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      Boston

      April 1939

      

      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 single blooms added by the mourners who 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 park for the living and part a place for the dead to reside. Picnics here were neither uncommon nor discouraged in the large swaths of grass, even if the lawn was peppered with 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 have thought 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 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 of 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 from time to time, she would catch him 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 took 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 that 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 self-control 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 the lips broke through his sadness, and he leaned down to kiss the top of her head. His mood simmered back down to a dour 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 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 to 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 smiled 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 standing at the threshold of the church 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 follow its path back to the archangel and demon in the doorway. Her heart was pounding in her ears. Conrad and Gabe were both on their knees, struck with awe by something that looked that…well, holy. Gabe’s head was lowered in prayer, while 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 with the sound of metal sliding against metal.

      Asmodeus growled low, and the shadows that seemed to gather around him in this form darkened, coalescing 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 the two of them were about to wreak on the building around them. If not the city itself. “Leave here, archangel,” the archdemon growled.

      Michael jumped forward suddenly and, without warning, shoulder-checked Asmodeus into the wall. Metal shards shot forward from his wings, pinning 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 Veil. 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-clad form as he approached. The shards of his wings were constantly rotating and spinning on each axis. 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 kept walking toward her. Still, she retreated 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 merely 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.” It took her a second to realize she had clenched her fists. “I don’t want anything to do with him.”

      “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?”

      Once, the archdemon was her whole world. Once, she would have done everything and anything for him. She had. 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 to which 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, born out of frustration and hatred, not sadness. Born 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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Richard had never packed so quickly in his life. Usually, he had one suitcase for his notes and research and another for clothes. Now it was all fair game. Notebooks and papers were shoved in between his undershirts and pants with no care for how they would come out on the other side.

      His time hunting cults was over. This was the end of the road for him. This was his retirement.

      Not because of what he had learned about Veil. That wasn’t to say he wasn’t upset she hadn’t ever told him the true story about her relationship with Asmodeus. He was upset but wasn’t mad, not really. He was hurt. It was a childish reaction, he knew, but it didn’t stop him from having it.

      She had been his guiding light for so long, his friend and companion. She had entered his life as his savior and had been the only one who knew his truth. Not even his wife and daughter knew what he really did on these so-called “conferences” he claimed his university sent him on. Only Veil.

      He thought they both trusted each other with all parts of their lives.

      But she had left out one crucial detail.

      Why? Hadn’t she trusted him? Did she think he was going to judge her? It wasn’t her fault. And if she used to love Asmodeus, who was Richard to look down his nose at that?

      Zipping up his suitcase, he sighed, lowering his head. He was so tired. One, he was getting older. Two, the past few days had wrung him out. He wasn’t designed for this kind of thing. He wasn’t made for the front lines. That creature that had attacked them on the bridge was enough to send Richard packing, even before all the rest had happened.

      Archangels and archdemons.

      Azrael in his human form was frightening enough. But the sight of Asmodeus…those terrible black wings with their vicious claws. The way his eyes glowed. It was too much. He was in over his head. These creatures would mean his death; he knew it.

      And now his family was in danger.

      He loved Veil. He had loved her romantically a long time ago, and now he loved her like family. He’d text her later to sort things out, once he wasn’t so wounded over the whole thing. Part of him had suspected the truth of the nature between her and “Alistair Solomon,” but he had stowed it away under the belief that she would have told him if that had been the case. Apparently not.

      Like all childish emotions, he knew it would pass. He’d get on the plane, go home to his family, make sure they were safe, and then call Veil to sort it all out. They’d be friends, and he’d help her from afar just like he used to.

      She had other friends now, anyway.

      He couldn’t help but feel a pang over how she laughed with Conrad and even Gabe. Coupled now with his immature hurt was an equally infantile jealousy. For so long, Veil had been his secret. She had no one else she talked to regularly. It had made him feel special.

      I really am a child. I guess I never really left that basement where Mom, Dad, and Sis died. I’m sure my therapist is going to have a field day with this one. He let out a sad laugh as he zipped up his second suitcase and headed out. Lingering in the center room, he looked over their shared suite. Veil’s door was open, and her things were strewn around. The girl always left things such a terrible mess.

      Girl. She’s a hundred and nine.

      He laughed once and sighed.

      This isn’t goodbye. I’ll call her tomorrow. He debated leaving her a note, but he needed to get on a plane and go home. If he knew anything about how crisis worked, it often came down to the wire. A few seconds could spell the difference between life and death.

      Not like I know what good I’m going to do once I get there. Shoving those thoughts to the back of his head, he left the hotel suite and headed down to the lobby. It didn’t matter that he was useless in a fight. It didn’t matter that going to be with his family wasn’t going to amount to anything. That was where he had to be.

      He set foot onto the sidewalk and pulled up short as a man stepped in front of him. The man was wearing a black suit and a green tie, and he smiled down at Richard. “Mr. Blanchard?”

      Richard eyed the man narrowly, reluctant to answer at first. “Yes?”

      The man gestured to a pin on his lapel. It was a circle with the letters “ASMODAY” spelled around the edge in the position of a seven-pointed star. These were Asmodeus’s people. Richard drew back from the man half a step. The stranger raised his hands in a show of harmlessness. “Please, Mr. Blanchard, I mean you no harm. My name is Thomas Redding. I was sent to take you to your family. They’re safe. They’re in our care now.”

      “What?” Richard tried not to shout but couldn’t help it. Several people on the street turned to look at him as he did. He coughed and tried to bite down the sudden rush of panic. “You’ve taken my family? Where? What have you done with them?”

      “Please, have no fear. They’re safe. I promise you. Mr. Solomon wants nothing but to protect you and yours. You’re very dear to Selina, and he extends to you the same safety that he would do for her. You are our family as well. Here.” He pulled out his phone and pressed a few buttons before handing it to him.

      Richard took the cellphone and saw the number emblazoned on the screen. It was familiar, and it took him half a beat to realize it belonged to Chris. He pressed it eagerly to his ear.

      “Hello? Mr. Redding?” She sounded nervous and unsure. But alive. Alive!

      “Chris! Oh, God, sweetie, are you okay? Is Chelsea with you?” He was talking a million miles an hour, he knew, but he couldn’t find the strength to calm down.

      “Richie! I’m fine. We’re fine. We’re safe.”

      “Where are you? Are you home? What happened? What have they told you? What’s going on?”

      Chris laughed at his rapid-fire questions. Her laugh set him at ease more than anything else possibly could have. The sound of it calmed him down enough for him to take a shuddering breath. “Sorry. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Some men came to the door. They explained to me everything, about you, about what you’ve been doing all these years. All the lives you helped save.”

      All the lives he helped save.

      If his heart had been pounding, now it threatened to stop altogether. There was only love in her voice. No judgment, no anger, no fury over being betrayed and lied to. Only…that wasn’t how it felt to him. “I’m so sorry I never told you. I didn’t…I didn’t know how. I didn’t want you to be afraid or for any of this to happen…” I’m sorry I never told you about this half of my life. I just couldn’t reconcile the two parts of my life in my head. I didn’t want to be that person with a messy history around you.

      The proverbial lightbulb went off.

      Suddenly, he wasn’t upset with Veil anymore.

      Suddenly, he understood.

      It hadn’t been about trust. It had been about wanting to pretend.

      “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay. We’re both here. We’re heading to a jet. Mr. Redding’s men are taking us to somewhere just outside Boston. They said it’ll be safer there with you and the rest of his ‘people,’ whatever that means. He says there are others there who can protect all three of us. Some man named Mr. Solomon sent them. Do you know him?”

      Richard looked up at Thomas, who was standing there waiting patiently, his hands clasped behind his back. “I know of him. We’ve never really met.”

      Chris’s voice dropped, hushing, clearly trying to keep Chelsea from hearing. It was late, and their daughter was probably sound asleep. That girl could sleep like a brick through anything and everything. “Are we safe? They’ve told us some strange things. Monsters, honey. Are there really monsters out there?”

      He paused a long time before answering. “Yes.”

      Chris was silent an equally long time. “Wow. Well. That changes a lot of things.”

      Now it was his turn to laugh. She was astonishing—able to take anything in stride and just go along with it. She was also an avid reader, and she adored her fantasies and outlandish stories. He had no doubt she’d handle meeting a demon or an angel a lot better than he did.

      “I told Chelly that we were coming to see you. That you had some famous and rich friends who were going to show us around. She’s excited. Mr. Redding’s men are doing a fantastic job of playing along. You know how she is with her questions. She takes after you.”

      Richard smiled, his heart beaming. He knew he shouldn’t trust Asmodeus’s people. He knew they likely meant trouble. But he also had no choice. They had his family.

      And where they were, he would be at their side. One way or another.

      Even if this was a trap.

      “I’ll see you soon. I love you. I’m going to meet you at the airfield where you’ll be landing.” He didn’t know if that was the plan, but he was going to insist on it.

      “Okay, sweetheart. Be safe, please.”

      Something about those words felt both tragic and sad. “You too, hon. You too.”

      “Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      He prayed to whoever was listening to keep his family safe. He prayed to whoever was listening that this wasn’t the trap he felt around him like the jaws of a shark.

      Even with the events of recent days…he had the distinct sensation that his prayers would fall on deaf ears.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll ask a third time. And it’ll be the last time. Do you hate Asmodeus?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The archangel shook his head at her haggard confession. “I figured.”

      “Go no further, Michael!” Asmodeus managed to yell through the clear pain he was in. He might not be able to free himself, but he could still holler like a champ. “Do not touch her, or I will rend you limb from limb and feed you to Bael’s wurms myself! Do not dare touch her!”

      Michael’s sword mercifully left where it was poised an inch from her throat, and she let out the breath she had been holding that had started to burn in her lungs. The archangel turned back to look at the archdemon pinned to the wall, skewered and bleeding from the metal feathers still embedded in him. “I didn’t, did I?”

      “You attacked her!”

      He raised a pointer finger. “No, I almost attacked her. But I didn’t. I could’ve taken her head off. But I didn’t.” The metal helm turned back to look down at her, and she shrank back against the steps. “Not like it would have done much good. Or so I hear.”

      Veil blinked. “You can’t kill me?”

      “No. Nothing can.” Michael laughed once. “You thought I could kill you? No wonder you’re shaking.”

      She glared at him now. “Oh, stuff it, tin can. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to getting stabbed. How was I supposed to know you can’t hurt me?”

      “Oh, I can hurt you. That much is true. But that’s about it.”

      Asmodeus thrashed against the metal shards that kept him against the wall. “Coward! Face me!”

      Michael was still looking down at her, even if he was talking to the archdemon. His voice, tinny and hollow, carried easily enough. He didn’t need to shout. “Wouldn’t be a long fight, now, would it, brother? Not in your current state. You’ve been out of that frozen hole for only a few hours. I’ve beaten you on your best day. This is your worst. Do you really think you could win?”

      “It matters not. You shall not harm her! I will not let you, I—”

      Michael paused to turn back to look at Asmodeus. “Oh, cool your tits, will you?”

      “Wait. What did you just say?” She couldn’t help but voice the thought out loud.

      Michael looked back at her, and now she was staring up at him in abject confusion. Had he just said—had he just told Asmodeus to—

      The archdemon in question looked just as confused, looking at Michael with wide, glowing green eyes. The unexpected phrase had stopped his shouting mid-word.

      “I’m not going to hurt her, you big baby.” The armor that the archangel wore seemed to fold back on itself, compacting into an impossible space before it disappeared entirely. His wings did the same, with little more than the quiet slide of metal on metal. As the armor folded away, she watched as he took a human form.

      The man who stood in front of her was not what she was expecting. Oh, he was painfully handsome. The kind of guy who would stop you in your tracks at the corner store. Probably make you drop your coffee. He was broad-shouldered and muscular. He had a perfect jawline and short blond hair. He looked like the Platonic ideal of a football player from the fifties with an updated wardrobe. Straight off the cover of some trashy romance novel.

      What she hadn’t expected was the lopsided and goofy smile on his face. His eyes were hazel and shone with a…there was a silliness there. His smile bloomed into a broad grin, and it lit up his face with a kind of friendly joy she wasn’t sure what to do with.

      He looked like a handsome puppy.

      He reached down to help her up. “Nice to finally meet you, kiddo.”

      She stared at his hand blankly. The adrenaline was still rampaging through her. She still didn’t understand what was happening. “What the actual fuck?”

      Michael shrugged one shoulder. “Eh. Yeah. Sorry about that. I wanted to make sure I knew what I’m getting myself into.” He smiled down at her. “Which, by the sounds of it, is going to be a laugh riot. And by that, I mean it’s not.”

      “What you’re getting yourself into?” she repeated dumbly.

      “Well, this situation is bad enough without all the drama you’re going to bring into it. I wanted to know exactly what kind of Lake Woe-is-me I was wading into. Do you blame me? Asmodeus isn’t fun to deal with on a good day, let alone when he’s moping about not getting laid for three quarters of a century.”

      “You’re gonna have to back it up and try again,” Veil muttered. To say the conversation had taken an unexpected turn was putting it lightly. She sat there, dumbfounded, staring up with nothing but confusion. She was exhausted. She needed a nap. Maybe she had hit her head, and this was all just a hallucination.

      “Look. Kiddo.” Michael sighed and, leaning down, grabbed her hand and yanked her up to her feet. She yelped and froze, and he clapped his other hand on her shoulder. “I’ll spell it out. You. And he. Have a problem. A problem that needs sorting out. A problem you’re going to wind up having to sort out right in the middle of a bunch of innocent people being brutally murdered by some cult that nobody can find and who keep abducting my brothers and sisters. I wanted to know what kind of high school level bullshit I was going to have to deal with while I squished some heads.”

      She shoved him away from her. More like she shoved herself away from him. The guy was immovable. “Who the hell are you?”

      He laughed and paced back from her, still facing her, and extended his arms out to his sides as he walked. The grin he flashed her could have stopped traffic. She was certain it had more than once. “I’m the archangel Michael, baby! But you can call me Mike. Actually, you can call me anyt—”

      A clawed talon stopped his cocky speech. Asmodeus. He had freed himself and had snuck up behind the archangel. The claws of his left wing gripped around the other man’s face as the archdemon whirled him around. “You will not touch her!”

      Michael shoved and managed to break himself free from the archdemon. Asmodeus was bleeding badly from the wounds dealt by the metal feathers. Freeing himself had done a great deal more damage in the process. The archangel wiped his face, swiping away the blood that Asmodeus had drawn.

      “Calm down, you idiot. I’m not going to hurt her. I came to help.” He gestured back at her. “Did I do anything? No. I helped her up. You gonna be a little pissy-pants because I helped her up?” Michael shook his head as he looked at his brother who was bleeding, injured, and furious. “You’re going to make this absolutely miserable, aren’t you?”

      “What has happened to you?” Asmodeus narrowed his glowing green eyes at the other creature. “You’ve become…strange.”

      “You’ve been locked away, brother. The humans have changed a great deal since you’ve been gone. I spent most of that time down here. Socializing. Heaven got—” He paused and said through a long sigh, “Boring. You get it. I decided to go for a walk.”

      “Why did you attack me?” Asmodeus’s form changed, and he melted back into the shape of Alistair. He moved to a pew and leaned on it heavily, looking drawn and exhausted. He was spent before Michael had hurt him, and now he looked as though he was on the verge of passing out.

      “I wanted to talk to her without you trying to break my fingers off.” Michael shrugged. “I figured you wouldn’t let me get within five feet without puffing up your feathers like the ugly-ass peacock you are. Turns out I was right.”

      Alistair glared. It was a look of such perfect hatred that it made her laugh. It brought their attention back to her, and she started walking down the aisle toward the two of them. “Guys? I…this is great and all. It’s nice to meet you, Mike, I guess. Although you really need to work on your introductions. But I need sleep. Badly.”

      “I agree.” Alistair let out a pained sound as he pushed himself back up to standing. “We should go.”

      Michael clapped his hands. “Great! Where’re we staying?”

      “No.” Veil and Alistair had spoken in unison.

      “What? Your little mortal friend took his bags and left. That means you have two beds and a sofa. Dibs on the extra bed. Al can sleep on the sofa.” Michael’s grin hadn’t faded. “Unless you want to cuddle with me, kiddo.”

      “No!” She wanted to yank her hair out. “And how do you know Richard is gone?” Richard couldn’t have skipped out on her right now. Couldn’t have. She figured he was angry, but…to just leave without talking to her?

      “I’ve been spying on you.”

      She glared at him viciously. “Then you can fuck off.”

      “No. I’m not letting him,” he pointed at Alistair, “run off with you.” He pointed back at her. “He’s a lying sack of shit,” he pointed back at Alistair, “and the cult wants you really bad for some God-forsaken reason.” He pointed back at her. “So, for now, this guy,” he pointed back at himself, “isn’t letting either of you out of his sight. We’re all going to be buddies.”

      Alistair ran his palms over his face. He looked as though he were on the verge of asking her to stuff him back in the spirit realm. “This is ludicrous.”

      “I agree. But, hey. I get the chance to finally meet my niece!” Michael slung an arm around her shoulder and yanked her into him for a hug, drawing a startled yelp out of her. Alistair glowered at him, his jaw twitching, but said nothing. “Or are you my sister-in-law?” The archangel hummed thoughtfully. “Which is it? Both? Sister-niece?”

      “Fuck off!” Veil shoved him hard, sending him staggering into a pew. She knew it was because he let her push him, but she didn’t care. Archangel be damned. “Listen to me, ass-clown—”

      Michael was laughing, grabbing his sides, grinning like an idiot. “Oh, this is going to be a lot of fun.”

      “Nope!” She turned and left them standing there. “Screw this. Screw all of this.” Veil turned and left them standing there. Where’s that stupid imp? Oh, right. Michael hadn’t taken kindly to Maleon trying to protect her when the archangel showed up. Great. Going up to the pile of rubble where Maleon landed, she dug through the bits of chairs and tables until she found him. She picked him up, and he groaned.

      “Five more minutes,” the imp whimpered.

      Too angry to laugh, she tucked him under her arm and stormed out of the church. She passed Conrad and Gabe, who were standing by the door, gaping in confusion at what had just transpired. She didn’t understand it either. But she did know the two creatures behind her were giving her a migraine.

      She walked outside, right into the third creature that was threatening to give her a worse headache than the one she already had. Azrael. She looked at him narrowly. “Are all of you always so infuriating?”

      He clasped his hands behind his back. “Yes, generally.” He paused then added, “Unfortunately.” As she stomped past him, he turned to follow her. “I tried to convince Michael to wait, for what it’s worth.”

      “I appreciate the attempt. Richard?”

      “I couldn’t convince him to stay. Some of Alistair’s men stayed on his tail to protect him. He said he was going to the hotel to get his things. That he had to go home to his family immediately.”

      She winced. She’d call him as soon as she got to the hotel and one of her spare phones. He had all her numbers programmed into his, just in case. “Are you going to sleep on the floor, too?”

      “No? Why would I sleep on a floor?”

      “Because those two assholes,” she pointed back toward the church, where Alistair and Michael were making their way out of the building, Michael first, Alistair trailing and looking both miserable and like a dangerous dark cloud of doom at the same time, “are both claiming they won’t leave me alone.”

      Azrael sighed. “I’m…so very sorry. They’re just concerned that the cult might try to take you again.”

