lowered her head and clenched her hair in her hands. He’d never seen her like that before, and it terrified him. Veil was never afraid. She couldn’t die, and pain was nothing to her. She once literally threw herself in front of a train to save someone without even flinching. But what stood in front of her had rendered her immobile. 
 
    “Mistress! I am coming!”  
 
    Before Richard could grab the purple ball of lard and leather wings, Maleon was off like a rocket, zipping through the air. The imp hovered in the air in front of Veil between her and the puppets. “Come no farther!” 
 
    Conrad was beside him, both guns pointed at the wooden puppets. “Should I shoot them?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know,” Richard admitted. “I’ve never seen them before.” 
 
    “They aren’t attacking her,” Gabe pointed out, his voice curious. “But yet she seems terrified.” 
 
    “They serve Asmodeus.” 
 
    Conrad screamed again and jumped as Azrael appeared standing next to him in the blink of an eye. “What did I just tell you!” 
 
    “Mm. Right. Sorry.” Azrael shrugged again. “I wouldn’t waste your bullets on them. They mean her no harm, and they wouldn’t work, regardless.” 
 
    “Seems like she thinks differently.” Conrad glared at the archangel. “Very differently.” 
 
    The archangel’s expression darkened. It was like another man came over him, someone far older. Someone far more dangerous. Richard, Gabe, and Conrad all shrank away from him as he responded darkly, “She has her reasons.” 
 
    Like a cloud passing over the sun, the moment passed, and the man standing beside them looked like a normal human once more. “I’d be much more concerned about the danger he poses.” The archangel pointed at a man lying among the broken pieces of the van and shattered glass. 
 
    The man in question had blond hair, mottled crimson with blood. His leg was bent at an awful and unnatural angle. There was a large pool of dark red around him. He had bled to death from a large chunk of glass that was buried in his ribcage. 
 
    “He’s dead.” Conrad pointed out the obvious. 
 
    “Is he? Are you so sure?” Azrael tucked his hands behind his back. The archangel’s fingers always seemed to be fidgeting or moving, and clasping them together was his way of stopping them. 
 
    “I mean, look at—” Conrad stopped as Azrael shot him a look. “I…suppose you’d know, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Watch.” 
 
    The man on the ground moaned in pain. That was a trick, seeing as he should be dead. His groan became a scream of agony as if something were burning him. Something oozed from the wound in his side, black and thick like tar. It sealed over the glass embedded in his side and seemed to…devour it. The man’s broken leg twisted and snapped back into place. 
 
    Lurching to his feet, he staggered for a moment before he found his footing. “Damn you! Damn you to the pits!” he screamed. But not at the four of them—at the wooden puppets. 
 
    The carved, full-size figures turned to face the man in unison. 
 
    “Look what you’ve done! Look at me!” the man wailed, gesturing down to the wound in his side. “I was perfect. You’ve ruined me!” 
 
    He held his hands out in front of himself, and power began to glow around his fingertips. Richard shrank backward toward the car, eager to distance himself from the fight.  
 
    Conrad opened fire on the man, who didn’t see the attack coming. Bullets tore through him like he was made of butter, punching through bone and sinew like they weren’t even there. Gore splattered out the other side of him, landing in a wet splash against the pavement. 
 
    Richard tried very hard not to throw up. 
 
    He failed. 
 
    When he turned to look after losing what was left of his breakfast, his eyes went wide. The man should have been dead. Well, dead again, anyway. But he hadn’t even fallen to his knees. The gaping hole in his head simply…filled in with black sludge. 
 
    Just like the monsters Veil had seen that first night in Boston. 
 
    Every bullet hole Conrad gave him made the man more of the ink and less of himself. Every wound made him more dangerous. His remaining eye was bloodshot as he turned to face Conrad and Gabe. When the man opened what was left of his jaw, the goop was still working to rebuild his mouth. The noise he made was a wordless and inhuman scream of rage. The marionettes were forgotten as the monster ran at them, ready to repay the damage Conrad had done. 
 
    Gabe’s hands were glowing with fire as the two priests stepped forward into the fray. Azrael stood there, his hands clasped behind his back, only watching. Right. He said he didn’t get involved. There was no point in asking him for help or safety. 
 
    Richard hunkered down behind the car, peering around the edge, hoping the hunk of steel could keep him safe from whatever was about to happen.  
 
    When a roar of fire set the creature ablaze, Richard ducked his head and decided it was far safer not to look. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Mistress! Mistress!” 
 
    Veil ignored the imp that was flapping in front of her, its hands on her head, trying to shake her. It was too small to budge her. Panic was too loud inside of her to even tell Melon to go away. She barely even registered that he was there. Her mind was too busy screaming. 
 
    He’s here. 
 
    They’re here. 
 
    They’ve come for me. 
 
    Fear and shame and anger wrestled inside of her, each vying for supremacy, each vying for a foothold. 
 
    He’ll imprison me. He’ll hurt me. He’ll hurt Richard. 
 
    He’ll wipe my mind. He’ll make me serve him. 
 
    “Mistress! They need you!” 
 
    The roar of fire in front of her didn’t break through her panic. She didn’t care if she burned alive. She knew what that felt like already. But what was coming for her was far worse. What was coming for her was her worst nightmare. I have to run. I have to get away. I have to get out of here before he— 
 
    “Your friends are going to die!” 
 
    Veil lifted her head at that, focusing on the imp that was far too close to her face for comfort. She leaned back to look around him. 
 
    A thing that might have once been a man was standing in the center of the wreckage of the car crash. The fleshy creature was covered in black sludge, and the parts of his body that were overtaken by the tar-like substance were distended and inhuman. Shards of black, sharp as needles, extended from him like armor. Gabe and Conrad were fighting it. But the more bullets Conrad sank into it, the more of the goo came out to seal the holes and replace the missing flesh with something worse. The more it was injured, the more dangerous the thing became. 
 
    It charged at Conrad, and Gabe set the thing on fire with a roar of a fireball. But it seemed to have no effect on the creature. It barely even slowed it down. It swung a massive arm at Conrad and knocked him back, sending him sliding across the pavement. 
 
    The wooden marionettes, as if on a unified command, ran toward the creature. But wooden bodies thrown at a monster like that did no good. They were tossed away, discarded like the toys they resembled. 
 
    It didn’t kill the wooden monstrosities that stood to fight again, but neither did they do much good to stop the monster. They were only a distraction, at best. 
 
    The creature was going for Gabe, who was still hurling fire at the thing and standing his ground. As it grew close and swung for him, he ducked and dodged. Gabe was faster on his feet than Conrad. 
 
    Veil pushed up to her feet, brushing Melon off her and deeply wishing she had her weapons. She grabbed a chunk of a metal body panel left over from the white van and figured it was better than nothing. 
 
    She ran her soul through the thing and felt her body rush to catch up with her. She used the metal body panel as a shield, hunkering her shoulder behind it, and crashed into the thing at an unnatural, break-neck speed. 
 
    Her shoulder dislocated in the impact, and she felt her arm fracture. She cried out from the pain, but it didn’t matter. It’d heal in minutes. Pain was meaningless. It was only the cost of doing business. 
 
    The creature went flying. It hurtled over the other side of the highway and into the hole between the north and southbound traffic, plummeting to the ground below with an inhuman shriek. She heard the thud as it fell the hundred feet to the ground below the overpass and went silent. 
 
    Veil sank to her knees, dropping the metal chunk, and put her hand to her shoulder. Pain might be meaningless, but man, it sucked. She swore a few times for good measure. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    She looked up at Gabe and did her best to smile. It came out as a grimace, she was sure. “Dislocated and broken. It’ll be fine in a minute.” 
 
    “If you speak so.” 
 
    “Say so.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “It’s ‘if you say so.’” 
 
    Gabe chuckled at her ability to correct his English even through the pain. He looked over at the railing where the thing had disappeared. “The monsters we have faced from this cult are all human-born.” 
 
    “Seems it.” She gagged as her body reset her shoulder, and she let out a wavering breath. “In” always sucked worse than “out” when it came to dislocations. 
 
    A presence by her right side sent her shooting to her feet. The wooden figurines. Godfrey and the rest. “Selina, we must talk.” 
 
    “Fuck off!” She staggered away from the puppets. Conrad stepped around her and pointed a gun straight into the head of the marionette. The puppet raised its arms in a show of harmlessness and backed away from the priest.  
 
    Conrad was…protecting her? That was almost enough to break through her fear. Almost. She took another staggering step away but was stopped by a hand on her back. Looking to see who it was, she wasn’t sure how she felt to see Azrael. 
 
    She was surrounded by her past. A past she very much wanted to go away. 
 
    “Should I shoot them, Blue?” Conrad asked. “I can blow a hole straight through its head.” 
 
    “It won’t do any good.” She hugged her bad arm to her side. 
 
    “It has your marks.” Gabe looked over to her and then to the wooden puppet, comparing them. “They are identical.” 
 
    After a pause, she admitted, “Yeah.” No point in lying about what was right in front of them. She looked down at her bare forearms. Her coat was probably somewhere in the wreckage of the van. 
 
    Conrad didn’t lower his weapons, even as the marionettes were retreating from him. Their postures were deferent and meek, trying to display wordlessly that they meant no harm. “What are these things?” 
 
    Things. 
 
    Familiar disgust welled up in her, and she felt sick. She pulled away from Azrael at the reminder and paced away from the group of them. “I have more in common with these things than I have with you.” 
 
    Gabe looked at her, brow furrowed in confusion. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I told you. I’m a homunculus. A sick group art project between him”—she motioned her head at Azrael, who cringed and looked away—“and Asmodeus. These marks are Asmodeus’s most precious magic—the ability to bind a soul to a form they have no business inhabiting. The only difference with me is that I’m a puppet made from scrap flesh and not scrap wood.” 
 
    Azrael looked back to her, his expression wounded, as he took a step closer to her. “That’s not true. Those are dead souls, whose bodies have passed, tethered to a lifeless shape. You are a living soul in a living body, and you…” He paused at the glare that she shot him. “You weren’t looking to debate the specifics, were you?” 
 
    “Nope. I wasn’t.” 
 
    Azrael looked down at his feet. “You are not the same as they.” 
 
    “I’m closer to them than a human, aren’t I?” 
 
    “It’s an oversimplification to say—” 
 
    “Answer the question, Dad.” It still felt weird to call him that. It felt weird to think about him in any way at all. It put everything else in her history in a really weird, really rather awkward light. She shrugged it off. Now wasn’t the time. 
 
    Azrael paused for a long time, opened his mouth to respond, let out a long, dreary sigh, and then nodded dejectedly. “I am sorry for my part in all this.” 
 
    At the pain in his voice, her own anger hitched. She wasn’t used to her anger hurting people. She spent her life as alone as she could manage it. She stepped up to him and put her hand on his elbow. He looked up at her curiously with the blue eyes that matched hers so perfectly. “I’m not mad at you. I shouldn’t point my anger at you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    A hopeful but forlorn smile crossed his features. “I thank you for that. I’m more grateful than you can imagine.” 
 
    “Um. I hate to interrupt the touching family moment, but…” Conrad stepped up to them and pointed behind her. “I think we have a problem.” 
 
    Turning, Veil felt herself run cold. 
 
    The fall from the bridge hadn’t killed who she had assumed was what was left of Arthur, the freak in the van. It hadn’t done anything except make the problem worse. 
 
    Far worse. 
 
    Without any human flesh to hold itself to a shape, the creature that was climbing over the railing was a thing of disgusting terror. Black sludge oozed around itself as it remade its body to its own purposes, looking like living spilled tar the way it seemed almost viscous and squishy. But the deep trenches its talons were making in the pavement proved it was plenty solid enough. 
 
    Its limbs were too long, stretched out of proportion. It was a vision of a nightmare, with hollow sockets for eyes and a gaping, toothy maw. It was also huge, towering some twenty feet tall as it finished its trek back up and over the edge of the bridge. 
 
    Gabe was standing to her other side. He summed things up nicely. “Fuck.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Veil ducked behind the wrecked van with Conrad as the creature breathed black fire at them. That was a fun trick neither of them predicted the monster would have. Well, now they knew. 
 
    “How do we kill it?” Conrad shouted. “I’m willin’ to try anything at this point!” 
 
    “I have no idea!” Veil watched in horror as the edge of the van began to melt. She wouldn’t truly die from burning to death. But, man, it sucked. “I just know we don’t have much time to figure it out.” 
 
    “C’mon!” Conrad grabbed her arm and pulled them both back to their feet. He ran from the edge of the van, opening fire on the monster, blowing foot-wide circles through its gloopy flesh. The holes merely closed a few moments later, not even leaving a dent. They ran from one spot of cover to another, but there wasn’t a whole lot of space to hide. 
 
    One thing was certain. The monster was pissed. It was attacking with nothing but wrath and mindless rage, swiping massive claws and roaring fire at them at every opportunity. She and the priests were desperately trying to lead it away from where Richard was hiding behind her car. 
 
    Azrael stood nearby, his arms folded behind his back, only watching. When anything would come too close to him, he would vanish into thin air, only to reappear somewhere else unscathed. The three of them were on their own. 
 
    Well. The three of them, helped by the wooden puppets that were desperately trying to slow the thing down. It didn’t do any good. A few of them were hurled off the side of the bridge. One was smashed to splinters, torn to pieces by the thing in a fit of rage. 
 
    She darted in to try to hit the creature with a piece of suspension from the van she had picked up out of the rubble. The creature slammed a claw into her, digging it into her side and sending her sprawling to the pavement, a gash torn deep into her flesh. Conrad screamed her name, but she waved him on. “I’m fine! Go!” 
 
    Gravel and glass pressed into her palm as she pushed herself back up to her knees. She was bleeding, but it was just as pointless as everything else that would ever happen to her. It’d be gone in a few minutes. But, man, it made her dizzy. It took her a few seconds to catch up with what was happening. 
 
    Gabe was trapped. Pinned against the cement wall of the highway, he was blasting his own red fire up at the tar creature, but it wasn’t even slowing the thing down. Conrad was doing his best to turn the monster’s attention away from his friend, firing bullets as fast as he could, but what had once been Arthur now sensed prey. It sensed a kill. 
 
    A massive claw lifted in the air, poised to end the Italian. 
 
    “Gabe!” Veil was on her feet before she even thought about it. Everything slowed down as she vanished into the spirit world and ran to Gabe’s side faster than the thing could move. Rematerializing in the physical world for a brief second, she grabbed the priest’s arms with both of her hands. “Hold on!” 
 
    “Wh—” 
 
    And with that, she dragged Gabe into the spirit world with her. The colors of the mortal world faded, and the din and roar of the fight were now muffled and muted. The monster’s claw dug into the concrete wall a split second later, smashing it into rubble. 
 
    Gabe stood there with her, wide-eyed, gazing at the world around him, not understanding what was happening. “Wh—” he tried again and choked. Nothing else came out of his mouth. The cold set in instantly. This world was not a place for a living body, and Gabe’s eyes were already going unfocused. 
 
    He struggled to fill his lungs. Nothing happened. 
 
    There was no air here. Why would there be? “Stay with me, Gabe. Come on. Stay with me!” She could only “speak” because she knew how to let her soul do the talking. She couldn’t drag him as fast as she could move alone, so she was forced to throw his arm over shoulder and pull him out of the way as quickly as she could. 
 
    He was shivering against her, his head rolling forward, and his legs began to stiffen and refuse to move beside her. He was going into shock. It was worse than being thrown into the bottom of the Arctic Ocean. “No. No, Gabe. Not like this. C’mon. Only a little farther.” 
 
    She only had seconds. She could survive here for a long time, but she was designed for this. He…very much wasn’t. It felt like forever for them both as she finally reached her destination. She pulled them both back into the mortal world, and she half-lowered, half-accidentally-dropped Gabe to the pavement beside Richard where he was hunkered behind her car. 
 
    Gabe’s skin was steaming as the cold air from him met the warmth of the living world. He was convulsing, he was shaking so badly. He pulled a ragged, desperate breath into his clearly aching body. She popped the trunk of her car and pulled out an emergency kit and threw it to Richard. It bounced off the man uselessly. 
 
    It seemed Gabe wasn’t the only one in shock. “Richard!” 
 
    Her friend looked up at her, bleary-eyed. He had been sobbing. “Richard. Help Gabe. Please!” 
 
    Caught in the throes of panic, Richard looked at her without understanding or recognition. It was as though he’d never seen her before in her life or had lost the ability to understand English.  
 
    “Richie!” 
 
    “I will do it, Mistress!” 
 
    Veil shrieked in surprise as Maleon appeared beside her, beating his leathery wings in the air to stay afloat. “I will tend to him!” 
 
    “Thanks.” She patted the thing on the head and, turning, ran back toward the fray. She didn’t miss the beaming smile on the imp’s face as she went. She had bigger issues to deal with than an imp with a crush. 
 
    Namely, she had to find a way to kill this thing before it killed her new friends.  
 
    Skidding to a stop next to Azrael, she let out a puff of cold breath. The spirit world didn’t hurt her like it did normal living people, but it still took a serious toll. “Azrael.” 
 
    “I cannot assist you.” 
 
    “I know. I know. I just have a question.” 
 
    “Oh? Yes?” 
 
    “Is that thing still technically alive?” 
 
    He looked at her ponderously, and she watched the proverbial lightbulb go off in his head. He smiled. “Very clever, little one. And yes. It is.” 
 
    “Cool. Thanks.” She patted him on the shoulder. “Oh, man. This is going to suck.” She hopped in place a few times, pumping herself up for what she was about to do like it was a volleyball match. 
 
    “It won’t be as bad as the last time you did something like this. It is weaker than Asmodeus.” 
 
    That screeched the record on the groove, and she looked over at Azrael with a flat expression, her momentary excitement killed. “Really?” 
 
    “What? It’s true.” 
 
    “That’s not the point.” 
 
    “Then what is?” 
 
    “Never mind.” With a groan, she vanished from the physical world once more. Her perception of the archangel shifted as she did. His mortal body became less important, and the celestial form of the archangel of death became the primary image. He towered over her, some ten feet tall, with his four shimmering wings stretched out behind him, folding in and out of focus like shifting crystals. “We’ve got to work on this.” She gestured between the two of them. 
 
    A voice, much more familiar to her than his mortal voice, chuckled. “I look forward to it. Now, go on. The Irishman is about to die.” 
 
    Veil turned and dashed to the creature that was, sure enough, about to end Conrad’s life with a raised clawed fist. She phased into the physical world, grabbed the monster’s elbow. Well, it might have been an elbow. Her hands sank into the tar almost immediately. “Hey, ugly!” 
 
    The creature swiveled its head down to look at her. 
 
    She grinned. “How about that kiss?” 
 
    And with that, she took the monster into the spirit realm. All of him. It felt like trying to cram a watermelon into a garbage disposal. At first, she didn’t think it was going to work. She strained and pulled. Its tether to the physical world was strong. But, finally, she let out a cry of exertion and put everything she had into yanking it through. It followed her with a sensation that could only be described as tearing fabric. 
 
    She released the thing and staggered backward. It swiped for her but missed. The cold world was no more friendly to this thing than it was to Gabe. This world treated all living things the same. It didn’t care for good or evil. It only knew death. 
 
    The creature’s movements began to slow. It screamed, roared, and swiped for her again. But now its movements were sluggish. It let out a long wail of pain and fell onto its knees.  
 
    “It won’t hurt for long.” She didn’t know why she felt the need to talk to the cultist-formerly-known-as-Arthur. By all accounts, the man was an utter creep. He was a murderer, a sociopath, probably a rapist, and would have happily tortured her and her friends. 
 
    But he was still a living thing. And he was suffering. And nobody should die alone. 
 
    “Of all the ways to go, freezing to death isn’t so bad. It burns worse than actual fire at first, but not for long. Soon, your nerves will shut down. Everything just starts to click off. When your death comes, you won’t feel it. It’ll be quiet.” 
 
    The creature’s screams and cries of rage were fading as it dropped to its elbows, then to the ground, still trying to crawl toward her to kill her. She merely paced backward as it advanced. She was starting to shiver as well. She couldn’t die from this, but she could feel the strain it had put on her to pull the thing through to the spirit world. There was a higher than fifty-fifty shot she’d pass out once she got back into the living world. 
 
    But she had to make sure it was dead. She had to make sure this worked. 
 
    The monster collapsed to the ground and went still. It took in one ragged breath, and she watched as it…liquefied. Just turned into a puddle of the black tar it was made from. As the liquid thinned, it began to evaporate like water on a hot sidewalk. 
 
    “Go,” Azrael said from behind her. “It is done.” 
 
    She snapped back into the mortal world and felt her vision swim. Everything tipped up around her, and she fell hard to the pavement. To her credit, it wasn’t the exertion of being in the spirit world and what she’d done that knocked her unconscious. 
 
    It was her head smacking into the tarmac that had finished her off. 
 
      
 
    “I wish I could fight.” 
 
    Alistair looked down at her, his eyebrow quirked in amused curiosity. “Oh? Whatever for?” 
 
    He had taken her to see a boxing match, honestly only because she had asked him to. The posters around the city that were pasted haphazardly on every available surface were loudly proclaiming “Henry Armstrong, The Perpetual Fighting Machine vs Barney Ross, Chicagoland’s Gamest Boxer!” 
 
    It had captured her attention, certainly. And moreover, her imagination. And so, to humor her, Alistair had purchased the tickets and brought her to the Madison Square Garden Bowl where the event was being held. It was a spectacle and felt very much like a carnival. She sat there, munching happily on popcorn, as the first match of the ticket was underway. 
 
    “I feel like it’d come in handy,” she answered him with a smile up at his quizzical expression.  
 
    “I hope you never have to learn. Those who have to use their fists to survive rarely have happy lives.” His emerald eyes were glinting in amusement, and he swept a hand back over his dark hair, smoothing a stray lock that had fallen over his temple. 
 
    “They’re not fighting to survive.” 
 
    “Not literally, maybe. They’re being paid. Money is survival in this modern world. And I would remark that their lives are more miserable for it.” 
 
    She pondered his point for a moment before nodding. “Fine. But it’s a skill that comes in handy.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But it’s a hideous talent.” 
 
    “You know how to fight.” 
 
    “Because I’ve been forced to learn. War is ugly. Even more so when waged hand-to-hand.” 
 
    “I suppose I just wish I could defend myself if it ever came down to it.” 
 
    Alistair swung an arm around her shoulder and hugged her into his side. He smelled of incense, and it only broadened her smile. He kissed the top of her head. “You will never need to know how to defend yourself.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I’ll be here to protect you.” 
 
    She laughed. “That is charming and quite chivalrous of you. But I hardly think that’s true.” 
 
    “You doubt me?” 
 
    “Not in skill and not in intent. But I think, in all the years ahead of us, you might not be there for every moment of every single one of them.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “You can’t be everywhere at once. And I doubt I will be forever in arm’s reach of you.” 
 
    He watched her, darkness settling in over him, killing the glint in his eyes. His jaw ticked as he seemed to debate her words. He was taking her comment far more seriously than she intended him to.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to offend you, I just mean—” 
 
    “No,” he interrupted, his hand on her shoulder tightening just enough to make her nervous. “No. You’re right. At some point, at some far-flung future, you will not be at my side. And danger may come for you.” He paused and looked down at her again. 
 
    It was rare that she ever saw the archdemon in him. The darkness and power that roared away inside him like a constant inferno rarely glinted to the surface. Most often, he was only an extremely charismatic, powerful man. That was how he wished to be seen, after all—as a mortal. 
 
    It made his eternity easier to try to experience the days as those with briefer outlooks might do. Or so he said. 
 
    In those moments when she could see through to the creature he really was, she felt in awe of the magnitude of him. He could fill a room with a thought and with the shadows that could pour from him. Invisible to the eye, but very apparent to the soul. A chill ran through her, despite the sweltering temperature of the May heat in the packed arena. 
 
    Alistair smiled, and the darkness in him was gone. Snapped back behind a curtain, tucked away under a rock, hidden behind the careful and effortless veneer of the mask he wore. “Very well. I’ll teach you to fight.” 
 
      
 
    Veil awoke with a start, sitting up, whacking her head on something hard and being yanked back by something around her chest. “God damn it!” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, settle down, Blue.” 
 
    Blearily, she pulled her hand from her head and tried to figure out where the hell she was. There was noise, and vibration, and the sensation of movement. She was in the passenger side of her car. She had been lying draped on the door and had cracked her head on the inside rail of the door panel when she jerked awake. The feeling around her chest was her seatbelt.  
 
    Conrad was sitting next to her behind the wheel. This was a much bigger problem than anything else right now. 
 
    “Why the fuck are you driving my car?” 
 