      “You agree with them?”

      “I see the sense in it. Both seems a bit much, but Michael insists Asmodeus is not to be trusted, and I don’t think Asmodeus will leave your side unless—”

      “Great!” She cut him off, not wanting to hear the rest of the regurgitated excuse. She fished into her coat pocket and pulled out her car keys. “That’s just great.”

      “Veil!” Conrad raced to catch up with her, running a wide circle around the three angels. “Tomorrow. Breakfast?”

      “Yeah.” She sighed. All she wanted right now was some goddamn sleep. “Wait. No. Late lunch. I might not wake up until past noon.” It was almost four in the morning, if the clock outside the Copley Square T stop was correct. Fifty-fifty shot.

      “Eh, you Americans have restaurants that serve breakfast at any hour. I’ll just want some bacon is all.”

      “Actual bacon?” She managed to find the means to smile. “Or that fake English bacon you people have?”

      “Don’t care. Either. Both. Bacon.” He took a step back and looked over at Michael and Alistair. “If you need help, if you need…I don’t even know what the Hell I’m sayin’.”

      She laughed. She smiled at him and put her hand on his arm. He was trying. And that honestly mattered more right now than anything else. “I appreciate it, Connie. A lot. I’ll call you if I need you guys.”

      She squeaked as Conrad grabbed her and yanked her into a tight hug. “You’ll be fine, Blue. Don’t let them get to you,” he muttered to her. “That’s my job.”

      She laughed and whapped him in the chest as he let her go. “Yeah, yeah. Go on, Darby.” But she really couldn’t help the smile on her face. Damn it all. They were friends now. She waved goodbye to Gabe as she turned to walk toward where her car was parked. The two priests went the other direction to get a cab.

      Coping with loneliness was like learning to cope with cold weather. It was better to stay in it and not know what she was missing. The instant she went inside, the instant the chill faded to warmth, it made the idea of returning to the outdoors that much worse.

      Gabe and Conrad were her friends. For now. Even if the world were filled with daisies and rainbows, even if everything went as perfectly as it ever could and all the cults and dangers to humanity just up and vanished, they’d grow old and die.

      She wouldn’t.

      They’d leave her in time.

      A hand settled on her shoulder. Azrael. He seemed to read the expression on her face easily enough. If anybody could, it’d be him. “It is better to have loved and lost. Isn’t that what they say?”

      She huffed a single laugh and looked up at him with a faint smile. “Says the guy who doesn’t ever get involved.”

      He reached up and tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. It was such a familiar, tender gesture that it made something bloom in her heart unexpectedly. “I did once.” His shining blue eyes shone with love. Not like Asmodeus—not a hungry, passionate thing—but the expression of a parent.

      They both made her. But for very different reasons. By normal human social standards, it was exceedingly weird. But she wasn’t human. She sometimes had a hard time remembering that. Sometimes she wished she could forget it all.

      Watching him curiously, she had to ask. “Do you regret the one time you got involved?”

      “Never.”

      The moment was broken as Michael and Alistair crossed the courtyard to where she had stormed off and been intercepted by the archangel of death. Azrael sighed. “You don’t need another one of us hanging about making you uncomfortable. I will go.”

      “You should stay, and these other two should leave.”

      “What, Ronald McDo-Nothing here?” Michael jabbed a thumb in Azrael’s direction. “He wouldn’t help you if they tried to take you. Nope.”

      Azrael looked at her with sadness in his eyes. “I will see you tomorrow.”

      Before she could say goodbye, he vanished. She shoved her hands into her pockets and, with her head down, just walked away from the other two. She wanted nothing to do with the creatures she knew were following her. She had her own personal archangel and archdemon now, one on each side, and she wanted them both to burst into flames and go away. Maleon squirmed a little and snored loudly under her arm.

      Footsteps next to her, a little too eager to be Alistair, made her cringe. “Are we walking?” Michael. “I thought you were tired.”

      She held up her car keys, the ring hooked over her pointer finger. “Car’s over here.”

      “Oh! Can I drive?”

      She shot him a glare. “Hell, no.”

      He grinned with that silly, almost goofy expression as he followed alongside her. “I know how to drive! C’mon, let me drive. I love driving.”

      “I repeat—no.”

      “Leave her alone, Michael.” Alistair. Walking behind her with all the presence of a looming shadow.

      “Y’know, I wasn’t going to point this out earlier, but you’re the excess baggage, you realize.” Michael spun around, now walking backward to taunt the archdemon face-to-face. “She only needs one bodyguard. It isn’t going to be you, since they might be your cult, for all we know. But I’m here, so you don’t need to be. Why don’t you fly off somewhere to go sulk in private? Go rub one out, and maybe your mood’ll get better.”

      “Do you really think, by any stretch of any imagination, that I would ever leave you alone with her?”

      “No, I just like pointing out that you’re the horny third wheel.” Michael laughed and turned to face forward and caught sight of her car. “Ooh…c’mon, kiddo! Now you really have to let me drive.”

      She already had her key in the door as he turned and saw her vehicle. She opened the door and paused to glare at the archangel who was now nearly drooling over the old and pristine Pontiac muscle car. The streetlamps caught the vibrant blue paint. “Never going to happen, Mikey.”

      Getting in, she gently put Maleon on the seat next to her and then promptly slammed the door. She heard, muffled over the roar of the V8 engine, Michael exclaim, “Aren’t you going to let us in?”

      No. No, she really wasn’t.

      She grinned as she peeled away, screeching her tires on the tarmac, leaving the two of them standing on the side of the road.
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        * * *

      

      Her smug amusement at having ditched the two arch-idiots lasted right until the moment she tapped her magnetic fob against the door of the hotel. Pushing it open, she already heard them arguing.

      They’d beaten her here. They can fly, you moron. She groaned.

      “I am not sleeping on the sofa.”

      “Then talk her into sharing the bed, Casanova.” At the dark growl Michael got in response, he kept goading. “What, don’t think you can? Is your game off since you spent seventy years in a freezer?”

      She walked in. If she didn’t, she was going to have to break up a fistfight between two creatures who could very well trash most of the hotel in the process. She threw her coat and her keys on the table and put Maleon’s still unconscious form on top of her coat. “Both of you, shut up.”

      “For once, I said nothing.” Alistair was glowering at Michael, towering over the shorter archangel. Michael was about six feet even in his human form but broad-shouldered enough that it didn’t make much of a difference visually.

      “I know. I’m telling you both to shut up before you do.” She dropped her bag on the table. “I’m going to bed. Goodnight.” She walked into her half of the suite and slammed the door. She threw the lock, loudly, for good measure.

      Muffled, through the door, she heard Michael snicker. “Ouch.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Richard was used to the sensation of fear, but it was usually reserved for himself. Fear for his family was far worse and far more consuming. He couldn’t help but bounce his knee rapidly the entire trip, knowing he must have been driving the men around him insane with the repetitive action. He didn’t care.

      Once they reached the airfield, the car had barely stopped moving before he had thrown open the door to the big black SUV that had taken him to see his family. They had landed at the Norwood airport, a tiny strip meant for private flights only. He saw them there at the bottom of the stairs belonging to the small jet that sat in the middle of the tarmac.

      “Daddy!” Chelsea jumped up and down on seeing him and was quickly racing to meet him. He threw his arms open wide for her, catching her as she collided with him, and scooped her up off the ground in a tight hug, spinning around with her a few times as he did.

      It wasn’t until that moment that he realized he had been terrified he would never see her again. The relief of being able to hold his daughter almost brought him to tears. Chris was far more reserved and was walking toward them with a smile that only barely belied the seriousness of what was happening.

      “This is so much fun!” Chelly beamed. “The jet was so cool. I didn’t know you had awesome friends, Daddy. I thought you only had boring professor friends.” Even for an eight-year-old, the girl had no filter.

      Richard laughed and grinned. “Maybe I’m a secret agent. A spy.”

      “Pssh. No, Daddy, you’re silly. You only read books. Secret agents fight people.”

      Ouch. Too bad she was right. “Credit where credit is due.” He put her down and mussed her brown curls, causing the girl to shriek in dismay.

      Mr. Redding approached them with another man standing at his side. He looked down at the young girl and smiled brightly. “Well, hello. You must be the famous Ms. Chelsea. I’ve heard a great deal about you.”

      “I’m not famous!” Chelly exclaimed but was blushing brightly. “Am I?”

      “You are to your daddy. I was wondering, if it’s okay with your parents, of course, if my friend James here could take you to the restaurant”—he pointed over to a small diner attached to the main building of the airport—“and buy you some ice cream?”

      “Best day ever!” Chelly screamed. All the adults winced at the sound. She was already off and running, with “James” rushing to catch up.

      “Sorry about that.” Mr. Redding turned to face Chris. “I wanted to talk without her hearing if possible. I’m Thomas Redding. A pleasure, under unfortunate circumstances, of course, to meet you both.” He held his hand out to her.

      Chris smiled as she shook it. “Thank you for what you’re doing for us, as strange as this all is.”

      “It’s my pleasure. I know you both have no reason to trust me. I know this has come as a shock to you, Mrs. Blanchard.”

      “Chris,” she insisted.

      Mr. Redding smiled. “Chris. I know you both have a lot to discuss. But our top priority—above all else—is your safety. Mr. Solomon has made it perfectly clear that you are all to be treated as his most honored guests. We’re going to take you to a place where we can ensure no one who means you harm comes anywhere near you. Once this has all blown over—which will be within a week, I’m sure—we’ll take you all home.”

      “Thank you. Can we learn more about who is after us?” Chris hugged Richard’s arm, and he drew her in close to him. Just her presence there made this whole awful situation a million times more tolerable.

      “I’ll share with you all I know. I’m afraid I’ll also have to take your cellphones. We’re going to have to make sure they aren’t being traced. But there’s good news.”

      “Really?” Richard sounded about as dour as he felt.

      Thomas chuckled. “I know how this must seem. The good news is we don’t think we’ve been pursued in any way. You and your family aren’t the targets. The cult isn’t really after you. They’re after the leverage you could provide regarding our mutual friend. As soon as we make you too much work for what you could provide, you should be in the clear.”

      Richard sighed and shut his eyes, shaking his head. It felt awful to know he was safe because they were really after Veil. But, in an equally horrible way, he knew she’d survive. She’d be fine. She always was and always would be, no matter what.

      There wasn’t a damn thing in the world that cult could do to hurt her. He’d seen her get hit by a train. She’d been electrocuted. Drowned. Mangled. And, as she always said, it “never hurt in any way that mattered.”

      She was immortal.

      Him and his family?

      They were very much not.

      He looked over at Chris then glanced to the diner, where he saw Chelsea sitting in the window, waving excitedly to him. The men surrounding them were very dangerous people. It didn’t matter whose side they were on; the fact remained.

      His priority had to be his wife and daughter. It had to be. There wasn’t another way.

      Veil would understand.
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        * * *

      

      Veil had never had sleep paralysis before. She’d heard of it, seen documentaries, and read a few articles, but had never experienced it. People claiming to be held down by an invisible force was one of those things she never doubted existed but also doubted she’d ever experience herself. She had fallen asleep lying on her stomach, and she woke up to the feeling of something pressing down on top of her. Something large.

      She went to move her arm, to push herself up and get away, but something snapped around her wrist, pinning her there. Through the glow of the hotel curtains, she saw there was nothing there. Nothing was touching her.

      There wasn’t even a depression in the mattress like there should be, if whatever was there was only invisible. It was as though there was nothing there at all. The weight settled on her, sliding over her, and she shuddered at the feeling of it. She tried to focus, tried to see if it was a ghost, but there wasn’t even a flicker of energy in the spirit realm. She was alone.

      A nightmare? It had to be.

      The nightmare nuzzled into her hair. She felt hot breath against her ear and the slide of a tongue up her cheek. She tried to struggle and thrash but, to her horror, discovered she couldn’t move. The most she could do was tense her muscles.

      Hands slid over her body. Too many of them for what should have been possible. They felt everywhere. She bit back the startled sound that threatened to end in something undignified as they roamed over her, pressing into her. She couldn’t even move her head enough to see if her skin moved with the contact.

      For minutes, it seemed, the hands trailed over her. Pressing and exploring, kneading and caressing. She was embarrassed at the effect they had on her. She growled angrily, but it did nothing to stop them.

      Lips, hot and wet, trailed over her shoulder away from the direction her face was turned. It had more exposed skin there to torment. Teeth began to graze against her, and she swallowed down the whimper that threatened to escape. As the teeth bit down, she gasped. It stung, but that wasn’t why she had gasped. Heat pooled in her body. The hands, the feeling of the sharp pain, coupled with her half-sleeping state, were all too much. Her back arched, lifting her head from the pillow.

      But she had lifted her head. That was progress! Maybe she was waking up. Maybe she could move her limbs now. Shake off this nightmare and get a glass of cold water and everything would be fine, and—

      Something snapped around her throat and squeezed. Not enough to cut off her air, but enough to restrict it too much for comfort. She pulled in a sharp rush of air through her nose and tried not to cough. Whatever was around her throat was keeping her head pulled back and her shoulders off the bed.

      Still, the hands roamed her body. It used her lifted state to drift down over her arms and under her, cupping her breasts and squeezing them. It was at once both sensual and rough, kneading her skin painfully but slowly.

      The noise that left her wasn’t one of protest.

      Her head swam.

      This shouldn’t feel good. But she found her muscles going slack, no longer struggling against her inability to move. It seemed it wasn’t done with her yet. Feeling her surrender, it pressed down on her legs, splitting them apart with the force of it. She felt the nightmare settle there briefly before grinding something hard against the core of her body.

      That broke her of her momentary lull. When she opened her mouth to scream, something invisible clamped over her mouth. No sound left her. It was like her voice had been stolen away. She couldn’t move. She could barely breathe. And the nightmare that had taken over her body was rutting itself against her now.

      The throb of the force against her back was all-consuming. It felt like a thrum of a heartbeat, pulsing in time with its tempo against her body. A heat began to consume her, rushing through her like fire. She couldn’t help it. She wasn’t in control. Her head was reeling, the loss of air making her dizzy.

      The teeth were at her shoulder again, a tongue licking and kissing at her between hard bites. And still, it never relented from the methodical grinding against her body, promising something more, but never speeding up or slowing down.

      She found herself anticipating each movement, eager for it, and afraid of what it was doing to her. The ghostly and invisible hands on her were sending sparks of pleasure and pain through her body, mimicking the tempo of the heartbeat she felt. Mimicking the hard press of a body against hers.

      She was gasping now, spots appearing in her vision. She needed to breathe. But it wasn’t the only thing she needed. Her body was burning. Her skin felt hot, and she knew she was sweating as the nightmare pressed itself against her and moved with all the variation of a ticking clock. It was a perfect tempo. It felt endless.

      “Please,” she gasped and was shocked she could speak. Barely. It was more of a movement of lips with the barest of breath against her lips.

      She needed it to tighten its grasp around her throat and send her to the darkness or to bury itself into the heat she felt at her core and finish what it started. One or the other. This couldn’t go on. She didn’t know which she’d prefer.

      Suddenly, it was gone.

      It stopped. All of it vanished. The feeling against her back, around her throat, the weight that had settled on her. She pulled in a shuddering breath and whirled onto her back, expecting to see a dark shadow at the foot of her bed.

      She was alone.

      It was like it hadn’t ever happened. Except for her heartbeat pounding in her ears and the feeling of her body lit aflame. She had experienced a few vivid and sexual dreams before in her life, but that felt…very different. And she was left balancing on the edge of a knife.

      And she knew exactly who was to blame.

      “Bastard!”

      She stood, threw on a hoodie over her tank top, and burst into the main suite of the hotel. The lights were off, and she flicked on the wall switch with no care for waking anybody up unexpectedly.

      Alistair was lying on the sofa. He was on his side, and he had pulled up the coffee table and propped a pillow onto it so that he could stretch his legs out. He was in only his boxers. She was used to seeing him naked, but it always made her stare. Especially in the state she was in. The cut of his abs disappeared down to the line of his boxers, dipping underneath. He was the vision of desire. He was designed for that purpose.

      With a grunt, he opened an eye and looked at her, groggy and disgruntled. “What?”

      “You know what.”

      “Why are you angry at me now?” He sat up, moving like a tiger in the jungle even in his half-awake state.

      She stormed up to him, glaring. “After what you just did, you piece of shit—”

      “What did I do? Pray tell. I was sleeping for the first time in seventy years. I was enjoying it.”

      “Don’t give me that bullshit,” she hissed. She went to slap him. That was her mistake. Her hand had made it halfway through her arc when his hand caught her wrist.

      She didn’t have time to scream before she was suddenly on her back on the sofa. She forgot how fast he was when he tried. Faster than was humanly possible. His hand was snapped over her mouth, keeping her from screaming or arguing with him. Her legs were across his lap, and he leaned over her, his other arm pinning her thighs to his.

      “Mmhf!” If she had the power to set him on fire with her mind, she was trying to do it now. She struggled, but damn him, he was too strong. She swatted at him, trying to push him away, but it was utterly pointless.

      He shushed her, bending his face down closer to hers, and nuzzled his lips near her ear. “I can sense your desire. What kind of dream did you have that you think I sent you? Hm? Was this it?”

      Her eyes went wide as one of his dark wings folded out from his back. She had never seen him in human form with wings. She hadn’t even known it was possible. Like a third arm, it bent around her legs, cinching tightly.

      It let his other hand wander.

      He slid it up her thigh, fingers digging roughly into her bare skin. She slept with thin shorts on, and they weren’t hiding or protecting anything right now. He wormed his hand between her legs, ignoring her thrashing and noises of protest.

      He tutted her quietly. “Sssh…now, don’t be so dramatic. Look at you, left wanting, left needing. I can feel the state you’re in…I can fix it. Let me help you.” His fingers were playing over her through the cotton fabric of her shorts, and she knew she couldn’t hide what the nightmare had done to her.

      Still, she struggled, even as his touch pulled a moan out of her, muffled against his palm. Her back arched as her struggle turned into a writhe. His touch lit something in her, filling a promise left empty by the nightmare.

      “That’s it,” he purred, his voice a low, deep rumble. It vibrated through her. It made her want to sink into the cushions and let him have her, to let him do what he promised. Pleasure lanced through her, even as she tried to squirm away from him. Her hands were on his bare shoulders, but she wasn’t sure if she was holding on to him or trying to push him away.

      The claw of his wing loosened its grip. Without realizing it, she split her knees, and Alistair took the opportunity. He pulled the fabric of her shorts aside, and his hand cupped her body. Before she could react, he was inside her.

      She moaned against the hand that still clamped over her mouth, and her eyes slipped shut at the sensation. She arched her back again, her vision spinning. God, the fire she felt threatened to consume her. She couldn’t help it. Her struggling had become weak and half-hearted, and it slowed with every push and pull of his fingers from her body. Soon, she was lying still, lost in the sensations he was drawing out of her.

      “Oh, Selina…Yes…Oh, how I’ve missed this…how I’ve missed you.”

      Back and forth, little by little, her will to fight him waned. It felt so good. She needed this. And nobody was better than he was. Her hand tangled in his hair, gripping it hard, no longer pushing him away.

      She knew he was to blame for starting this. And now she needed him to finish it. She’d regret this in the morning, she knew. But right now? She couldn’t give a rat’s ass. It burned too much.

      His hand moved from her mouth. But that didn’t mean he was going to let her talk. His lips crashed onto hers, bruising and demanding. He drove his tongue into her mouth forcefully, claiming it. No—reclaiming it.

      She arched her hips up to meet the press of his hand, another moan leaving her lips as he slipped another digit inside of her. The movements of his hand felt in perfect sync with this tongue against hers. Delving in deep as he possessed her mouth and her body at the same time.

      Who am I to fight the King of Lust?

      When the pad of his thumb pressed against her sensitive nub, she suddenly came undone. She cried out sharply against him as the need and the want boiled over, sending pleasure crashing through her and plunging her over the familiar cliff.

      He broke the kiss to watch her writhe, green eyes almost glowing in the light as he smiled down at her. It wasn’t a gentle expression. It was the face of a predator, eating his kill.

      “You’re mine, Selina. You always have been…and you always will be.”
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        * * *

      

      Veil woke up with a start and nearly fell out of bed in the tangle of blankets as she thrashed her arms out to try to hit him. But he wasn’t there. Nobody was. The curtains were glowing bright with sunlight.

      Her heart was racing, pounding viciously in her throat. She was sweaty. Adrenaline was rampaging through her system, as were the aftereffects of something else. She looked over at the clock and saw it was quarter to noon.

      Putting her head in her hands, she let out a low growl. She needed a shower. She needed to clean the dream off her. Going into the bathroom, she flicked on the lights and turned the hot water up as far as it would go. Stripping off the sweat-soaked clothing, she stepped into the water and let out a rush of air.

      Damn him.

      Damn him to the Hell he came from.

      It had been a dream. She knew that much. But whose? Was it just her own, or was he to blame for it? There was no way to tell. Accusing him and being wrong would mean admitting she had the dream at all. Accusing him and being right meant he had just…they had just…

      The feeling of his kiss. His hands. The smell of him, the taste of him. It ran through her mind like battery acid.

      No. No. Never again.

      It had just been a dream. Nothing more. Just her stupid, pent-up, lonely mind latching on to having him near her. He was an archdemon. He had an aura around him that did strange things to people.

      Like that whole convent of nuns that one time.

      His reputation was very well deserved.

      Leaning her head against the tile, she thought through her day. Out there, on the other side of that door, was Asmodeus. Yesterday, she was too tired to deal with it. Now, she knew she had to face him down. She was afraid of him. Angry at him.

      But honestly, she didn’t know what to do with him. This was all so goddamn awkward.

      For now, they had to work together. Then, once the cult was gone, she’d get in her car and head to the horizon. But one thing had to happen at a time, and she had to go face the archdemon who may or may not have invaded her dream.

      She finished up in the shower and went about getting ready. She never blow-dried her hair and just toweled it off before putting on her makeup. Going to the door of the suite, her hand hovered over the knob.

      It wasn’t Richard who was going to greet her on the other side. It wasn’t even Conrad or Gabe. It was Alistair. And Michael. The last thing she wanted to do was open that door and deal with them.

      But she could smell coffee.

      With a long, beleaguered sigh, she opened the door and stepped into the shared suite between the two rooms. Scanning it, she saw Alistair sitting in a chair by the window, reading, his ankle on his knee.

      He looked perfect. He always did. His black suit was offset by a deep green shirt and black tie. The light from the window cast him in sharp shadows, accenting the angles of his face and the long lines of his body.

      She expected to feel anger. To want to walk up to him and smack him. Punch him. Scream or run out the door, even. But instead, she merely felt…she didn’t know what it was. A muddled mess of things.

      In her silence, he looked at her, glancing up from his book. “Good morning.” There wasn’t any smugness, any cruelty in his voice. It was just a genuine greeting. God, now she really did want to punch him.

      Maleon was asleep on the arm of the chair next to him, looking like the world’s ugliest and fattest hairless cat.

      “Yeah. It’s a fucking morning, that’s for sure.”

      He raised an incredulous eyebrow. “Everything all right?”

      “Didn’t sleep great.” She walked into the kitchenette to pour herself a cup of coffee. She slept like shit, and she really wanted to inform him that he knew exactly why. But on the off chance it was just her own stupid lonely mind at work, she kept that to herself.

      “Hm. For what it’s worth, it would have been worse on this sofa.” If it was his fault, he gave nothing away.

      “You know it’s a sleeper sofa, right? It folds out.” At his silence, she looked up at him and saw him looking at the sofa thoughtfully. His look was so quizzical, it was almost adorable. She wouldn’t let herself laugh. So instead, she dumped a few of the creamers into the mug and stirred, focusing on that instead.

      “Well, now I know. I thought it was just a miserably uncomfortable sofa. Fold-out sofas have certainly evolved since I’ve seen one last.”

      She didn’t need another reminder of how much time he had spent in that frozen place of death. “Yeah, well. Technology. It’s a thing. It happens. You’ve missed a whole bunch of shit. Wars. Passenger jets. Man on the moon. The internet.”

      “The moon? Why? It’s a giant, cold rock.”

      “Because they could.”

      “Humans.” He chuckled. “I’m sorry I’ve missed so much of the growth of technology. I have a great deal of catching up to do.”

      “I’ll drop you off at a library. How’s that sound?” She tried to keep the bitterness out of her voice, but she couldn’t.

      His expression darkened at her tone, but he didn’t call her out on it. He looked down at the imp on the arm of the chair next to him, who was lightly snoring. “You have an imp, I see.”

      “It was an accident. I summoned something to help me find the cultists, and I wasn’t specific enough.” She sipped her coffee. It was too hot, but she’d be fine. At least her mouth never stayed burned for long before it healed.

      Alistair laughed once and shook his head. “You know better than that.” And so quickly, he was back to playing the disappointed tutor.

      “Well, I had to make do.” She decided to bring something up that’d annoy him. “Where’s Michael?”

      “Still asleep, if his abysmal snoring is any indication.”

      It was an almost normal conversation. She could almost have mistaken it for being between two perfectly-fine people having a perfectly-fine day. Not Asmodeus. And her. Like this. After that dream. She had to put a stop to niceties. “I’m surprised my babysitter felt safe leaving me alone with you.”

      Alistair turned back to his book. “I can’t very well get away with some dastardly deed only a few feet away from him. He would be aware of it.” He paused. “You really don’t feel safe with me?”

      “No. I really don’t.”

      His jaw ticked, and he looked back down to the Agatha Christie novel and went silent.

      She sipped the coffee, enjoying how it tasted. Going to the table, she slumped into a chair and fished one of her spare cellphones out of her hoodie pocket. She texted Richard good morning and put it down in front of her.

      After the first few sips of her coffee and a good minute went by without his response, she sighed heavily.

      “What is it?”

      Looking up at Alistair, she really didn’t want to start a conversation, but she didn’t see any way around it. If they were going to fix this cult problem together, she’d have to accept the fact that she needed to talk to him. “Richard. He doesn’t ignore texts.” She sipped her coffee. “Maybe he’s on a plane.”

      “What’s a text?”

      She chuckled. Right. That. “Sorry. This is a cellphone. A wireless phone that runs off a battery charge and sends signal via radio signals to towers all over the place. Wired phones are pretty much dead now. Everybody has one of these.”

      “That explains the odd little device Calvin gave me.” Alistair looked back down to his book. He could read and carry on a conversation at the same time without missing a beat on either thing. “It only had two buttons. I’m afraid I wasn’t quite sure what to do with it. It vibrates occasionally. Very odd.”

      She stopped herself before offering to show him how to use it, but she couldn’t stop herself from smiling. It was too easy, too tempting, to fall into her old pattern with him. He was never a bad man on the surface. He was always kind, always funny, always loving. It was the rest of it that was the problem.

      Shaking her head, she decided to at least answer his question. “Texts are a form of written communication you can send to people without calling them.” She continued her explanation, shoving her errant thoughts into the corner of her mind. “Now you can send photos, little looping videos, even audio recordings via what people still call ‘texting.’”

      “Wait. You send voice recordings over a text communication? On a device designed to call people? Why would you do that and not just call them?”

      “I honestly have no clue.”

      “Humans,” he repeated with laugh. “So fascinating and yet so terribly foolish. Regardless, your friend is safe. I had my people collect him and take him to one of my safe houses. His family is being fetched and will meet him there.”

      “What?” She fought the urge to shoot to her feet.

      “Please don’t shout, Selina,” Alistair said with a tired sigh. “I mean him no harm. You know that.”

      She glared at him. “I swear, if you do anything to hurt him…”

      “And why would I? To manipulate you? Please.” He looked back down at his book. “How predictable. Give me more credit than that.”

      “I thought the Order was going to keep an eye on Richard.”

      “They clearly failed if I was able to put him in a car so easily.” Alistair shrugged idly. “I know you don’t like the idea of him in my care. The moment this is all resolved, he and his family may go free. Like it or not, they’re safer with me than the priests, and you know it.”

      Veil growled but couldn’t argue with him. He was right. They trailed off into silence for a long time. She pushed up from the table to pour herself a second cup of coffee. “You’re an ass-clown, Alistair.”

      “A what?”

      “Visualize it. You’ll figure it out.”

      He huffed a laugh as he clearly did just that. “Your language has grown more colorful over the years.”

      “That wasn’t even a good one. You have no idea.”

      “I look forward to finding out.”

      “You realize it’s an insult, right?”

      “It means you’re speaking to me. I’ll take what I can get.”

      Sighing heavily, she tried not to let that hurt. It did anyway. She poured the glorious black caffeinated gold into her mug. She was going to need a lot of it. Sitting back at the table, she opened her phone. No response from Richard. Instead, she texted Conrad.

      Veil: Breakfast in an hour? Place called Emmett’s on Beacon Street.

      The little dots began a few seconds later.

      Conrad: oy you lived

      Conrad: that works

      Veil: I lived for now. I think I have to wake up an archangel in a minute. WTF is wrong with reality?

      Conrad: u have to do wut

      Veil: Fuck my life, Connie. Fuck my life.

      There was a long pause, and then a stupid gif of a cartoon dog in a room on fire commenting, “This is fine.” She laughed and turned the phone over.

      “Was that Richard?”

      “No. Conrad.”

      “He makes you laugh.”

      “You’re jealous.” She grinned. Oh, this was gonna be good.

      “No, I’m making an observation.”

      “A jealous observation. What if I wanted to seduce the priest, huh? What then?”

      Alistair looked at her with an eyebrow raised. “Should I be concerned?”

      “It’s none of your business, so you can do whatever you want.”

      “None of my business?” He closed his book with a snap, which woke up Maleon with a snort. “None of my business.”

      “What’s happening?” Maleon mumbled and rubbed his eyes with his tiny, overstuffed hands. “Why so angry so early?”

      Ignoring the imp, Alistair never looked away from her. He stood slowly, and she could feel the darkness flowing out from him and could almost see it crawling along the walls. “You—”

      The other bedroom door opened, and a bleary-looking Michael stood there in a pair of sweatpants. “Your lovers’ quarrel is too loud. You two wanna fuck already and get it over with?”

      “Shut up, Michael.” Veil stood from the table and paced into the kitchen. “This isn’t a lovers’ quarrel.”

      “Uh-huh. Somebody in here needs to shut up, but it’s not me.” He walked into the room and rubbed the back of his hand over his eyes. He slumped loudly into a chair at the table and stretched. The man had no qualms about going shirtless. She figured none of them did. They were perfect, after all. “Hey, kiddo, mind making me a cup of coffee? I would, but I’d break mugs trying. I’m useless on half a night of sleep.”

      She eyed him narrowly. “Does the meathead want to say please?”

      Michael laughed, flashing her that goofy smile that was both charming and slapable at the same time. “Please. Cream, no sugar.”

      Shaking her head but unable to keep the smile off her face, she made him a cup and put it down in front of him. “You’re going to have to put clothes on to go get food.”

      He shot her a cheeky grin. “Don’t pretend you don’t enjoy the view.” Alistair growled loudly from the other side of the room, which sent Michael into another peal of laughter. “Too easy, brother. You make it too easy.”

      Veil put her head in her hands. If the cult didn’t get them first, she was going to have to find a way to kill them both. Or herself.

      Whichever came first.
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      Veil was ready to find the cult and climb into the back of their car by the time she was walking up the street to the restaurant. Luckily, it wasn’t a long walk. If she thought it might stick, she would consider hurling herself into oncoming traffic to end it all.

      Michael was walking beside her. That was half her problem. The other half was a step behind them.

      Alistair was refusing to let her out of his sight. He had gone strangely quiet since Michael had woken up. He was clearly hideously angry that the archangel was there. Every time she glanced at him, she caught him watching her. The darkness she saw there twisted her stomach into knots. She knew they had to talk. But it was the last thing in the world she wanted to do. Especially not after the dream she had.

      The feeling of him nearby left her on edge. As though there was a hungry beast right behind her about to strike. A shadowy claw hovering just behind her—waiting.

      There was a good chance the only thing keeping Alistair from doing whatever it was he so very much wanted to do was Michael’s presence. It made her slightly less annoyed at the archangel. Very slightly less.

      “Hey. Kiddo.” Michael was working on climbing that ladder, apparently.

      “Stop calling me that.”

      “Nope. Hey. Kiddo.” Yup. Two more points on the “annoying” scale.

      “What?” She glared at the archangel.

      “Are you always so moody?” He nudged her elbow with his as he walked next to her.

      “Nope. Generally, I’m a bucket of fucking sunshine.”

      “So, what’s the problem?”

      She looked up to lecture him, but his cocky grin showed her he already knew what the problem was. “I think I hate you.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Michael’s grin didn’t falter. “I don’t believe you.”

      “I want this cult dealt with so I can put the both of you in my rearview mirror. Again.” She stopped at the intersection and found herself with Michael to one side of her and Alistair to the other. The angel and the demon, in the worst possible sense. Glancing at Alistair, she found him for once not staring through her, but instead looking up, marveling at the buildings that soared overhead. “I guess the city’s changed a bit since you were last walking around.”

      “It has. Very much so…Although some things remain.” He looked at the church across the street, remarkable for its lack of steeple. King’s Chapel. He shook his head. “They’re never going to finish that, are they?”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s historical now.”

      “Hm. For shame. It’s hideous.” He turned back to ponder the buildings around him. “I think I would like to explore the city. See what’s become of it.”

      “Nobody’s stopping you.”

      He looked at her, and hurt flickered in his eyes for a moment before it went behind the veneer he wore of either brooding darkness or smarmy confidence. At the moment, it was the former. He clearly had meant he would like to explore the city with her.

      It wasn’t going to happen. But now she felt like the asshole in the situation.

      That was the problem with Alistair—with Asmodeus. He played the nice guy. He played the charismatic, misunderstood-but-secretly-harmless, dangerous-in-only-the-best-ways, debonair gentleman. He never insulted her, never struck her, never did anything to overtly hurt her. He could play the hurt puppy with incredible ease.

      But that wasn’t the truth, and it wasn’t really a lie, either. It was just the surface. What she saw was only the persona hiding the manipulative demon who devoured everything he wanted. The one who crafted everything around him to happen exactly as he planned.

      He hadn’t forced her to love him. Hadn’t locked her away in a tower until it was the only choice she had left. She had walked that road herself willingly. It hadn’t been an illusion. She had believed it.

      Now she didn’t know what to believe.

      One part of her felt drawn to him like a moth to a flame. Hearing his voice again after so long, she realized how much she had missed it. The dream had, whether he had sent it or not, reminded her of how much she had always wanted him.

      But now she also had the overwhelming desire to beat his face in with a metal baseball bat at the same time. Or maybe a frying pan. Or maybe she’d change it up. Y’know, for variety’s sake. Spice of life and all that.

      Michael cut into her train of thought. “Whatever you wanna do, I suggest you figure it out quickly.”

      “Huh?” She turned to him, stunned.

      He gestured across the street. “We have the walk signal.”

      After a stammer, she charged across the intersection without having managed to form words. Her face was warm, and she knew she was blushing. At least she could hide it by moving quickly and keeping them behind her as they walked up the street.

      Fishing her phone out of her pocket, she flicked it open and went to her text messages. Still no answer from Richard. She sent him another one.

      Veil: Richie, let me know you’re safe. Please.

      She’d give him another call later. Locking the screen with the button on the side, she slipped it back into her pocket.

      “Once you tell us what you know about the murders, you can go on your merry way, Alistair.” Michael used the archdemon’s human moniker to annoy him.

      “Who said I knew anything at all?” When she and Michael stopped walking and rounded on the archdemon, ready to start shouting at him, he laughed. “I’m kidding.”

      “And you wonder why people don’t like you.” Michael jabbed him painfully in the ribs through his black suit. Alistair had managed to watch enough people walking down the street out the window to create an outfit that was far more modern than the one he had been wearing in 1945, but it still had a timeless air to it.

      Alistair snarled and slapped his hand away, his jaw ticking. “Far more people choose to spend time in my presence than yours, archangel. What drove you from your ivory tower to Earth? Boredom, as you say? Or was it loneliness? Even your peers deign to spend little time with you, or so I’ve heard.”

      “My work keeps me busy.”

      “And your work is what, again? Remind me.”

      “Keeping you assholes from ruining everything.”

      “Oh, I see. I see.” Alistair rubbed his chin in false contemplation. “Has Lucifer made moves once more to start a war? Or has Leviathan threatened to flood the world again? Beelzebub is rallying his swarms to spread famine across the land? Last I knew, humans were doing a fine job of ruining things on their own. But forgive me. I didn’t realize your hours were so strictly taxed.”

      “Listen, you—”

      She’d had enough. “Shut up. Both of you. You’re worse than children.”

      Michael’s lips curled up on one side in a righteous sneer as he turned his anger at Alistair on her. “Be glad I’m here, kiddo. If I weren’t, you’d be standing there making those confused, lusty-scared eyes at him all damn day on your own. At least with me here, you’re slightly less likely to suck his—”

      She decked him.

      Straight up pulled back her fist and slammed it into his face. He was an archangel. She didn’t care. The few passersby on the street gave them a wide berth as she grabbed him by the collar and slammed her fist into his face again. She had caught him utterly by surprise, and her second blow sent him sprawling to the pavement.

      Before Michael could move or change forms, she dropped her knee over his throat, leaning down, pinning him there. He had magic; he could throw her off without even trying. She knew he could. She was heinously outmatched when it came to them.

      But she was pissed.

      His hands were on her leg, keeping her from crushing his windpipe. His nose was bleeding, for whatever it mattered. If she healed fast, they healed even faster. But she’d take it as a point of pride. “Listen, asshole,” she ground out between her teeth, hissing down at him as she pointed into his face. “I didn’t ask for your help. I certainly didn’t ask for your goddamn opinion. There is literally nothing about my situation you can even begin to understand. Don’t you dare swoop in and pretend like you do. So shut your fat mouth before I figure out a way to rip every single one of your fucking teeth out!”

      She stood, and he coughed as her weight left his throat. He could have defended himself, but he had chosen not to.

      Michael lay there and wiped the back of his hand across his upper lip to clean the blood off. “Well. Okay, then. Just checking.”

      “Checking what?”