    Conrad glanced to her briefly but didn’t keep his eyes off the road for long. “Because Richie ain’t in any condition to drive. The man had a full-fledged panic attack, hyperventilated, and passed out. We should be glad he didn’t wee his pants.” He added with a mutter, “The whole car’d smell.” 
 
    Veil sat up and swiveled in her seat. She looked at the back bench, where Gabe and Richard were both passed out, heads lolled back on the leather seats. Maleon sat between them, and he waved a little purple hand at her and flashed a broad grin. “Hello, Mistress! Are you well?” 
 
    “I’m…fine, thanks.” 
 
    The little imp beamed at her. “I protected your friends!” 
 
    “I’m sure you did. Um. Thanks.” Veil swiveled back in her seat and looked over at Conrad. He had a toothpick dangling between his teeth, and it looked well and truly chewed from stress. “You put our three unconscious asses in the car?” 
 
    “I fuckin’ did! Thanks for noticin’! Because the moment that sludge monster went off to wherever the Hell you shoved it, your archangel father and those wooden freaks fucked right off and left me alone to deal with the mess!” 
 
    Veil tried not to laugh at how indignantly angry he was. She let him rant. 
 
    “And,” he pointed out the front window at nothing in particular, “I had to load you, Richie, and Gabey-boy into this stupid thing and drive off before the feds showed up. We have connections to the local and state police, but that little shit-show drew quite the crowd.” 
 
    “A giant monster’ll do that.” 
 
    “And!” Conrad wasn’t done. “Your wheel is on the wrong goddamn side, and this old rust bucket handles like a damn angry mule, and all you American assholes drive on the wrong side of the road!” 
 
    Veil was laughing. She couldn’t help it. 
 
    “It’s not funny!” 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    Conrad growled at her and sank into silence, now officially sulking. She looked out the window. It was sunset, and she didn’t recognize the street they were on. Poking at her car’s GPS, she blinked. “We’re in Malden? How long was I out?” 
 
    “Over an hour, I think. I took side streets, any I could in any order. Wanted to make sure we weren’t bein’ tracked. I don’t know where the Hell we are, and I don’t particularly care. I’m just starvin’. I’m tired, I need a shower, I’m sore, and did I say I’m starvin’?” He swerved around a car as he made a turn onto a side street into oncoming traffic, having utterly forgotten which side of the road he was supposed to be on. The other driver blared on his horn. “Oh, fuck off!” 
 
    Conrad was the “hangry” type, it seemed. Fair enough. “Pull over, Darby. Let me drive.” 
 
    “Gladly!” 
 
    He pulled over on the side of the road and climbed out of the car, shutting the door emphatically. Veil couldn’t help but laugh again as she got out and stretched. She had to agree with him on all accounts. She was exhausted, she ached, and she was also famished. Cracking her back, she walked around the front of the car.  
 
    Conrad was leaning on the hood, watching her. “Blue. C’mere.” 
 
    She stopped in front of him and met his gaze. She knew what came next wasn’t going to be fun. She looked down at her feet for a moment before taking in a deep breath and steeling herself. Looking back up to him, she crossed her arms over her chest. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Hey, no. No, none of that.” He leaned down to take her wrist and pulled her over to him. She looked up at him curiously, not expecting the serious tone in his voice. “You saved Gabe’s life.” 
 
    “I saved yours, too, if you want to keep track.” She tried to defuse the moment with snark, like she always did. 
 
    It didn’t stick. Conrad shrugged and looked off, chewing on his toothpick. “I don’t count. I’m just an idiot with guns, marchin’ around this world shootin’ things. Gabe, though? He’s a right priest. A good, kind, gentle man. He’s also my brother. He’s the only thing I have that’s even resembled family. Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course. We’re in this together now. I couldn’t just stand there and let you two die.” She shook her head. “You’re good guys. You’ve…” She sighed. She hated the touchy-feely crap. “I’m not used to having friends, Connie. This shit is weird for me. I’ve spent the past seventy years pretending I’m a ghost.” 
 
    “What about Richie?” 
 
    “Richie’s a stubborn asshole when he needs to be. I didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    Conrad cracked up laughing and moved his hand from her wrist to clap it onto her shoulder. “I like you, Blue. You’re an okay kid.” 
 
    “Kid?” She poked him in the chest. “I’m a hundred and nine years old.” 
 
    “Meh, whatever.” He scratched at his goatee. “Look. I also just want to say, we’ve got your back. Through all this shit of yours. None of this”—he pointed at the ceremonial circles inked onto her forearms—“or any of this cult bullshit is your fault. You seem like a good kid. Good heart.” He repeated the tease with a lopsided grin at her. “Good to look at, too. More agreeable on the eyes than Gabe, that’s for sure.” 
 
    She laughed and shook her head. “Thanks, Connie.” 
 
    Conrad slid off the hood of her car and started toward the passenger side.  “Enough sappy shit. I need food.” 
 
    She climbed into her car, reset the steering wheel to the proper height, and buckled up. Conrad slumped into the seat next to her and did the same. “Did I hear food?” Maleon piped excitedly from the back. “I want food! Food, food, food!” 
 
    Veil leaned her forehead against the hard lip of the steering wheel and fought the urge to yell at the imp. “What’ve I gotten myself into?” 
 
    “A right and sorry mess.” Conrad leaned back in the chair and shut his eyes, still chewing on his toothpick. “Nothin’ that can’t be made better by a grand old plate of grease and cheese.” 
 
    “Grease and cheese! Grease and cheese!” 
 
    Conrad rounded on the purple ball. “Oh, stuff it already, you stupid, fat—” 
 
    “I’m not fat. I’m an imp!” 
 
    “No, you’re fat and an imp—” 
 
    She tuned out of the argument and found herself jealous of Gabe and Richard, both still out cold in the back seat. Veil didn’t know whether she wanted to laugh or steal Conrad’s gun and shoot them both. Then she remembered, with no small amount of disappointment, that his guns wouldn’t fire for her. 
 
    Laughing, it was. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    One of the weirdest flavor combinations in this world was a Wendy’s chocolate Frosty and French fries. It had no business being as amazing as it was. It went right up there with bacon and caramel, peanut butter on a burger, and pineapple and cheese. Yeah—she was one of those freaks who ate pineapple on a pizza and felt no shame about it. 
 
    Veil didn’t quite understand why, but she couldn’t deny how good it tasted as she sat there on the hood of her car and dipped the fries into the semi-melted-and-vaguely-chocolate ice cream slurry. The two priests sat on the park bench in the little neighborhood area where they had pulled over to eat their Wendy’s. It was a spot quiet enough where they might go undisturbed yet busy enough that a few people loitering wouldn’t draw the attention of the police. 
 
    Richard, Conrad, and Gabe were all sitting on the park bench, and she was perched on the hood with Maleon at her side. The little imp was happily slurping away on a soda that was as big as he was. 
 
    Richard was dazed, shaky, but she imagined he probably felt worse than he looked. The embarrassment was palpable. No matter how many times he had apologized for his panic attack, or how many times Gabe assured him it was fine, the man was staring down at his food and didn’t seem to have the appetite to eat. 
 
    It might also have something to do with the fact that she had told him the cult knew where his family lived. She had told the three men what had happened to her in the van. Richard had immediately gone to call Chris, his wife, but Conrad had snatched the phone away from him. Alerting his family to the problem was the absolute wrong thing to do. 
 
    The argument had been continuing in the back seat loudly all through the drive-thru. 
 
    Conrad had called his people and dispatched a team immediately to secure Richard’s family. Conrad said Richard would get his phone back as soon as he was sure the history professor “wouldn’t spill the beans to his wife about a deranged murder-cult skulking around their house.” So, she figured, Richard’d get his phone back around a quarter to never. 
 
    Now, they were all sitting here, eating, sulking, and in the case of Richard, looking as though he were on the verge of a nervous collapse again. 
 
    Conrad had eaten three—three—cheeseburgers and was now working on his fourth. Wouldn’t eat fries, though, saying, “That shit will kill me.” 
 
    Veil kept her comments to herself as she ate her bizarre snack. She couldn’t really judge Conrad’s selective nutritional choices. Dipping another fry into the ice cream, she couldn’t help but smile as she ate it. She had decided she needed a treat to cheer herself up. So, chocolate Frosty and fries, it was. 
 
    “That’s vile,” Gabe said from where he sat, sipping his soda. He had wanted hot tea, but the person in the drive-thru had looked at her as though she were insane. Gabe had already inhaled his burger. He hated it, bemoaned its disgusting qualities, complained that it was an awful excuse for food, but had put it away like a deranged teenager. Nearly being drained of life would do that to a man, she figured. 
 
    “It’s really not.” She grinned. “I mean, okay, it sounds gross, but it tastes great.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe.” Gabe shook his head again. He shivered and hugged the blanket she had dug out of her trunk closer to him. “Like most of what I have seen recently.” 
 
    “I’ve seen worse! You should see the third level of Hell. So squishy,” Maleon piped from where he sat next to Veil on the hood of the car. He was loudly munching on everyone’s leftover food containers, having eaten his own meal. He had put down several paper wrappers and the plastic sauce cups and was now working on the cardboard box his chicken fingers had come in. 
 
    “Are there really levels of Hell?” Gabe asked the imp. 
 
    “Not like Dante wrote. Not at all. But sure. We have regions. Countries! You call them countries. They’re just like that, only not at all. Not in the slightest.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Conrad rubbed a hand across the stubble on his cheek. “Great.” He shook his head, clearly not wanting to touch Maleon’s statement with a ten-foot pole. Conrad looked over to Richard. “Eat, professor. Before you pass out.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “I’ll eat it!” Maleon offered cheerily. 
 
    “Look. They’re going to be okay. We’ve got people already there. No signs of a problem, and your daughter and your wife are fine. They were leverage, but now they’re not.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make me feel better!” Richard snapped. “They’re in danger because of me.” 
 
    “No, Richie. They’re in danger because of me.” She put the cup of chocolate Frosty down on the hood next to her—on the opposite side from the imp. She knew better. Richard was looking at her, his expression unusually pale. Conrad was right; he really should eat something. “They’re in danger because the cult is after me for some reason. They wanted me to go with them two nights ago. They took me from the park. Not you, not Azrael, just me.” 
 
    “What do they want from you?” Richard shook his head. “Bait, to lure in Asmodeus and Azrael?” 
 
    “Maybe, but I don’t think so.” She shrugged. “Alistair is a fish in a barrel right now. He’s trapped in the spirit world, and what I’ve seen from him is just a projection of his power. I don’t think he can do much. He wouldn’t be hard to summon, especially if they had that disk they were after.” Luckily, Gabe had given the disk to his cohorts in the Order, and it was off to be locked up in some vault in a basement somewhere. 
 
    Richard was a pragmatist above all things. He loved a puzzle to solve, and the conversation was apparently sparking his hunger, as he put a few fries into his face and thought over his next question. “What about Azrael?” 
 
    “He won’t do anything to help me. He’s neutral. No matter what. You saw that.” 
 
    “You think if you were in dire straits, he wouldn’t come help you?” Conrad leaned back on the lip of the picnic table, his elbows on the wood slats behind him. 
 
    “I know he wouldn’t. And what dire straits, man? I can’t die. Torture’s kinda pointless on me. Trust me.” That had been a shitty couple of days. 
 
    Conrad and Gabe both blanched at the thought. Richard was just now staring down at his food. After a moment, he spoke up. “I should go home. I should be with them.” 
 
    That felt like a sucker punch to the gut, and she didn’t know why. It took her a long moment to realize that she felt…abandoned. That he was going to leave her here. That he was going to leave her to the threat of revenge in the form of Alistair. She swallowed the thickness in her throat and went for her chocolate Frosty again to try to unstick some of the hurt. “Okay, Richie.” 
 
    “I’m no use here. Gabe has just as many resources as I do, if not more. And he can fight. You saw what happened to me.” He shook his head. “I’m a liability. I’m going to take the next flight home. They aren’t safe.” He looked over at the priests. “Even if I have your assurances, who knows what they’re capable of. You’ve seen the monsters they have. I can’t do anything to save them, but I should be with them anyway.” 
 
    The two priests sat there silently. Conrad looked out of his league with this level of emotional conversation. Gabe placed a hand gently on Richard’s shoulder. “I understand, my friend. Family is the most important thing in this world. If that’s how you feel, then of course. We will have one of ours escort you safely home.” He looked over to Conrad, who already had his phone out and was texting someone. 
 
    “We’ve got jets, Richie. We’ll get you home safe.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Veil looked down into her ice cream and tried her damnedest not to feel left on the side of the highway. Family was the most important thing in this world. She repeated Gabe’s phrase over and over in her mind. The hurt turned to coldness, and the coldness turned to a hollow void in her chest. 
 
    The only family she ever had, she killed. 
 
    The only family she ever had, she betrayed. 
 
    And the only family she had now was leaving her to the wolves. 
 
    Don’t be so overdramatic. She shut her eyes. He has a real family. A wife and a daughter. I’m a ghost. I’m just a phantom. I’ll live forever, and he won’t. They won’t. Don’t fault him for knowing what really matters. He knows I can’t die. He knows I can’t really be hurt. It’s not abandonment. It’s trust. He knows I’ll be fine. 
 
    It still hurt like a bitch. 
 
    She opened her eyes at the feeling of something crawling into her lap. Maleon. He sat down on her legs, facing the same direction she was, and tilted his head all the way up to look at her. He cracked a wide grin. 
 
    With a partial smile, trying to tell the imp that she was okay, she patted him on the head. “Thanks, Melon.” Really, he was more a gremlin than imp, she decided. What was the difference? The wings? Nationality? She should ask him at some point. 
 
    She didn’t miss his beaming expression. Or him trying to steal some of her French fries. This time, she let him. He jammed one of the fries into her chocolate Frosty and ate it. “Oh! You aren’t wrong. This is good.” 
 
    “All you, chubs.” She put her palms down on the hood behind her and leaned on them as she let the imp happily finish off her snack. 
 
    “I’m not chubby. I’m an imp.” 
 
    “You’re a hairless purple raccoon.” 
 
    Maleon shrugged, fine with the comparison. “I like raccoons. They’re silly. They like trash as much as I do.” 
 
    Veil shook her head with a beleaguered chuckle and lay back on the hood of her car, looking up at the hazy, light-polluted sky. Nowhere near Boston ever had true darkness. It always just had a vague darkness, even on a clear night. She missed the stars whenever she was in a big city. 
 
    “Blue?” 
 
    “Yeah, Connie?” 
 
    “I gotta ask something.” 
 
    “Oh, yay.” 
 
    He snorted at her sarcasm. “How did you get one over on Asmodeus, anyway? I can’t imagine dragging an archdemon into the spirit world is easy. Or that he went willingly.” 
 
    “Element of surprise. He wasn’t expecting me to do it. I’d like to say he taught me some crazy Judo moves or something, and that I drop-kicked him in the face, but no.” She pulled a leaf out of the top vent gap of her car’s hood and flicked it away. “He taught me to fight, but it wouldn’t have done me any good. I never once won a match against him.” 
 
    “You two used to spar?” 
 
    “He was my tutor in everything. That’s why he thought I’d be happy knowing what he’d done. He thought I’d be grateful that he made me, had his goons raise me, and then kept me living in ignorant bliss for thirty-five years.” 
 
    Gabe huffed. “He never expected you to learn the truth behind his lie?” 
 
    “That’s the worst part about it, Gabe. He never lied to me. Not once. It was far worse and far more manipulative than that. He let me believe the lie I told myself.” When they were silent for a long time, she kept talking. “The night he killed me, he called it a ritual of ascension. Told me all my questions would finally be answered. They were. He just thought it was going to go differently.” 
 
    “You pulled him into the spirit world, but he didn’t die there. I’ve sensed him nearby three times now,” Gabe replied. 
 
    “Right. You can’t kill an archdemon or an archangel. They’re immortal—truly immortal. They can’t ever die. Worst you can do to them is trap them. I stuck him where the world itself would constantly drain him of life and power. That place kept him too weak to leave, I guess.” 
 
    “For seventy-two years, he’s been trapped in the spirit realm? Being drained to the point of death but no further?” Gabe was hesitant to ask the question and vaguely horrified, if she read his tone correctly. He had been there now. He knew what it must be like for the archdemon.  
 
    Like Hell if she was going to look up to confirm the man’s disgust. The last thing she wanted was more shame added onto the pile. She already felt like a heap of shit. “He deserves it. Trust me.” 
 
    “Don’t doubt it, Blue. Don’t doubt it. But you did that to him, and he’s still sendin’ his goons to protect you? Why?” 
 
    “He made me to spite God, or something, I don’t know. I’m the art project he tried to complete for thousands of years of his life. He spent thirty-five years crafting me into the perfect human pet. I’m sure he’s attached to the idea of me.” That was the truth. Most of it, anyway. Alistair hadn’t just taught her to fight—he had taught her how to lie. 
 
    Lies were best when the other person made the assumptions that completed the picture. Let others find chaos in the pattern. She was guilty of the same thing she hated Asmodeus for. She slung an arm over her eyes and wished she would just burst into flame right here, right now. 
 
    But she couldn’t tell them the rest. 
 
    She just couldn’t. She felt like a piece of trash. Not just because of the greasy, nasty food she’d eaten. The rest of her story was one she hadn’t even told Richard. And if she couldn’t bring herself to tell her only real friend in this world, she sure as fuck wasn’t going to tell a pair of priests from the Order. Even if they were quickly worming their way into her heart. 
 
    Sitting up with a grunt, she moved Maleon off her lap and plopped him onto the hood next to her. “All right, kids. I’m exhausted, I want sleep, and Richie has a flight in the morning.” The pang of hurt hit her again, but she brushed it off. “And I—” She was interrupted as she heard a gun click. Conrad had drawn his silver gun and had it pointed directly at her head. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Veil raised her hands in surrender. It was instinctual, honestly. It wasn’t like it really mattered if he shot her again. But pain was pain. “Connie, what the f—” 
 
    His eyes were narrowed, and she realized he was not aiming at her…but past her. “Move.” 
 
    She slid off her car and ducked away and whirled to see whatever Conrad was targeting. What she saw made her stagger farther back and behind the priest. A rock was instantly lodged in her throat, her heart pounding in her ears. 
 
    “Selina, we must talk.” 
 
    One of the wooden puppets stood there on the other side of her car, walking around it in its strange, lurching gait. Frames of the video were missing as it seemed to move altogether too fast and too slow at the same time. All the while it looked as though it were being pulled downward into the ground. As if the puppet strings ran the wrong way. 
 
    Godfrey. The man who had been for all intents and purposes her father figure and head of Asmodeus’s “society” stood there in the spirit world, controlling the wooden marionette. His voice was audible only to her, as the wooden form couldn’t speak. 
 
    “No closer, friend,” Conrad said firmly to the puppet as it rounded the front of the car. Godfrey lifted his hands in surrender. Gabe was standing, too, although he still seemed too worn out to do much of anything to help if there was a fight.  
 
    Richard was now behind the table, ready to duck behind it if something happened. He was eyeing the puppet like a child in a haunted house. Wide-eyed and ready to bolt at the drop of a hat. 
 
    “I mean you no harm.” 
 
    “I don’t care. Go away,” Veil growled. “Go away, Godfrey. I don’t want to talk, and I’m not going to listen to whatever shit lies you’re going to spew.” 
 
    “You can hear him?” Gabe asked then figured it out on his own a second later. “Mmh. Spirit world. Yes. Right.” 
 
    “Master Alistair wants to help you.” 
 
    “That’s fuckin’ rich,” she ground out. “He can go fuck himself. I’m sure that’s all he’s been doing for the past seventy years.” 
 
    “The man who controls this cult is dangerous and means to destroy the world. He’s a threat to everyone and everything you hold dear. You know you can’t take them on alone. They are building an army and worse.” 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    Conrad turned his head toward her slightly without taking his eyes off the marionette. “What’s it saying?” 
 
    “Lies. Stupid fucking lies.” 
 
    “Like what, Blue?” 
 
    “That Alistair wants to help us.” 
 
    Gabe furrowed his brow. “But you trapped him in the spirit world…” 
 
    Veil huffed a laugh and shook her head. “Exactly. I bet he wants out in exchange.” She wrapped her arms around herself and took another step away from the puppet. “No. Go away, Godfrey.” 
 
    “Your friend needs our help. Do you think the Order can protect his family? The cult will take him to get to you. They will hurt them all to ensure you surrender. We can keep them safe. Our power outmatches the Order by far. We can take them into our care.” 
 
    “No. Don’t you dare threaten Richard!” She stormed past Conrad, ready to rip the brass symbols out of the wooden puppet and send Godfrey’s soul to the void. 
 
    “What?” Richard moaned in fear. “No, please, no…” 
 
    “You’re okay, Richie,” Conrad urged. “You’re okay. We won’t let them hurt you. What, let me guess, Blue, they’re offering to protect him and his family?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “No, you stack of kindling. Bugger off.” 
 
    “You need his help.” The puppet took a step closer but kept its wooden hands raised. “You all need his help. He knows what must be done to stop them. He knows who is responsible for all this death and suffering. And he can stop it before it claims their lives. Selina…your friends will die. All of them, if you do not free Master Solomon.” 
 
    “After what he did? After what you all did? Do you really think I’m going to just go there and let him out?” She laughed. She tried to make it sound convincing, but the weakness in it showed how afraid she was. Disgust at her own fear swirled in her stomach, and she growled in frustration and whirled to walk away. 
 
    Right into Azrael. 
 
    The archangel had appeared behind her at some point, and she walked straight into his chest. He put his hands on her shoulders to steady her, and when she looked up at his warm, gently worn face, she saw the regret in his sharp blue eyes. The pity. 
 
    She knew right then he agreed with them. “You can’t be serious…” 
 
    Azrael sighed heavily and lowered his hands from her shoulders. “He needs to be released.” 
 
    “No. Fuck him. Fuck you, too, if you don’t see he deserves to rot there for the rest of time. They’re lying. We don’t need their help!” She pushed the archangel away from her, sending him back a step. 
 
    The wooden puppet stepped forward. “You are wrong. Anger is fueling your hubris. You can’t face them alone. They will kill your friends without even trying. Then they will use you to their own ends.” 
 
    “You’re lying!” Veil shouted at the puppet then tried to swallow her rage and fear. Screaming on the side of the road wasn’t a way to go unnoticed. Especially with a life-size freaky marionette standing there. Checking herself, she took it down a few decibels. “You’re goddamn lying. He’d say anything to get out.” 
 
    “Would he? Hasn’t he left you alone these seventy-two years? Have you heard anything from any of us in all that time? He respected your desire for freedom. For distance. He respected your anger. You, the most important thing in this world to him, and the only one able free him from the torture he suffers.” 
 
    “Stop. Just stop.” She paced away from all of them, folding her hands on the back of her neck and letting the weight drag her head down and stretch the ache that was forming in her shoulders. The puppet was right in one thing—she had assumed Alistair’s cult had died the day she murdered them all. She hadn’t seen or heard a peep from them in all this time, and she had been looking. “He deserves the pain. He deserves it for what he did.” 
 
    “For all eternity?” 
 
    “Seventy-two years isn’t eternity.” 
 
    “But to him, it feels the same. You know what that world is like. You know what it does. You know the agony he’s suffered for every second of every moment since you put him there.” 
 
    “If you’re expecting sympathy, it isn’t going to work.” 
 
    “I really wish I could hear what that thing’s sayin’,” Conrad complained. 
 
    “I could take you to the spirit plane to listen if you’re curious,” Azrael replied dryly. If it weren’t for his thin smile, she wouldn’t have known he was trying to make a joke. 
 
    “No. No, thanks.” Conrad dramatically shuddered then paused as he put something together and glanced quickly over at the archangel. “Wait. If you can come and go from there like she can, why not go save him yourself? Because he’s a demon?” 
 
    “No. The war between the two halves of our kind has long since passed. It is not as you have been led to believe.” Azrael shrugged. “We are family, even still.” 
 
    “Sure, fine. Then why?” 
 
    Azrael sighed. “I don’t get involved.” 
 
    Conrad turned now to fully look at the archangel, taking his eyes off the puppet for the first time. “That’s fuckin’ annoyin’, you know.” 
 
    A thin-lipped smile met him back. “I’ve been told as much by those with far more reason to be irritated than you.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Veil cut through the chatter. She needed everyone to go away. She needed to get in her car and drive to the horizon. “I’m not doing it. Fuck him. Fuck Boston. Fuck the cult. Fuck all of it. I’m going.” 
 
    She threw open the driver’s side door. She had every intention to leave Conrad, Gabe, and Richard here. Richard was going home. The other two could deal with this mess—that was their job, after all. This was too fucked up and too personal for her. 
 