      “That you still have that righteous anger streak. That you’d defend yourself without relying on him.” He gestured over her shoulder to the archdemon. “I wasn’t sure that, since your boy was back, you wouldn’t just cower behind his ugly-ass wings for protection. Had to check.” Hoofing himself up to his feet, Michael brushed himself off. Looking over her shoulder again to the archdemon, he sighed. “Oh, simmer down, Asmo. I was playing.”

      Glancing at Alistair, she took a step away from him, startled at his expression. It was one of pure, unadulterated hate. It burned from him like a fire that was nearly palpable. His posture was tense, ready to attack. It was in these moments that she was reminded what he really was—what he was capable of. And, more importantly, of the creature that lived inside the glass jar of the human mask he wore.

      His voice was a low and deadly growl, not needing volume to clearly portray his rage. “Hear me now, archangel…I advise you to tread carefully. Mark me. I can make you regret your actions.”

      The threat seemed to have an effect, as Michael’s cocky expression faltered and flickered for a moment before he regained composure and shrugged it off. “I didn’t touch her. She did all the hitting.”

      Turning back up the street, she resumed walking. They were almost there, anyway. “I need more coffee for this shit. It’s after noon. Fuck it. I might get a stiff drink.” She didn’t turn to look back at the two of them. If they didn’t follow her, she honestly would have been happier for it. But she knew she wasn’t going to be nearly that lucky.

      The restaurant, Emmett’s, was a quaint little Irish-style pub. It wasn’t the best, but it certainly wasn’t the worst. Pulling open the large wooden door, she didn’t bother to hold it open for the two men behind her. It was a few minutes past one, and she wondered if they were the first to arrive.

      “Selina. Ah…Veil. Sorry.” Turning, she saw Azrael seated by a circular table by the window with Gabe and Conrad next to him. He already had a half-finished coffee in front of him. He’d clearly been here for some time.

      It struck her how…normal he looked. Michael and Asmodeus both left the sense in the air that they were someone or something unusual. Like a celebrity. The kind of person who got glances from strangers, not just because of how handsome they were—but because they might think they had seen them in some movie somewhere.

      But Azrael blended in. He looked utterly mundane. He was nobody special, just another face in the crowd. That effect lasted right until anybody took a good look at his eyes, she guessed. It wasn’t simply because they were unnaturally blue, like hers. There was too much there. Too much pain, too much joy, too much memory. Too much knowledge. Too much time.

      “He was here when we got here.” Conrad confirmed her suspicion that the archangel had been there for a bit.

      “How did you know when and where we were meeting?” she asked as she walked up to the table and took a seat next to Gabe.

      Azrael only smiled knowingly. “I ordered you coffee already.”

      She paused for a long time, debating trying to get more out of him. But his smile clearly implied that many older things than her had tried and lost. With a long breath, she shook her head. If he wanted to be mysterious, there was nothing she could do about it. “Thanks.”

      Michael moved to sit next to her, and Alistair grabbed him by the back of his t-shirt and yanked him back. Michael went stiff and turned, getting in the archdemon’s face, ready to throw a punch.

      Azrael was having none of it. “No.” The firmness of it, like the sternness of a parent, punched through the mounting tension like a bazooka. Michael took a step back, and even Alistair loosened his shoulders. Apparently, the archangel of death was not to be trifled with, even by his brothers. “This is a public place. Enough childishness, both of you.” He stood and moved to sit to the other side of her so neither Michael nor Alistair could. He slid his coffee over after he sat back down. “And you all wonder why there was a war between us.”

      “I’m honestly surprised there hasn’t been more than one.” She shot him a playful smile and hoped he understood she was grateful for him intervening. Sitting next to either of the others wasn’t going to end well.

      It was a weird day when the archangel of death was the safest option.

      “There’s still time.” Azrael sipped his coffee. “Now. Asmodeus. You are freed, and in exchange, you swore to speak of what you know.”

      “Yeah, brother.” Michael spat the word as he sat. He immediately leaned the chair onto its back two legs, which creaked in complaint as it strained under the weight of his muscle. “Once you spill the beans, you can go and get out of our hair.”

      Alistair was the last to sit. “I am going nowhere. Not until this is all resolved.”

      “Why? I can protect Veil from the cult just as well as you can. She doesn’t need both of us. We’ve been through this,” Michael pointed out again dutifully.

      “I will not leave her alone in your presence. Do you think I trust you? Do you think I trust what you might do to her?” Alistair’s hands pulled into fists where they rested on the varnished tabletop. “She may be able to stand and speak for herself, but against an archangel? Against whomever you might bring who would see her lynched for what she is? No. I am not a fool.”

      Michael snickered. “You think—oh, that’s rich. You think I’m a threat to her?” He put his palm against his chest as his snicker turned into a full laugh. “What, and you think we’ve just been lying low for seventy years? I hate to break it to you, bro, but if we wanted her hurt—or shit, even taken to Heaven as a prisoner—we had ample opportunity to do it while you were gone. What’s changed? That the cult is after her? Why’s that her fault?”

      “They seek her for reasons I do not know. I will not take that risk.” Alistair’s anger faltered in the face of Michael’s point about how they could have hurt her while he was gone if they wanted to. It clearly hadn’t occurred to him. “Besides, if you would intervene simply to keep her out of my grasp, then now would be the time to do so.”

      “I don’t think I need to intervene, sweetheart. I don’t think she wants a damn thing to do with you, for starters. And if she changes her mind? That’s her business, not mine. Not Heaven’s. Not even Uriel gives a flying fuck what she does with her life, and you know how torchy that hothead can be.”

      “And I am supposed to take your word on it?” Alistair scoffed.

      “Yeah, you are. You know why?” Michael leaned forward on the chair, giving the rear two legs a break. “Because of the two of us? I’m the one who isn’t a professional liar, asshole.”

      Alistair started to retort, and it wasn’t going to be a kind one, just as the waitress walked up holding a coffee and a stack of menus. He had to pull his answer to keep from making the situation any more awkward than it already was. Instead, he tucked his anger away, and like the flick of a switch, he was back to his smiling, charismatic, debonair self.

      “Oh, thank Christ,” Conrad muttered, voicing everyone’s thankfulness for the interruption. “You do love me.”

      “Hello, darling,” Alistair greeted the waitress, who went slightly wide-eyed at the sight of him and blushed. Veil rolled her eyes and turned to look out of the window. “I apologize. My brother and I rarely see eye-to-eye on matters.”

      “That’s all right. It happens. I rarely talk to my family.” She handed out menus to the table and put the coffee down. They placed their drink orders, and she left with a smile.

      Azrael slid the coffee over to her. Oh, right. It was the one he had ordered ahead of time for her. “Thanks.”

      “I would like to take the opportunity to get us back on track,” Gabe said quietly and then added shyly, “if I may.” He cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. “I feel…woefully ill-equipped to hold a conversation sitting at the table with the three of you present.” He looked over to her, his plea plain on his face even before he voiced it. “How do you deal with this?”

      “Here’s something I learned, Gabe.” She poured two creamers into her coffee and stirred it. “Yes, they’re ancient, powerful demigods. Yes, they’re terrifying. Awe-inspiring? Maybe. Sure, they have massive psychological complexes that come from living that long and from having that kind of power. But they aren’t the clouds in the sky, or lightning, or some unknowable cosmic force. They’re just…” She looked up over at Alistair. His green eyes were remarkably soft as they met her gaze. “People. They have their flaws.” She looked down into her coffee. “They have their strengths, too.”

      “Well said.” Azrael reached over and patted her hand. They were interrupted by the arrival of the rest of their drinks, and the waitress went around and took their orders. When it got to Michael, he was still holding up the menu thoughtfully.

      “I’ll have the shepherd’s pie. Oh. And do you have, like, normal pie? For dessert?”

      “We do. Blueberry and apple.”

      “I’ll take a blueberry pie.”

      “A slice of blueberry pie,” she confirmed.

      “No,” he grinned at her, “the whole pie. And a can of whipped cream if you have it.”

      The waitress laughed. “I’ll bring extra forks, then?”

      “If they wanna fight me for it.” Michael winked at her, and she laughed. She thought he was joking. Veil suspected he might not be.

      After she left, silence reigned for a moment or two before Alistair finally broke it. It was time to play his hand. He was, if nothing else, a demon of his word. “I know the man who commands this cult, the one they call their Master. His name is Octavian. He was one of my own, over a hundred and thirty years ago. He left my service somewhere in the early 1900s, I believe. I have done my best to keep tabs on him ever since, although as of late that became difficult, as I was not around to oversee matters personally.”

      “He’s immortal?” Conrad sighed. “Great. More immortals.”

      “Not immortal, no.” Alistair sipped his tea. “He is barely ageless. He twists magic to keep his body alive. It is not…a comfortable thing to endure, nor is it permanent. He will not last forever. He pays a steep price for his extra years. He’s hardly the first to use his method.”

      “How is he imprisoning your kind? How is he holding them hostage?” Gabe was tapping his fingers on the tabletop. It was that kind of varnish that got a little sticky over time, either from use or food waste, she was never quite sure. Sometimes she suspected it was on purpose to keep things from sliding around too much.

      “I don’t know. That part of this situation has never been done before.” Alistair leaned back in his chair, looking far too tall for his surroundings. And far too well-dressed compared to the rest of them, although the two priests did give him a run for his money when it came to quantity of black cloth. “He is wielding our true names to do it. He’s brilliant—the most talented student I have ever had in the arts. He blazed his own path in ways I had not known were possible. If anyone could find the means, it would be him. He was adept at twisting human flesh to his needs. I wonder if he has not found a way to use that skill to trap Chamuel’s and Mammon’s souls.”

      “That explains the awful sludge-monsters.” Veil tried not to take it personally at his comment about the trophy of most talented student going to someone else. “Why is he taking them?”

      Alistair sighed deeply and shut his eyes. “I can’t say for certain. I had one of my men stationed within their cult, and he warned me of what Octavian planned. But he was ousted not long after, and I have not heard from him since. I expect he has unwillingly joined the ranks of the creatures that Octavian fashions.”

      “You can’t say for certain?” Gabe prompted. “Your choice of words means you suspect, yes?”

      “Octavian was—is,” Alistair paused to correct himself, “devoutly dedicated to the search for God. I’m not sure what his abduction of my kind has to do with it.”

      “The search for God?” Gabe shook his head. “I am sorry, my English is not the greatest. What do you mean? Do you not know him?”

      The three archangels, one fallen as he might be, sat there silently and looked at the two mortal priests with expressions that ranged the full gamut of awkwardness. Nobody wanted to talk. Nobody wanted to be the one to explain it to them.

      Alistair was smiling faintly, a look that said he knew exactly what he had done by broaching the subject. And, if he was right about what Octavian was after, it was a conversation they’d have to have with the priests eventually. Azrael looked saddened but was staring into his coffee to prevent having to meet the gaze of the two human priests.

      Michael looked ready to crawl out of his own skin or under the table to avoid the conversation.

      When they were all silent, Veil groaned. Alistair wouldn’t do it. Azrael was hiding. And Michael was uncomfortable for the first time in the brief span she’d known him. “You’re all pansies. Look. Um. So…”

      “What? You’re trying to say there’s no God?” Conrad jumped in. “Bullshit.”

      “No, what I’m saying is that they don’t know.” She paused. “They don’t know anything more than you do.”

      Silence reigned for a long, long time.

      Michael was finally the one to break it, raising his hands and shaking them like he was in a sad jazz number. “Surprise.”
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      “You don’t know if there’s a God,” Conrad started, already gearing up to go into a rant. “You mean to tell me all of it, all of religion up to this point, is—is—what, exactly?”

      “Our faith, same as yours,” Azrael replied as he motioned to urge the Irishman to calm down. “None of us have ever spoken to God. None of us have felt his influence in any way that your kind could not claim the same.”

      “What of Metatron?” Gabe asked, his brow furrowed.

      Azrael seemed to be the brave one for the moment. At least the only one willing to explain. “He does not exist. I fear the words of our kind and yours have…become muddled over the years.”

      “So, then, wait—if you don’t know if there’s a God, then why the Hell did you all fall, to” —Conrad realized his misstep too late but charged forward with it regardless of how stupid it sounded—“to Hell?”

      Alistair squared his shoulders, stretching his back with an audible pop. “We didn’t fall. We left. And why did we leave? In short? Your evolution.” He smiled darkly again. “The rise of sentient humans from apes.”

      “What?” Gabe and Conrad replied in unison. Veil had heard the story before, so she amused herself by taking out sugar packets from the little square plastic holder in the center of the table. She began stacking them into a little card house.

      “We lived as one people, in the place you’ve most recently dubbed Heaven, for a hundred thousand years and in worship to God but with no proof of their existence. When humans appeared, some,” Alistair spared a pointed glance to Michael and Azrael, “took it as a sign from God. Others believed you to be little more than sentient mold. The result was the schism you refer to—incorrectly, I might add—as our fall from grace. Dirty propaganda.”

      “You think we’re mold?” Gabe murmured.

      “I think God, should he exist, had nothing to do with your existence. Well, to be specific, that you weren’t some so-called ‘holy sign’ of the so-called ‘intelligent design’ of the universe. I think, and this is my personal belief, that we merely exist because the universe is vast and wildly chaotic. Variables aligned, and here we are. You are no different than us. Just smaller and brief.” While he talked, Alistair handed Veil a stack of sugar packets from the rim of the saucer of his glass of tea. She had run out of her collection before being able to complete her idle art project.

      She tried not to smile and mostly succeeded. She took them anyway.

      The table was silent. Alistair had the stage—it was just how he loved it. He held his hands out in front of him, palms up. “It’s not meant in disrespect,” he continued. “I value your kind highest amongst all things, believe me. I left with my kin because I, like they, wanted to see what you would make of yourselves without some false ‘holy’ intervention. Without religion. Without the meddling of our finer-feathered friends.”

      “You want to let them devolve into chaos, sin, and murder, is what you want.” Michael clearly couldn’t take Alistair’s version of facts anymore. “Humans need a guiding star. Something to aspire to. They needed hope. They were left in the void, in the agony, just as we were. Why should they live in the same uncertainty as we do if we have the chance to comfort them?”

      “Your comfort is a lie. It is their natural right to know what we know.”

      “Don’t talk to me about lies,” Michael growled in frustration. “Before religion, there was no civilization. No written word. No stories to tell around the fire they burned to keep themselves warm. And who gave them that fire? Uriel. Who taught them to etch down their words? Azrael. What did you do? You taught them to fuck right. Good for you.”

      Alistair laughed. “At least I served a purpose. And what did you do? Teach them to fear the wrath of a God you don’t even know exists?”

      “I can’t…this is too much to handle.” Gabe waved his hands. He pushed up from the table and wove his way around them. “I need some air.”

      They all sat there as Gabe walked out of the restaurant. He stood there on the edge of the curb, his head lowered, rubbing the back of his neck with his hand.

      “Good job,” she quipped at Azrael and the others. “You broke him.”

      “He’ll be fine. Give him a minute.” Conrad leaned back in his chair, watching his close friend through the panes of the glass. But his words didn’t match his expression. The furrow of his brow revealed how confused and concerned he was. Maybe not for Gabe, but for the whole situation in general.

      It was kind of a big deal to them, she reminded herself. They were priests in dedication to the Order. Their whole lives centered around a faith in God and the higher powers. To learn that the angels knew nothing more than they did probably shook everything they believed. She knew what it was like to have the bedrock of your existence proven to be a lie.

      She responded to the situation precisely how she always responded to serious situations—cynically. “You broke the nice one,” she continued teasing the archangels and archdemon. “I like the nice one.”

      “Ey!” Conrad reached out and whapped her in the arm with the back of his hand. “I’m the nice one. He’s the borin’ one. I’m the one not havin’ a crisis.”

      “And why is that, exactly?” Azrael asked. The question wasn’t judgmental; it was exceedingly curious.

      “Because faith is faith.” Conrad reached into his coat and pulled out a container of wooden toothpicks. He shoved one into his mouth and chewed on it. “Faith in God isn’t the same as faith in angels. As far as I can tell, you lot are a bunch o’ useless fucks.”

      “I can’t disagree,” Alistair said with his typical, snide smile. “We are exactly that. Nothing more than larger and older children, playing at the same game you are.”

      Michael sighed, frustrated, and ran his hands over his hair, ruffling it. “No. That isn’t right. Our purpose is to help them, to guide and protect them. God put us here for them.”

      “Your version of the story but not the facts.” Alistair shrugged dismissively. This was a debate he was clearly used to having. “That is your faith. You claim we are the stewards of humanity. I say that’s hubris.” When Michael growled, the archdemon raised his hand to stop him. “No, we stop this here. I am not in the mood to argue theology. We have other things to discuss.”

      Michael tilted his chair back again and glowered at the archdemon. “Whatever.”

      Alistair looked at Conrad. “And here you have, played out live in front of you, the source of the schism that caused our war.”

      “Uh-huh.” Conrad chewed on his toothpick. “Fuckin’ idiots, the lot of you.”

      Gabe came back inside, bringing a gust of cold air with him, his face having regained some color. He moved back to his seat and took it. No one said anything, giving the Italian priest some space while he gathered his words. “I have a question I fear to ask.”

      “If you dislike the options that lay at the end of the road, then I recommend it’s better to walk it blind,” Azrael said gently. “The journey remains the same.”

      Gabe tapped his fingers on the table thoughtfully. “No. I think it is better to know what waits ahead. I have never feared the truth. It would be cowardice to do so now.”

      “Then ask away.”

      “If you did not fall,” Gabriel looked up at Alistair, “if you were not sundered from Heaven by the wrath of God, but instead…left it willingly—”

      “We kicked them out,” Michael interjected. “We fought, we won.”

      “Propaganda.” Alistair shook his head. “I have a very different memory. You might have struck down Lucifer, but I walked away from those gates, Michael.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Gabe cut back in, clearly feeling ballsy enough now to interrupt the two demigods. They obediently fell silent. “Whether they were driven away by archangels or walked away of their own volition doesn’t matter. They were not expelled by God.”

      “No,” Michael confirmed.

      “Then the creation of Hell was not an act of divine judgment.”

      Alistair was grinning ear to ear, watching the priest put it together on his own. The archdemon was always proud of humans when they were smart enough to follow the facts to their own conclusions. “Correct.”

      Gabe was piecing it all together, bit by bit. The pause let Conrad get a word in. “Are you people supposed to be tellin’ us this?”

      “No, not really.” The archangel of death stirred his coffee absentmindedly. “We try very hard not to speak of these things to mortals.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s needlessly cruel.”

      “You wanna be the one to tell a toddler there’s no Santa Claus?” she piped up, talking to Conrad with a half-smile. “No, you wait until they’re older. Let them have their magic.”

      Conrad flinched. “Then why talk about it now?”

      “Two reasons.” Azrael sipped his coffee. “One, you play now on a stage with the fourteen of us. One way or another, the information is likely to arise. And two, these two idiot brothers of mine will not be able to keep from devolving into a violent philosophical debate.” He glanced up at Michael, who was trying to look inconspicuous. Alistair shrugged, agreeing with the assessment. “Better it happen in here, where this can be discussed in full.”

      “If Hell was not created by divine judgement, then it is not a place of divine judgement,” Gabe concluded. “If it is not a place of divine judgement, then…those souls that go to Hell are chosen to go there by what means?”

      The three arch-whatevers looked at each other in silence, as if debating how much to really tell them. How much of the curtain to draw back and show them that the Great and Powerful Oz was just a middle-aged weirdo pulling levers and pressing buttons.