    One foot made it inside the car before Azrael’s voice cut through her blinding fear and anger. “They have taken Chamuel and Mammon.” 
 
    She paused. Looking up from the car, she met his bright blue gaze that matched her own. “What?” 
 
    “The cult you hunt have taken two of us as prisoners.” Azrael folded his hands behind his back, and she watched as his jaw twitched. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t get involved.” Conrad lowered his gun but kept it ready to go in case the wooden puppet acted up. 
 
    “I am…bending my rule in this case. Information is not always the same as action.” 
 
    Gabe’s curiosity got the best of him. “Why?” 
 
    “Because we know this cult is after the rest of us. They are here in this city in pursuit of Asmodeus, and they will not stop there.” 
 
    “That’s why they were after that symbol of his name we found in the grave.” Veil took her foot out of the car and shut her door, leaning on the side of her vehicle. “They’re not just summoning you people. They’re trying to take him prisoner next.” 
 
    “Yes. He’s vulnerable in his current state, to say the least. He would not be able to fight whatever methods they’re using to bind us.” 
 
    Gabe once more voiced the questions they were all thinking. “Why? Why are they doing this?” 
 
    Azrael shook his head. “We are not sure why.” 
 
    The wooden puppet stepped forward. Conrad lifted his gun back up and gave a warning grunt at the thing, who immediately retreated the distance he’d taken. “Master Solomon has valuable information that may be the answer to that question, archangel.” 
 
    “Yes, so he’s said, Godfrey.” Azrael shook his head. “Which is why I’m bending my rules to be here at all.” 
 
    “Now I really feel left out of the conversation,” Conrad grumbled. 
 
    All eyes were suddenly on her. “No.” She barely got the word out the first time. The rock in her throat was choking her. Her hands were shaking as she pressed them into the frame of the car to get them to stop. She tried again and managed to get the word out a little firmer the second time. “No.” 
 
    “These men wish to end the world, Selina. They want to destroy everyone and everything you hold dear.” 
 
    “And if I set him free? Then what? Do you really think he’ll just let me go?” She dropped her head, shutting her eyes, willing the whole thing to just go away. 
 
    An unexpected hand on her arm made her jump nearly a foot in the air. Gabe. She looked at the Italian, unsure of what to do or to expect, as he placed his hands on her shoulders. “We won’t let that occur.” The sincerity in his hazel eyes was almost as startling as his touch. 
 
    “Happen,” she corrected him with a faint smile. “I mean, you were right, just awkward.” 
 
    “That’s Gabe for you. Technically correct, but incredibly awkward,” Conrad chimed in. 
 
    “Master Solomon has vowed to leave you to do as you wish. He will not interfere in your life.” 
 
    Veil shot Godfrey a glare over Gabe’s shoulder. “And I’m supposed to believe him?” 
 
    “When has he ever once broken his word to you?” 
 
    She had nothing to say to that. Just silence. Partially because she was still furious and afraid, and partially because she knew he was right. Asmodeus had never once broken his word. He hadn’t ever gone back on a promise. He had just carefully spun events to always work out that way. 
 
    “If these men are after what I believe they might be,” Azrael interjected after it was clear she didn’t know what to say, “Godfrey speaks the truth. This world is in deep danger. Freeing Asmodeus, while I understand your reticence to do so, may truly be the lesser of two evils.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I need time to think this through.” 
 
    “Would twenty-four hours suffice?” 
 
    “I guess. Especially if it means you go away right now.” 
 
    “Meet us, then, where you left us, at midnight tomorrow.” 
 
    Veil rolled her eyes. “Midnight? Really? Egotistical fuck hasn’t lost his sense of melodrama, huh?” 
 
    Godfrey laughed, a sound gone unheard by anyone other than her and Azrael. “Only because the building will be closed and empty, Selina.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I was going to do this, asshole.” 
 
    “He will be so happy to see you.” And with that, before she could swear at him or throw something at his wooden head, a swirling circle of black writing opened beneath the marionette’s feet, and it disappeared through the pavement. 
 
    She slumped back against her car and put her head in her hands. No. No. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t. Freeing Asmodeus from the spirit plane was something she swore she would never do. 
 
    But this cult had taken an archangel and an archdemon prisoner. She’d never met Chamuel, but she knew Mammon. He had always been nice to her. He hung out in Alistair’s New York jazz club, gambling and toying with the mobsters who would come in and out. Greed was his purview, after all. They had shared jokes and laughter, and she had considered him a friend so long ago. 
 
    Veil didn’t even know what kind of magic would need to be used to contain an archangel. And whatever the cult was doing, it sounded like they were trying to use the archangels—fallen and otherwise—to their own ends. What could tap into them like that, she had literally no clue. She might have stuffed Alistair in the spirit world version of a trashcan, but that was a far cry from turning them into what probably amounted to a power source. A battery. 
 
    “The cult is after all fourteen of you?” She had to confirm it before she agreed to anything like this. 
 
    “Yes. They attempted to take Zadkiel, but he resisted the call. Barely.” 
 
    “So, here’s a thought.” Veil threw up her hands and glared over at her so-called father. “Why don’t the rest of you squish the cult instead? Fourteen, minus Chamuel, Mammon, and Asmodeus. There’re eleven of you left. Ten, since you’re playing neutral. Ten with five and five on each side should be plenty to squish a bunch of stupid humans. Go get Michael. Or Lucifer. I’m sure they’d love to wreak some havoc.” 
 
    Azrael’s expression grew grave as he looked down at his feet. “Would that we could. We cannot find them.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “They escape our detection. They’re invisible to us. We have tried to hunt them down and failed.” 
 
    “No.” Veil pushed off the car and walked up to Azrael. She pushed a finger into his chest, and the action snapped his gaze back up to hers. “You’re wherever death is. You’re everywhere that death is. Those things they’re making are killing people daily. You’re telling me you can’t find them? Or is this more ‘I don’t get involved’ bullshit?” 
 
    The warm, nervous human façade seemed to fall away as a smoothness overtook his features. Like a cloud moving away from the moon, the archangel in him shone through. Hard, stoic, and impassive as marble. “Those who they have maimed and dismembered have not come to my door.” 
 
    Godfrey’s words rang through her mind. “They’re building an army, and worse.” A feeling, cold as ice, ran down her spine, and she shivered. She took a step back from Azrael and shook her head. “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “What? What’s that mean?” Conrad piped up. He slipped his gun back into the holster.  
 
    Azrael was looking at her, even as he answered Conrad. “The ones they have killed are not truly dead.” 
 
    “What do you mean, those people they’ve ripped up aren’t dead?” 
 
    Veil pulled in a long breath, held it, and let it out slowly. “It means they’re either walking around now as those monsters we’ve been fighting, or…they’re waiting for a command. It means the people responsible for doing this really are raising an army.” 
 
    Azrael nodded, and the cloud settled back over the moon as he resumed his more bookish, fidgety, mousy persona. “And the only one who knows the who or why behind it all is Asmodeus.” 
 
    “Or so he says.” Gabe sat on the bench, pulling the blanket back around his shoulders. He was still clearly recovering from his trek through the spirit plane. “He could be lying.” 
 
    “Could be. But we have no other leads, I’m afraid.” Azrael tucked his hands behind his back. “I would not have come here if they had all not insisted I do so. If the need wasn’t sincere and dire, I wouldn’t have given in.” 
 
    “They all?” It was clear he meant the archangels or archdemons. One she could see trying to free their brother. The others, not so much. “Which half of them?” 
 
    Azrael hung his head again shyly. “Both. They thought perhaps you might listen to me. I insisted otherwise. You have no fondness for me. All the opposite. I told them that if I asked you, it would do more harm than good.” 
 
    There was such regret in his voice, it hurt her. Something inside her fell like a lead brick and landed in her soul with a thud as the realization hit that Azrael really, truly believed she hated him.  
 
    She hesitated for a moment. Accepting him meant accepting what she was to him. More importantly, what he wanted her to be. She looked down at her palms for a moment. She was an art project in the end. A vessel for whatever those around her wanted her to be. To one, she was a daughter. To the other…she shoved the thoughts away into the trash can they crawled out of. 
 
    Trying to assign normal rules to her life always just made things weird. But the creature that was standing in front of her—one half of the duo who created her—was in pain. And all because of her. That wasn’t okay. With a beleaguered sigh, she reached out and hugged him. She pulled him in and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. He went stiff, unsure of what to do, before finally wrapping his arms around her in return. He squeezed her tight, and she felt his shoulders shake once before he buried his head into her shoulder. He wasn’t crying—but he might be on the edge of it. 
 
    “I don’t hate him because he made me. I hate him because he lied to me and used me. You never did any of those things.” 
 
    “Worse yet, I was not there at all. I believe I am what humans call an absentee parent.” 
 
    She squeezed him again. She couldn’t help but laugh, it was so absurd. “Well, we have time now, us being immortal and all. Unless this cult gets its way and ends the world, I guess. I suppose I should do what I can to stop them, huh?” 
 
    Azrael lifted his head from her shoulder to look at her curiously and in disbelief. As if he was not quite certain he heard her right. 
 
    To be fair, she wasn’t quite sure she heard herself right. She swallowed the lump in her throat. She was terrified. But if Alistair was the only one in the world with knowledge who could help them stop the madmen with power the likes of which she had never seen or heard of before, she didn’t exactly have a choice. 
 
    The cult had two archangels in their possession. They had already threatened Richard’s family. They were after her, too. Alistair…was a danger only to her. She’d suffer his revenge, but nobody else would. He wouldn’t take it out on Richard, Conrad, or Gabe. She knew him well enough to know he had that level of honor. 
 
    The archdemon Asmodeus was currently the lesser of two evils. 
 
    Her fingers twisted into the lapel of his gray wool peacoat. Just because she said she would do it didn’t mean she had to like it. “I know you don’t get involved. I know you’re neutral. But please, don’t let him…just don’t let him, that’s all I’m asking.” 
 
    Brows furrowed over blue eyes as he looked down at her. “Don’t let him do what?” 
 
    Dread welled in her stomach. “Whatever he’s planning.” 
 
    Azrael laughed quietly and hugged her to him again, nearly picking her up off her feet with the force of it. “In that, I give you my word.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was her worst nightmare come to life. 
 
    Trinity Church in Boston. It was beautiful, with its soaring gothic-revival architecture. The towering statues and gargoyles on the outside were intended to mimic the cathedrals of Europe. It was mostly successful. It stood out like a sore thumb in the Copley area of Boston, surrounded by high-rises and expensive hotels. The only thing that made it look like it even remotely belonged there was the Boston Public Library that sat across a large grass-less courtyard and busy street from the foreboding building. 
 
    But at this time of night, the streets were basically empty. Boston was a sleepy city, with very little foot traffic after one or two in the morning. The subway system shut down at half past midnight, which meant that most bars closed around one. The city had been founded by Puritans, and the old ideals still held true in strange and subtle ways. 
 
    Either that, or it was a conspiracy by cab drivers. 
 
    Whichever. 
 
    It meant the courtyard was almost empty, with only a few other stragglers walking to the T or heading home. Empty, save for her and the small pack around her. Azrael had even opted to stick around, something she hadn’t expected. She appreciated it. He was trying to be supportive in the best way a creature like him could be. 
 
    Maleon, in dog form, was barking excitedly at the church, straining at the end of his leash. He was pulling his front legs off the ground with how eagerly the imp wanted to get into the church. And now. Deciding the damage he’d cause inside was less important than stopping the annoying sound of him yapping, she reached down and unclipped the leash from his collar. 
 
    His little legs scrambled as he tripped over himself and tore full tilt through the open outer doors of the church. 
 
    Looking up at the foreboding structure, she shuddered at the memory of what she had left behind here, so very long ago. All she could do in her head was repeat the litany of obscenities that she was only barely resisting voicing at every possible opportunity. An arm went around her shoulder, and she looked up at Richard, who was standing beside her. “I don’t want to do this,” she muttered. She wondered if this was how people felt when they went in for major surgery. The idea that no matter what happened, it was going to hurt, it was going to suck, and the road out was going to be painful. But it was something that had to be done. The idea of going in there was making her run both too hot and too cold at the same time from the adrenaline. 
 
    “I know…I know.” Richard furrowed his brow. He had put off his trip home until the next day. He had offered to stay at her side for this moment. She was grateful for that. It was nice to have the company, even if she was afraid of what was going to come about because of it. 
 
    The threat to his family ensured that Richard was fully invested in stopping this cult. It meant he was another vote for freeing Asmodeus. No one wanted her to do it, but everyone wanted the cult stopped just a little bit more. 
 
    She stopped walking. The air between her and the church was getting thicker and thicker as she got closer to it. Mostly, that was in her imagination, she knew. But it was also because she could sense him. She could feel him as the distance between her and the building narrowed. It was a presence she had come to know and now dreaded with every fiber of her being. 
 
    Richard stopped to face her and put his hands on her shoulders. He squeezed lightly. “Hey. I know. I know what’s being asked of you.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think you do.” Disgust welled in her stomach to match the dread. Together, they made her nauseated, and she had to fight to swallow down the pasta they’d had for dinner. Gabe’d be offended if she hurled up his impressive hotel-made meal. 
 
    Disgust, dread, and—she realized all at once—guilt. A great deal of guilt was simmering under the surface. Not because of what she’d done to Alistair. No, that smarmy asshole deserved every ounce of what she had done to him. Guilt because of the other lives she had taken in her blind rage. 
 
    Guilt because she knew they’d all learn the truth of what had really happened. The part of her past that she denied existed, even to herself on most days, was about to forcefully come to light. 
 
     “We’re here. We’ve got your back. We won’t let him do anything to you.” Richard ran his hand over her hair in a gesture she was sure was meant to be soothing. It didn’t make a damn bit of difference. 
 
    You’re here now. You won’t be soon. “Yeah.” She forced herself to nod, to try to pretend she felt strong. To pretend she didn’t want to turn and run for the horizon. But she didn’t have a choice. Even with everything else piled up, she knew she would put herself through this hell for Richard. Because if these freaks weren’t stopped, his family would always be in danger. 
 
    He was her only real friend. The only one she’d ever had in her life who felt like it wasn’t because of Alistair’s influence. She’d go through this to protect him and the people he loved. 
 
    Richard stepped aside and let her walk forward. Gabe and Conrad were staying quiet, although Conrad had a hand sitting on one of his holstered guns. Demons were demons, and a cult was a cult. Alistair’s people weren’t to be trusted. Yet closer they went. The building was closed for the night, the lights turned low. But as they set foot on the bottom stair leading up to the large wooden double doors that stood open, someone walked outside. 
 
    The man who stood there struck her as familiar, even though she knew she had never seen him before. He had short, dark hair, dark eyes, and a broad face. Similar, yet different enough, to someone she had once known. He wore a black suit with a dark green shirt underneath, with a bright brass and enamel pin on his lapel. 
 
    The pin was a symbol she knew quite well. It was a false name, a sigil that had largely hit print due to his direct influence. It looked like a P with a devil’s tail on the left side, surrounded by other scribbles, swirls, and cross-markers. It sat in a circle, with the letters ASMODAY surrounding it. 
 
    If an archdemon’s true name was like having a part of their soul, this was the equivalent to having their email address. Just because a person had it, just because a person used it, didn’t mean the named was going to answer or care. In fact, Alistair had always loved the conceit of being accessible and reachable by those who needed him. So, all those who served in his “society” wore his name, so they might always call for him. 
 
    Gabe and Conrad hung back, as did Azrael, letting her go first. It was now or never. Man up, cowboy. She forced herself forward, one step at a time.  
 
    As she got to the top of the stairs, the man standing at the door bowed low to her. “Lady Selina. It is my deepest honor.” 
 
    “That’s not my fucking name.” 
 
    He straightened and looked at her in abject confusion and surprise at her sudden vitriol. “I…uh…” He coughed, unsure of what to do, then wiping his palm onto the pant of his leg, reached his hand out to her. “I’m Calvin Davies. Godfrey’s grandson. I am the senior warden of the society. We are grateful and thankful that you came tonight.” 
 
    Ah. That explained how familiar he looked. She narrowed her eyes at him and didn’t take his hand. She just glared at him until he awkwardly lowered it. “I’m not here because I want to be, Calvin.” 
 
    His disappointment was written across his features. He nodded and gestured for her to go inside. “I know. I had hoped it would be different. But the fact remains, we’re so happy to see you. Your imp is already inside.” 
 
    We. 
 
    She knew who else was happy she was here. He wasn’t just talking about the cult. 
 
    Cringing, she hesitated, caught between her desire to be done with the conversation and her matching desire to not set foot back inside the church that haunted her dreams. She pulled in a wavering breath, held it, and let it out in a rush as she turned to walk inside. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time she stood in this foyer and felt fear. But the last time had been very different. To call what she felt now the same as the nervous excitement she felt on that day seventy-two years ago was to say that a house cat was the same as a lion. Sure, on its face, fear was fear. 
 
    But that was where the similarities ended. 
 
      
 
    The candles were all lit. The gas lamps were left low, and the new electric lights that were wired up in the building were off. The flickering amber danced shadows in the corners, illuminating the rows of people who stood to the sides of the church. The pews were empty, but the building had nearly a hundred souls lining the walls. 
 
    She knew almost all of them by name. They were her family and her friends. They were the people who cared for her and took care of her every day since the moment she woke up in this place. 
 
    She stepped away from the double door that led from the vestibule into the main sanctuary, but not before someone caught her hand. She looked up at Godfrey and smiled. He opened his arms to her. She hugged him tightly, and he returned the embrace. “I’m so proud of you,” he whispered to her. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too.” She beamed, her heart overfull. 
 
    “Tonight’s the night. Now, you can finally stop pestering us with your questions.” Godfrey went to pat the top of her head, but her hair had been done up, and he chuckled, settling for resting his hand on her shoulder. “Go on, then. He’s waiting.” 
 
    She gave him one last tight hug before turning back to the main aisle. 
 
    For thirty-five years, she had wondered who and what she was. What kind of creature was she, who had fallen to Earth? Nervousness made her fidget, and she twisted her hands into the fabric of the beautiful dark blue gown she wore. Alistair had chosen it for her, and she wore it happily. He was to thank for everything she had, after all. She could never repay him for the shelter he had given her or for the kindness he had shown her. 
 
    And tonight, she learned the truth. Tonight, the time had finally come. He was going to show her who and what she was. The mystery that had plagued her and had twisted a hundred-thousand stories into her mind would finally be solved. That vault inside of her that hid the secret of her lineage would be opened. 
 
    She couldn’t wait. But like a high diver approaching the edge of the board, she peered over the drop and felt her stomach twist. There was no going back once the leap was made. 
 
    All her fear was swept away as she looked up to see the man waiting for her at the far end of the aisle. He stood there alone, an imposing figure in a perfectly tailored dark gray suit. His dark hair was swept back from his features, carefully gelled to look as immaculate as the rest of him. 
 
    He smiled at her, and even from the distance between them, it drew one out of her in return. Lifting his hand, he gestured for her to come to him. And she answered, as she always had. She walked down the center of the church and to the altar at the end and, gathering up the front of her dress, made her way up the few stone steps to stand in front of him. 
 
    The stained-glass windows that surrounded them were beautiful. It was sunset, and they glowed with their fragments of colors, arranged to form the figures of saints and angels. It was wonderfully ironic that a fallen archangel had chosen this place. But the building was undoubtedly one of the most beautiful she had ever seen in the city, with its painted red and blue decor and soaring gothic columns. “Good taste is good taste, even if they do have it pointed in the wrong direction,” Alistair had said of his choice with his typical wry smile. 
 
    Buildings like this had a feeling to them. So many hundreds and thousands of people coming in and out of its doors with the impression of something sacred left a mark. Humans believed the building was special, therefore it was. Alistair had taught her that the only kind of prophecy that existed was the self-fulfilling kind. That the power of the mind had the strength to work silent and unseen wonders around it, both beautiful and tragic. 
 
    She owed everything to him. 
 
    He reached out to take her hand, and she gave it to him without hesitation. Drawing her closer, he looked down at her with a smile. Lifting a hand, he gently toyed with one of the curls of her hair that was left to dangle artfully from where the strands were collected at the back of her neck. 
 
    “Are you ready, my little sapphire?” His voice was quiet, but he didn’t need to speak loudly to fill the room. The bass rumble of his tone reverberated easily against the warm wood walls and stone around them. 
 
    “I’ve been ready.” She chuckled. “You’re the one who wanted to wait this long.” 
 
    He laughed, and the sound made her heart soar. It always would. “That’s fair, I suppose.” 
 
    “Speaking of fair,” she grinned playfully up at him, “I think if tonight is a night of revelations, I’d like to see you. The real you.” 
 
    He tilted his head back and looked at her curiously. For a moment, the veneer of the man cracked, and she saw the archdemon blazing away in his emerald eyes. In the ten years they had spent together, she had never seen his true form. He had always said he didn’t want to frighten or overwhelm her. 
 
    In truth, she suspected he liked to pretend he was a mortal man. The way he revered humans spoke to it—the way he obsessed with their stories, their movies, their music, and their technology. The way he so carefully tailored himself to be the very best of them told her that he was playing a role. She never brought it up. She couldn’t imagine what it was like to be tens of thousands of years old, stretching back long before humanity existed. From what she could tell, they all had their unique ways of coping. And this was his. 
 
    But she wanted to see him all the same. 
 
    “You’d have me scare you, tonight of all nights? You’d have me send you running in fear?” He forced himself to match her playful expression, even if there was a dangerous glint in his eyes. “That’s not very sporting of you.” 
 
    “I’ve seen Beelzebub in his true shape. Leviathan as well. You can’t be any more hideous than they are.” Levi’s prank that day was the exact reason she swore she would never set foot on an ocean cruise again. 
 
    “Hideous? Do you think I could ever be anything close to that?” He placed a palm against his chest, pretending to be offended. “Please! Even Lucifer and Michael pale to my beauty.” 
 
    “Then what’re you so afraid of?” 
 
    “I am afraid you might faint at the glory of it.” 
 
    She laughed, and he joined her. When it faded naturally, he smiled down, gentleness and warmth in his eyes. “Very well.” He took half a step back. “I can deny you nothing, after all.” 
 
    She watched in awe as his form melted away. The man ceased to be, and something far greater took its place. Greater, yet the same. She saw in the figure that stood before her the same green eyes, though now they glowed with their own source of fire. 
 
    He seemed to fill the room. He was so tall. He always had been. But it was as though every part of him had been muted, toned down, shoved and tucked into a smaller box than it had any business being. Long, dark brown hair flowed around features that were devastating and nearly brutal in their perfection. He looked chiseled by an Italian master, but one who had been touched with the knife’s edge of madness. 
 
    The bottom half of his face was hidden behind a long and tattered emerald green scarf. The color had begun to fade as if exposed to sunlight for many years, spotty and uneven. It did nothing to mar what was visible of his sharp, deadly, and dangerous features. 
 
    He was bare-chested, the suit gone with the rest of his human façade. A long wrap of what had once been black fabric hung around his hips, tattered and threadbare. He was barefoot. There were slight creases at the corners of his eyes. His chest was broad, tan, and utterly flawless. He was muscular but not grotesque. He was impossible in his perfection. 
 
    But what struck her, what made her take a step back away from him…were his wings. 
 
    They were enormous and stretched out behind him in a shimmering array of oil-slicked darkness. They were like the feathers of a grackle, black and yet every color of the rainbow all at once. Catching the light of the sunset through the stained-glass windows and from the candles around them, they reflected all those colors and more. 
 
    The way they moved was unlike anything she had expected. She thought they would perch behind him like props, like the static things in paintings and the windows around them. That they were there mostly for show or to only stretch out for dramatic effect. But the wings that came from his back looked more like an extra set of arms. They moved as he did, and at the crests of both wings were three fingers like the talons of a vulture. Two set across from an opposable thumb. They moved and flexed, almost nervously as he stood there and watched her. 
 
    She gasped. So did all the others in the hall. She heard the rustle of fabric and, turning, saw those in attendance had dropped to their knees before him. Before their rightful Master. 
 
    When she moved to follow suit, to kneel before him, his hand was instantly at her elbow. “No.” His voice had changed and yet stayed the same. It was somehow more resonant, as if the range of his voice was yet another part of him that had been crammed into a glass jar. “Please don’t kneel to me. Not you. Never you.” 
 
    She looked up to meet those blazing green eyes and found them looking down at her with the same warmth and softness she had seen before. She froze as he lowered the clawed talon of his wing to her cheek. He curled the digits in and brushed the backs of the knuckles slowly down her face. The touch was rough and calloused, but it wasn’t unpleasant. It was also hot, as though his body temperature was warmer now than it had been before. 
 
    She stood in awe, gaping up at him uselessly, and he lifted the fingers of his hand to gently shut her mouth. The action made her laugh, and she smiled up at him. She knew she must look like a child on Christmas morning to him. She felt her face go warm, and she knew she was blushing. She wondered after the scarf that covered the lower half of his face, but she didn’t have time to ask about it. 
 
    “Do I scare you?” The resonance in his voice vibrated in her, and she shivered. The feeling of his power was surrounding her. Filling the air around her like electricity. She felt warm as though she were standing next to a fire. The enormity of him was inescapable. 
 
    “No. You’ll never scare me.” Even standing here in the full glory of him, she felt safe. She felt like she belonged here. She reached out to touch the talons of his wings and ran her fingertips along the palm, feeling the strangely rough skin there, like that of a condor or a vulture. But she was fascinated and entirely unafraid of the sharp, dagger-like claws that adorned them. 
 
    His wings moved, just like a second set of arms, and the talons of his wings settled onto her shoulders. The digits ran over the bare skin in a gentle caress. It almost cocooned them away from the rest of the building. It gave them a strange kind of privacy. He reached down and from the belt of her gown removed the knife she carried there. It was a long, delicate Art Deco piece made of pure silver. It had been made for one purpose—for one night. This night. 
 
    “Are you ready?” He turned the knife over in his palm until he held the hilt and balanced the tip over her heart. 
 
    It skipped a beat at the gesture. She knew she would be safe. She knew this was only the beginning. She knew this was how she was going to have all the answers she had ever wanted. And standing here before Alistair—no, before Asmodeus—she knew she was going to jump over that cliff happily and without regret. 
 
    But that didn’t mean she wasn’t just a little afraid. “It’s going to hurt,” she said quietly, sounding like a child in her own ears again. 
 
    “Of course it will. But only for a short time.” He settled his other hand on the back of her neck, and the feeling of the pad of his thumb, warmer than her skin and a little rougher, rubbing a slow circle there dashed all her fears. She stepped in closer to him unconsciously, wanting more of the heat he exuded. 
 
    One of his wings shifted to wrap around her lower back and pull her closer to him. They were nearly touching now, and the feeling made her eyes slip shut. All the tension in her limbs left her. This was where she belonged. This was right. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    It stung. It stung like a thousand angry bees had suddenly made their home in her ribcage. That and the sickening crunch of the blade sliding along bone was something that would haunt her. But he was right; it didn’t last long. She felt herself convulse, felt herself twitch as everything in her screamed that something wasn’t right. 
 
    She had a silver dagger in her heart, after all. 
 
    Her legs gave out, but she didn’t fall. She was lowered gently, cradled in arms and wings alike. It felt like lying on a downy blanket. Asmodeus was whispering words into her ear, but she couldn’t hear him. Things were growing dark and cold, and his warmth was now far away. 
 
    Darkness came for her. 
 
    And with darkness, came another voice. 
 
    “Hello, my daughter. We need to speak.” 
 
      
 
    Veil was shivering. She was shaking like a leaf, her arms wrapped around herself. Tears were streaking down her cheeks, unchecked and unnoticed. She was back. She was here. 
 
    When Azrael had told her of what she truly was, what kind of twisted homunculus he and Asmodeus had made, the betrayal and the hurt had consumed her. When she came back to life that first time, she found her world was shattered. 
 
    She could see both places at once. She felt the coldness of the spirit plane. She felt the heat of the waking world. Both at once. The symbols on her arms had appeared as if from nowhere. And she knew then that every word the archangel of death had told her had been true. 
 
    She had taken hold of the archdemon before her and dragged him back into the cold, and the death, and the pain that was overwhelming her. 
 
    She left him there, ignoring his cries. Ignoring how he called to her, begged for forgiveness, begged for her to wait. How he pleaded with her to stop as she took the silver knife from the floor, covered in her own blood, and slaughtered everyone in the building that she could catch. 
 
    Now she stood here, faced with those ghosts. Both those in her mind…and those that stood right in front of her. Wooden puppets stood along the sides of the pews, watching. But they weren’t her focus. Someone else was. His form was shadowy and spectral, as it existed only in the spirit realm. Green eyes bored like glowing embers into her and made her want to turn and run for the hills. 
 
    Asmodeus. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Selina…” 
 
    He struggled to stand. Even as an archdemon, it was clear the spirit realm had left him weak, drained, and broken. But, by sheer force of will alone, he made it up to his feet. His brow was knitted in pain, and he wavered on his bare feet but stayed upright. His wings were folded behind his back, the talons grasping onto his shoulders. 
 
     The sound of his voice made her heart sink into her stomach. She took a step back and would have taken a second if it weren’t for a hand that stopped her. “He won’t hurt you.” Azrael. “I promise.” 
 
    She shook her head quickly. She could barely hear him over the pounding in her ears. “I can’t. I can’t do this,” she whispered, her voice haggard. 
 
    “Mistress?” A tiny hand pulled on her sleeve, distracting her. The little ball of lard was standing on the back of a pew in imp form, looking up at her, eyes wide in concern “What can I do?” 
 
    There wasn’t anything the tiny thing could do. But his desire to help was annoyingly endearing. “Protect Richard. Stay at his side, no matter what.” 
 
    The imp popped an American salute and flew over to perch on her friend’s shoulder. 
 
    Asmodeus’s voice dragged her back into the moment. “Please, do not leave me here. Please, not a second time.” 
 
    Her footsteps froze. She stood with her back to him, but it didn’t make him feel any less close. His power was all around her. Weaker, a smoldering ember compared to the inferno she had felt from him that day so long ago, but still there. She wrapped her arms around herself and squeezed her eyes shut. “I can’t do this…” 
 
    “I beg of you…show me mercy.” 
 
    The agony in his voice wrenched her heart. She sobbed, threading her hands into her hair and clenching it tight, trying to use the stinging pain to ground her. He sounded so hopeless, so broken, and so…alone. She had done that to him. 
 
    He deserves it. He deserves every ounce of it for what he did. She struggled to remind herself that all the death she had caused that night had been deserved. That all the blood that had stained the carpets and the wood floor had been spent in justice. 
 
    But here, now, like this? 
 
    She wasn’t so sure anymore. 
 
    When a hand fell on her shoulder again, she didn’t know who it belonged to. Gabe, Conrad, Richard, or Azrael, it didn’t matter. She shrugged away from them and turned back to face the front of the church and began walking before she could change her mind. 
 
    Get it over with. Let him out. Then get in her car alone and run for the horizon. Put as much distance as she could between them. Maybe go move to Maui. That’d be nice. Beaches were the best. She could go for a Mai-Tai right about now.  
 
    She tried to picture that, sitting on a beach with a drink with a little paper umbrella, instead of standing here in this horrible building surrounded by her past. But the mental shield shattered the moment she came within ten feet of the ghastly, transparent shade of Asmodeus. Forced to look up from the floor, she met his burning green gaze. 
 
    And all her strength fell away. 
 
    Those eyes, that had always been slightly creased, were now sunken and dark. He looked like a person who had not slept in a month. For him, it had been seventy-two years. He looked like a shallow version of himself. He looked like a corpse. Every movement clearly drew pain, and yet he still took a step down the stairs to come closer to her. Still, the sight of him left her feeling small and in awe. 
 
    He was a fallen archangel, after all. She was just a pile of clay. What right did she have to leave him there, trapped in the spirit world? She swiped a hand across her cheeks, desperately trying to wipe the tears away. 
 
    He reached out to touch her, his hand shaking and ghostly. No one else could see him, save for her, Azrael, and the wooden puppets lurking in the shadows. Even to her, he was just a transparent overlay upon the world. The product of her always living with one foot on either side of the line. 
 
    He tried to wipe away her tears but couldn’t. He couldn’t touch her here. But it didn’t stop her from flinching as his hand moved close to her cheek. He cringed at her reaction and pulled his fingers into a fist and let his hand fall uselessly at his side. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    He was sorry. 
 
    She had left him here, and he was sorry. 
 
    If she didn’t feel like a dumpster fire before, she did now. “Let’s just get this over with.” 
 
    She stepped through into the spirit world, dragging her body through the shroud that separated the two. She knew that to everyone else, she had blinked out of existence. She really wished she had. As the mortal world disappeared to her, the spirit one snapped more fully into focus. 
 
    The muted colors of the real world paled to the glow that came from him. Even like this, even broken and weak, he was a shining beacon in the darkness. 
 
    His wings unfurled behind him, and she shrank back. For a moment, she worried he was going to hit her. At the look of fear on her face, his expression fell. “I would change my shape. I would hide this form from you. But in this place, as I am, I cannot.” 
 
    His voice was no longer spectral, but it was no less strained and agonized. He sounded like a man who had been forced to walk in the desert for a hundred years. And for all intents and purposes, he had. 
 
    “That’s not…that’s not what I’m worried about.” 
 
    “Why do you fear me, Selina?” His brow furrowed. “Do you think I…ah. You think I am angry.” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “Would it matter to you if I was?” 
 
    “It matters if you’re going to chain me up somewhere. Or wipe my mind and make me your slave.” 
 
    Burning green eyes slipped shut, and his shoulders slumped. “No, Selina…I am not angry. I am tired. And I am in pain.” 
 
    The cold was settling into her as well, and she shivered against it. This was going to hurt, dragging him back through. It had already been a long and exhausting week. Hauling him through the spirit realm the first time, she had only managed to pull it off out of an act of sheer adrenaline. Now, she didn’t have that to rely on. 
 
    The more she waited, the harder it would get. 
 
    “Let’s go. This is going to be shitty enough as it is.” She reached out her hand to him. It trembled as he took it. His touch was so warm, even against the icy world around them.  
 
    Asmodeus drew her in close to him, and she felt his wings curl around her. His dark voice rumbled against her. “Open the way for me, and I will take us through. I have that much strength left in me.” 
 
    Shutting her eyes, she let her body snap back into the physical world. She expected to feel the horrible sensation of trying to tug him back. But instead, it felt as though she were strapped to the front of a train that was now screaming down the tracks. 
 
    She didn’t know which was worse. 
 
    Power like his wanted to be free. 
 
    Her head spun, and she lost all sense of things as the world teetered and went black. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Richard could only watch in amazement and horror. The two emotions were in perfect balance, split down the middle, at what was happening around him. He had never seen Veil afraid. Never once in his life had he seen her with a look of wide-eyed terror that had overcome her. That alone was enough to send him shrinking to the back of the group. 
 
    She fought with herself, clearly wanting nothing more than to run away. But the need to protect those around her—himself and his family probably highest on that list—drove her forward. It made him wish nothing more than that she’d be spared what she was about to go through. 
 
    Veil never talked much about her time with Asmodeus. He knew that she had spent twenty-five years raised by his cult and then another ten in his presence. He wasn’t sure why “Alistair Solomon” had done things that way. He had never worked up the nerve to ask. Veil didn’t talk about those ten years or what happened between them, and it was painfully clear how little she wanted to discuss it. 
 
    So, he had left it alone. Now he really wished he knew more about what transpired between the two. As he watched her be dragged over proverbial hot coals into the church in the center of the city, he couldn’t help but wonder.  
 
    People dressed in formal attire lined the walls of the building, each standing with their hands clasped in front of them. They watched the pack of them enter. It was too dark, and they were too far away for Richard to make out much else. 
 
    Conrad had his gun drawn but lowered, ready to act if he needed to. He was scanning the room with a grim expression on his face. The priest had complained about being surrounded and not trusting the archdemon and his “goons.” Gabe was of a similar mindset. Richard was just happy there were two people with him who could fight. 
 
    Well, two people and an archangel. 
 
    Richard wasn’t sure what to make of Azrael. The archangel walked beside Veil, staying close to her, and did his best to support her. It was still such a bizarre concept to him that the man who looked like a librarian was, in fact, the archangel of death. He didn’t feel holy. He didn’t feel powerful. It was only in a rare moment here or there that he could see the shell crack and the power of the thing that lived beneath it. 
 
    That terrified him even more. 
 
    How many creatures like him walked the planet without anyone being any the wiser? How many demons, angels, and the monsters they had spawned were now running around the world, serving coffee or waiting tables? 
 
    It made him feel more claustrophobic than he already did, standing there surrounded by creatures and people who could, and would, kill him in a heartbeat. 
 
    Richard knew he was out of his league. Yet he had a million questions he wanted to ask the archangel. Was there a God? Was there really a Heaven? Or a Hell? Where did people go after they died? What was it like? 
 
    But they hadn’t had time before, and he doubted he’d have much time now. Everything had happened so fast since coming to Boston, it made him dizzy. And the cult had threatened Chris and Chelsea. If anything ever happened to them because of his stupid need to fight the kind of people who took his family away from him, he didn’t know what he’d do. Eat the end of a gun, he figured. 
 
    One cult took his sister, his father, and his mother away. If another one took away his wife and daughter, it would be over for him. He wouldn’t know how to go on. When Veil told him what the creep in the van had said—that they had pictures of his home—he had almost sunk into another panic attack. It was only after Conrad had insisted the Order had people on it, that they’d be safe, that he could breathe again. 
 
    But still, the worry buzzed away in the back of his mind. The worry that the Order might not be strong or fast enough was a constant undercurrent. It made it hard to feel too deeply for his friend’s pain. This cult was beyond dangerous and needed to be stopped at any cost. 
 
    Even this one. 
 
    As soon as tonight was over, he was on a jet home. Private or not, he was going back to his family. Veil had new friends to take care of her—ones who would do a lot better in a spat than he would. 
 
    When Veil had nearly doubled over sobbing, he had put a hand on her shoulder to try to console her. But she pulled away from him before he could say anything or hug her. She knew she had to do this, and she was the kind of person who didn’t take comfort easily. She liked to suffer alone, to deal with her issues in private. She did her best to always put on a strong front. It was a point of pride on his part that he had been let in past that barrier. 
 
    The little imp was now perched on his shoulder, instructed to protect him. He knew the critter wouldn’t be able to do much if it came down to a fight, but having anything there to help him felt better than nothing. He resisted the urge to hug him like the world’s ugliest stuffed animal. 
 
    Azrael turned to look at him. Feeling singled out, he froze. “Remember your words, mortal.” 
 
    “What?” He blinked. “What words?” He sounded loud in a place that felt otherwise quiet. 
 
    “That it is her right to disclose her tale. No one else has the right to demand that of her. Remember that.” 
 
    Richard furrowed his brow and meant to ask a follow-up question but never had the chance. As Veil walked down the aisle toward the altar of the church, he felt something in the room…shift. It was like something big, really big, moved for the first time in a long time. He wasn’t psychic; in fact, he had the metaphysical awareness of an unplugged toaster. But something made his mouth go dry. 
 
    Even Conrad and Gabe fell back a step, their expressions alert and unsure. Richard took a step behind them. Not that they weren’t surrounded, after all. 
 
    Veil made it to the altar and froze. He could only watch, unable to do anything to help her, as she shrank back from whatever she could see that he couldn’t. She was shaking in fear. He knew what she saw—who she saw. 
 
    A second later, she disappeared. The seconds dragged on in silence as the whole of the room seemed to hold its breath. It could have been five seconds or ten, or a whole minute, he couldn’t be sure, before it happened. 
 
    Before he appeared. 
 
    It wasn’t a man. But it wasn’t not a man at the same time. He was a towering figure, easily pushing seven feet…that was before you took the wings into account. Long, dark hair fell over a bare chest, mingling with dark green fabric around the lower half of his face. He was beautiful, brutal, and both ungodly and holy at the same time. He was terrifying. 
 
    He cradled Veil in his arms, carrying her easily. She looked small against him, her head resting against his chest. She was unconscious. 
 
    Steam rose from his skin, the result of coming from the spirit world. As he materialized, he spread his wings out wide behind him and straightened his back, stretching. The span of his wings must have been nearly twenty feet. It touched the edges of the archway to the altar on both sides. The lights glinted off black feathers that shone with blues and reds, oranges and greens, like an oil spill. At the peak of both were clawed talons, each with two fingers and a thumb, all of which flexed and clenched as the archdemon felt the warmth of the living world for the first time in seventy-two years. 
 
    Asmodeus let out a long breath, and steam rose from out of the fabric that covered his mouth. It was a product of where he had been trapped for so long. His eyes were shut, and relief was painted clearly on his flawless features. 
 
    Richard wasn’t sure if he had remembered to breathe. He felt lightheaded and dizzy at the sight of the creature. As the world tipped, he grabbed the wooden edge of a pew. A hand helped him to sit. Looking up, he saw the warm and amused face of Azrael looking down at him. The archangel—another archangel, Richard reminded himself and felt his head spin worse—patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    No wonder they took human form. Suddenly he had no desire to see what Azrael truly looked like. He took a deep breath and tried to keep himself from passing out. 
 
    “Hello, brother.” 
 
    The voice that came from the end of the aisle rumbled like thunder. Richard looked up and realized it was Asmodeus who had been the source of it. He still carried Veil in his arms. All around the room, Richard saw those who served the archdemon had fallen to their knees at the sight of him. Asmodeus was ignoring them. Instead, glowing bright green eyes were fixed on Azrael. 
 
    Azrael nodded once to him and walked away from Richard toward the dark figure. He was glad for it, honestly. He didn’t want to be anywhere near the two of them. He wanted to go home. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing her here.” Asmodeus took a few more steps down from the altar of the church. He folded his wings behind him, and the talons on the ends that looked like they belonged to a monstrous bird of prey rested on his shoulders. 
 
    “She made the decision to come. This group of humans has grown too dangerous to ignore. And they threatened her friend’s family. She understood the needs of others outweighed her own.” 
 
    Glowing green eyes slipped shut for a moment as he lowered his head. “I had hoped she would have freed me for her own ends. That you had convinced her to come to me.” 
 
    “No. We haven’t spoken since that night she pulled you across. Not until this group reared its head and became too much of a threat for even me to ignore.” Azrael shrugged. “I wished to give her time.” 
 
    “You were too afraid to speak to her, Azrael. Say it plainly. You didn’t want to look into the eyes that match yours and see hatred staring back.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Azrael folded his hands behind his back, his fingers still moving as if they were always busy doing something. “I suppose I didn’t want to share your fate in that regard.” 
 
    Asmodeus laughed, a thin, dry, sarcastic sound. He looked down at the girl in his arms, and one of his wings lifted to move as though it were another arm. He gently stroked the claws of his hand through her hair. It was a tender gesture, and his brow furrowed as he looked down at her. “I hope she finds the strength to forgive me.” 
 
    “I can’t provide any insight into that, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Hey! Asshole!” 
 
    Oh. Right. The priests. Richard had forgotten all about Gabe and Conrad. Same with everyone else, it seemed. Azrael twitched, startled, as Conrad shouted from nearby. Conrad had both guns drawn and pointed squarely at Asmodeus. 
 
    The archdemon looked at the priest and his weapons and tilted his head slightly to one side. “And you are?” 
 
    “A friend of Veil’s.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Put her down and step away from her.” Conrad took a step toward the archdemon. Richard couldn’t believe his fearlessness. There was no way the priest didn’t know that his guns must be utterly pointless in a situation like this. Gabe was at his side, ready to fight with his companion. 
 
    Asmodeus shook his head and chuckled. “Humans. You never cease to amaze. You want me to put her down? Why? What claim do you have on Selina?” 
 
    Conrad grinned. “We’re her friends. We’re here to help her. She agreed to do this only because she knew we were going to save her if we needed to.” 
 
    “Save her?” Asmodeus was more than a little amused now. “What could you protect her from that I couldn’t?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    Asmodeus looked taken aback. His eyes widened slightly, and the humor left him. His shoulders slumped just barely. “You think I would harm her? You think I mean her any ill will?” 
 
    Conrad sneered. “She thinks you do. Your daughter wants nothing to do with you.” 
 
    Darkness roared. That was the only way Richard could think to describe it. It was silent, it was overwhelming, and it was deadly. Something reared up, and power unfurled as the archdemon spread his wings wide with a loud crack. Gabe and Conrad flinched backward at the sound and at the shadows that seemed to have come to life in the corners of the room. The archdemon stretched out his power without moving anything more than his wings, and it suddenly felt as though the room had grown very hot. 
 
    Hell itself gaped in front of them like a chasm. And the void was alive, angry, and hungry. 
 
    Richard staggered to his feet and paced back toward the door, not daring to turn his back to the monster that stood there cradling his best friend but needing very much to be farther away from him. 
 
    Asmodeus laughed. It was not a friendly sound. But like the passing of a storm, the archdemon’s rage seemed to fade. He curled his wings at his back once more, and just like that, the feeling of him seemed to shrink to what it was before. A raging pyre, but not volcanic eruption. “My daughter? Oh, my dear, dear, sweet new friends…I fear you are utterly misinformed.” 
 
    Gabe found his voice. Somehow, some way, the inquisitive Italian found the strength to speak. “What do you mean?” 
 
    The archdemon chuckled again, enjoying his private joke. His green and glowing eyes shone in dark mischief. 
 
    “She is not my daughter. She is my wife.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    November 1st, 1935 
 
      
 
    Alistair had stepped into her life after twenty-five years of being a myth and a legend to her. For twenty-five years, she lived as his ward, and he was her benefactor. But never, no matter how hard she begged, would he let them meet. 
 
    Now, as she stood in awe of his presence, she understood why. He walked onto that balcony and fell to his knees before her, pledging himself to her. And yet she felt so small and so tiny near him. 
 
    He was the kind of man who turned heads wherever he went. The kind that couldn’t go to a restaurant without people glancing at him and wondering if he were someone important. Those who didn’t know the truth about him might think him only exceedingly charismatic. But she could feel the pull, the draw, the power that surrounded him. It took her breath away. 
 
    His features were flawless—chiseled but dangerous. There was something brutal and raw about him, even as he stood in his perfect, refined suit. Hinting—and promising—that there was a beast hidden beneath those layers of carefully tailored appearance. 
 
    He was a demigod in the flesh, wearing a suit of humanity just as much as the black ensemble over it. 
 
    Who was she—what was she—that she was so important to him? What ancient creature could she have been before she fell to Earth that mattered so much to a being like Alistair? One who seemed to fill every nook and cranny of the room without even trying? 
 
    Selina sat across the table from him. After they had talked on the balcony, he had invited her inside to eat. How she was supposed to focus on food was beyond her. He guided her to her chair with a hand on her elbow, and he might have had her by the throat for how effective it was. He could have hurled her over the railing with nothing but that faint press of his fingertips. 
 
    She didn’t consider herself flighty, weak-willed, or pliable. Anything but. Yet in his presence, she felt like a wide-eyed doe in a field looking at the glint of a hunter’s rifle across the grass. She felt insignificant. Astonished. And the way he looked at her, at the storm that raged in those emerald eyes of his, she felt…more than a little like the prey in her analogy. 
 
    He pulled out her chair for her. “My dear.” 
 
    The rumble in his voice sounded like the thundercloud he so reminded her of. She sat down, and it wasn’t until he had already moved away from her that she stammered out a quiet thank you. 
 
    He only chuckled. “You’re nervous.” 
 
    Selina nodded and forced herself to swallow the lump in her throat enough to speak. “I don’t quite know what to do.” 
 
    “Mmh. A serious question. What are we to do, indeed?” Standing beside the table, he reached down and picked up the bottle of red wine that sat atop the white linen. Deftly, he uncorked it and, in the most practiced fashion, sampled it by pouring a small amount into a glass and swirling it before sipping it. “I think the best course of action ahead of us is to drink, eat, and discuss any and all the topics we desire.” He poured her a glass first, and only once he had poured his own did he move to sit across from her. 
 
    There was a glint in his eyes, and for some reason it brought warmth to her cheeks. She knew she was blushing, and she picked up the glass of wine to sip from it. She had to pace herself. She hadn’t eaten food today, and the wine was certain to hit her like a train if she wasn’t careful. 
 
    She found herself staring into her crimson liquid. It caught the light from the setting sun, and it was safer than looking up at the lion of a man who sat across from her. The lion of an archdemon, she reminded herself. This creature was older than humanity—tens of thousands of years old, if not more—and he was sitting here, with her, eating dinner. 
 
    It seemed ludicrous, at best. 
 
    “Tell me about yourself, Selina.” 
 
    She looked up at him, shocked, and couldn’t help but laugh. He smiled at her, and the expression made her heart hitch. His features looked like they could cut glass, they were so sharp. He was beautiful. But then again, she really shouldn’t have expected otherwise. What she hadn’t expected was the predatory glint in his eyes. Or how fascinating she found it. “You know everything about me.” 
 