      Gabe, to his credit, didn’t wait. He yanked the proverbial fabric back on his own. “There are none, are there? There are no souls in Hell. And therefore, as it follows…none in Heaven.”

      Alistair’s eyes were glinting in a strange kind of dark pride as he watched the Italian priest. “Correct. Well done. Bravissimo, my dear friend.”

      “Fuck,” was all Conrad had to say.

      “Souls exist.” Azrael gave them that much. “And you travel onward. That much I can confirm for you. But where you go? Where you may reside once your lives end? We do not know. We know as little as you do. Therefore, nothing has changed for you.” His expression was deeply sympathetic. Death may be passive, but he wasn’t cold. “We merely do not have an answer to the faith you already hold. That’s all. For that, I’m sorry. But your questions about the afterlife have not changed since before we met.”

      “Oh, no, now I have a shit-ton of new questions.” Conrad rubbed his hand along his stubble. He hadn’t shaved that morning. “But I’ll wait.” He looked over to Veil. “You knew? You knew.”

      “Yeah.”

      “The whole time.”

      “Yeah?”

      “And you didn’t say anything.”

      “Okay, look.” She put down the sugar packet she was fiddling with before she knocked over the little structure of paper and sugar. “One, when exactly was I supposed to have time? And two, how was I supposed to kick off that conversation? ‘Oh, hey, by the way, don’t ask Azrael about God or Heaven and Hell, because it’s super awkward, because they don’t know any more than you do. Your religion is probably a lie, hah-hah-hah!’ Yeah. That would have gone over great.”

      “Well, you don’t need to so be sarcastic about it,” Conrad muttered defensively.

      “I—” She groaned and gave up and put her head in her hands. “I quit. Can I quit? I think I want to quit.”

      A hand rubbed her back, and she knew it was Azrael. If anybody sympathized with the sentiment from wishing they could just walk away from it all, it’d be him. She leaned on him, and he hugged her to his side briefly. It was surprisingly comforting. If anything good came out of this whole hot steaming mess of insanity, at least she was starting to build a bridge between herself and the archangel of death. Her father.

      She was the product of two creatures who each wanted something different from her. Azrael had wanted to create life. He had wanted a daughter. Asmodeus had wanted a companion—a wife. Both had botched things up. Azrael wasn’t really her father any more than she was really a human. Their relationships were whatever they wanted them to be. Whatever she allowed them to be.

      And she found the idea of having family—no matter how estranged or bizarre he might be—comforting.

      “So, you think this Octavian you speak of,” Gabe desperately tried to turn the topic back to where it should never have veered off, “is attempting to capture you all in an attempt to discover the truth of God?”

      Veil straightened, smiled gently at Azrael, who gave her one in return, and went back to her coffee. In fact, Azrael looked so utterly content it sparked a strange kind of joy in her. The little gesture had clearly meant the world to him.

      “As I said,” Asmodeus ran his finger along the lip of the saucer his teacup was resting on, “his intentions are merely speculation on my part. But that had forever been his goal in this world. I don’t see why it would have changed.”

      “What does abducting archangels have to do with finding God?” Veil looked out of the window to the street outside. It was a gray morning, which wasn’t uncommon for Boston this time of year. The sidewalks that should have been bustling with people were nearly empty. Every day, more people went missing or pieces of them were found instead. Every day, more people left the city in fear.

      “I’m afraid I don’t know. Octavian was a phenomenal student, and he is a powerful magician. But he is also an utter madman. It was his disregard for human life that forced me to expel him from my ranks so long ago. His attachment to reality is tenuous. His reasons likely make no sense to anyone but him.”

      “Great,” Conrad grumbled. “At least ‘crazy’ tends to make mistakes. Where is he? How do we find him?”

      Alistair shook his head. “I don’t know where he is, not precisely. I have several of his last known locations, but he moves frequently. Often on a weekly basis. He knows there are others hunting for him.”

      The conversation paused as the food arrived. Michael looked like a kid on Christmas morning and hadn’t even waited for the waitress to walk away before he had a fork shoved into the steaming bowl of shepherd’s pie. He mumbled a “thank you” to the laughing waitress through a full mouth.

      “Pardon him,” Alistair said up to the woman with a flat and unamused expression. “My brother has terrible manners.”

      The waitress blushed. It happened every time Alistair looked at her. Veil resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “I don’t mind,” the waitress said. “Trust me, he’s not rude. I’ve seen rude.”

      Alistair clicked his tongue. “A shame, that a lovely woman like you should have to endure such things. Civilization has degraded before our very eyes. Well, I, for one, thank you for your exceptional service, my dear.”

      The woman’s face was now scarlet, and she was beaming like she had just won the Miss America pageant. “I, oh, well, it’s nothing, really. I—” She stammered a few times, giggled—actually giggled—and then half-walked, half-ran to go tend to her other customers.

      When Alistair looked back to the table, all of them were shooting him various unamused expressions. “What?” he asked, as innocently as he was capable.

      “Do you have to flirt with everything?” Michael swallowed before speaking this time.

      “I was not flirting.”

      “Mmhm.” The archangel wasn’t convinced.

      “Trust me,” Alistair leaned in and grinned, “that was not flirting. If I were flirting, she’d already be in my lap.”

      “Can we seriously focus for ten minutes? Please?” Veil picked up her fork and stabbed at a tomato in the steak salad she had ordered. “Octavian is in the city somewhere, or close by. When they stuffed me into the van, they were driving north.”

      “They could have been transporting you to an airfield,” Azrael pointed out.

      “No, I think she’s right.” Alistair had ordered the roasted salmon, and he meticulously portioned it off with his knife before beginning to eat. “If they were after me, which his search for the disk with my name on it implies, he would be nearby to supervise. He would not let that linger in anyone’s hands but his. Ah. Speaking of the disk. I would like to take that into my possession.”

      “It’s with our Order.” Gabe shook his head. “It’s safe and secure.”

      Alistair let out a quiet, displeased grunt. “You and I have different definitions of ‘safe’ and ‘secure,’ my friend. I would rather not have it in the hands of any other cult, save perhaps my own.”

      “We are not a cult.” Gabe bristled. “We are a holy order.”

      “You just learned that your God is unknown to us. That all you thought you knew of the afterlife was a lie. And you want to argue with me now?”

      “Faith is faith. Azrael said it right.” Conrad shook his head. “Our questions haven’t changed. They just shifted up a register. Now I feel perfectly fine about how much I dislike you idiots.”

      She snickered.

      “We are not a cult,” Gabe insisted again.

      “You say toh-may-toh, I say toh-mah-toh.” Alistair ticked his knife back and forth in his fingers, gesturing up and then down. “It does not matter whom you serve.”

      “Then you imply that all religion is a cult.” Gabe was stirring his soup, trying to cool it down. It was a volcanic mass of onions and cheese, and it would probably take a while before it was edible.

      “Oh, here we go,” she murmured, and Azrael chuckled.

      “That is precisely what I’m implying.”

      “You’re wrong.” Conrad waved a french fry at the archdemon. “Flat wrong.”

      “Define for me, if you will, a cult in your own words.”

      “A small group of people who are devoutly dedicated to the worship of either a single figure or object. They are generally secretive in nature.” Gabe walked into his trap and didn’t realize it. She did, though. Playing these kinds of games with Alistair was like playing him in chess. He never began a round he didn’t already know he was going to win.

      “So, you are saying there are two things that designate the difference between a cult and a religion—quantity of members and public acceptance?” The smug look on the archdemon’s face confirmed her theory. She saw Gabe throw the door wide open and invite him in.

      “Yes, that’s what I said.”

      “Then you would agree that Christianity began as a cult, a band of devotees in worship of a singular, charismatic individual? Hunted by those around them, pursued for their abnormal and dangerous beliefs?”

      Gabe and Conrad were now both staring at Alistair flatly. Michael rolled his eyes, not even pausing to breathe while eating. Gabe fell silent. He was about to be outplayed, and he knew it.

      Alistair wasn’t going to let his prey off easy. “Do you disagree?”

      “N…no,” Gabe finally conceded. “It began that way, from the views of outsiders, perhaps, yes. But it certainly is not a cult anymore.”

      “Because it has grown in number, dropped its secrecy, and become socially acceptable amongst the people.” Alistair was now smiling pleasantly, confirmed in his victory. “Your Order is small and hyper-secretive in its existence. Therefore, it is, in fact, a cult.”

      “We do not have a singular devotion.” Gabe shook his head, trying to salvage the situation. “We are dedicated to the protection of humanity against the darkness your kind would bring.”

      “Your necklace deems otherwise.”

      Gabe touched the cross he wore and sighed darkly. “I do wish we could keep this conversation on track.”

      Always the graceful winner, Alistair nodded in agreement and, unlike Michael, waited until he had finished swallowing his food to speak again. “I still wish the disk with my name to return to me.”

      “Why?” Conrad asked.

      “I am not going to very well summon myself, now, am I?” Alistair chuckled. “Nor am I likely to forget my name and need a reminder. I have no use for that hunk of metal except to protect it. Mortals are easily corruptible. Someone in your Order may decide they have a taste for power. With me, it’s guaranteed to be harmless. Anywhere else? Who knows?”

      The two priests were silent. Conrad let out a long, unhappy sigh. “I hate when you make sense.” He fished out his phone and started texting someone. “Fine.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate that a great deal.”

      “Can we please, please,” Gabe begged, “get back to the matter at hand?”

      “Happily.” Alistair began to cut up his potatoes before starting in on them. “Octavian. His last known address was north of here in Danvers. We could investigate just in case, to see what we might find. I doubt he still resides there.”

      “No harm in looking,” Michael agreed. He had already made it through most of his food. The archangel was a vacuum. “When we find it empty, and if we don’t find anything useful, then what?”

      Alistair shrugged idly. “He won’t stay in the shadows for long. He hunts and covets four of us who sit at this table. If we make ourselves known, if we present the opportunity, he will come to us.”

      “Bait in a trap, great. I love being bait. It’s the best game ever,” Veil grumbled.

      “You’ve become a sarcastic one, haven’t you?” Alistair eyed her thoughtfully.

      “I’ve become a lot of things in the past seventy years.”

      He held her gaze for a long time, and as always, she was the first one to break it. She couldn’t take the emerald stare that seemed to burn through her soul.

      She looked back down at her salad. “We swing north to Danvers, see what we can find. If that doesn’t turn anything up, we come back and wander around Boston like idiots and wait for them to jump out and yell ‘boo.’” She shot him a look.

      “More or less.” Alistair flashed his trademark smirk. “I did say I wished to see the city.”
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        * * *

      

      After they all had been forced to watch Michael singlehandedly devour an entire pie, they decided it was better to do some good old-fashioned breaking and entering after dark. They split up for the rest of the afternoon—mostly, since she still had her two annoying bodyguards—before they met back up again. She had spent the time locked in her hotel room, trying to ignore their bickering from the other room.

      At the moment, they were trying to figure out travel arrangements.

      Six people, one car.

      It had been painfully clear it wasn’t going to work.

      Maybe if the four men had all been five-year-old kids. But one of them was pushing six-and-a-half feet tall, and the other one was built like a football player. Then she had the priests and Azrael, who were the normal-sized ones of the bunch. Maleon didn’t count. He was the size of a volleyball, and even in his mutt-form, he wasn’t much bigger.

      And Maleon had already tried to bite Michael. Twice.

      It was obvious that they needed two cars. Azrael opted out of the trip, not seeing the need to attend. Five was still as much of a problem as six. Gabe and Conrad had a car but then began the argument about who drove with whom. Michael had begged to drive Veil’s car again, a request she quite neatly—and vehemently—shot down.

      She kind of wanted to drive with the priests. But the archangel and archdemon went where she went, whether she liked it or not. Finally, she had to stop fighting the obvious decision. Gabe and Conrad would take their car, and Veil would drive Alistair and Michael.

      Then phase two of the problem started. The argument about who got shotgun nearly resulted in bloodshed. She finally had to lay down the law, and the two men took her seriously. At least they did what she asked without too much fussing.

      So here she was, driving north on I-93.

      With Michael the archangel in her back seat.

      And Asmodeus the archdemon sitting next to her.

      She wasn’t happy about his presence. She wasn’t happy about either of them being there. She hated how Alistair made her skin seem to tingle every time he looked at her. His closeness was distracting, and she hated herself for the memories it brought back to her.

      

      The bow of a violin tapped on the empty music holder of the baby grand piano. “Watch the tempo, kindly.” The sound of wood on wood brought her attention up from her hands. She rarely ever read the sheet music, instead working from memory, so she just stopped pretending and no longer put it out in front of her.

      “I know the tempo just fine. I’m choosing to ignore it.” She smiled playfully at him. “It sounds better this way.”

      “That might be, but now I have no concept of when I am supposed to join in. I can’t very well take my cue when I don’t know when you’re going to let me in.” Deft fingers replaced the bow on the strings. “From the top. In the composer’s intended speed this time.”

      “I suppose I should give you a snowball’s chance in Hell of following along, hm?” She loved to tease him. It was a mutual sport.

      “I still find that such an odd metaphor.” He chuckled, a dark sound that resembled the distant rumble of a thundercloud. He placed his fingers on the strings. “Now, show an old man some pity. It’s rude to leave me hanging on wondering when you might remember I’m here waiting for you.”

      

      Her hands gripped tighter onto the steering wheel. They’d been sitting in silence for the better part of half an hour. The tension was thick in the air. “Everyone is so angry,” Maleon piped up from where he was sitting on the floor between Alistair’s feet. The imp was obsessed with him, and rightfully so. She was glad to have Maleon’s time split between her and someone else. No one responded to his comment, and silence dragged on painfully.

      “Tunes? Can we have tunes?” Michael sighed dramatically and stretched out to sit sideways in the car. The back seat might not have much legroom, but it was plenty wide. A few seconds later, the touch screen she had mounted in the car lit up, asking for permission to pair with a device titled The Flyboy Express.

      She snorted in laughter.

      “Like it?” Michael said, also laughing. “I’m rather proud of it.”

      “It suits you.” She reached over and, against her better judgement, hit accept.

      “What did you just do?” Alistair leaned forward, peering at the screen. He reached a finger out and poked at it. He randomly hit a button and made a startled noise as the screen changed.

      “It’s a touch-sensitive computer. Technology’s advanced a long way since you’ve been…” Michael paused, not knowing how to finish the awkward statement. “Away.”

      “That’s far, far too small to be a computer.”

      Michael let out a puff of air. “Oh, boy. Right. It was what, 1945 when she stuffed you in the hole?” Silence reigned as neither Veil nor Alistair answered him. He continued, either not caring or unaware of the dour shift in the already shitty mood. “They aren’t room-sized anymore. They got smaller. They added a screen and a keyboard—like a typewriter. Then touch screens became a thing. Now, computers can do just about everything. People always have one in their pockets. You’ll love them. There’s a ton of porn. Like, I mean, literal tons of porn.”

      Alistair huffed a laugh and was now poking at the buttons on her screen, fascinated. “Intriguing. This,” he fished a black phone out of his pocket, “is one of those computers? Calvin gave it to me. I have no idea how to use it.”

      “Give it here.” Michael reached for it.

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t trust you.”

      “You don’t even know how to use it. I’m trying to show you how to turn the damn thing on, Al.”

      This was going to be her life now, wasn’t it? Listening to an idiot angel and demon bicker back and forth. It made her want to swerve the car off the highway. But it wouldn’t kill any of them; it’d just wreck her precious Firebird.

      “Fine.” Alistair handed Michael the phone and twisted halfway around in his seat to watch. Michael, to his credit—at least by the sound of things—was teaching Alistair how to use the thing. He was going over the basics with a surprising amount of patience.

      “Oh, shit, buddy, you have a lot of messages.” Michael handed the phone back to the archdemon, who took it and looked down at the screen with a curious expression. He began touching at the buttons, intuiting how to use it easily.

      Alistair was many things, but he was not, nor had he ever been, stupid. He was brilliant. He was always thinking a few steps ahead of everyone else. It was part of what made him so terrifying and such a phenomenally skilled manipulator.

      Touching the screen a few times, he held it up to his ear, and she glanced over at him to see a pleased smile painted across his chiseled features. He had a shiny new toy. It’d entertain him for a long while. “It seems Calvin has been quite eager to get in touch with me.”

      “You’ve been MIA for seventy years. I can imagine your cult wants its daddy back.” Michael leaned back on the bench again. In the corner of her eye, she saw her screen flick around as Michael remote-controlled her Bluetooth setup via his phone. “Tunes. Finally.”

      The track sounded familiar, but she couldn’t place it at first. Something 80s. Then it hit her. I Just Died In Your Arms Tonight began blasting.

      “Michael!” She resisted the urge to whirl around in the seat and smack him. She was driving.

      The archangel was cackling in laughter.

      “I swear I’ll fucking kill you, Michael. Knock it off.”

      “Sorry, sorry, couldn’t help it.” The track cut off sharply.

      “You’re a douchebag.”

      “And?”

      “I thought it was funny,” Maleon piped up.

      “Shut up, imp,” Michael snapped at the ball of purple lard.

      “If I might make a request?” Alistair cut into their argument. “I adore music, but I’ve missed out on many years of it. Maybe start with something in the fifties, and go on from there?”

      “Elvis and Buddy Holly, coming right up.” The next track started.

      Buddy Holly crooned, some sappy tune about losing his sweetheart and how sad he was, and she wanted once more to drive the car through the barrier and off the overpass.

      This was going to be a long ride.
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      “Blue! You made it.”

      “Can you take me to the Vatican? Lock me in a cage, maybe? I think I’d like to be a prisoner of war, now, thanks,” Veil grumbled angrily as she walked up to the two priests, leaving Michael and Alistair to catch up, as always. “I swear to fucking Christ on a pogo stick if I have to deal with them for much longer…”

      Conrad laughed hard and patted her on the shoulder. “I’m sorry. Consider it penance.”

      “For what?”

      “I don’t know. You look like a sinner. It sounded like something a priest is supposed to say.”

      “I really want to drive back with you guys.”

      “I highly doubt your black knight will let that happen,” Gabe said, glancing over her shoulder at Alistair as he and Michael walked up. “I don’t envy you. But I admire your strength.”

      “I don’t have a choice. It isn’t strength when you don’t have another option.”

      “You’d be surprised.” Conrad flashed his lopsided smile and gestured for the bunch of them to follow. “Gabe and I already walked the perimeter. It’s abandoned.”

      The house in question towered over them. It was a Victorian, beautiful with its arches and spindles and swooping rooflines. The siding had been painted a stately, dark gray. Now, it was weathered and chipping, revealing that beneath the gray it was a shade of blue that now looked sickly and yellowed. With its flaking paint and broken windows, it was almost a dead ringer for the Addams Family house.

      A sign, screwed to the face of the house, heedless for its placement, advertised a bright white X in a square on a red background. Not only abandoned—but condemned. It had sat empty for some time.

      The front door was boarded up with a slab of black-painted plywood, several pieces of flat metal stock securing it into place. The first-floor windows were similarly treated. It was abandoned and condemned, but it was clear that the owners wanted no one going inside.

      Abandoned buildings always struck Veil as almost having a soul. Somehow, in the absence of humans within their walls, something else about them seemed to wake up. Devoid of any other character or noise, their own personalities could shine through in the silence. And they were very often not friendly things. In the spirit realm, she could see swirls of color that surrounded the mansion’s frame.

      This building, with its vacant black windows that seemed as though they passed into the abyss, felt as though it was staring back at her. As though it were watching them. Buildings could stare better than most things, she decided.

      The neighborhood was sparse. There were several rows of trees and a few hundred feet separating Veil and the others from the neighbor’s homes. It meant they wouldn’t draw much attention, which was a nice change. Well, that and it was late at night. That also helped.

      “I doubt Octavian or any of his people are inside,” Gabe stated the obvious.

      “No, but perhaps they left something behind that will provide a clue.” Alistair cracked his neck to one side and then the other. “I can remove the door without an issue.”

      “How about something a little less likely to get the cops called on us?” Veil started walking toward the back yard. “The neighbors aren’t close, but that’s going to make a fuck of a noise.” The grass had grown high and uncared-for but was now fallen and folded over with the Autumn temperatures. The trees rustled overhead, dark against the night sky. Even this far north, there was too much light pollution for it to ever be truly dark. Most of the leaves on the branches had given up and fallen to the ground, packing in wet layers. But some of them held on strong, waving in the breeze, black against the orange sky.

      “Where are you going?” Michael asked. She heard the crunch of leaves and grass behind her as the gang followed her.

      “Bulkhead door. Always go in through the bulkhead. Unless you want the cops showing up when the neighbors call about some freaks who can rip plywood and steel off with their bare hands.” She found the slanted metal doors around back. They were, unsurprisingly, chained shut. But this was a far subtler way of breaking into the building than blasting through the front door. She looked up and realized Alistair was standing right goddamn there, and she jumped in surprise. She hadn’t realized he had been that close. She forgot that the man moved silently when he wanted to. Everyone else had crunched the leaves—he hadn’t.

      Stupid archdemon. Stupid sneaky archdemon.

      He looked both as though he were freakishly out of place in his fashionable suit in the decrepit and overgrown back yard of the abandoned building, and yet the eerie and unsettling nature to their surroundings fit him like a glove. The undercurrent of danger matched them both. Emerald eyes, dark in the shadows, looked down at her curiously. “Have you much cause to break into buildings of late?”

      “Plenty.” She pointed to the chain and the lock. “Would you mind? My bolt-cutters are in my trunk.”

      “What have you been up to in my absence, Selina?” he asked, his tone surprisingly free of judgment. Instead, he seemed curious and…fascinated. Like he was discovering a new chapter in a favorite old book. There was a faint smile on his face.

      “Veil.”

      “Yes. Sorry.” He sighed. “Veil.”

      “Hunting cults. Killing them if I can’t otherwise stop them. Making sure people don’t suffer like I have—or like my friend Richard. I’ve broken into more than a few buildings. And killed more than a few people.” She pointed back at the lock again. “Mind doing the honors?”

      His face had grown tight as she mentioned how she had suffered. She hated being a jerk. She really did. It didn’t come naturally to her, and looking at him, she was caught between the desire to hit him, wanting to apologize for being a bitch, and the realization of how much she had missed him.

      It made her want to walk away from it all. To save herself the trouble of trying to figure out how she felt. But that was out of the question, it seemed.

      Without a word, he leaned down and took the iron chain in his hand. It glowed bright red, boiled, and melted away, rolling down the painted steel of the storm door with a hiss. He tossed the ruined lock and remaining chunks of metal off to the side and wiped his palms together to brush off the debris.

      Gabe and Conrad had taken up watch, keeping an eye out for trouble. Maleon, in dog form, was running around the back yard, rolling in the grass on his back, oblivious to and uncaring about any danger. Michael was watching their exchange like a kid watching a Saturday morning cartoon show. He might as well have had a bucket of popcorn to go with the stupid smile on his face.

      “What?” she asked the archangel.

      “Oh, nothing.” He grinned.

      “Jackass.”

      He winked.

      She turned back to the bulkhead door, rolling her eyes. What’ve I gotten myself into?

      Veil moved to pull open the storm door, but Alistair beat her to it. Forever the gentleman, he swung the metal flaps open. They squeaked from the rust on the hinges but otherwise obeyed.

      A small door sat at the bottom of a spider-infested set of stairs. As the air moved, it seemed like the woodwork breathed, the long-abandoned spider silk expanding and settling like lungs. Gross. Cobwebs gave her the heebies. Alistair walked down the stairs, having to duck underneath the lip, and tried the handle. Locked. Likely also deadbolted.

      “I got this.”

      Alistair looked up at her curiously. “How? Picking the lock? I can tear it open, or Michael can, if you prefer to accept no more help from me. It will be faster.”

      She smiled despite herself. His ignorance was a little too cute. All through her life, she had only ever known him as the master of all things, the wealth of all knowledge. For a change, he was the one who was out of the loop. He hadn’t spent any time around her since she learned what she was or what she could do.

      Pulling her body into the spirit realm, she vanished.

      “Ah. Yes. Right. That.” Alistair chuckled, now sounding muffled. “Now, don’t I feel the fool?”

      “I’m keeping my mouth shut on that one,” Michael quipped from the top of the stairs.

      “Please, do me a favor, and pursue that practice more often.”

      She laughed, glad they couldn’t hear her. Looking up at the building, she caught a faint glow coming from the structure. It wasn’t alive or sentient, but it had an energy to it that was undeniable. It was beautiful in its eerie spookiness. She’d always loved spooky things.

      Walking down the stairs, she stepped around Alistair—stepping through him would probably be awkward at best for them both—and then through the door. Moving through objects felt strange, like walking through jelly. It felt like the air became thicker. She couldn’t stay inside them for long, as they tended to want to push her out into open air where there was less resistance.

      The basement on the other side was incredibly dark. Here in the spirit world, it looked a little bit like night vision. It was sparse and, thankfully, mostly empty. No monsters or booby-traps. Only a few pieces of forgotten furniture were scattered around.

      Letting go of the effort it took to keep her body where it had no business being, it snapped back into the physical world. She shuddered from the cold that had seeped into her bones and shook it off. Her breath on the first exhale was steam but quickly warmed up.

      Yup. It was dark.

      Fishing her phone out of her pocket, she was glad to see it survived the short trek through the spirit world. Flicking on the flashlight function, she set it down on a wooden end table by a beam nearby. It wasn’t much light, but enough to see by.

      The basement was musty, in that not-quite-mold and not-quite-offensive way that some basements had. The smell of dirt was rich in the air. Turning to the door, she threw the lock and the deadbolt and yanked on the handle. It stuck. The wood was swollen in the frame. On the second tug, it let go and pulled open reluctantly and loudly, shaking and reverberating with the force of becoming unstuck.

      “Ta-dah.” She couldn’t help herself. She loved a chance to show off. She rarely ever got the opportunity.

      Alistair chuckled as he stepped into the basement, ducking under the doorframe. He was too tall for an old basement. He’d have spiderwebs in his hair, she was sure. “Well done.” He reached for her, meaning to put his hand on her arm, but she flinched away from him. His jaw ticked, and his voice lowered. “Veil…”

      “No.” She didn’t know how she felt, but she knew she didn’t want him touching her.

      “We have to talk.”

      “No, we really don’t.”

      “Please, Veil.”

      “We don’t, and we certainly aren’t going to do it now.” She picked up her phone from the table and walked away from him into the basement. She heard the clamber of Michael, Gabe, and Conrad as they went down the stairs, followed by the hyperactive, clumsy scramble of four legs and dog claws on wood planks.

      Michael held out his hand in front of him and snapped his fingers. On command, several small balls of glowing yellow-white energy flew out from near him and positioned themselves around the room. “Let there be light!” He grinned goofily.

      Shaking his head at the archangel’s childishness, Alistair walked away from her. She was glad for the interruption, and honestly, the archangel’s silliness was refreshing. He wasn’t what she had been expecting. Her life was full of unexpected things lately. Some were more welcome than others.

      She flicked off her cellphone flashlight and put it into her pocket, not needing it anymore. A blur of motion caught her attention, and Maleon was at her side, changing from dog form back into his imp self in mid-run. He flew up and landed on her shoulder.

      “What’s wrong, Mistress?”

      “Nothing’s wrong, Melon.” She scanned the objects left in the basement for anything of interest. Nothing stuck out to her. Just flaking paint, dust, dirt, an empty cardboard box that was heavily water stained from the middle down, and little else.

      “But something is, though. You’re cranky. You’re making that face again.”

      “I’m not cranky, lard ball.”

      “But you are, though. You—”

      “Shut up, Melon.”

      Michael laughed from near her as she clearly proved the imp’s point.

      “Is it because Master Asmodeus wishes to have much sex with you, and you do not?” The imp managed to ask the question with the innocence of a kid asking what the word whore meant.

      “Holy shit, shut up!” She turned her head to shoot him a vehement look that was bad enough that Maleon flapped his wings and took to hovering nearby.

      Michael leaned over to her and muttered quietly enough that only she and the imp could hear, “Worse. She wants to. She just doesn’t think she should.”

      With both hands, she shoved Michael hard into the wall. The action caught him off guard, and he fell back into the stone wall. When he tried to stand, she shoved him again.

      Now she was pissed. “What’s your problem with me, asshole?”

      “Is now the time for this?” Gabe asked from across the basement.

      “Now’s a great time!” Her blood was boiling. “Because I’m not going to take another minute of this. The rest of you can go upstairs. This won’t take long.”

      Michael leaned against the wall, his grin unflinching, as the other three men went past them toward the stairs that led to the first floor. Alistair was the last to go, pausing near them. He clearly wanted to say something, but with one fiery look from her, he shook his head, shrugged, and followed the others. “Come, imp. She is capable of handling herself. Let them sort this out.”

      “Yes, Master!” Maleon flew after Alistair, grinning broadly at the idea of taking orders from the archdemon.

      For a moment, the only sound was the footsteps overhead, creaking the wood. Alistair’s footfalls were marked by the heels of the expensive shoes he wore.

      Once she was sure they were alone, she looked back at the archangel. “What is your goddamn problem with me, Michael?”

      “Nothing. Like I told Asmodeus, I don’t have a problem with you.” He shrugged. “You have a problem with yourself.”

      That cut her hard. The sting was sudden and unexpected. Of all the ways she expected the argument to go, that one wasn’t it. The archangel had shown up to a knife fight with a high-powered rifle. “Fuck you,” was the best she could do in response as her shock turned back to anger. “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “Look, kiddo.” He picked idly at a piece of flaking paint on the walls. The stacked stone had been painted white at some point in its history. Left to its own devices, it was brittle, and chips of it fell to the ground next to him. “I get it. I do. In your situation, I’d probably have a worse complex than you do.”

      “I don’t have a complex.”

      “Yeah,” he laughed hard, “you really do.”

      “Your problem with me is the fact that I have baggage?”

      “Eh, if it were just baggage I wouldn’t care. We all have baggage.”

      “Then what’s your fucking problem, Michael?”

      “To put it bluntly, your self-loathing is extremely annoying. You have to sort this shit out before it makes me throw up.”

      She moved to walk away from him, to storm upstairs after the other men. But his hand clasped her wrist and pulled her back. When she yanked on her wrist, he didn’t listen and only tightened his grasp.

      It wasn’t like she could fight him. He’d let her push him around, but she knew that in a real fight, he’d flatten her in a heartbeat. But that didn’t stop her from being seriously pissed about it.

      “Let me go, asshole.”

      “No. You’re going to listen to me. I’m going to say my bit, and then I’ll leave it alone.”

      “Fuck off, you self-righteous—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard it all before. You wanna know my problem? Hear me out. You started this, after all.”

      When she yanked on her wrist again, he let go. He gave her a moment to decide if she was going to storm off or stay and listen to what he had to say. With a growl, she pointed her angry stare off into the darkness. “You started this with your fat mouth. But fine. Talk.”

      He seemed pleased with that. “Good.”

      “Make it quick.”

      “Look at you. Drop-dead gorgeous, intelligent, and with untapped power the likes of which you can’t even imagine. You’re the product of Heaven and Hell, working together to make you. You’re immortal. Unstoppable. A miracle. And you wander around with your hand stapled to your forehead like you’re starring in a silent movie.”

      Her jaw twitched as she clenched it. She had nothing to say.

      “I get it. You’re angry at Asmodeus for making you. You’re angry at him for keeping you in the dark about it. You’re angrier because you loved him. You’re furious now because you don’t know if you still do.”

      “I don’t love him.”

      “Really?” This time, she swung her fist for his head. He caught it but made no move to strike back. “Let me finish.” He released her hand, and she yanked it back. Pacing away from him, she ran her hands through her hair. “You’re avoiding facing him because you’re afraid what’ll happen when you do. You’ll afraid if you look him in the eyes—really look him in the eyes—you’ll have feelings for him again.”

      “He’s a liar. A manipulator. He played me like one of his violins for thirty-five years. You’re forgetting what I am. A toy. A plaything. A wooden doll like all the rest, made for his amusement. I’m pretty because he wouldn’t have suffered through anything else.” But there was a large part of what he was saying that was right. She knew it, and it stung. She took a deep breath and confessed as much as she was willing to give up. “I’m not strong enough to fight him, if he wants to take me back. I’m not…” She trailed off and started it again. “People say I’m strong. I’m not. And against him? What chance do I stand?”

      Michael sighed. “I hate that bastard, trust me. I always have, even before he and his buddies packed up and left. But if you think he made you as a little fuck-puppet, then you really need to pay more attention.”

      “What the Hell would you know about it?”

      “Because, like it or not, I’ve been his brother for a hundred thousand years. For longer than you can fathom. We’re family. I know him better than you do. If that’s all he wanted you for, it would’ve gone down very differently. You need to talk to him. Hate him, fight him, fuck him, love him, or all the above, I don’t care what you pick. But watching you dance around the subject is getting mind-numbingly boring.”

      “It’s been, like, two days.”

      “It’s that boring.”

      She put her head in her hands for a moment. She wanted to take the metal rods from their sheaths on her calves and beat him stupid with them. She didn’t, for two reasons. One, he was an archangel and she’d lose that fight faster than she could blink.

      And two, he was right.

      On both counts.

      Her self-loathing had consumed her since the moment she knew what she really was. And she was avoiding facing Alistair. She was terrified of him for several reasons. Not only because of what he was and what he could do to her, but because somewhere, deep inside, she was afraid of what she’d learn about herself the moment they were alone.

      “I’m afraid of him, Mike.” She didn’t know why she was confiding in him. Richard wasn’t around, and God damn, she needed someone to help her through this. The archangel wasn’t her top choice, but he was the only one here. “I’m afraid of him like an addict is afraid of a needle. It’s not that I’m afraid of what he’ll do to me—I’m afraid of what I’ll do around him.”

      Michael let a long, weary sigh. “Yeah. I get it. I was worried about that. I figured the moment he batted his eyes at you again, you’d just roll over for him. That’s why I kept poking your buttons. I wanted to see if you’d stand on your own feet. I think you can.”

      “I’m not so sure.”

      “There’s that self-loathing again. Cut the shit, V.” Oh, so she had another nickname now. It wasn’t too bad. She preferred it to kiddo, at least. “You want my advice?”

      “Not really, but I feel like I’m going to get it anyway.”

      “Yeah, y’are. Here it is. I’d talk to him. I’d sit down and sort it out. Let him say his piece. If, after that, you decide you hate him? Fantastic. If you decide you wanna fuck him? Or even love him? Great. Forgiveness isn’t ever the wrong choice. But then you’d have made up your mind and not just hidden from the issue.”

      “I don’t love him,” she reiterated. Maybe more for herself than the archangel, at this point.

      “It’s okay if you do. You realize that, right?” Michael chuckled. “I mean, I think you could pick somebody better, but hey. To each their own.”

      “No. It’s not okay. He spent thirty-five years wrapping me around his finger. I never had the choice to decide for myself how to feel.”

      “Now you do.” Michael pushed himself off the wall and brushed himself off. “I guess that’s all I want. I just want you to realize you have a chance to make up your own damn mind. You can’t dodge him forever. You’re too tough, too interesting, and too smart to linger in Lake Woe-is-me. There. I’ve said my piece.”

      “Thank God.”

      He snickered at her sarcasm. “You going to think it over?”

      She paused. “Yeah. I will.”

      “Hallelujah!” He walked toward the stairs. “And they say I suck at this angel shit. C’mon, V. Let’s go.”

      “You going to lay off the teasing?”

      Halfway up the stairs, he paused. “Maybe.” He snapped his fingers, and the glowing balls of light went out, leaving her standing in complete darkness.

      God, she hated that archangel.
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      The wind howled as the door to the club opened and shut, audible even through the jazz music that seemed to fill every corner of the building. The storm was just that bad outside. The door was well up a hallway and a flight of stairs, but the wind across the entrance of the building mimicked blowing atop a glass bottle. The pressure in the room shifted until the door shut again.

      The sound and the burst of freezing air wasn’t enough to faze the singer on stage in her black sequined dress, crooning some sultry tune about how life was short and kisses were meant to be given away. She had the crowd wrapped around her finger. Rows and rows of men, dressed in their finest, there either to enjoy the view, the company, or both.

      The club was busy that night, despite the storm. Even the cubbies and darker corners with the more secluded and private tables were crowded. Those were the kind of men enjoying lives or business that was better conducted in a smoky club after dark rather than broad daylight.

      It went unpunished here. In fact, this was a haven for them—these mortal men with their mortal designs. Alistair found organized crime fascinating. He let the local bosses hold meetings in his club, hinging on one rule: no blood was to be spilled on his property. The few times that rule had been broken, no one had made it out alive on either side. He had seen to that personally. After the second or third incursion, the locals learned to obey his law.

      The shadows of the city whispered about Alistair Solomon. The patron of vice. He chuckled at the title, but he enjoyed it just as much as he enjoyed the ties he wore. It was a decoration and one he wore with pride. Rumors were flying that he wasn’t human. Rumors flew that he was something other. But nobody had proof beyond hearsay. That amused him as much as anything else.

      As for the drugs that passed hands or the waitresses who made a little extra money on the side? He didn’t encourage it. But he certainly didn’t discourage it, either. It wasn’t out of callousness that he let it happen. It was out of the keen desire to let people make their own choices. Humans were allowed, above all things, to choose their own way. That was the tenet he held in highest regard and had taught her to value it the same way.

      That, and prostitution amused him for obvious reasons. He said it was the most honest kind of art. In his opinion, dance, music, even literature—were all layered attempts to gift-wrap the act of sex and hide it in more palatable and socially acceptable forms. Prostitution was therefore an art. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that, but she let it slide.

      Besides, he was the archdemon of lust. Of course he’d encourage the girls to enjoy themselves. If the girls were doing it by choice, or—in more than a few cases—for fun, she didn’t care. If they were doing it because they needed the money or they felt pressured into it, then she found fault with it. But his waitresses were paid more than enough to survive. If greed sent them down that path, not survival, then that was up to them.

      As long as they were safe, she never brought it up. And that part was never in question. Nobody ever threatened one of Alistair’s own.

      The night one of his “girls” came back with a black eye, the man responsible had been found floating near the Brooklyn Bridge with every joint in his body pulled out of his sockets. It hadn’t been the fall or the water that had killed him.