    “No, I only know what they tell me. Your family is devoted to me, and they speak to me of your triumphs and achievements, but it’s like someone describing a painting. It’s not the same as seeing it yourself.” 
 
    “Am I a painting to you?” She smiled playfully. 
 
    His expression grew dark. Not angry, but…dangerous. When he smiled at her then, it wasn’t debonair. It was hungry. “You are a masterpiece. A work of art beyond imagination. I could sit here and watch you for hours. I intend to do just that, and much more.” The last words came out as something close to a growl. 
 
    Her face must have been on fire the way it exploded in heat. She felt caught in his gaze, and if she had thought she was nervous before, now her heart was beating a rapid tempo in her chest. She finally managed to look away, staring back down into her wine. “I…” 
 
    Alistair laughed. “Forgive me, Selina. I forget that I can be a bit much upon first introduction. I have waited so long to meet you, I fear I’m overeager.” When she looked back up at him, the dark storm that had come over him had faded, and he was leaning back in his chair, smiling jovially at her. He looked like a whole different person. This man now looked like the life of the party, not a panther in the darkness waiting to strike. “Please, tell me about yourself.” 
 
    She felt whirled around, as though a car had ripped past her in traffic. She felt disoriented at best. “I—I don’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    He tapped a finger against his chin thoughtfully, watching her. He was scheming, she could tell. But at what, she had no idea. Finally, he broke the silence. “I’ll start with what I know, then. Your family has told me all about what you excel at. That your gift in the arcane arts is spectacular and you can weave webs of magic nigh instinctually and with utter disregard for the proper methods. They tell me you care nothing for manners, etiquette, or culture. You are uninterested in drawing but took to the piano, though you have a difficult time focusing.” 
 
    “I have no problem focusing. I dislike being told what to do,” she corrected. “I dislike being hounded by my tutors to spend so many minutes a day practicing, simply because they said so. It’s a test of obedience, not self-discipline. I have no patience for that.” It had come out far more indignant and harsher than she had intended, and she chewed her lip, realizing she probably offended the man who had sent her those very tutors. 
 
    She expected anger. Instead, Alistair laughed. He was smiling broadly. “Good! Finally!” 
 
    “Finally, what?” 
 
    “I see who you are behind the fear.” He leaned forward, picked up his wine glass, and sipped it.  
 
    She couldn’t help but stare, as even that much of an action from him seemed to captivate her. She tried not to be distracted by his lips and wondering what they tasted like. She failed. 
 
    He continued, unaware of her thoughts, or at least not showing that he caught her staring. “I finally glimpse the spitfire I have heard you are. I’m charmed that you are so afraid of me, but…I want to know you, Selina. Not your nervousness. Go on. Tell me what you like most in this world.” Watching him warily, she wasn’t quite sure what to make of that. His lips curled up in one corner, and he gestured to her glass. “Drink. I’ve been told it helps.” 
 
    She huffed a laugh and sipped it. “You’ve been told? Don’t you know yourself?” 
 
    “I can get drunk. But it takes far more than half a bottle of wine to do it.” 
 
    “What’s the wine for, then? Me?” 
 
    “It’s simply what you do, isn’t it? Present a beautiful lady with a nice bottle of wine and a fine dinner?” He paused, and his eyes twinkled in mischief. “And if it helps you relax, more’s the better.” 
 
     She chuckled and shook her head. “What can I possibly tell you?” She looked up and out of the window, watching the setting sun glinting off the rooftops and trees she could see through the view. “What can I possibly say that would interest an archdemon and King in Hell?” 
 
    “Anything…” 
 
    The dark rumble to his voice brought her gaze back to him, and the hungry expression had returned. At her surprise, it died down slowly as Alistair clearly did his best to rein in whatever was roaring away within him and threatening to snap free. This time, the shadows didn’t withdraw entirely but seemed to be reminded to wait their turn. 
 
    Selina wasn’t quite sure why that made her heart beat a faster tempo. Why it…excited her as much as it did. She knew his reputation was true before they had met, and now that she could see it shining in his eyes, she had it confirmed as fact. 
 
    And, God help her, she wanted to run toward it, not away from it. Wanted to see what those consuming flames would do to her. With a trembling hand, she lifted the wineglass to her lips and sipped it again. Maybe it would give her courage. 
 
    He sat there watching her as though she were the evening meal and waited patiently. She cleared her throat, and when she was fairly sure she wouldn’t start speaking in an octave too high, she tried to do her best to finally perform the simple action of answering a casual, very normal question. 
 
    “Fall is my favorite season. I love the crisp air, the leaves when they turn, and the eeriness of it. I admit it’s childish, but I adore Halloween the most of all the holidays. I suppose it makes me morbid, but I revel in the embrace of mortality it brings. I’ve always been drawn to things concerned with death. I’m not sure why.” 
 
    Alistair chuckled once in his throat but said nothing.  
 
    So, she continued. “Oh, and apple cider. I think that’s my absolute favorite thing about this time of year.” 
 
    He sat in rapt attention and leaned back slightly as she talked, as if he were soaking in everything she was saying. “Go on.” 
 
    “Blue is my favorite color.” She picked up the edge of the collar of her navy-blue dress. “But I dislike pastels. Floral prints are not to my liking, I admit. I suppose I don’t care much for flowers in general.” 
 
    “Oh? What have they done to spite you?” 
 
    She laughed. “I enjoy gardens. I love the blooms, don’t get me wrong. Flowers growing in the ground as they are intended to do are beautiful, but everywhere else I find them too saccharine and sweet.” 
 
    “You dislike sweet things?” 
 
    “The flavor? No, hardly. I fear I have a sweet tooth for days. But everything else? I suppose so. I don’t find it terribly honest.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Flowers at a funeral are there to mask the smell of the dead. To beautify and hide that which is the painful reminder of what the human body really is—flesh. Placed around a room, they’re meant to beautify a space the owner feels to be lacking. Flowers given to an intended are meant to mask the primal desire beneath. The honest intentions that inspire the use of flowers are never nearly as cloying as they pretend to be.” 
 
    He grinned. “Then mark me glad I did not bring you a bouquet upon arriving!” 
 
    Her eyes went wide, realizing her misstep. “I, well, that’s not what I mean. I—” 
 
    “No, no. I agree with you.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Then what shall I give you, my darling Selina, to please you instead?” 
 
    They were interrupted by the door opening. One of her younger sisters, an orphan by the name of Lucy, came in with a tray of food. She was beaming, smiling from ear to ear, as if tonight was some grand occasion. She set the tray down on the edge of the table and served Alistair and Selina two small plates decorated with assorted charcuterie. 
 
    Selina didn’t realize her adopted family and friends were going to be the ones waiting on them and not the house staff. “Oh, Lucy, please! You don’t have to fuss—” 
 
    “I want to, Sel,” Lucy said, giggling. “Tonight’s a big night!” The girl was waifish and young, barely over sixteen, but she was already a thing of beauty. She was going to break hearts when she was older. 
 
    Selina smiled in response and went to answer, but Alistair beat her to it. The man lifted the young girl’s hand in his and kissed the back of her knuckles before releasing it. “Thank you, Lucy.” 
 
    The girl’s face exploded in red, and she curtsied to him. “My pleasure, Master Solomon.” She lifted the tray and left, but not before shooting a bright grin to Selina that she didn’t quite understand. She left the room quickly, quietly shutting the door behind her. 
 
    Assembling a small bit of cheese and meat onto a soft piece of bread—glad it wasn’t toasted, as she couldn’t bear to sit there crunching loudly at a time like this—she took a furtive bite of it. She realized suddenly that she was abjectly starving. The wine was already sinking in, she could tell. Either that, or the room had grown quite warm. 
 
    “Something I’ve never quite understood,” she began, looking up at the man across the table from her, who was doing the same thing she was. “Why did you take the last name Solomon?” 
 
    “Out of respect to the man.” He smiled faintly, an expression that reflected his memories. Fondness, sadness, and loneliness washed over his features all at once. “And what he taught me.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “You’re deflecting the conversation, my dear. Don’t think I don’t see it. Skillful, but you play the master, I fear.” 
 
    “It seems only fair,” she retorted. She didn’t know where she had suddenly found the nerve. Maybe the wine. She took another sip of it. “I told you something about me. Now it’s your turn.” 
 
    He laughed. His eyes glinted playfully. “Is this how we’re to go along? Very well. I do very much enjoy a good game. Let us trade questions, one for one.” He sipped his wine, flicked a crumb from his finger, and sat back in his chair. “Oh, Jedidiah and I were…I think friends is too simplistic a word for what we were. He summoned me to this plane, tore me straight from Hell using my true name. I’m still not sure who gave it to him. He bargained with me for my freedom. If I helped him build his temple, if I served him for his life on this Earth, he would give me the sigil and set me free.” 
 
    “You must have been furious.” 
 
    “At first, of course. I was irate. To have a human summon me against my will and then to demand I perform menial labor for him? It was disgraceful. He was a dirty human, after all. Weak, mortal, and corruptible.” His lips quirked in a lopsided smile, and she saw an arrogance and cockiness in him that seemed to come as naturally as flight to a bird. “We argued frequently.” 
 
    “Then why do you reflect on him fondly?” 
 
    “Because it was my time with him that taught me to value mankind. Forced to sit there by his throne, I became more than his pet demon. I became his confidant and his most trusted advisor. We began to trust each other. Then I became his dearest friend, and he, mine. For a time, I even sat on the throne in his place, masquerading as the man who needed some time away from his rule.” He chuckled. “Until I slept with his favorite concubine, and she decided I was the superior lover. I suffered in the desert for some time for that one.” 
 
    “Was she worth it?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” 
 
    Selina laughed and found him laughing along with her. When it faded, he was smiling brightly in the memory of past times. “It wasn’t until my time in his service that I grew to love humans for what they were. Brief, but fiercely burning things in their desires, their wants, their love, and their art. I saw them finally for their beauty. They aren’t insects, as most of my kind want to believe. They are glorious. I’ve stayed here on Earth since then, to experience every bit of their wonder that I can. Immortality—true immortality like mine—can breed a certain kind of…ruthlessness. Cruelty comes naturally to us. When I took a human name, it only seemed fitting I take the surname of the man who had taught me their value.” 
 
    “Do you miss him?” 
 
    “Dearly. I miss his concubines more.” He winked at her and laughed again, and she joined him in it. He was a silver-tongued and mischievous thing, it seemed. It warmed her heart unexpectedly. 
 
    “You refer to humans as though I’m not one of them, either. What am I, Alistair? Who am I?” 
 
    “Mmh, those are not the rules of our game,” he purred at her, grinning mischievously. “You asked me to tell you of Solomon, and I did. Now it’s my turn.” 
 
    She sighed in disappointment and picked up her glass to sip it. Alistair lifted the bottle and refilled both of theirs. “Fine.” 
 
    “I asked you what I could give you that might bring you joy, if not flowers.” 
 
    “You’ve given me so much already. You don’t need to bring me gifts.” 
 
    “It’s not about ‘need.’ It’s about ‘want.’” 
 
    “I suppose you’d know a great deal about wanting,” she looked up at him, testing the waters with her small joke, “wouldn’t you?” 
 
     He placed his palm to his chest in false injury. “Propaganda! Lies and spurious slander.” His tone was wonderfully sarcastic but light-hearted as he sat back, spouting in a clearly over-dramatic fashion. “Those curs will be dragged to the depths for the falsehoods they’ve spread about me and my nature.” 
 
    She found herself chuckling at his antics, and her reaction only spurred him on. 
 
    “Lord of Lies, they call me. Archdemon of Lust. Pah! As though I could invent such a thing.” 
 
    “So, you deny the charges brought against you, great archdemon?” 
 
    “I never lie. Lying is too easy for someone with my skill.” 
 
    “You don’t deserve the title?” 
 
    “Oh, I do. Very much so. But I would say that lying and twisting the truth to your own ends are very different things. One is a child’s game. The other is real sport. Half-truths are forever more effective than lies. Knowing what to omit, and when, is how you control the world around you.” 
 
    He had gone from the flirtatious life of the party to a strict tutor as though a light switch had been flipped in his brain. She knew she was supposed to commit those words to memory. She found she preferred the playful side of him, especially in this moment. “And what of the other moniker? The Archdemon of Lust?” 
 
    “Oh, my darling, dear, sweetest Selina.” He leaned forward on his elbows again, the smoldering hunger in his eyes flaring to life like embers tossed in a fireplace. “I didn’t invent the concept of lust. I merely perfected it.” 
 
    Delivered by anyone else, the sentence would be scoff-worthy. But from him? She felt something surge through her like the rise of a tide. Heat rose to her cheeks again, and she knew she must be bright red. His gaze was still exacting and imperious as during his brief lecture on the value of half-truths. But now, she was under a different kind of scrutiny. Both were intimidating, to say the least. But one brought out in her body a heat that she wasn’t quite sure how to handle. “I…” 
 
    “Are still dodging my question.” He leaned back again, and the fire dimmed once more. “If I want to bring you a gift, to see your stunning sapphire eyes light up in pleasure, what should I bring? Candy? Jewels? Clothing?” 
 
    Her answer sprung to her lips before she had the mind to stop it. “You.” 
 
    His eyes widened in surprise briefly before something changed in them that scared her. The darkness that threatened to leap forward to consume her rose to the surface with all the slowness of a bolt of lightning. He opened his mouth to speak and was interrupted by the door opening. 
 
    In an instant, the expression was gone, replaced with a friendly, affable one. Lucy had returned, but this time with dinner. Steak tartare, with a side of fingerling potatoes. The next few moments were a series of muttered pleasantries, all with the young girl beaming as though it were Christmas morning. 
 
    When the door shut, silence reigned in the room for a long, long moment. Maybe she offended him with her comment. 
 
    “If you continue teasing me like that, my dear, we will not make it to dessert. Well…not what they’re preparing in the kitchen, at any rate.” His voice was a deep, heady rumble. The roar of a thunderstorm on the horizon. 
 
    It made her mouth go dry, and she picked up her wine and sipped it to try to remedy the situation. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know what to do. She had flung open a door, and now that she stood there looking through to the other side, she saw a great maw threatening to eat her whole. 
 
    Part of her wanted to run away. 
 
    Part of her wanted to jump in headfirst. 
 
    She looked up to him and realized as she put her wine glass down onto the table that her hand was shaking. Ever so slightly, but it was there. That wasn’t like her. She was always perfectly steady, something she prided herself on in her archery and firearm target practice. But the excitement and fear that were surging in her were doing strange things to her. 
 
    “I’m told that I’m too bold,” she finally murmured. 
 
    His hand was unexpectedly on hers. His touch was warm, and while his skin was a little tough, it wasn’t unpleasant or scratchy. They weren’t the hands of a gentleman, but hardly a farmworker, either. He ran his fingers through hers and lifted her hand from the table. He leaned in, and she watched, wide-eyed and astonished, as he kissed her knuckles. 
 
    It wasn’t the chaste, polite, and gentlemanly gesture he had paid Lucy. This was slow. This was sensual. This was a gesture that sent a jagged crash of electricity coursing through her. He parted his lips and this time grazed his teeth lightly over her pointer finger before setting another kiss against her skin. He watched her from under heavy-lidded eyes, as if he were committing her reactions to memory. 
 
    If her hand was trembling before, now she was shaking like a leaf. She could only watch, hypnotized, as he turned her hand over in his until her palm was facing him. He placed a third kiss against her in the sensitive center of her palm, and her head swam. When he lifted his lips from her, she felt his hot breath wash against her skin. When he talked, it was little more than a dusky purr. “There is no such thing in this world as being too bold…” 
 
    Caught in those emerald eyes of his, she couldn’t do anything. She was frozen there, at his mercy, as he gently placed her hand back down on the table. “Now,” he growled, straightening with a smile that spoke volumes. He knew exactly what he had done, and he was incredibly proud of it. “Eat. Please. I’ve been told you hardly had anything at all today, and I will not have you fainting on me.” 
 
    Dinner went on just as it had started. With her not quite sure what to do with Alistair, and him casually leading her through a conversation that was both friendly, exceedingly flirtatious, and carried an undercurrent of danger that kept her on edge the entire time. 
 
    He told her how he was a lover of the arts and of culture. He was a benefactor of many galleries and of the opera house. He told her of his love of books, of fiction, and most recently of the moving picture. In turn, she told him how she loved the zoo and wished to travel and how adventure and exploration seemed to bring her the most joy. 
 
    All while they danced around the subject that she wanted to better understand—them. Who were they to each other, and more importantly, who were they to become?  
 
    Dessert was served, and finished, and she had successfully made it through the dinner without making a total fool of herself. Just mostly. 
 
    “I fear we’ve finished the wine,” Alistair said as he poured the last few drops into her glass. “Would you like more? I can fetch a second bottle.” 
 
    “I’d better not,” she chuckled, “unless you want to carry me to my room.” 
 
    “I planned on doing that anyway.” 
 
    Stammering briefly, she couldn’t look at him. If she saw the hunger reflected in him, she wasn’t sure what she’d do. That was so utterly blatant, so brash, she didn’t know how to respond. She coughed, clearing her throat, and tried to steer the car abruptly to the left. “You never did answer one question.” 
 
    His eyes glinted, revealing his enjoyment of her shyness. “Hm? Which was?” 
 
    “You talk as though I’m not human. What am I, Alistair?” 
 
    He let out a long, heavy sigh. When she looked up at him then, he was gazing out of the window at the city whose gas lamps had just been lit. “I can’t tell you. Not yet.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    He paused and didn’t look at her for the first time when he talked. “I am not a good man, Selina. I play the part of the misunderstood fiend, but I’m not. I am very much my reputation. It’s very deservedly earned. I…have played a large hand to place you in the situation you find yourself in now.” 
 
    “You’re why I’m like this? Why I can’t remember anything from twenty-five years ago?” 
 
    “Partially, yes.” 
 
    “Then why won’t you tell me what happened?” 
 
    “Because before I tell you the events of that day, I want you to know me. I want you to understand who I am…so that perhaps you may not judge me so harshly for my actions.” 
 
    “Does it matter to you how I feel about you?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Selina.” He looked to her then, finally. There was a strange hurt in his eyes. “It matters more than you can imagine. If you hated me, I don’t know what I would do. I am very afraid of that outcome, my dear. So much so that I have stayed away from you all this time. So much so that I want to make sure you know me, and trust me, before I utter the words of what I’ve done.” 
 
    That stunned her. Left her watching him, unsure of what to even think about that. It didn’t answer any questions; it only brought up a hundred thousand more. But one thing she knew for certain—she hated the hurt and the pain in his eyes. Hated it more than anything else. She wished it weren’t there. “If you won’t tell me what happened, then…will you tell me who I am to you? What I mean to you?” 
 
    He smiled, although the expression never quite reached his eyes. “You are the world to me, Selina. The stars, the moons, the sun in the sky. I can’t tell you the answers you want, not yet. But I’ll tell you this much. You are one of a kind. There is nothing and no one in this universe, or any other, quite like you. That’s true as fact, and that is what you mean to me. And that’s why I can’t bear to tell you. Not yet. I can only beg you for time.” 
 
    She smiled at him, trying to reassure him. “We’re immortal, aren’t we?” 
 
    He nodded once in response. 
 
    “Then take all the time you need.” She wanted to know the answers badly. But she found that the desire to see the sadness taken away from those beautiful features of his was suddenly the more consuming need. She preferred their banter, his flirtation, his darkness, to this seriousness. 
 
    It seemed he agreed. “Enough of this topic. I have a far more interesting one to broach to you.” The rumble to his voice had returned. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    He stood from the table, and she was struck in awe once more of his stature. Dressed in his perfectly tailored suit, his shoulders were broad, and she felt so small in comparison. He reached down and extended his hand to her. Hesitantly, unsure of what was about to happen, she slipped her hand into his, and he gently lifted her to her feet. He paced back, stepping her away from the table, and then released her. 
 
    By God, he was tall. She looked up at him, and while she was average height, she felt…insignificant. It also might have been the way he was watching her, like she was another course in their meal. “What do you make of me, Selina?” 
 
    She blinked, not having expected that question. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Am I all that you had hoped?” He turned around for her once, as if putting himself on display. “Do I match your expectations? It’s been so long, I wonder if I live up to your hopes and dreams. If not, I can change this human form to better suit you.” 
 
    “You can what?” 
 
    He chuckled darkly, and she froze as he stepped around her, circling her like a shark. The analogy didn’t make her feel any less like she was prey to him. “Did you think an archdemon would look as I do now?” 
 
    “Well, no, but—” 
 
    As he came back around in front of her, she felt her face heat up as his gaze raked her body. “I take this shape because it pleases me. I take it in hopes that it will…please you.” 
 
    The insinuation almost knocked her knees out from under her. She swallowed the rock in her throat and forced herself to answer. She wasn’t a shy girl—not by any means—but he seemed to have taken out all her defenses in one fell swoop. “It’s…it’s quite nice.” 
 
    He grinned at her sheepishness. It didn’t help her analogy of him to a shark in any way, shape, or form. When he stepped in toward her, she took a halting step back. Not because she was afraid he’d hurt her, but because she felt both afraid, and excited, of what he was about to do. 
 
    “Quite nice? Only that?” 
 
    “No, I mean—” 
 
    He cut her off as he lifted his finger and placed it against her lips to shush her. His touch sent a jolt through her body. His skin was so hot against her. The promise of danger gleamed in his eyes. “Why don’t I show you the rest of it to convince you, then?” 
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    Her face felt on fire. She felt on fire. She took another unsure step away from him. He was a cliff, and she wasn’t sure if she was quite ready to make the leap. He took a matching step toward her, stalking her. The fire that had smoldered in him since the dinner began was now raging. The hunger in him blazed, and she could feel him loosening the leash on whatever was trying to break free. 
 
    When she backed away once more, she squeaked as she bumped into the buffet table by the wall. He chuckled, grinning darkly, and stepped into her. Now he was only a few inches away, and the scent of incense on him washed over her. “You’re afraid.” It was an observation, not a question. He wasn’t put off by it. All the opposite—he seemed pleased by her nervousness. 
 
    She only nodded. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’ve never…” It was true. She had never had any kind of encounter with a man, ever, let alone someone like him. “And you’re…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Intimidating.” 
 
    The rumble that left his chest was part a thoughtful noise and part growl. It didn’t help her fear. She shrank back against the buffet table as he reached for her. She didn’t flinch away from his touch, but she wasn’t sure what to do other than to try to hide. Or if she really even wanted to. She turned her face away from him, but he caught her chin and tilted her back to look up at him. 
 
    “I am a beast, Selina. Make no mistake. What I want from you, what I want to do to you, what I will do to you…will bring you more pleasure than you can dream of. But it will not be gentle. It will not be kind. Or sweet.” He pulled the pins from her hair and let the strands fall in a cascade around her shoulders. He combed both hands through the waves, and she felt her eyes slip shut at the sensation, despite his threatening words. “I am a demon from Hell. My appetites are well-known and, like the rest of my reputation, fully deserved. I enjoy your fear…very much.” 
 
    When his hands swept over her shoulders and settled on the first button of her dress, her eyes shot back open. Her hands went to his, and she didn’t know why. She honestly couldn’t tell if she wanted to stop him or help him. 
 
    His lips quirked at the action and kept moving as if she hadn’t done anything at all, ignoring her grasp around his wrists. “Your fear makes me want you, Selina, more than I already do. Your trepidation makes me want to torment you. I want you to struggle. I want you to fight me. I want to take you like the monster I am. But I’ll say this, and I’m only going to say it once, so please listen carefully.” 
 
    His fingers undid the first button of her dress. She had no words to respond to him, so she stayed silent and watched him, wide-eyed, as his fingers trailed slowly to the second button. 
 
    “Say the word ‘no,’ and I will back away.” 
 
    The second button was undone, and he moved to the third, leisurely, taking his time, although the fire in his eyes revealed how eager he was. 
 
    “Say the word ‘stop,’ and it’ll be over.” 
 
    Her heart was pounding in her ears, and she tried to pull his hands away from her. But he was too strong, and he didn’t budge. His fingers moved to the fourth button and deftly flicked the mother-of-pearl clasp through the hole. 
 
    “Say the word ‘cease,’ and I will be on my knees before you, leashed like the dog I am.” 
 
    The fifth button met the fate of the rest. He was at her waist now, and there was only one left. He took the button in his fingers but didn’t unclasp it yet. “But say anything else? Or nothing at all? And I will not rest until I have as much of you as I desire. And I promise my hunger for you is…beyond your imagination.” 
 
    Her mouth was dry again, and she looked up at him, at his darkened expression, at the face of a man who was threatening and promising to do horrible and wonderful things to her, all at once. Her hands stayed clasped on his, holding on to him for dear life. 
 