      Alistair was fiercely protective of those who served him. He cared about his staff deeply. He knew them all by their first names, knew about their families, their lives, their hopes and dreams. More than one of his staff had been given funds so they could attend college. If any of them needed help, an advance on their checks, shelter, or just advice, he was there for them.

      Everyone adored Alistair Solomon.

      Including her.

      She stirred the drink beside her. She liked drinks in highball glasses. It gave her something to fiddle with. Martini glasses were too fussy and delicate. Besides, she could chew on the ice for a while after she was done. This one was a rum and coke. Not terribly original, but great for killing time.

      She was supposed to have been working on a translation of The Book of the Dead into English, but instead she became distracted by noodling about in the margins. Doodling was more fun than trying to translate yet another endless series of bird-bird-rod-other-bird-bread-mouth-bread-hand.

      There were a surprisingly large number of hieroglyphs that featured genitalia, she had discovered. It was really hard to take the assignment seriously after she learned the difference between how they wrote out “boyfriend” and “husband.” Boyfriend? A penis followed by a rather un-subtle squiggly line. Husband? A penis followed by their version of a dollar sign in lieu of the squiggly line.

      Ancient Egyptians had a great sense of humor.

      The bartender tapped his fingers on the surface next to her, pulling her out of her thoughts and her doodling in her notebook.

      “Here he is,” Nazarem, or Naz to his friends, said with a smile. He’d been in Alistair’s service for well over a hundred years. He was a lesser demon, born of Hell long after the war. He enjoyed working for Asmodeus and never had a single complaint. He enjoyed the work of bartending, and it also afforded in him the chance to enjoy the company of the beautiful human men he tended to prefer.

      Turning with the direction of Naz’s gesture, she caught sight of Alistair as he walked down the stairs, his overcoat thrown over his arm and matted with still-melting snow. His hair was damp, and he ran his hand back over it to try to smooth it back to where it belonged.

      The dark cloud that hung around him was nearly palpable. His chiseled features were drawn into an expression of frustration and raging cold to match the storm outside. Even angry, he was gorgeous. She discovered it gave him an air of danger she found deeply alluring.

      “Uh oh.” Naz sighed dramatically and went to fix his boss a drink. “Looks like he’s ‘had a day.’” He quoted one of Alistair’s favorite sayings.

      Alistair’s emerald eyes caught hers, and she watched as he schooled his features into a more benign smile. He walked toward her, and she shut her book as he approached. He was always trying to protect her from his darker side. Sometimes, she appreciated that. Most times, she found it disappointing.

      “Darling,” he greeted her as he reached for the Manhattan that Naz had prepared for him. “Thank you, Naz.”

      “Anytime.” The demon smiled and took his cue to leave, wandering off to tend to other patrons. There were plenty in the club, after all.

      Alistair downed the drink in one go and set it down with a sigh. “It’s been a day.”

      She laughed at his quickly downing the alcohol. He rarely did that. He was much more of the type to sip. “Oh? What happened?”

      “Who happened.” Alistair draped his coat on a stool next to him and reached over the bar to grab himself the bottle of bourbon on the other side. He cringed and hissed in pain, grabbing his shoulder and pulling back, shaking the hand he had stretched out as though he were trying to regain feeling in it.

      “Alistair—” She shot up to her feet, her hands flying to him, turning him and gently urging him to sit on the stool. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. A pulled muscle.” He laughed. “I’ve suffered far worse.” Still, he flexed and squeezed his hand. “Pins and needles, nothing more. But if you want to fuss over me, I won’t complain.”

      Going up on her tiptoes, she leaned over the bar. She fetched the bottle of bourbon he was after and a bigger glass. She poured him a double and leaned over the bar again for a few ice cubes to plunk into the glass. He was after the effects, not the flavor, but she didn’t want the man to suffer needlessly.

      “You’re a dream. Thank you.” He took the diamond-pattern cut glass and downed its contents again. “Although you might as well just hand me the bottle.”

      She laughed again and poured him another glass. This time, he drank half of it, grunted, and decided to slow down. She smiled at him, enjoying these moments when he wasn’t always the perfect gentleman and the man in charge. He was rarely vulnerable. Rarely exposed. “I didn’t even realize you could get drunk.”

      “Oh. I can. It will just take a few of those bottles to do it. I might be in the mood after today.”

      “Were you in a fight?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you win?”

      “It was a tie.” His expression darkened. “It’s always a tie.”

      She furrowed her brow. He loved to speak in riddles. “With whom?”

      “Sister Raphael.” He rubbed his temple, his face creasing in pain. Not only did he have a pulled shoulder, but it seemed he had an awful headache to boot.

      “Over what?”

      He stretched his shoulders, and as she heard an audible pop, he groaned. “Over the usual affairs. She is offended I remain on Earth. She comes to ‘visit’ me every twenty years or so to see if she can drive me off. This time, she was in a particularly awful mood.”

      “Why?”

      “She looked for us in Boston first. She didn’t know we wintered here. She had to fly through the snowstorm and took great offense when I suggested that she should have taken the train.” His lips turned up in his thin, sarcastic smile, remembering his insult fondly.

      “Us?”

      “She wished to meet you. I emphatically said no. Hence our fight.”

      Selina chewed her lip thoughtfully. “Does she know me? Does she know who I was?” If the archangel knew something about the mystery of her past, she was almost tempted to talk to her. Almost.

      “No. She doesn’t. She only knows of your existence in my care.” His hand traced over her cheek, settling his palm against the side of her face and stroking her skin gently with the pad of his thumb. Her eyes drifted shut at the gesture. He always lured her in so easily. The barest touch made her lean into him and want to float away. “You’ll know what you are soon enough, I promise you.”

      She smiled and stepped closer to him, loving the feeling of the warmth of his skin against hers. Even through the smoke and the alcohol of the club, she could pick up the scent of incense that seemed to always cling to him. “Sorry. You know how over-eager I can be.”

      “I do. And I will always love you for your impatience. I—” His words cut off as he pulled in a hiss of pain again and growled. She opened her eyes to watch him roll his shoulder, as if trying to ease a knot.

      “Take your suitcoat off. And your vest.”

      He looked at her quizzically before he flashed her one of his trademark smiles. “You want to try voyeurism, do you? I think perhaps we should start in an establishment I don’t own. It’ll be less awkward for me come the morning.”

      She laughed and slapped her hand gently on his chest. “Come on. Just do it.”

      “Strip upon command? Of course. Command me, my Mistress…” he purred darkly, and she shivered despite herself.

      She whapped her palm against his chest again. “Oh, simmer down, you incorrigible cretin.”

      “Me? An incorrigible cretin? Was that an insult?” Despite the teasing, he began unbuttoning his suitcoat, and she helped him shrug out of it. She didn’t want to cause him more pain than he was already in. His vest followed, and she folded them up and put them on her seat.

      Walking around behind him, she put her hands on his wounded shoulder. It felt like it was on fire under her hand. As she pressed her fingers tentatively into his skin, she cringed sympathetically. The muscle was so tight, she wondered how he could use the arm at all. “Oh, Alistair…”

      “I’ll be fine. She’ll be lame for a few days, I expect. I threw a car bumper through her kneecap. Took her leg right off. I think I came out the better of the affair. I—” He broke off in a deep moan as she pressed her fingers into one of the knots on his shoulder blade. “Oh, do not stop, Selina. Do not dare stop.”

      She leaned in to place a kiss on his shoulder. She worked the knots gently, afraid to press too deeply at first. But as he began leaning into her touch, urging her silently, she obeyed. His head fell forward in bliss, and he was making vaguely obscene sounds resulting from her work.

      “When did you learn to do this? Is there a tutor I should be terribly annoyed at for touching you and yet suddenly find myself compelled to send a flower basket?” He was murmuring his words, distracted and faraway sounding.

      “I know the basics of the idea from anatomy class. The rest, I suppose, is intuition.” She chuckled and worked her fingers up along the side of his neck then down to the base of his shoulder blade. His rhomboid was a rock of tension, and she had to put her weight into her knuckles to try to get at the knot there.

      “Yes, by all the stars in the sky, right there,” he moaned and leaned back against her harder, meeting her pressure. He hissed in through his teeth from pain, nearly growling, but she knew from experience that it didn’t mean he wasn’t enjoying the moment. Alistair enjoyed a great deal of things. And he took as well as he gave. “The bitch broke my wing.”

      “Your wing? You were fighting in your true form?”

      “As was she, yes. I didn’t rather like the idea of being punted about the streets like a soccer ball by her.”

      “Must have been a sight to see.”

      “Luckily, there was no one around. Might have been an awkward conversation starter.”

      “I wish I could have watched.”

      He chuckled. “I’m glad you weren’t there. It wasn’t one of my more graceful moments.”

      Slowly, surely, the tension was starting to ease as she worked over the knot, starting at one end of the tendon and slowly moving the pressure down. Each time she found the knot, it felt slightly looser, if barely. “Is this where your wing joins your body, when you have them?”

      “Yes, more or less. My musculature changes, as you can imagine. My back is not nearly as sleek and sexy as it is now, when I have two more appendages with the strength to carry me in flight.” His voice still seemed faraway and distracted as he leaned farther into her touch, clearly enjoying every second of her attention.

      “I want to see your wings. I think I would love to touch them.” She knew she would. She wanted to see what he was really like—to kiss what he was really meant to be. Not this muted version.

      “Someday, my love. Someday soon.”

      “Why wait? What’re you worried about?” She let her hands slide over his shoulders, coming around to clasp in front of him as she leaned against his back, propping her chin on his shoulder. He was smiling dreamily, and his hand slid up to rest over hers. “Do you think I might be horrified?” she teased.

      “Hardly. You will fall in awe at my sheer monstrous beauty.”

      “Then why hide?”

      “I am not hiding. I’m merely enjoying the moment.”

      “What moment is that?”

      He let out a thoughtful hum and leaned his head to rest it against hers, temple to temple. “The time in which you look upon me as a man and nothing else.”

      The loneliness in his voice crushed her. She turned and kissed his cheek, holding the embrace for a long moment before nuzzling her head against his. “You’re more than a man to me. You’re my whole world.”

      “Someday, that won’t be true.” He shifted around, spinning the top of the barstool to face her. He pulled her to stand in between his legs and wrapped an arm around her lower back, the other hand gently cupping her face and turning it to him. “Someday, the lure of the rest of it all will call you away from me. I know it. So, for now, let me have this moment. It will be so brief in the end.”

      “I—”

      She never got the chance to argue. His lips descended on hers, silencing her. He kissed her slowly, but she could feel the fire raging inside him. Kissing him was like kissing a storm encased in a glass jar. She could sense the inferno within, just kept at arm’s reach, but it never came forward to claim her. No matter how much of his control he lost, he never consumed her in his blaze.

      She wished he would.

      But she knew what his answer would be, if she urged him to stop holding back.

      Someday.

      Someday soon.

      That was always his answer.

      Wrapping her arms gently around his neck, she pulled herself closer, leaning into him. His hand slid to cradle the back of her head as she lost herself in the embrace. It was several long, blissful moments before he finally broke away. She was panting for air, her heart pounding in her ears. He, as always, looked unfazed, smiling down at her with one side higher than the other, in his trademark, cocky smile. “I want to be a man to you. Nothing more. Not an archdemon, not a demigod, not Asmodeus. Just…Alistair.”

      “Why?”

      “Hm?”

      “Why do you want to be only a man? Everyone in this building is trying to be more than who they are. And here you are, seeking to meet them in the middle.”

      “Very astute, my dear. Witty, as always.” He smiled faintly, sadness tinging the flicker in his eyes. “I tire of my own soul, my love. With you, I can…pretend. I know it’s cruel to you, to hide it all away. But I will only have this chance once. Soon you’ll know the whole of it, my part in your current state, and you will see me for who and what I really am. Let me enjoy my sunrise, as brief as it is.”

      I tire of my own soul. The words struck her to the core. She looked up at him, and pity must have flooded her expression. He chuckled and leaned down to place a kiss against her forehead. “No. None of that. I don’t deserve an ounce of it. I am what I am by my own actions and decisions. I do not regret a single second of it.”

      “I love you, Alistair.”

      “I love you more than words can describe, my darling Selina. More than you may ever know.” He wrapped his arms around her tighter, hugging her flush against him, and tucked her head under his chin.

      She smiled, sinking into his embrace and snuggling up next to him and letting her eyes slip shut. “I will love you always. No matter who you really are or what you’ve done.”

      “You can’t truly know that until the time comes. But the sentiment I will hold close to my heart like a candle in the darkness. Thank you.”

      She lifted her head to look up at him playfully. “I hate it when you’re melodramatic. Come. You want to get drunk? I’d love to see you drunk.”

      “You’ll not enjoy the aftermath.” He made a thoughtful noise and looked off, joining her in the mischief. “Or perhaps you will. A worthy experiment.” He took the glass from the counter and downed it. “Let’s find out, shall we?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Today

      

      The only sounds were their footsteps moving around the house, the creak of wood, and the crunch of old paint and plaster underfoot. The building had been left to rot long ago. It was hard, with a building like this, to know how long it had sat empty. The New England winters hadn’t been kind to the unmaintained building. It could’ve been two years or twenty, depending on how well the ceiling and floors had decided to hold up.

      On one hunt, a few years ago, she’d punched through the floor of an abandoned building. It wasn’t fun. There was no dignified way to get out of a floor.

      Here, one or two of the rooms had caved in from the floor above, or were threatening to, with the overhead beams tilting in dangerously. They all walked carefully.

      Some of the house looked in decent condition, if utterly bare of fixtures. Other rooms looked far more the worse for wear. Exposed wires were visible through the holes in the ceiling where it had broken up and given way, like the veins and arteries of a corpse.

      She ducked around a light fixture that had fallen from the ceiling and dangled on the end of its wires. It was the kind of lacy white-with-whiter-dots glass fixture that never quite made it out of the fifties, and for good reason. Somebody back then had answered the question nobody had asked—what if the lamp had a baby with a doily?

      Doilies were stupid inventions. She was so very glad they went out of style.

      In the kitchen, cupboards hung open or at awkward angles from a single hinge, pushed there by the wind or due to the latches rotting away. Some were missing their covers entirely. There were bits of furniture scattered about—a sofa here, a chair there. Dusty, rotted, and damp. Their steps left trails in the dust and debris on the floor. The appliances were old and disgusting. She didn’t dare open the fridge.

      The building had sat empty and alone for a long time. But what was truly odd was that it seemed there had been people in the building long after it was left to sit and decay. Abandonment had not been the end of the house’s story.

      How was she so certain?

      The fresh corpses were a damn good clue.

      Well, fresh-ish, anyway. Veil wrinkled her nose as she looked down at the corpse that had been there for probably over three or four weeks. The house was scattered with them. She’d counted six so far. Each in white suits, stained crimson from the neck down. Each one with a white-handled knife in what was left of their palms. It looked as though they all slit their own throats.

      She assumed their suits had been white, anyway. The clothing was yellowed, blotchy, and stained, not just crimson from the blood loss that had killed them, but because you can’t put a steak in a paper bag and leave it on the counter for three weeks and expect the bag to make it out okay.

      Their bodies were rotting and putrefied, each one well into the “liquefaction” stage of decay. It meant there were large, goopy puddles of vileness around them on the ground, staining the wood floor to a darker tone. What remained of the flesh was now drooping away. Soon the skeletons would be all that was left.

      It was heinous.

      Not her first pile of corpses, though. She wrinkled her nose but went about searching the house. It didn’t seem to faze anybody else present, so she wasn’t going to be the one to nope out. She did her best not to look at them, though. Dead bodies were gross. Especially the not-so-fresh ones. They gave her the willies.

      Michael’s little convenient orbs were floating around the place as they moved from room to room. Conrad had his guns drawn but lowered. Maleon was flying near Gabe in the other room, perching on the priest’s shoulder when the Italian didn’t shoo him away. Gabe didn’t seem to mind the imp nearly as much as Conrad, and so Maleon took the opportunity to make a new buddy. The little imp was nothing if not stubborn, persistent, and oddly lovable. The ball of purple lard seemed to want only to make friends and eat things he shouldn’t.

      She walked up to Conrad as he searched through what used to be the dining room, stepping over a corpse. He kept his guns trained on the body as he did. “They’re already dead, Connie,” she teased the Irishman with a grin. “No need to kill them a second time.”

      “Mmh, I don’t trust dead bodies.”

      “Why not?”

      “Had them move on me one too many times.” He pointed his silver gun at the remains on the ground, closing one eye as he stared down the barrel at the rotten pile of a man. He let out a huff and lowered his hand again.

      “Wait. You’ve fought zombies?”

      “Sure. Couple times, actually.”

      “That’s awesome!” She laughed. Honestly, she’d never seen anything like that in real life. She dealt with a vampire once or twice, and they had been the highlight of her year. Maybe her decade. “I’ve never had a chance to fight them. Is it as fun as it looks?”

      “It’s disgustin’ more than anythin’ else.” He blanched.

      “I’d still like to fight zombies. Sounds silly.”

      “It’s gross.”

      She laughed again at his comment. Conrad had her kind of humor, and she hoped he lived through this ordeal. As she walked into the other room, she patted Conrad’s shoulder. It wasn’t until it was too late when she realized, about four steps too far into the next room, that Alistair was there. He stood in the shadows, looking down at the remains of another corpse, his arms folded across his chest.

      She fought the urge to turn and leave the room. I can’t avoid him forever. I can’t keep hiding from him. She tried to take the intention behind Michael’s pep-talk to heart, even if she was still offended by his specific delivery method. No one knew how long it would take to deal with this cult. They could be stuck together for days or weeks. Or months. Sometimes hunts lasted a long-ass time. Especially when immortals were involved.

      They couldn’t linger like this forever. She couldn’t keep avoiding him. Hell, she had to drive his stupid ass around. She wished archangels could teleport at close range. Unfortunately, to them, it would be like trying to thread a needle with a cannon ball. The world was too small for that level of precision. Azrael only managed it by passing quickly through the spirit realm. The archangel Gabriel was the only one who could hit a pin on the map, apparently. Everyone else got there give or take a thousand miles in any direction. So flying or human methods it was.

      Which meant she really was stuck with him for the foreseeable future.

      Fuck my life.

      Swallowing her pride, she walked around the room, looking for anything of interest. She went to a desk near the wall and opened it, rooting for anything interesting. She found a few paperclips, a pencil, and nothing useful.

      “Huh.” Alistair looked up to her thoughtfully.

      She glanced to the archdemon. “What?”

      “I just figured out why you call yourself ‘Veil.’”

      She laughed once. “It was that or ‘Kenny.’” At his puzzled expression, she grinned at him. “Sorry. A joke you won’t get.”

      The loud snickering from the other room told her that Michael, however, did. The archangel watched Comedy Central. Who’d’ve guessed?

      Alistair shook his head and, with a faint smile, looked back down to the man on the ground. His smile faded. Sorrow painted his features. Grief. She remembered how much he hated that emotion.

      They stood in silence for a long time. He just stood there, looking at the corpse with a pained expression. Unable to take it anymore, she had to interrupt him. “What’s wrong? Did you know him?”

      “No. But I’m responsible for these deaths.”

      “They killed themselves, and you were stuck in the spirit realm. I don’t see how that’s possible.” She knew he was talented, but man, that kind of influence was a stretch even for him.