    She should tell him to stop. At the very least, she should tell him to wait. 
 
    Nothing came to her. She could only look up at him, lips parted in her attempt to get more air into her seemingly bereft lungs, and watch him in awe. 
 
    This monster was threatening to devour her whole…and she wanted it. She wanted him. Her body was crying out for it and for whatever he was promising. She was his prey, and she wanted to feel the hunter’s teeth around her throat. 
 
    The moment lingered for a beat as he gave her ample time to change her mind. When her sixth button was undone, he slid his hands through the part in the fabric and up, sliding over the bare skin of her sides and her stomach. She trembled. His touch was like wildfire, and she swallowed down a nameless noise that wanted to escape her throat at his touch. “Now it’s too late for you.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No.” He shushed her quietly as his hands glided slowly up her. “I warned you.” He was taking his time. For her benefit, or his, she didn’t quite know. As he moved, he parted her dress. His eyes raked over her, drinking her in. As his palms grazed up over her breasts, she pressed harder back against the buffet table. Not because she didn’t want him, but because he was just too much. 
 
    Chuckling at her reaction, his hands didn’t linger there. He slid them up farther to her shoulders and slipped the dress off her. She had to release his wrists as they went behind her neck, and she let the fabric drop to pool around her feet, leaving her standing there in her underwear. A black bra, panties, and a garter belt to hold up her thigh-high silk stockings. 
 
    “Oh, Selina…” His voice was a snarl as his hands tangled in her hair. Suddenly, he fisted the strands and yanked her head back. She cried out in pain and surprise, and it was cut off as his lips crashed down onto hers. 
 
    He took advantage of her open mouth, and his tongue was tangled with hers before she could even register what had happened. It was brutal, it was cruel, it overtook her like a freight train. He kissed her like a man possessed—like he meant to devour her soul from that means alone.  
 
    Maybe he could. She honestly didn’t know. 
 
    She pounded a fist against his chest, trying to get him to ease off. Instead, it seemed to have the opposite effect. He growled louder and kept one hand cinched in her hair, and the other caught her wrist, yanking it to the side, pinning it to the wood surface of the table behind her. 
 
    When she went to hit him with her other hand, he released the kiss to catch her hand and pin it to the other side to match the first. She was breathless, robbed of air, and her chest was heaving. He looked down at her, pointedly watching her bust swell and fall in the lace bra she had chosen to wear. He looked unscathed by what had just transpired. 
 
    “I—” she started and had no idea what she wanted to say once she did. 
 
    “Hm? Yes? Are you going to protest?” 
 
    “Hard for me to, when you don’t let me breathe.” 
 
    “That was entirely the point.” 
 
    “Just, please, give me a moment to—” 
 
    “No. I gave you your chance. You’re mine now, little sapphire.”  
 
    She shrieked as he suddenly picked her up by the waist and sat her down atop the buffet table. He grasped her knees and split them and stepped in between her legs. The man was truly a storm—although now she was wondering if he wasn’t a tornado or a hurricane—and she couldn’t find time to react as he snatched her wrists in one hand and pinned them to the wall over her head. 
 
    The darkness, the searing hunger in his expression, made her squirm. She yanked on her captive wrists, but his leverage was too much, and he was far stronger than she was. He moaned low in his throat at the sight of her struggling. She pulled against his grasp, tried to shift away from him, but his presence between her thighs was immovable. His grip was iron. It bordered on the line of pain but never crossed it. 
 
    He took his free hand and grazed it down over her body, starting at her neck. He traced the lines of the muscles there, slipping over her collarbone. Tilting his head slightly to the side, strands of his dark hair fell loose from the carefully swept-back look, falling along his cheekbones. She decided she liked seeing him a little mussed. 
 
    His hand met her breast, still trapped in its silk cage. He kneaded it ruthlessly, eyes locked on her chest, seemingly captivated with the way it threatened to spill from its container. She moaned, unable to hold it back, arching her hand into his touch. It hurt. It burned. 
 
    She wanted more. So much more. 
 
    She felt her power being torn away from her, and she happily pitched into the chasm, wanting to feel it swallow her whole. 
 
    But then, it stopped. He let her go, his hand hovering over her skin but no longer tormenting it. He wanted to see what she might do. What she might say to his manner of affection. Even in such scrutiny, he was gorgeous. He was perfect. She squirmed, unable to stand the feeling of being under a lens. 
 
    The words came out of her before she could even second-guess them. She was never one for overthinking things. She always tended to speak first, think later. Apparently, now was no different. “I want to touch you.” 
 
    It was his turn to be surprised. He looked down at her almost quizzically. As if that was the last thing he expected. Clearly, it wasn’t what he had planned. He released her hands almost tentatively and placed both of his palms against the wood surface to either side of her. 
 
    She straightened up away from the wall and let her hands fall against his chest. Running her hands slowly along the soft fabric, she couldn’t help but be in awe of the strength she felt beneath it. The man was fit, to say the least. Carved and muscular. She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised, being what he was and all. She wandered her touch to his neck, ghosting her fingers up along his warm skin. When she reached his face, he let out a small sigh of relief, as if her touch was something he had been waiting an eternity for. 
 
    She cupped his face in both of her hands, stroking her thumbs along his cheeks, and then ran her fingers through his hair. It wasn’t overly gelled, which was a nice surprise. Scratching her nails along his scalp, he moaned quietly and leaned his head closer to her, his emerald eyes slipping shut. “Mnh, don’t stop,” he murmured. 
 
    She chuckled quietly. Of all the things for her to do to render the man begging for more, the last thing she expected was something so benign as that. But she obeyed, combing her hands through his hair again and again. 
 
    The archdemon had confessed he had a hand in her missing memories—in creating the situation she found herself in. She knew he could be lying to her. Or worse, telling her half-truths to manipulate her. She should be wary of him. She shouldn’t trust him. 
 
    But something in her did. And the other half of her didn’t care. The feeling of him against her, the fresh memory of his lips against hers shoved all the doubts and worries away into some dark corner of her mind. His laugh, his smile, the way he looked at her with such tenderness and hunger mixed together into one, was too much to resist. 
 
    He looked so relaxed, so caught in bliss. An urge struck her, and she followed it. Letting her instincts guide her, she reached up and kissed him. He felt so good against her. He felt…perfect. And this, kissing him, felt so damn right she couldn’t bother to spare a thought as to whether she should be doing it at all. 
 
    Alistair let out a small, surprised sound before it grew into a dusky growl. His arms wrapped around her, and he cradled her head in one hand. His other hand swept down her back, and she squeaked against him as he yanked the knot holding the laces of her bra together. He began to pull the strings out of their holes one by one.  
 
    She broke the kiss, and he looked down at her with an arched eyebrow, waiting to see if she would tell him to stop. Wavering, she didn’t know what to do. She wanted him to touch her, but a surge of fear and nervousness crashed back up to the surface. She tucked her head against his neck, pressing closer to him and the edge of the table, and wrapped her arms around his waist. She was hiding in the arms of the very thing she feared. 
 
    He chuckled at the gesture and placed a kiss against the top of her head as he finished his slow and careful work of untying her bra. When he was done, he swept his hand across her bare back, stroking her. It was both soothing and yet lit her skin with pinpricks of excitement at the same time. Heat pooled in her like molten iron. “Now, I’m left here wondering if you’re afraid because of what I am,” he said down to her, his voice vibrating in his chest. “Or are you so timid because you do not want me?” 
 
    Oh, but she really did want him. And he clearly knew it, by the teasing tone in his voice. 
 
    His hand hooked one strap of her bra and pushed it off her shoulder, followed by the other, and she didn’t struggle as he pulled it from her and tossed it aside. She moved closer against him, pressing her breasts against the soft fabric of his vest, her arms still wrapped around him. She could feel him against her, hot as an inferno, and the presence of him standing between her legs wasn’t helping her think straight. 
 
    With a quiet moan in his throat, both his hands were now sweeping up along her back slowly. “You are…so beautiful, Selina. So utterly flawless. Not just your body, but your mind, your heart, your soul.” His hand underneath her chin tipped her head back from where she had nuzzled into the crook of his neck to look up at him. “I hope this doesn’t scare you, but…you asked me what you are to me? What you mean to me? I love you, Selina. I love you with everything I am.” 
 
    Stunned, she stared up into his sharp green eyes and couldn’t see a lie. Searched his features for anything that might show he was playing around with her. She could have sworn his confession stopped her heart for a moment, and when it started again, it was filled with something she couldn’t name at first. Then she realized what it was. Joy. 
 
    He loved her. 
 
    There was a damn good chance she loved him back. 
 
    It was like there was a part of her that knew him already. That saw his eyes and recognized his soul for what it was. He felt…familiar. She must have known him in her past life. That was the only explanation. She reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck, finding his lips with her own. She couldn’t respond to him in words, so she did the next best thing. 
 
    When the kiss broke, she was out of breath again. Her chest was heaving against his, and she felt his hands settle down onto her hips. He pulled her body flush against him, and her eyes went wide at the feeling of him and his clear expression of his desire for her, pressing against her. 
 
    Her stomach did a cartwheel. 
 
    “Now,” he said down to her. She watched as his expression turned from happiness back to the one of darkness and the burning hunger he seemed to be made of. “Are you going be a good girl and let me have you? Or are you going to make me walk away and deal with this on my own?” He pulled her against him again and leaned his hips into her, grinding his body against hers. “You have about…mmh, one second to tell me to stop before I don’t think I can help myself any longer. That is, unless you want me to pin you to the floor and take you. Oh. Please do, now that I think of it.” 
 
    She couldn’t suppress the moan that left her. She gasped as he pressed himself against her core again, harder, rutting his body against hers through their clothing—or what was left of hers, anyway.  
 
    When he did it a third time, any chance that she had the ability to tell him to stop was swept away. Her body cried out for him like it knew him. She had no words, and it didn’t seem like he needed any. He leaned over her, running slow, hot kisses up her throat and to her earlobe, before taking it into his mouth and nipping it. The pain was a sharp contrast to the swirl of his tongue, and she found she enjoyed both sensations equally. 
 
    He had threatened to take her. 
 
    Now she realized she very much wanted him to do just that. 
 
    As if he could hear her thoughts, he wrapped her legs around his waist and picked her up in his arms. One of his hands wandered down her spine to her rear and squeezed it hard, making her cry out as he dug his fingers painfully into her. 
 
    It left her starving for more. 
 
    “While I plan to brutally fuck you over every piece of furniture in this house,” he purred against her, his harsh visual sending a shiver down her spine, “I think tonight I prefer somewhere that doesn’t hurt my neck to stoop so much.” 
 
    She felt as though she had been dropped off the edge of a rollercoaster, the way her stomach dropped into the abyss. He was moving then, and she held on to him, her arms around his neck. He was kissing her again, slipping his tongue between her lips, and it was so perfectly distracting that she had little concept of where she was or where he was taking her, until she had the sensation of tilting. 
 
    Something soft met her back, and he broke the kiss to straighten. She was lying on her bed, and he was kneeling between her legs, her thighs atop his, and the grin he was wearing made her stomach twist into a knot. 
 
    His hands slid up her sides and cupped her bare breasts. He kneaded them roughly in between his fingers. She gasped and arched, pressing herself harder into his palms. It spurred him on, and he captured her already pert nipples and pinched them. The sharp, stabbing pain made her cry out. She squirmed, and when he pressed down harder, her hands flew to his to try to push him away. He didn’t budge. 
 
    “Ssh…It’s okay. That’s it,” he coaxed. “Do you feel that? The sensation of being pushed farther than you think you can go?” Alistair laughed quietly, and she cried out again, sharper, as he pinched even harder. “This isn’t even beginning to tap into your potential. I know your limits. And I’m going to take you there.” 
 
    When tears stung her eyes, he released his painful grasp of her and leaned down over her. His mouth was against her then, licking the tormented flesh, rolling his hot tongue over where it had just stung so badly. His other hand let up and was instead gently caressing her, a far cry from what he had just done. 
 
    When he took the tender bud into his mouth, she moaned. It was then she realized that despite—no, because of—what he had done, she was aching for him. She was writhing beneath him in anticipation, not pain. Her body was a molten pit of fire.  
 
    He bit down on her, and stabbing pain shot up through her again. She arched her back, crying out loudly. He didn’t break the skin, but damn it all, it hurt! He moaned against her body as she pressed it up against him, and he trailed wet, slow kisses from one side to the other as he repeated his ministrations on the other side. 
 
    It went on like that for how long, she couldn’t say. Minutes? Hours? Time was meaningless as he bounced back and forth between sending sharp pangs of agony through her and chasing it away with his tongue and kisses. All she knew was that when he sat back on his heels, kneeling between her legs, she was gasping for air, her body heaving. She felt as though lava was running through her veins. 
 
    He was dragging her along, teasing her, not giving her all she wanted. 
 
    The look on his face promised she’d have exactly that before long. 
 
    The garter belt she wore was the next thing to go. He tore it impatiently from her. He took one of her legs and put it up against his shoulder, leaning his head to kiss her skin through the stocking as he rolled it up her leg and tossed it aside, leaving her bare. 
 
    When had she lost her shoes? 
 
    He slid his hand up her calf, up over her thigh, making her moan and writhe again, drawing a pleased smirk out of him. He repeated the actions to the other leg, and then his hands were on the waistband of her underwear. Without pausing, without even so much as a glance to her to see if she would tell him to stop—he seemed far past the point of caring about such things, and so was she, if she were honest with herself—he pulled the thin fabric from her and tossed it aside. She was now naked before him, and he was gazing at her like she was the next course of the meal. 
 
    He undid his vest, tossing it aside, and his tie followed. She watched him eagerly as he undid the buttons to his black shirt, and when he caught her staring, his lips curled. He was exceedingly proud of her reaction to him. When his button-down was gone, he peeled his white undershirt off and hurled it away with the rest. 
 
    As if possessed, her hands were on him, running up along his sides and chest, looking at him in awe. He was a thing of beauty, as if he were sculpted from marble. If he could change this form at will, of course he would be. He let her hands wander over him, pausing in his plans to let her explore. 
 
    “Do you think I’m still simply ‘quite nice?’” he teased. 
 
    “Much better than nice.” No point in lying. 
 
    As her fingers ran down his abdomen, she watched as his muscles twitched and rippled, as if he were ticklish. His hands snatched hers away from him before she could test the theory. “Ah-ah.” He leaned down over her, slipping her hands to his shoulders as he pressed his palms to the bed, caging her in. “None of that.” 
 
    She grinned devilishly up at him. She loved a good challenge. Maybe not now, but certainly later. 
 
    “My, what a little fiend you are…I love it.” He kissed her, wiping all thoughts of her game out of her mind. He began to trail down her body with his lips, painfully slowly, teasing her. He kissed and nipped, biting her and then kissing away the pain, leaving her feeling as though she were balancing on a knife’s edge. 
 
    When he trailed lower down her abdomen, pushing himself down the covers, she tensed. He couldn’t seem to care less. As she tried to close her legs to him—which was pointless, as he was between them—he placed his palms on her thighs and pressed them roughly apart, pinning her to the covers. There was no denying how much she wanted him now. 
 
    When his tongue ran along her core, she cried out and nearly twisted from his grasp. He pressed one arm over her, holding her down as he devoured her. There was no escaping him or the feeling of him. It was ruthless, it was unstoppable, and it brought stars to her vision as she tossed her head back. 
 
    He slipped a hand from her thigh, and she felt him delve a finger deep into her body without warning. She cried out sharply, arching her back. She would have yanked away from him, if one of his arms wasn’t still pinning her down. 
 
    Something was swelling in her, threatening to drag her over the edge. But of what, she wasn’t quite sure. He moaned in pleasure, as if he himself were being touched, as he felt her tighten and tense around him. She could feel every part of him as he worked his finger inside of her. A second one joined the first, and she nearly screamed. 
 
    “You are so warm, so tight,” he growled against her. His bold words would have made her blush if she weren’t already aflame. “I’m going to hurt you when I make you mine. Mmh, I hope I do.” His tongue swirled the sensitive nub of her body, and when his teeth came down on it, just hard enough to cause pain, she cried out loudly as she came undone. Something in her snapped, and she felt as though every part of her was pure electricity. 
 
    Still, his fingers didn’t stop their tempo inside of her. He growled loudly. “Yes! Yes, Selina…let go. Let it happen.” 
 
    When the feeling subsided, when she felt like she could spell her name again, she felt worse than she did before. As if everything in her was pulled tight as a bowstring, begging for something. Something she understood on a scientific level, maybe, but had never experienced. “Alistair…” 
 
    She was asking him for something. Begging him. For mercy and for more. To not dare let it stop now. His fingers left her, and he sat up. The bulge in his pants that had been impressive before looked painful now. It outlined him in detail, and her mouth went dry at the sight of him. 
 
    He said he was going to hurt her. 
 
    Now she believed it. 
 
    He undid his belt buckle and the clasp of his pants. She watched, rapt, as he pulled his clothing down to his mid-thighs, revealing the source of her eagerness, and now her nervousness. 
 
    She couldn’t help herself. “Holy Hell…” 
 
    Alistair laughed, and his smile, although prideful, took her breath away. “More or less.” 
 
    He let himself rest against her lower abdomen, and he looked down at her with a nearly feral expression. His body was fever hot against her skin. She lay there and could only watch, wide-eyed, as he hooked his thumb over his length and, pinning himself between his hand and her body, began to rock against her, pantomiming what was about to follow. A visual showcase of exactly how far into her body he was about to pillage. And it was more than considerable. 
 
    Who he was intending to tease, him or her, she didn’t know. But she knew it affected them both equally. She moaned at the sight of him, the feel of him, rubbing against her, at the sinful slide of flesh on flesh. She wanted more. Needed more. 
 
    Needed to know what it would feel like to have him plunder her for all she was worth. 
 
    She lifted her hips, pressing her body against his as he pushed up against her, trying to feel more of him on her. She wished it was somewhere else, somewhere that was crying out for attention now that it had been neglected. 
 
    A snarl left him as he sank down on his other elbow, dipping his head to her ear. “Eager to start, are we?” 
 
    “And you’re not?” 
 
    He laughed, turning his head away as to not do so directly into her ear. “Oh, don’t get me wrong. I enjoy the game. I enjoy the art of it all. I have half a mind to leave you here like this”—he ground himself against her hard enough that it forced her hips back to the mattress—“just to watch you trapped in such sweet suffering. But I’m a selfish and indulgent thing, and I have waited a long time to feel you wrapped around me.” 
 
    Need was all she knew. Need was all she cared about. Everything else was gone to her now. All her missing memories, all her unknown past, and any part this archdemon played in it, didn’t matter. All that existed for her right now was him, and her, and this moment between them. Putting a hand against his cheek, she turned his head back to hers. “Then quit your whining and do it.” 
 
    He shuddered as if he had been thrown into an icy pool. Something rushed over him, and he curled up closer to her. “By all the gods in Heaven and Hell, you really are perfect…” He kissed her slowly before moving his lips to her cheek and laying another there. Taking his hand that kept him pressed against her body, he shifted, and she felt him now against her entrance. “This is going to sting.” He grinned against her cheek. “It had better.” 
 
    With that, the pressure began. She gasped at the feeling of him against her. At first, she wasn’t sure it was physically possible. When he finally entered her, she cried out loudly. It didn’t just sting, it burned. He let out a snarl, dipping his head to rest it against her shoulder, as she clenched around him. It felt as though he were going to tear her to pieces. 
 
    “Hold on to me, Selina.” 
 
    Her arms were already around him, but now she redoubled her efforts, digging her nails into his skin, attempting to dull the pain she felt. It hurt. It ached. It burned. She wondered if he was going to break her. 
 
    It was glorious. 
 
    She was gasping for air, her heart racing, everything else now gone except for the feeling of him inside her, pressing slowly deeper. 
 
    “Relax…breathe. I’ve got you.” He took a slow breath in, and she unconsciously mirrored him, and as she filled her aching lungs with blessed air, he slowly exhaled, and she followed. As she did, she felt her body loosen just enough that he inched forward with a push of his hips. The noise that left her was almost a wail. 
 
    Pleasure arced through her, threatening to overcome the pain, but not just yet. She was suddenly unsure that she wanted it to go away. She pulled his head to hers and kissed him, wanting to feel him everywhere. He obliged, sinking into the embrace, tilting his head to deepen it as his tongue flicked against her lips for entrance, and she granted it. His tongue danced over hers and claimed her mouth like he claimed the rest of her. Unforgiving and unapologetic. 
 
    She wanted him to fill her. Parting her legs farther, she forced herself to relax, to let him in. To accept everything he was going to do to her. To let the beast consume her. He didn’t need the cue explained to him, and with a deep growl that resonated in his chest, he sank his hips forward and drove himself to the hilt inside her. 
 
    She whimpered against his lips as he plunged into her. White-hot pain and pleasure both roared through her, and she nearly came undone in that moment alone. He filled her past the point she thought possible, forcing her body to accommodate him. Dear God in Heaven, it hurt, and she found she loved it. 
 
    He caught one of her hands and slid it down her own body until he pressed her palm hard against her lower abdomen. As he slid himself slowly out of her, she gasped as she felt the sensation both inside of her and against her palm through her own body. 
 
    He was panting for air now, his chest heaving, showing the first signs of strain as he pulled himself nearly all the way out before sinking slowly back into her. Still, he kept her hand trapped against her body, and she was forced to experience the sensation in two ways. “Feel me, Selina…Feel me spread you wide.” 
 
    He filled her again, so much so that it hurt, but he didn’t relent. If anything, his tempo began to speed up as the way was cleared for him. “My love…Oh, my love,” he moaned against her. 
 
    “Alistair,” she whimpered, feeling him press hard against her end. “I…I don’t know if I can take much more.” 
 
    “Oh, you can…trust me.” His voice was thick and strained, as if he was holding back. His motions were now picking up speed and force. She could feel his patience running thin like a fuse on a stick of dynamite. “And you will.” 
 
    The moment it ran out was one she knew she’d never forget. 
 
    The moment Asmodeus unleashed himself on her was an instance that was instantly seared into her mind and body like a brand. He hooked her knee over his arm and bent her at a more suitable angle for him, spreading her wide, and her mind went white as he began to piston mercilessly inside of her. 
 
    How many times she was thrown over that cliff into ecstasy, she didn’t know. How many times she cried out in pain as he ravaged her, she lost count. The man had been torn off, peeled away like a veneer, revealing the beast beneath. The one who only had one goal—to make her his. 
 
    It was a machine that rampaged inside of her. Pleasure and pain were one and the same as she clung to him for dear life. Words had left her; she couldn’t even cry his name. It could have gone on like that for minutes, for hours, or for days. It was all the same to her. She could only hold on to him and feel the sweat build on her body as he pinned her to the sheets, uncaring and lost in his own consuming lust. 
 
    His thrusts became stuttering, sharper, and more forceful. He growled and pushed himself onto his free elbow. His hand tangled in her hair and yanked it painfully, forcing her to open her eyes to look up at him. Demanding she watch him as he rammed himself deep into her body, pressing himself as far as he could go, stretching her painfully. He let out a loud snarl as he crashed his lips against hers, kissing her with just as much force. 
 
    Her body bloomed in warmth as he met his end, flooding her, the action taking her with him into bliss with a strangled moan against his lips. He shuddered and let out a choked roar against her, releasing her pinned leg to cling to her as if in that moment she might vanish into the wind. 
 
    Wrapping her legs around his waist, she pulled against him, wanting that feeling to never go away. Wanting the sensation of him inside of her never to vanish. It made her feel whole, feel loved, and feel safe for the first time in her life. The arching bliss that was threatening to rewrite her mind had no small part to play in it, either, she figured. 
 
    But, slowly and surely, they both came down from their mutual cloud. He was gasping for air, panting, his head resting against the bed by her side. He removed himself from her slowly, mindful of how tender she was, and rolled onto his back on the sheets next to her, sprawled out like a sated jungle cat who had just devoured a gazelle. 
 
    She was the gazelle in the metaphor and felt about the same. She felt woozy and as though a truck had flattened her in traffic. She couldn’t find the strength or will to move and just lay there, feeling both on fire and aglow.  
 
    He rolled over onto his arm at her side, and his fingers traced her jaw, inspiring her to open her eyes and look up at him. She felt dizzy, to say the least. But as his emerald eyes caught hers, he smiled down at her with such…adoration that she couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
    “Let me draw a bath. At the very least, I can clean up the mess I’ve made of you. Then, if you’ll have me, I’d like to sleep here at your side.” 
 
    “Of course.” She put her hand on his cheek and lifted her head to kiss him gently. When she broke the embrace, she said the first thing that came to her mind, for better or worse. “I don’t want to wake up without you there ever again.” 
 
    He looked shocked, surprised, and elated all at once. He shifted to cage her in again, his skin a sheen of sweat. But it made him no less breathtaking. “Do you mean that?” 
 
    She nodded, letting her fingers play across his cheek. He chased her fingers with his lips and kissed them gently. She smiled at the gesture. “I think I might be falling in love with you, Alistair.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 
 
    Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    Veil awoke in his arms. 
 
    She knew the feel of him. She’d never forget it. She woke up with the ghost of that embrace haunting her every day of the past seventy-two years. 
 
    The smell of incense was all around her. The warmth of him against her back made her wish she could just keep her eyes shut and never open them again. The weight of one of his arms was settled across her, and she could feel his measured breathing and the even tempo of his heartbeat. She was lying on her back against his chest, nestled between his legs. 
 
    For a moment, she could pretend it was a memory from another age. How many times had they lain like this in a summer field, with him reading a book against a tree and her dozing against him? 
 
    Those had been happy times. 
 
    Too bad they were all a lie. 
 
    Anger swelled in her, a keen reminder that he was not, nor had he ever been, her friend. Despite how good it felt to be there, it drove her to move. 
 
    She sat up and pushed away from him. She felt shaky, woozy, and dizzy as hell. After what had just happened, she wasn’t surprised. Dragging someone—something—like him through the barrier between worlds wasn’t fun. 
 
    Untangling herself from him, she moved to sit on the far end of what turned out to be a church pew. Her head was reeling, and she needed to take a second to lean against the arm of the pew and try to settle everything down before she threw up. 
 
    “You were out for about two hours.” 
 
    She knew the voice almost as well as she knew her own. Right now, she wanted it to go away, even if he had predicted her question before she asked it. “That’s nice.” She shivered, her skin breaking out in goosebumps. 
 
    “Would you like my coat?” 
 
    “Fuck off, Alistair.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no.” 
 
    She wanted to hit him. More than that, she wanted to leave. But right now, she didn’t think she could stand. 
 
    She buried her head in her hands and doubled over, trying to breathe. Forcing the air into her lungs through her nose and back out through her mouth. She was trying to keep her stomach where it was supposed to be. She willed it to stay put, right where it belonged, and not make the leap for freedom it was trying to pull. 
 
    Finally, the room stopped whirling, and she felt well enough to lift her head. She found herself focusing blearily on the altar in the church. She looked slowly to her left and saw the archdemon sprawled out on the wooden surface next to her. She forgot how long he was. He always seemed to take up space with an effortlessness that belied how cocky he could be. He lounged there like an overgrown cat, one foot on the ground, the other leg up on the pew. 
 
    He was in human form. The one she recognized far better than the archdemon. His cheekbone-length dark hair was slicked back, and he wore the now-dated dark gray suit she recognized from the last time they had been in each other’s presence. The black shirt he wore was popped by a splash of color from his dark green tie. 
 
    In his hand was a book. An old paperback that looked in nearly pristine condition. It was Agatha Christie’s Death Comes as the End. A little on the nose, if you asked her, but whatever. A bookmark was tucked by the back. 
 
    “They were nice enough to keep it for me,” he pointed out as he turned the page. “Even with my bookmark in place. They’re thoughtful. That truly is above and beyond.” 
 
    “Now nice of them.” Her tone didn’t match her words, and her flat and clearly unamused state made him smile thinly and look up at her. Emerald eyes met hers, and there was too much there. Too much hope, pain, and sadness. Too many memories. She looked away, glancing around the room, and found them both alone. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    “I sent my followers away for now. I had more important business to attend to. I’ll speak to them later.” 
 
    That wasn’t who she was asking about, and she figured he knew it. He was making her ask a more specific question. He always did. She gritted her teeth and did her best not to yell at him. She’d lose her dinner if she did. Instead, keeping her tone measured, she looked back to him. “What about the people I came here with?” She didn’t use the word “friends” on purpose. She honestly didn’t know if they were anymore. Not with what she suspected must have happened. 
 
    “They went outside to talk and catch some air. They wouldn’t stop their rabble, and this place echoes so much. You needed rest.” He looked back to his book. “I think the news came as quite a shock to them. Your imp followed the older mortal as you instructed. The mortal seemed especially taken aback at the fact that you are my wife.” 
 
    Richard. She sighed and looked away again. “I’m not your wife, Alistair.” 
 
    “We were wed.” 
 
    “Pretty sure I annulled that whole goddamn situation. I murdered most of your cult and stuffed your ass in the spirit world. What part of that message wasn’t fucking clear?” 
 
    “You swear more now, I see.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Alistair!” She shot to her feet with the intention of storming away. She made it about two feet before the world tipped up around her. Arms circled her and kept her from crashing to the stone floor like a useless and limbless heap. Alistair had caught her and sat her back down on the pew before she could even fuss. “Let go. Let go of me.” 
 
    He knelt at her feet and obediently let go of her, letting his hands settle on the pew on either side of her. “I am trying my best.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “Selina—” 
 
    “That’s not my name anymore.” 
 
    “One of the idiots called you Veil. Is that what you go by now?” When she was silent, he let out a small hum. “That isn’t even a name.” 
 
    “I’m not even a person. It seemed fitting.” She finally turned her attention to meet him, if only to level her best glare at him. 
 
    He cringed as if he had been slapped. He sat back on his heels and looked up at her, mournful and morose. He opened his mouth to speak, stopped, then shook his head. “Very well.” He stood and walked away from her. 
 
    It was a weird and childish feeling that ached in her as he walked back to sit on the pew and lift his book to resume reading. She felt all at once glad he walked away and upset about it all the same. It made no sense. She leaned heavily on the side of the pew and instead focused on breathing slowly. 
 
    They sat like that in silence for minutes. He seemed done with trying to approach a conversation with her, and she didn’t know what—if anything at all—she wanted to say to him. As soon as she was conscious enough to walk, she was going to march out the front door, find her car, and get the Hell out of this God-forsaken city. 
 
    Never mind her nightmare returned to life sitting some five feet away from her, sprawled out on the pew sideways, looking perfectly at home as he always did, no matter where he was or what was happening. 
 
    He licked his finger and turned a page in the book. 
 
    This wasn’t how she thought this was going to go. Honestly, she had no idea how she had expected it to go. But sitting in silence, with her fuming and him quietly reading, hadn’t been it. She had expected him to be furious with her. Violent. To exact revenge. She could deal with that—she knew how to respond to that.  
 
    Her anger and her fear balanced each other out, and neither happened. Instead, she latched on to the first thing that surfaced other than that. Bitterness. 
 
    “People aren’t books, you know.” She didn’t know where the words came from. But they sprang to her anyway. And like every time she had a thought, it burst out of her mouth whether it was a good idea or not. Not to mention, it was a very old complaint she had with him that she’d been itching to air in a dozen one-sided and fantasized conversations she’d had with him over the years. 
 
    “Oh? Aren’t they, though?” Alistair kept his finger on the page and closed the book around it to turn it over to look at the cover. “Humans are a story. Mostly fictional, always edited in their final form. All the messy parts glossed over to make it more presentable. They begin and end. Some are good, some are bad, some are exceptional, but most are forgettable. In a book is all that humanity is—love, loss, grief, sex, happiness, and sorrow. Tell me, in what ways is a person not a novel? That these do not live and breathe and wear a suit of flesh? A person is far more than the sack of meat they carry around their souls.” 
 
    He looked up at her at that, driving his point home. Clearly, he had taken her self-effacing comment about her lack of humanity as a personal insult. She couldn’t take the exacting green gaze, and she looked away again. He always seemed to stare straight through her. No matter how angry she was, no matter the fights they might have ever gotten into, it never mattered. One look from him, and she fell apart. 
 
    Seventy-two years, and nothing had changed. 
 
    “They aren’t something to collect and keep on a shelf.” 
 
    “In that, I agree. Terribly awkward, putting people on shelves. They’d hardly fit. In that, books are superior.” At the snort she gave him, he shifted, placing the bookmark and closing it. “No, listen to me.” He sat up and leaned toward her. “People are mortal. Fleeting. Their lives—those friends of yours? They will end. You will endure. You will have only the memory of them to keep close to your heart. In this,” he held the book up in front of him, “we have something that can keep that life, real or fake as it may be, alive. In this form, in movies, in music, in art, humanity finds its own immortality.” 
 
    “Except for all the hundreds of thousands of books that’ll go unnoticed or forgotten.” 
 
    Alistair shrugged. “I’ll concede and correct myself to say fleeting immortality.” He looked at her, the gaze soft and sorrowful. “You’re still young. You’ll understand someday why I obsess over my books.” He reached out to touch her, and she shrank away from him.  
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    His hand fell back into his lap. “Is this really how it’s going to be between us, Selina?” 
 
    “One, not my name. Two, there isn’t an ‘us,’ Alistair. As soon as I can stand up without falling over, I’m gone. I’m getting in my car. You, the priests, and Azrael can deal with the goddamn cult without me.” 
 
    “I wish that were possible, my dear. But I’m afraid I can’t let you wander far.” He stood and moved in front of her. As she went to get up and move away from him, he pressed his hands onto her shoulders and pushed her back down to sitting. It wasn’t rough, but it was inarguable. 
 
    “Don’t you dare try to tell me what I—” 
 
    “Please.” He sighed. “Veil.” The name came out of his mouth both begrudgingly and awkwardly. “Listen to me. I am not implying I mean you any harm. I am not taking you prisoner. You don’t belong to me. You never did.” He knelt again at her feet. When she went to pull away from him, he took her wrists in his hands and held them in her lap, keeping her still. “Stop. Hear me out.” 
 
    “I’ve had enough of your lies.” 
 
    “I never lied to you.” 
 
    “You did worse! You let me believe the lies I told myself. You sculpted my very reality to whatever you wanted. I was naïve. I was a child. You took me for a fucking ride, Alistair.” 
 
    “I was protecting you. You weren’t ready to know the truth.” 
 
    “The truth of what? That I’m your sick art project?” 
 
    “You never gave me the chance to explain.” 
 
    “I don’t need to hear about your perverted fantasies, Alistair. You made me to suit your needs, that’s all.” 
 
    “That isn’t true. That isn’t why I did it. I—” 
 
    “I’m not interested.” 
 
    He sat back on his heels, his expression tired, weary, and wounded. He released one of her hands to rub his palm over his face then back over his hair. He looked off for a moment, as if debating his next words. When he looked back to her, he had pushed down the pain that had been burning in his green eyes. Most of it, anyway. “You accuse me of letting you live the lies you told yourself in the absence of the truth. Yet when I’m here, trying to give you the truth to correct these new assumptions of yours—these horrible things you think I have done—you won’t let me speak. Do you wish to live in ignorance or not? Which is it? You cannot have it both ways.” 
 
    Veil leaned forward, leaning her elbow on her knee, to get closer to him. “On November 1st, 1910, you and Azrael set about making a human from scratch. You molded the body to match your desires. He took away the death from the corpse you made, and you bound a portion of his soul to the lump of clay.”  
 
    She turned her arms over to show him the sigils marked onto her arms. Ones he knew quite well. “Then, you put me in the care of your secret society that served your every whim. You puppeteered my life from the shadows. You pulled the strings of everything around me. You sent me tutors, you sent me friends. You sculpted my reality the way you formed this heap of flesh. And then, just when the cake you baked was perfect, you swooped into my life. Took me off my feet, my debonair savior. My gorgeous, dark, dangerous, guardian archdemon. Such bullshit.” 
 
    She laughed. It was a pained, sarcastic laugh, mocking her own foolishness. “You showed me everything as you wanted me to see it. Took me through the world as you wanted me to know it. All so I would love you. All in a desperate need to make me the pet you could keep off a leash. What other truth is there, Alistair? What other facts am I missing?” 
 
    He was silent. He watched her, gaze flicking between her eyes, as he sat there on his knees. For the first time in the years she had known him…he was silent. He had no response. He merely watched her as if she had flattened him with a semi-trailer. 
 
    But she wouldn’t let him escape that easily. “Well? Go ahead. I’m listening.” 
 
    “No. You’re not listening. Not now. I’ll tell you the rest when you will honestly hear me.” 
 
    “Whatever.” She went to stand, and the world reeled, and she slumped back into her seat. “God damn it!” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He shook his head. “But even if you could stand, I can’t let you go.” When she opened her mouth to yell at him again, he raised his hands. “Please. Just a moment. Or do you want to start the argument all over again from the beginning?” 
 
    With a disgruntled sigh, she folded her arms over her chest. He was right. Either they went around the circle a second time or she shut up and let him talk. The third option, which was leaving, was currently off the table for her. 
 
    Seeing she was going to give him a bit of airtime, he lowered his hands. “They are after not just the fourteen of us. They are after you. They came for you that day in the park very much on purpose.” 
 
    That settled on her like a lead brick. “Why? What the Hell do they want with me?” 
 
    “That much, I don’t know. I had men in their organization, but they were discovered a few weeks ago.” He reached to place his hands on her legs and paused. Remembering she didn’t want him touching her, he lowered his hands back to his lap. She watched as his fingers curled into his palms. “I swore to protect you. I’m going to keep that vow, whether or not you appreciate it.” 
 
    “I’m leaving Boston.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re only here? Do you think they won’t follow you? They found Mammon in Kuwait. They summoned Chamuel from Heaven. No, little sapphire, I’m sorry. You won’t be rid of me until this business with them is done. Once it’s over, once they’re dead and gone, you may head to whatever horizon you like without the threat of me, if that’s what you wish.” 
 
    “No. I don’t agree to this.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you don’t really have a say in the matter. If you go, I will follow you. And there’s no ridding yourself of me if I wish it. You know that.” 
 
    Growling, she put her head in her hands. He was right. If he wanted to be at her side, she had no way of shaking him. It was part of the reason she was so afraid of releasing him. She couldn’t kill him. And there would be no catching him off guard a second time. 
 
    “We deal with the cult, and then I’m gone. You leave me alone. You give me your word?” 
 
    “Cross my heart and hope to die.” 
 
    The glare she shot him that time sent him into laughter. It sounded like a deep roll of thunder but carried the mischievous glint he had in his eyes. She had never forgotten the sound of it. It yanked on parts of her soul and her heart that she had tried to cut off from her and shove into a casket to put deep underground. But in his presence, it all came rushing hopelessly back. 
 
    She had to take shelter in her anger at him. “Fine. But you aren’t allowed to go around telling people I’m your wife. We aren’t married.” 
 
    “We were, once.” 
 
    “What happened that night wasn’t a wedding, Alistair. You put a dagger in my heart.” 
 
    His lips twisted up on one side in his trademark expression. “It was a very nice dagger.” 
 
    She wanted to punch him. She wanted to put her fist into his face so damn much. But she was too tired and weak to do much of anything, and he’d just dodge. He had taught her to fight, insomuch as he had beaten her in every sparring match they ever had. She had learned by losing repeatedly. 
 
    He nudged closer to her on the floor. “I suppose,” he paused for a moment, “that since I never did give you the ring that I had made for you for the occasion, it does not count.” He put on his best smile, although the hollowness in his eyes made her heart sting unexpectedly. “I will leave the disclosure of our relationship—” 
 
    “Former relationship.” 
 
    Her comment twisted the proverbial knife in his side, and she found she wasn’t so glad she had said it from the look on his face. “—Our history together, to you.”  
 
    The ball was in her court, and she let out a breath. “Thanks.” No need to be mean just for the sake of it. The doleful look on his face was breaking her heart, and she didn’t know why. She was viciously angry at him. Had been for so long. But seeing him again, like this, she realized some huge part of her…had missed him. His laugh, his smile, his stupid jokes. 
 
    Azrael and Asmodeus had clearly made an idiot. 
 
    But she needed him to either leave her alone or stop looking at her like she was destroying him. If the former couldn’t happen, then she had to try for the latter. “Look, Alistair. I—” 
 
    The door behind them clicked open. Twisting in the pew, she watched as two men walked in. Conrad and Gabe. Richard was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Now she really wished she wasn’t so exhausted. Now she wished she could vanish and escape through the wall. She sank her head back into her hands. 
 
    She felt Alistair lean close to her and heard him whisper, “There is nothing worse in this world than to reap the cost of lies and half-truths and see them in the eyes of those who look back at us in betrayal and hate. Trust me.” 
 
    God, she really wanted to punch him. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 
 
    Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Veil buried her head in her hands and didn’t look up as she heard the two men approach. She was dizzy, she was cranky, and she was in no mood to be lectured about how she lied. Or about how she was guilty of the same kind of thing she was accusing Alistair of doing.  
 
    Oh, it was on a completely different level and to a completely different degree, but the same thing, nonetheless. A scooter wasn’t a motorcycle, and a motorcycle wasn’t a bus, but they all got you to the same place. 
 
    A place where she was a lying piece of trash. 
 
    “Blue.” 
 
    Nope. Nope. She wasn’t looking up. 
 
    “Blue.” 
 
    She refused to look up at Conrad. She wouldn’t do it. She was going to hide here in the safety of her hands and her hair and wait for them to go away. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s—” Conrad growled. “Will you take your damn coffee and stop acting like you’re in primary?” 
 
    Startled at his shouting, she looked up at him. He was holding a paper cup out to her, with a little plastic lid. It proudly proclaimed its origin as 7-Eleven. She’d make fun of him for the coffee being shit, but it was the only place open at what she suspected was now two or three in the morning. She took it, stunned, unsure of what else to do. 
 
    Alistair was standing now, watching Conrad and Gabe, darkness radiating from him. He had always been protective—and possessive—of her. The stiff set of his jaw revealed how annoyed he was. Gabe was clearly unsettled by it and kept glancing away from her to the archdemon. Conrad, meanwhile, didn’t seem to give a crap. 
 
    “All right, Blue. I’m going to ask again. Last time. That’s the end of it, right? The end of the secrets?” Conrad rubbed the stubble on his cheek. 
 
    She lifted the coffee to her lips and took a sip. It was disgusting. Tasted vaguely like burnt filter and too much French vanilla creamer. But it was coffee. And she was going to drink it for that reason alone. “As far as I know.” 
 
    “Not instillin’ confidence there, darlin’.” He waggled a finger at her. “I need to hear you say it. Promise me. Tell me you aren’t hidin’ any more bombs from us. That I’m not goin’ to need to beat it out of you later.” 
 
    “Watch yourself, little human.” Alistair stepped close to Conrad, forcing the priest to take a step back or get bumped into by the taller creature masquerading as a man. “Remember who you threaten.” 
 
    “I’m threatenin’ somebody who can take care of her own damn self.” Conrad glared up at Alistair, heedless, or completely uncaring, to the danger he was putting himself in. “And last I checked, I wasn’t talkin’ to you.” 
 
    Alistair’s eyes narrowed, and he opened his mouth to respond, but Gabe beat him to it. “Please. Gentlemen. And I know I use that word incorrectly on both accounts. Enough.” 
 
    Veil laughed at Gabe’s passing insult and sipped the disgusting coffee again. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you two my full history with him. I really am sorry. It’s just…” She paused, and she looked to Alistair, finding his green eyes boring into her. Eager to hear and yet afraid of what she was about to say. She looked away again, unable to face the scrutiny and the intensity there. He was always so exacting, even if he never meant to be. “How was I supposed to explain that I’m a glorified rubber sex-doll?” 
 
    She hadn’t expected the anger. It came bursting out of nowhere without warning. Alistair’s hand was on her shoulder, and he slammed her back into the pew. He was looming over her, fury flashing in his eyes. “Is that what you believe you are?” His voice was little more than an angry hiss. “Is that—” 
 
    A heavy click, and Alistair’s anger faltered. A gun was pressed to his temple. “I don’t know as this is goin’ to do a damn bit of good, but I’m really excited to find out. How about you, boyo?” 
 
    Alistair straightened slowly, turning back to glare down at the priest. Conrad moved the gun from the man’s temple but kept it pointed squarely at him. “Blessed ammunition, or whatever wards you have etched upon that hunk of metal, will not work on me. You would only inconvenience me at best. Effective as they are on the native denizens of Hell, you forget that I am, above all things, an archangel.” 
 
    “I’ll settle for inconvenience, demon. I’ll settle for a full magazine of inconvenience in that smug face of yours.” A lopsided grin pointed up at the taller, angrier archdemon. “I have a few extra clips of inconvenience in my coat for good measure.” 
 
    “Stop. Seriously!” She pinched the bridge of her nose. It was like dealing with children. Really big, armed, angry children. “Both of you, quit it. Alistair, stop threatening him. Conrad, stop provoking him. Please.” 
 
    Conrad tipped the gun upward and dramatically reset the safety. “Only because you asked nicely, Blue.” 
 
    Alistair took a step back obediently as his eyes met hers. “We will speak of this later, Selina.” He rolled his eyes and corrected himself. “Veil.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Conrad looked back down to her, “you didn’t tell us because you’re, what, ashamed?” 
 
    She glared down at her coffee before sipping the questionable substance. It was bad when it was hot, and it was going to get worse as it got colder. “Who wouldn’t be?” 
 
    “Well, I, for one, am pissed. I owe Gabey-boy fifty euros.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Gabey-boy and I had a bet runnin’. He said you and Asmodeus were a thing. That’s why you were being so dodgy. I figured, nah, you’d tell us, because nobody would care. So, here I am, owing this prick money because of you. I think you owe me the fifty euros, actually.” 
 
    Veil laughed. She couldn’t help it. She leaned back on the pew and looked up at the smiling Irishman with a relief she couldn’t begin to put into words. “You’re not mad at me?” 
 
    “I don’t know why you’d be attracted to a cunt like him,” Conrad jerked his head in the direction of Alistair, who gave a warning growl in response, “but I guess I shouldn’t judge you on taste, seeing as I’ve never dated, being a Catholic priest and all.” 
 
    “We’re in the house of God, Conrad. Will you please, please observe your language?” Gabe sighed heavily. 
 
    “Watch. Watch my language. For the last time, no, I won’t.” Conrad pointed a thumb over at the archdemon. “He’s standing here and not bein’ struck down by holy fire, so I’m pretty sure a few cusses are goin’ to go unnoticed.” 
 
    Gabe looked as though he wanted to argue, sighed, and shrugged. “Point taken.” 
 
    Alistair shook his head and walked away, rubbing his hand over his face. He was clearly at his limit of being able to stand the two priests and wanted nothing more than for them to go away. His annoyance made her like the idiots more. 
 
    “And no, Blue, we’re not mad. We don’t know you well enough to be mad. I get it. I get why you didn’t tell us. But I’m sick of the secrets. I’m sick of you not trustin’ us. So, look me in the eyes. Tell me this is the last of it.” 
 
    This time, she could do it without flinching. She could do it without guilt. This time, it was the truth. “That’s the last of it, Conrad. At least as far as I know. If there’s anything else that comes out now, it’ll be news to me, too.” 
 
    Conrad plonked a heavy hand on her shoulder and patted it. “Good! Great. We’re settled, then.” 
 
    Finally, she worked up the nerve to ask. “Where’s Richard?” 
 
    “Eh…” Conrad sighed heavily and sat down on the pew next to her. “So…I said we weren’t pissed, on account of not knowin’ you well enough. Him? He’s…not takin’ this so well. The purple soccer ball went with him, like you said to.” 
 
    She sighed and shut her eyes. “Yeah. I don’t blame him.” 
 
    “Azrael—I still can’t believe I said that—is tryin’ to talk sense into him. But Richard stormed off and last I saw was hailin’ a cab.” 
 
    “What? No. It’s not safe. If they’re after me, they’ll be after him.” 
 
    “I sent some of my people after him.” Alistair’s voice carried easily without him turning around. He was looking up at a stained-glass window of a saint that hovered overhead, dark with little more than the city glow and streetlamps to illuminate it. “They’ll watch after your friend.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare hurt him, Alistair. Don’t you dare use him against me.” 
 
    “Use him!” His fists clenched as he whirled around. “And why would I do anything of the sort? Why do you think I would resort to such a thing? What has poisoned your mind against me in the past years? I will protect him, and his family, from this threat. As I will protect you. As I will even extend it to these two imbecilic children”—he pointed at Conrad and Gabe—“merely because they seem to make you smile!”  
 
    The room fell silent at his outburst. She watched him, unsure of what to say as his anger kept her pinned there like a butterfly in a case. He waited for her to respond, and all she could do was stammer out a weak, “I…” 
 
    “Never mind.” Alistair turned his back on them again and gestured a hand weakly. “Go back to your insufferable conversation and muted flirting with the Irishman.” 
 
    “I’m not flirting.” 
 
    “You’re not?” Conrad snapped his fingers dramatically. “Damn.” 
 
    Veil smacked him in the chest, and he laughed. “You’re a Catholic priest.” 
 
    “Just because it’s celibate doesn’t mean it’s dead, Blue.” 
 
    Alistair growled, and she watched as his shoulders lifted in frustration and then fell again in surrender to whatever was running through his mind. He muttered something to himself, but it was too quiet to make out. 
 
    Conrad was grinning like an idiot, clearly enjoying the sport of annoying the archdemon. If his bullets couldn’t do damage, he’d find another way to needle the creature. Veil appreciated that, even if it was very likely going to shorten his life expectancy. 
 
    “I’ll call Richard later.” She fished her phone out of her pocket. She tapped the screen. It was dead. Too many trips through the spirit world did that. She had a pile of spares back in the hotel. “See if I can get him to let me talk it out.” 
 
    “You two are close. He’ll forgive you. It will just take time,” Gabe advised with a faint smile. “He’ll see why you hid it from him.” 
 
    “I hope so.” She ran her hands through her hair, combing out a tangle or two. “So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “First, rest,” Alistair said, keeping his back to them. She wasn’t really asking him, but he took charge of the situation anyway. It wasn’t surprising. He was used to being the boss. “You are exhausted, and I am not nearly at my full strength. Between my arrival here and their obsession with you, we are both prime targets. They will come to us before long, I expect.” 
 
    That sounded like a barrel of laughs. “Great. I’m bait now.” 
 
    Alistair turned to look at her, and the pain had returned to his eyes. “I will not let them hurt you.” 
 
    It was the expression of a man whose love had been rejected. 
 
    Alistair still loved her. 
 
    The realization tightened a vise around her heart, and she had to look away again. She couldn’t hold his gaze, no matter how hard she tried. He loved her, or he was pretending he did. She was never quite certain how much had been a lie or how much had been real. Everything was cast into question the moment Azrael told her the truth. 
 
    But it still stung. She felt sick again, and this time it had less to do with her being dizzy. “Rest sounds like a damn good plan. I’m going to go back to the hotel. I need sleep. I need a few hours to think. This is all too much, too fast.” 
 
    “You needn’t stay in a hotel,” Alistair offered. “The house we…” He trailed off, a look of realization settling on him, followed by regret. “You don’t want to stay under my roof. Forgive me.” He furrowed his brow. “Come to think of it, I don’t know if I still own that address. Never mind on both counts.” 
 
    It took everything in her not to laugh. She put her hand over her eyes and covered her amusement that way. 
 
    “Well.” Alistair coughed once, passing over the awkward moment and moving on to the problem at hand. When in doubt, he always resorted to pragmatism. “Regardless, I agree, you need rest. We all do. Come. My people are outside, and we can take one of their cars to your hotel.” 
 
    “My car’s a block away. It’s fine.” 
 
    “I am not letting you go alone.” His voice was a lot closer now, and she looked up to see him standing in front of her, a serious expression on a face that was usually halfway between flirtation and amusement. “We have been through this. You’re in danger. They will strike the moment you’re unguarded. Therefore, you will not be.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I am going to stay at your side until this issue is resolved.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you meant it so damn literally.” 
 
    Alistair shook his head. “The fact remains. I stay with you.” 
 
    “And I get no say in this.” 
 
    “No. You don’t.” 
 
    “Oh, this is goin’ to be a laugh.” Conrad leaned back and crossed his ankle over his knee. “Can I come too, Feathers? I want to watch the show when she kicks your ass halfway to Vermont.” 
 
    As much as she appreciated the goading, she was now growing concerned that Alistair was going to rip the Irishman’s head from his spine. “You’re not helping, Connie.” 
 
    “Connie?” The archdemon quirked his head curiously. 
 
    “Conrad. Gabe.” She pointed to one and then the other. “You’ve met now. Great. Can we go?” She pushed herself back up to standing, wanting to be far away from Alistair and this argument. This time she wavered but managed to stay on her feet. “I can’t take this shit anymore.” 
 
    She walked toward the exit, honestly not caring if they were following her. Her head was reeling, and she hoped some fresh, cool air from the city would help straighten her out enough that she could drive. Like Hell if she was going to let Conrad drive her car again. Or, worse, Alistair. 
 
    His presence burned away at her back like a bonfire. It was as though he were towering behind her, ready to strike at any time. It felt as though if she were to whirl to face him, he’d be right there, claws hovering close to her, ready to strike. He had always felt like that, but it had never been so sinister as it was now. 
 
    Ten years she had spent in the presence of the dark storm cloud of a creature who chose to call himself Alistair and play the man. Now, she knew the demon that burned away behind that façade. Now, she knew the truth of him. 
 
    Part of her was terrified of him. Part of her hated him. 
 
    Part of her was also very, very confused. It felt something she couldn’t even name, it was too stupid. That part had to shut up, so she shoved it into the corner of her mind and let it sit there until she could get some goddamn sleep. All they had to do was stop the cult, and then he said he’d let her go.  
 
    Somehow, she doubted it was going to be that simple. 
 
    She really had to learn not to jinx things. 
 
    Just as she was about to cross into the foyer of the church, the door exploded inward. Hinges strained to hold on to the massive wooden slabs as they flew open and smashed into the walls on either side with a deafening wham! 
 
    Veil didn’t know which was worse, the sound of the doors or the blinding white light that was pouring in from outside. She threw her arms over her face and turned her head away, trying to shield her eyes from the glare. It was like staring into a searchlight. 
 
    A hand on her shoulder yanked her backward, sending her staggering and colliding into someone else who was trying just as hard to keep their footing. Something blotted out the painful brightness and cast a shadow large enough for her to try to blink her vision clear again. 
 
    Alistair had broken out of his human form once more and stood in front of her, his back to her. Black wings cut stark silhouettes against the blinding light. He had been what had thrown her back, straight into Gabe. Amazingly, her focus wasn’t on the archdemon. Her focus was on someone—something—else entirely. 
 
    He stood there in full plate armor. But it didn’t look medieval; it looked almost alien or futuristic. It was too smooth and too perfect. It shone and glistened like polished chrome in the sunlight. Parts of it were so glossy she couldn’t tell if they were translucent. Gold and silver inlay arched along the edges in intricate detail. 
 
    The helm was smooth, lacking holes for eyes or a mouth, and mirrored back the world around it in the surface. His armor was the less impressive thing about him. It was his wings that made her mouth fall open. 
 
    From his back seemed to hover feathers of steel or titanium. Each section rotated individually, held there by some unseen force. They looked unbelievably sharp, and she had no doubt they could tear apart people and buildings without trying. They caught and reflected the light that had blasted in with him and still shone at his back. 
 
    The angel lifted his sword and pointed it straight at the neck of Asmodeus. When he talked, his voice echoed in the empty church, hollow and metal sounding from inside his helm. “Hello, brother.” 
 
    Asmodeus laughed, a low and cruel sound. He held his hands out to his sides and bowed slightly at the waist. “Michael…how good of you to come.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Blood trailed from fingertips as they grazed along the wall of his laboratory. He sang quietly to himself as he strode slowly across the room, lost deep in thought. He had been singing to his companion, but they were gone now. Gone, and cold. They’d be back soon…but his fun was over. 
 
    Walking to the oxygen tank by his work bench, he lifted the clear plastic mask to his face and took a deep breath of the gas within. He felt the relief of the stabbing pain that had formed behind his eyes. The relief never stayed long. A deep inhale, an exhale, and he put the mask back down. 
 
    Sinking into his chair, he let out a weary sigh. He was so tired. His toys were the only things that made him happy anymore. Otherwise, he’d crawl into a box in the ground and let it all end. That was where he should have been so long ago. 
 
    But he had one last job to do. There was one last thing he had to see finished. And if he had his way…he’d take the whole world down with him. Someone had to answer for the lies. 
 
    He spun the tablet on his worktable to face him. Bloody fingers left smears on the glass surface, but he couldn’t care less. He stroked the cheek of the face in the image that looked back at him. 
 
    She was so beautiful…just like him. 
 
    But she was perfect. 
 
    He was flawed. A broken toy. Just like the one on the slab behind him. But even broken toys had their purpose. Even cut marionettes thrown into a fire could warm a room. That was all they were, after all. Playthings. 
 
    “I can’t wait to meet you.” He smiled down at her. He felt his lips split as he did and knew blood dribbled from the cut. It didn’t matter. He licked it clean and tasted the metallic bitterness he knew so well. 
 
    His phone chirped. Reaching over, he pushed the button. “What?” 
 
    “The Order is here.” 
 
    “Of course they are.” He rolled his eyes and reached for the clear plastic mask. He slipped it over his face and took another deep breath. “Arthur was a fool and spoiled the game. What of it?” 
 
    “Should we advance?” 
 
    “No. Wait until the time is right. Then take one, if you can’t take both. We only need one.” 
 
    “Do you care which?” 
 
    A grin split his lip further. “The child is more fun. But either will work.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” The phone went dark. 
 
    He laid his head down on the screen of his tablet, nuzzling his cheek against hers. “Soon, we can play together. You won’t have to wait long, I promise.” He pulled in a wavering breath and let it out as a long, dreamy sigh. Already his mind was wandering to the wonderful things he would do.  
 
    “Oh, Selina. How glorious we’ll be together…” 
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    April 1939 
 
      
 
    Boston 
 
      
 
    Selina stood and looked down into the open grave. 
 
    A coffin sat at the bottom of the deep trench, lowered there by the men with their ropes as they carefully set the polished wooden box into its final resting place. Atop it sat a wreath of flowers and several more added on by the mourners who had stood gathered. All of whom had already gone back to their motorcars or walked down the street from the graveyard. 
 
    Forest Hills was a beautiful cemetery, by all accounts, scattered here and there with monuments that were truly impressive and dominated by a large pond in the center. It was, in her opinion, exactly what all graveyards should be—part a park for the living, and part a place for the dead to reside. Picnics here were not uncommon or discouraged in the large swatches of grass, even if they were peppered with the carvings to those who had passed. 
 
    It was long after the final words had been said. But he would not leave. Alistair stood at the edge of the grave, looking down upon the dark wood box and at the lacquered surface reflecting the warm glow of the sun overhead. His hands were stuffed into the pockets of his long black coat. 
 
    If it weren’t for the tick in his jaw, she would think him a statue like those of granite and marble around them. He was handsome enough to be one. 
 
    The man in the grave had been one of Alistair’s own. A high-ranking, long-lived member of his association. Osmund Reinhardt had come from Europe when he was just a boy, many years back. A widower, he had died of an illness brought on by old age. It had happened fast. His children, grown adults now, had not made it in from their respective homes around the country before he passed. But Osmund had not died alone. Alistair had sat at his side as it happened. For Osmund had been a dear friend. 
 
    Selina had known Osmund well. He had been a broad, stern man with a serious disposition. He talked with a thick German accent that had gone starkly out of favor in the past few years since the war began. She believed Germans always sounded angry, and therefore she didn’t hold his gruffness against him. Alistair and Osmund had argued frequently. Osmund served as one of the seniors in his society and often had the gall to disagree with the archdemon he served. 
 
    “If I didn’t want to disagree with my leaders, I would have stayed in my homeland,” Osmund had told her when she pressed him on the curious behavior. She would never forget what else he had said that day. “Arguing with the men who control us is our right. Remember that.” 
 
    She had seen him briefly when he had been ill. Death did not scare her…but the moments before it did. For the broad, strong, mountain of a man who glared at Alistair like he was a petulant child had been reduced to a shadowy reflection of a man. A shallow, pale, and empty effigy that seemed less like the original and more like a mockery of what they were supposed to represent. 
 
    Walking up to Alistair, she forced her hand into one of his pockets. She fished his out and wove her fingers in between his and held it tightly. He squeezed back. It was the most she had gotten out of him in an hour. 
 
    She pressed herself close to his arm, resting her head on him. She shut her eyes and let the feeling of his presence sink into her. She would never get used to him. Never forget how it felt the first time she saw him and what raged within him. Like a thunderstorm in a glass jar. Every time she stood close enough to him to feel it crackle beneath her touch, she felt in awe of it. Of him. 
 
    Normally, she could break him out of his moods. Alistair wasn’t one for long bouts of sulking or brooding, but she would catch him from time to time, lost in thought. Reliving his memories, as he would say. But one touch from her, and he would snap out of it. It was a heady kind of power she had over him, and it was addictive, to say the least. 
 
    But this time, it didn’t seem to work. Not at first. It was a few minutes of them standing there in silence before he finally broke it, his voice a quiet rumble. “I despise death.” 
 
    “That’s awfully rude of you. I thought you two were friends?” She looked up at him with a light smile. The sunlight caught the strands of his dark hair. 
 
    He chuckled once, nearly silently, and looked up at the sky and the clouds overhead. He was like a dark blot against the light blue sky. He didn’t fight the smile that came to him from her bad joke. “Well played.” He paused thoughtfully. “More accurately, I will say I despise the emotion of grief.” 
 
    She leaned her cheek on his arm again and looked off into the graveyard. At the hundreds of tombstones, crypts, and monuments. “Everyone experiences grief. It’s much worse to live a life that no one is left to mourn, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s more humane, in a way, but I see your point.” Alistair shifted, freeing his arm from her grasp only to wrap it around her and hug her to his side. She nestled in against him and smiled at the scent of incense that seemed to follow him everywhere. “I have lost thousands of souls I have loved as family…and the burn never ceases to hurt me as fresh as the first. You will come to realize that immortality in a world of fragile humans is a cruel, sick, painful joke.” 
 
    “You could avoid them. Sit in hell and befriend nobody but demons and other fallen. Like the others.” 
 
    “That, then, is the same kind of man who lives the life no one will mourn. A life without the love of others is not one I am interested in living. I’ve tried. It doesn’t last long. I have miserable self-control.” 
 
    She laughed. That was true. He was like a kid with a candy jar. His restraint was a thing measured in seconds. She had experienced firsthand his extreme lack of patience for things he wanted many times. 
 
    She furrowed her brow as she realized something and tipped her head to look up at him without lifting it from his chest. “It isn’t goodbye. He will go to serve you in Hell, though, won’t he?” 
 
    His expression grew tight. He looked down at her, emerald green eyes searching hers. There was pain there—sadness now tinged with regret. “No…he won’t.” 
 
    “He couldn’t possibly have been taken to Heaven. Not after spending his life serving an archdemon.” She grinned. “Unless they severely lowered the bar.” 
 
    His trademark lopsided twinge of his lips broke through his sadness, and he leaned down to kiss the top of her head. His mood simmered back down to a dire one. He pulled her around to stand in front of him, resting his hands on her hips. He filled her vision, standing this close to her, and she placed her hands upon his chest. She felt the strength there, hidden behind the layers of his formal clothing. She ran her fingers along the texture of his wool vest and let her gaze travel back up to his sharp features. He was so utterly beautiful, so perfect, it was hard for her to be distracted by his serious mood. 
 
    “I have a confession, my love. But you have to promise to keep it a secret.” He pulled in a breath and let it out. She felt his chest heave and then sink again as he did. 
 
    His concern worried her. He was never afraid to tell her something. “Of course.” 
 
    “I have lied to you. It’s a lie I tell all, even those who serve me. One that even some of those born from Heaven or Hell believe.” His eyes slipped shut. “You will find out on your own eventually. If I don’t tell you now, I know who will soon enough.” He paused again. “Human souls do not come to us.” 
 
    She blinked. She had heard him, but she couldn’t help it. “What?” 
 
    “There are no souls resting in Heaven or burning in Hell who were not created there. Osmund is gone to me now, for all eternity. This is my last goodbye to him.” Grief painted his features once more. 
 
    “Where…do they go, then?” 
 
    Alistair laughed, a dry, weak and humorless sound. “That is the best part of it all. We do not know. Azrael takes them to a…he describes it as a doorway or a gate. He takes them there, and they pass through it. After that? He knows not where they journey. But it is not to his realm or mine.” 
 
    “Why the lie, then? Why tell the humans otherwise?” 
 
    “If we were to let them sit in their ignorance, they would invent their own beliefs. That surrenders power. To control the narrative is to control faith. To control faith is to control the populace.” He let out a thoughtful hum. “It used to be, anyway. They’re catching on quicker as of late.” 
 
    “But why control them at all? If Heaven and Hell are not in a battle for souls, why does anybody care what humans do?” 
 
    Alistair grinned down at her. “You are always asking the correct questions. What a good student you have turned out to be.” His gaze darkened, and she felt the familiar nervous excitement as it turned distinctly predatory. His hand slipped under her chin, his thumb on one side, his fingers on the other, and tilted her head back further to face him. “I will have to reward you later.” 
 
    “You’re dodging the q—” 
 
    His lips crashed against hers. Like a roar of a fire consuming a home, he descended over her. The embrace was demanding, bruising, and shoved all thoughts of anything else to the back of her head. His hand slipped around behind her, and his arm now cinched her to him possessively. 
 
    She was helpless. She always was. He was a tiger in the darkness hunting his prey, and she would never win. She never wanted to win. When he finally broke the kiss, she was breathless. He was unfazed. The pad of his thumb rested lightly on her lower lip, swollen from his attentions. She felt his breath rush hot against her cheek as he leaned in to whisper to her. 
 
    “Heaven wishes to control all. Every variable must be inside their command. They cannot abide to let anyone, or anything, stray too far from their light. In their eyes, humans are sheep who must be herded, and they care as little for where the soul of a human goes as the shepherd does the souls of their livestock.” He let out a small, appreciative purr as she curled her fingers into the hem of his vest and pulled herself against him. She opened her eyes to meet his emerald gaze. 
 
    “What about us?” 
 
    “Wolves like me…we are a threat. We must be put down. And you? A doe who comes to sleep at the side of the beast?” His lips twisted up again in his lopsided and smug smile. “You are even worse. To them, you’re an abomination. No one should be able to love a creature like me, after all.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Modern Day 
 
      
 
    “Michael…how good of you to come.” 
 
    Alistair’s greeting was neither warm, nor welcoming.  
 
    Today had gone from awful, to fucking awful, to just-fuck-me-up-the-ass-with-a-baseball-bat-already awful. 
 
    Veil wasn’t afraid of dying. She had a very good reason to not be. She’d done it a few dozen times, and she would never get any farther than that cold and frozen lake in her mind that existed just before the door to true death. 
 
    But now, staring at the glowing, shining, metal-clad figure that took up the whole of the doorway into the church, she was starting to second-guess what she had previously accepted as fact.  
 
    Michael. That was Michael. 
 
    If anyone in this universe could kill her, or at the very least make her wish she could die, it was going to be him. She wasn’t interested in finding out what the champion of the archangels was going to do to her. Veil shrank back from the two creatures and figured there had to be another way out of here out the rear. 
 
    Now, she realized, she was afraid of what was on the other side of the door she thought she’d never cross. 
 
    She hadn’t made it two feet in the opposite direction before she was forced to draw up short as something impacted the wood frame of the door in front of her face. It was one of Michael’s metal “feathers.” Really, it looked more like a razor-sharp blade. It stuck inches into the surface like a surgical knife. It didn’t even splinter the wood. 
 
    Yup. Today sucked. 
 
    “Stay,” the archangel commanded. 
 
    The blade yanked free of the wood from some invisible command and whipped past her face back the way it had come. She turned to look at the two creatures. Her heart was pounding in her ears. Conrad and Gabe were both on their knees, struck in awe by something that looked that…well, holy. Gabe’s head was lowered in prayer, and the Irishman was staring, wide-eyed and gaping, at the archangel. 
 
    The feather he had sent to intercept her rejoined his wing, spinning back in place where it had left off with the sound of metal sliding against metal. 
 
    Asmodeus growled low, and the shadows that seemed to gather around him in this form darkened. They coalesced around him like a living thing. It was only then that she realized she had never seen Asmodeus really fight. Not really. She couldn’t imagine the kind of damage they were about to wreak on the building around them. If not the city itself. “Leave here, archangel.” 
 
    Michael jumped forward suddenly and without warning, shoulder-checking Asmodeus into the wall. Metal shards shot forward from his wings, impaling Asmodeus to the wood behind him. The metal stabbed through his wings, his legs, his arms, even his torso. The archdemon howled in pain but couldn’t move. He hadn’t been expecting an attack so suddenly from the warrior and was likely still working off the pain of having been trapped in the spirit realm for so long.  
 
    Michael stepped back to observe his work, and seemingly content with it, he turned to walk toward her. Asmodeus howled and roared at him, yanking on his own limbs to try to free himself. Electricity arced from each of the metal shards, and the archdemon screamed in pain. The more he struggled, the worse it became. He went limp, slumping against the wall. Blood, black as pitch, ran from the wounds. 
 
    Veil was now backing away from Michael, retreating from his massive metal form as he approached. The shards of his wings were constantly rotating and spinning on their axes. He would be beautiful if he weren’t so damn terrifying to her right now. 
 
    “Whatever you’re going to do, don’t. Just let me go,” she said to the creature in the shining armor. She raised her hands in front of herself in a useless attempt to show she meant no harm. She’d disappear into the spirit world, or dash away through the wall, but she was too exhausted. After the events of today, she wouldn’t risk it. She’d make it ten feet before she wouldn’t be able to hold herself there, and then she’d probably wind up on the ground, passed out. 
 
    “You freed him.” 
 
    It was a statement, not a question. It was flat, emotionless, and even without an ounce of damnation in his tone, she couldn’t help but feel that she was on the stand. He was her proverbial judge, jury, and quite possibly her executioner. “I had to.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “This cult. Aren’t they after all of you? I know you don’t care about Mammon, but don’t they have Chamuel?” 
 
    He didn’t respond. Still, Michael was walking toward her. Still, she was retreating up the aisle toward the altar of the church. The flood of light through the entrance had faded, but the creature before her still glowed. Light glinted off his armor and his metal wings without any source that she could see. 
 
    She made more excuses. “They said he knew what they were after, that he had information on—” 
 
    “And you believed him?” He huffed a derisive, hollow, and metallic laugh. “After all the lies he’s told you?” 
 
    “Azrael said—” 
 
    “Azrael is adorably gullible. He agreed to help make you, didn’t he?” The tinny emptiness of his voice was worse than if he had just been outright judging her or had been angry. He was just stating facts. 
 
    Veil’s foot caught the edge of the stairs to the altar as she continued to retreat from Michael. She yelped as she fell and landed hard on her ass on the stairs with a pained unf. Before she could react, he was standing at her feet. Towering over her. 
 
    She might be about to die for real. 
 
    Or dragged to Heaven and tortured. 
 
    Her mind raced with all the possible options of how this could go very poorly for her. He lifted his sword and hovered the point of it over her chest. Death by angel was something she hadn’t done before. Another one for the bingo card. “You freed him in hopes of stopping the cult that is hunting us.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Not because you’ve forgiven him for creating you?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Not because you still love him?” 
 
    “Leave me alone, Michael.” She clenched her fists unwittingly. “I don’t want anything to do with him.” 
 
    “Ah, that wasn’t a no.” The tip of his sword moved closer to her, and she was forced to lean back to avoid letting it touch her. “Half-lies and partial statements don’t work on me. He has been my brother for much longer than you’ve been his student. I’ll ask it this way. Do you hate him?” 
 
    She glared up at him and remained silent. Screw him if he thought he would be able to back her into a corner. Screw him for asking questions she suddenly realized she didn’t have the answers to. She went to stand, but he pressed the tip of his sword against her throat. It felt impossibly sharp, razor-thin. The kind of knife that cut without pain. She leaned away from it. He’d called her bluff, and she had nothing in her hand. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me. I’ll know.” Electricity, yellow-gold and white, curled around his gauntlet and down his sword from hilt to tip. She drew back reflexively, worried they might ground out into her. “I’ll ask a third time. And it’ll be the last time.” Michael moved closer to her, his feet between hers, as he poised the sword over her throat, ready to drive down. “Do you hate Asmodeus?” 
 
    Time was once the archdemon was her whole world. Time was once she would have done everything and anything for him. She had adored him and went every day wanting to be at his side. But then it all changed. She learned what he was capable of. The lengths he had gone to create her, to lie to her, to sculpt her into what he wanted her to be. A plaything and a permanent toy for his amusement. 
 
    She was furious at Alistair, yes. 
 
    But right now, she loathed herself more. 
 
    Because she wasn’t sure. 
 
    Tears stung her eyes, ones born out of frustration and hatred, not sadness. Ones born of the result of how much she hated herself and how Michael had very easily and very quickly dredged that to the surface. She didn’t know how to answer him. She didn’t know how she could. But she wasn’t eager to find out what that sword and his power were going to do to her. She fixed him with a glare, angry the archangel was dragging this out of her.  
 
    “I don’t know.” 
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