      “Octavian is my mistake. I recognized his madness for what it was. I was aware he was capable of this. When I learned how he was twisting flesh to create monsters, I knew then that I should have killed him.” Alistair ran a hand through his dark hair, sweeping it back. He still wore it a little long, just enough to slick back away from his face. It had always suited him.

      She could have brought up the fact that Alistair was also guilty of twisting flesh to create monsters. But she knew there was a far cry between the freaky asphalt-goo monsters that Octavian controlled versus what she was. So, in a show of rare self-control, she kept her mouth shut on the topic. “So, why didn’t you kill him?”

      “He was family. I cared for him. I still very much do. I found I could not do the deed. He looked at me, and in his eyes, I saw his betrayed devotion, his hurt, his shattered love, and I…I couldn’t. How many more lives have been lost because of it?” He stepped away from the body on the ground to move over to the nearby window. He stood and rested his hand on the peeling paint of the sill.

      “People make mistakes. And it’s—” hard to make yourself stop loving someone, even if they’ve done something horrible. She slammed that thought into a trashcan before it came out of her mouth. Christ, I’m a hypocrite. “Not your fault,” she finally finished. “If that mindset were true, every family of a serial killer would be locked away. You cared about him, even if he wasn’t a good man. That isn’t on you. Some people just come out wrong. You can’t fix crazy, any more than you can argue with stupid. Trust me, I’ve tried to do both.”

      He chuckled and smiled. “Veil?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She blinked. She stood there, stunned. It wasn’t that he hadn’t apologized before. But something about it felt different. It felt raw, exposed, and…injured. She didn’t know what to do or what to say. The few moments in which he let down his façade always got to her.

      Alistair rested his head against the window frame, discouraged by her silence. “I know you want me to leave you be. I understand and respect that. But I’m to blame for all of this. If he hurt you, if he did anything to harm you, I wouldn’t know how to live it down. It may break me. Believe my words or not, but I love you. I always will. No matter the hate you feel for me, what I feel for you will never falter.”

      It felt as though someone had sunk their hand into her ribcage, yanked out her heart, slapped it onto the grit of the wood floor, and stomped all over it. It made her nauseated. She swallowed and looked away for a moment.

      His pain hurt her.

      She didn’t want it to.

      But it didn’t seem like she had a choice in the matter.

      “Fuck.” She issued the curse under her breath and let out a long, annoyed sound that was a combination of a sigh and a growl. She looked back over at Alistair; he was gazing back with a bemused expression, one eyebrow quirked up.

      She walked to the window frame on the other side of him and leaned against it, mirroring his pose. “Look. I don’t…”

      No point in hiding it. No point in lying. Why? To protect my honor? My dignity? Who the fuck is keeping track?

      She took in a breath, held it, and let out the next words in a rush. “I don’t hate you.” Now his look was incredulous. She twisted so she could rest her back against the wall, choosing to look out into the rest of the room instead of at him. It was easier than meeting his gaze. “The truth is? I really don’t know how I feel. I don’t trust you. I’m angry. You lied to me. You manipulated and controlled me. I want to feed you your own fist until you shit out your wristwatch.”

      “That was rather graphic.”

      “Oh, buddy, that wasn’t anything for me. I can come up with way worse.” She snickered. He laughed with her. “The fact is we’re stuck fixing this problem together. The distance I need, I’m not gonna get right now, am I?”

      “Seems unlikely.”

      “Then I have to do the best with what I’ve got. I hate moping.” She lowered her voice. “And if I don’t stop it, Michael’s going to lose his mind and find a way to kill us both.”

      “That was what you two talked about?” He grunted. “He always was one for meddling. Although, perhaps in this instance, I shouldn’t be annoyed.”

      What the hell was she going to do? She combed her fingers through her hair. She couldn’t keep this up. She couldn’t keep avoiding him. But she needed to know something first. “I need you to promise me something. Really, seriously, promise me something.”

      “Is that a command?”

      “Yup.”

      “Where is the binding circle, then?” He looked around facetiously. They were playing again, just like they used to.

      She wiggled her fingers at him, casting a fake spell in the dorkiest of ways. “By the truth of your name, Asmodeus, Prince of Demons, one of the mighty Kings in Hell, Fallen Archangel, I compel you.” She couldn’t keep a straight face, and it cracked into a grin that he matched with one of his own.

      “Then I am powerless to stop you. Witch who calls me, I am bent to your will.” He bowed low at the waist dramatically. “What would you bid me do?”

      The silliness deflated as quickly as it had come. “Promise that this isn’t a game. Promise me that you aren’t secretly pulling the strings of this cult behind the scenes, using them to manipulate me into setting you free, and now all this. Look me in the eyes and say this isn’t a scheme of yours.”

      He straightened, emerald eyes devoid of the levity from the moment prior. She was surprised to find herself sad to see it go. “I am to blame for Octavian. Therefore, I am the mastermind behind all this.”

      “Not if you didn’t mean to be.”

      “Intention matters, then?”

      “Of course it matters. Context matters.”

      “When will you allow me the chance to explain the context behind my lies to you?” He stepped closer to her, halving the distance between them. “When will you hear me out?”

      “Someday.” She looked up at him darkly. “Wasn’t that your favorite word?”

      He cringed as if she had slapped him, turning to look away. “Well played.”

      “Promise me.”

      When he looked back to her, she saw the archdemon in him once more. His features hadn’t changed. But his eyes were seemingly endless in their depths. “I promise to you that Octavian’s actions are not directed by my hand.”

      Alistair couldn’t be trusted, but he never broke a promise. He never needed to. He was too good at playing the game. But she had to give credit where credit was due. “Thanks.” She couldn’t take the intensity of his stare, and she turned to walk away.

      His hand caught her upper arm and pulled her back, inarguable and firm. The jarring, unexpected contact froze her to the spot, not giving her the option to hide from him. Her heart leapt into her throat in an instant as she found herself once more trapped by the intensity of him.

      “I warn you,” he began, his voice a low growl that reverberated in his chest. “I am not a patient man…”

      Somewhere, somehow, she found the strength to quip. Not only that, she found the ability to try to take a dig at him. “Good thing you’re not a man, then.” Her voice betrayed her, and she could barely force it out as more than barely a whisper.

      It was as though a storm broke. Something in him opened wide, and a sense of darkness, invisible but almost palpable, seeped into the air around her. Closed around her like a fog. No. He wasn’t a man. And now he was going to show her that he had never forgotten that fact.

      Emerald eyes glinted green, burning with their own light. He hadn’t shed his human form, but he cracked the jar open wide enough to prove his point.

      His other hand went to her hip, and before she could protest, he pulled her flush against him and slid his arm around her. Her hands flew to his chest, startled by the sudden movement. She tried to push him off, but it was as though an iron girder had been slung around her.

      When she went to protest, the hand on her arm slid up to place two fingers against her lips. She could scream. She could bite him. She could disappear into the spirit world and leave him holding empty air.

      But she froze.

      “Shush,” he ordered her quietly.

      And she was helpless to do anything but obey.

      She held still, caught in his gaze, crushed under the weight of the thunderstorm that had pulled her into its grasp. His fingers slid from her lips, and he slowly trailed them to her cheek, pressing his palm flat against her skin.

      The smell of incense washed over her. His touch left nothing to argue against. Nothing she could say or do. She had wandered too close to the spider’s lair, and she found herself trapped. But it wasn’t the silk of the web that had her tangled. It was the eyes that glittered down at her, promising to eat her. Promising to sink its deadly fangs into her and fill her with a poison that would whisk her away from her troubles.

      With a sense of sinking dread, she came to a horrifying realization.

      She wanted it.

      She wanted him.

      Not the man. Not the debonair gentleman who had swept her off her feet so long ago. No, she wanted the archdemon who stood in front of her, promising to devour her whole.

      Her face lit up like it was on fire, and she knew she was blushing. He looked down at her, tilting his head slightly to one side, his gaze raking over her as if committing her reaction to memory. He was smiling faintly, confident in his victory. He had stormed the gate of her mighty fortress and found she had left it unlocked. Her brave, angry façade broke apart before the siege even began.

      “You will find…” he purred, drawing out his words, basking in the moment. Leaning his head close, his lips hovered a bare inch away from hers, his breath pooling against her skin. “I am an even more impatient demon…”

      “Oy!”

      A voice from the second floor shattered the moment like glass. Conrad. A rock dropped through the spider’s web, ruining its careful art. Poison-dripping fangs, ready to sink deep and paralyze their victim, found empty air instead. She yanked back from Alistair, and he let her go, although his hand lingered in mid-air, still cupping her phantom cheek. His fingers curled in, and he sighed in degraded surrender.

      “I think I found somethin’!”

      She owed that dumb Irishman a drink. Or a few. Or a bottle. Clearing her throat, she walked away from Alistair without another word, unable to look at him. “Yeah! Coming!” She knew she was blushing. She could feel the heat in her cheeks. She hoped nobody else saw. She prayed nobody else saw. She’d never live it down. Gabe might not say something. But Michael?

      That was the last thing she goddamn needed.

      Without even sparing a look at the archangel, who was heading to the stairs from the kitchen, she took the creaking steps two at a time, leaping over one that had fallen in entirely. She saw Conrad standing in the doorway of a room, his guns still drawn. She heard footsteps inside the room, and she saw the tail of Gabe’s coat.

      She walked up beside Conrad and heard the heavy footfalls of Michael and Alistair behind her. Conrad, upon seeing them arrive, walked into the room, no longer needing to watch Gabe’s back. His expression was drawn into a grim look of all business. His jovial and teasing nature was gone.

      Stepping into the room after him, she saw why.

      It had been a library, judging by the empty bookshelves on the walls. The furniture was gone, long since cleared away. Decorating the center of the room was a large, rusted-brown ceremonial magic circle, some fourteen feet in diameter. It was the telltale color of old, dried blood and was nearly invisible against the dark, neglected wood of the floorboards.

      Seven bodies lay around the circle at equal points. Their blood had been used to paint the shape. The center of the circle was…charred. As if something had appeared and burned the floor beneath it. In each of their hands was a knife, white-handled and mottled with dried, brownish-red blood.

      The symbol was ancient. Archaic. Written in a language older than Enochian, older than Sanskrit. She’d never forget it—she wore a bunch of it permanently on her skin. The true language of the angels. It was a name.

      Michael groaned. “Shit. Well. This is something, I guess.” He walked into the room, pacing around the corpses, looking down at them, his hands shoved into his leather coat pockets.

      Alistair was beside her. His deep voice rumbled as he talked. “Do you recognize it, Veil?”

      “It’s Mammon or Chamuel, I assume. Either that, or they’ve taken a third.”

      “You’re correct on your first count. Whose is it? Do you remember?”

      “You never taught me their names. Just yours.”

      “Your intuition is your strongest skill. Try.”

      She shot him a narrow look. “You aren’t my tutor anymore.”

      “Really?” Alistair smiled thinly at her. “It seems you are still in need of one.”

      “For fuck’s sake! It’s Mammon. There. Game over.” Michael shook his head. “You two are insufferable.”

      “Seconded,” Conrad interjected.

      “This is where they summoned him. But how did they contain him?” Gabe walked carefully over the painted blood lines, stepping over them. She was once again grateful for this interruption and incessant questions. Maleon was still clinging to his shoulder, peering around the room curiously.

      “No clue.” Michael nudged one of the corpses with his foot.

      “I sense nothing that I can pinpoint. Only dust, spent magic, and death.” Alistair picked up a wire that was hanging from a portion of the ceiling that had given way. He lifted it like a pendulum and let go, watching it idly swing in the space in front of him. “Death and rot.”

      Maleon sniffed the air. “I smell something else. I smell…disease.”

      “Octavian.” Alistair watched the wire swing a few times before he took it in his fingers and stilled the motion. “His blood is corrupted by the magic he uses to extend his life.”

      “No, Master. Not like that. Well, I smell that, too. But the disease I smell is…still here.”

      A fresh sense of horror came over her. Washed over her like ice. What was it Azrael had said a while ago? What was it that she was forgetting? She reached down and grabbed her metal rods from their holsters on her calves.

      She really was a bad student. She should’ve put it together before now. She swore at herself quietly. Azrael said he couldn’t track the dead Octavian was leaving behind in his wake.

      Why?

      The ones he kills aren’t dead.

      All too late, she heard the rustle of movement. Not just from around them, but from down the hallway. A corpse by her feet…sat up. It wasn’t alone.

      “Oh, fuck.”

      It looked like she was going to get her chance to fight some zombies after all.
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      Everything was a blur of motion.

      The first thing she was aware of after the corpses began to move was the spread of dark wings in front of her. Alistair had taken his true form, his figure filling the space both in volume and in power. A wing, black and colored like an oil-slicked grackle, snapped in front of her to protect her from the body of a man that had thrown itself at her headlong.

      The corpses were all intent and no skill, hurling themselves at their intended prey. It was amazing they could move at all. Dark magic held them together enough to give them the power to stand, to rush at their prey, and to rake the open air with bony, decayed fingers. If passion alone could kill, she wouldn’t stand a chance. These things knew only hunger.

      Asmodeus’s talon at the top of his wing wrapped around the corpse’s face, dug into it like the claw of a condor, wicked and sharp. His wing moved with perfect control like another arm. She watched, amazed, locked up for a split second as he squeezed the head of the man. It cracked and squished like crushing an egg.

      And it was just as gloopy.

      If he cared for the muck that was dripping from his claw, he didn’t make any show of it. A glowing green eye caught her attention as he turned his head to glance back at her. “Do you need me in this fight?” His voice was a bass rumble, a far-away roll of thunder that cut through the din of the mayhem in the rest of the room. The others were already waging war against the animated bodies, yet this moment seemed cut out from the rest. He shoved another one of the zombies back with a snap of his other wing, sending it reeling into the far wall.

      “No. I should be fine.” She was honestly surprised he asked and didn’t simply assume she was some fainting maiden in a tower. She rolled her metal rod over her wrist and caught it, flashing him a playful smile. “Won’t be my first dance.”

      “Good.” Asmodeus looked down at the corpse at his feet, who was slowly moving back up to stand. Its head was gone but was quickly being replaced by the black goop that was both liquid and solid at the same time. He tilted his head curiously. “Because I think I will have my hands full.”

      She poked him in the middle of his back with the tip of one of her metal rods, which made him jolt in surprise. “All four of them.” She paused thoughtfully for half a second. “Do those count as hands?”

      He huffed a laugh and looked back at her again, amused surprise on his face. What of it she could see, with the green scarf he wore across his mouth, anyway. “I suppose they do. Now, go on. We have work to do.”

      He extended his hand in front of him. A moment later, several white glowing circles appeared on the ground. From them rose half a dozen figures, their bodies standing at odd angles. His marionettes. The wooden puppets snapped to attention and lurched forward in their strange and halting gaits to engage the zombies.

      The dead fighting the dead.

      At least she didn’t recognize the souls attached to any of these. They acted like shields, standing in front of Gabe and Conrad, punching and tearing at the zombies that threw themselves into the wooden bodies, uncaring for the damage they’d receive. It was as though the puppets didn’t exist to the corpses. They weren’t alive—they were therefore uninteresting. The puppets were only in the way of their path to what they wanted: the living ones.

      She vanished into the spirit realm, taking her body into the coldness of that place. She moved around Asmodeus, wanting to avoid him as he fought with two of the moving corpses.

      Gabe and Conrad also had their hands full. Michael, too, had shed his human form to fight in his angelic one. It made the space cramped, as now they had two larger-than-life creatures with wings to worry about. One seemed to fill the space with light—the other, darkness.

      Metal feathers shot through the air like blades, slicing through rotted flesh like butter. Unfortunately, the damage never lasted long. It just grew over with the black goop.

      She reappeared on the other side of Asmodeus and dashed her soul through one of the creatures that was lurching toward Gabe. Her body followed at break-neck speed, and she lowered her shoulder into its ribs. This one was drier than the rest. Small favors. The old, rotted, and desiccated flesh gave way in front of her. It felt like hitting a pillow filled with chicken bones.

      It was much crunchier than it had any right to be.

      Barf. She didn’t, though. But she got close.

      The corpse went flying, smashing into a wall on the other side of the room. It slammed to the ground, bits of dried flesh falling alongside bits of plaster and paint from the surface.

      It made no noise. None of the corpses did. Their mouths opened and shut, but their lungs, their vocal cords, their tongues, had rotted away. Nothing was left to scream or moan. There was only the silence of death and rot left behind. The only sound they made at all was their shuffling, the raspy movement of gangly, unwieldy limbs, or the slide of flesh on the wood floor.

      “Ew.” She made a face.

      “What’d I say? Zombies aren’t fun!” Conrad shouted as he unloaded a bullet into the head of one of the corpses. It fell to the ground, but like all the others, it didn’t stay there. The dark corruption that was fueling them rose to replace what flesh had surrendered, filling in the gaps with the substance that seemed both far too squishy and far too solid seemingly at whim.

      Maleon was struggling to stay next to her, flying close behind her shoulder and rushing to catch up every time she moved or dashed through something to attack it. “I don’t understand what they’re trying to do, Mistress!”

      “The imp has a good question.” Michael punched one of the things in the head with his metal fist, dropping it to the ground. “They can’t kill us.”

      “Speak for yourself!” Gabe lifted his hands to ignite the creature in front of him and then thought better of it. The house was flammable at best. “I fear I’m too destructive for such fragile places.”

      “I got you.” She had one job now—protect the priests alongside the wooden puppets. The priests weren’t fragile, but they were mortal. She very much wasn’t. And it’d take a lot more than a few mindless corpses to hurt an archangel and archdemon, respectively.

      But that didn’t mean the priests weren’t in serious trouble. One lucky swipe, and they were done. The trappings of humanity weren’t something she spent a lot of time dwelling on for a myriad of reasons.

      Speaking of luck, or the lack thereof, Conrad pointed both his guns at one of the zombie-monsters and fired. She’d seen what a bullet from each of his weapons at the same time could do firsthand. Whatever the combination of both weapons did, it had killed that creature in Copp’s Hill burying ground. It seemed to combine the blasts into a far bigger, much more powerful one than the two guns could produce individually. The zombie in front of him exploded into gore. It had absorbed most of the attack. Most of it.

      The floor took the rest.

      The blast tore through the wood and rotted beams, and Veil threw out her arms reflexively as the room shifted beneath her. Crack! Something snapped underfoot, and the building creaked dangerously. This place was condemned, after all.

      “Ah, fuck.” Conrad jumped back from the hole. “Didn’t think that one through.”

      “Don’t aim down, Darby!” She swung her metal rod at one of the corpses that shambled too close to her for comfort. Its head snapped backward. The crunch of bone was the only sound it made as it tilted its head back to look at her, eye sockets empty and rotted, long since emptied of their contents. Its cheeks were stained dark from the fluid that must have poured from them.

      The blow did nothing to still its hunger, and it reached for her, eager to tear open her flesh. She kicked it in the chest, sending it staggering back and landing on the floor with a sound that was far too squishy for her liking.

      They had two problems. One, the corpses weren’t staying dead. Damaging them was only replacing their parts with the black goop, just like with Arthur on the highway or that thing in the cemetery.

      Two, the zombies appeared to be intent on stabbing them. Those who had died by the knives they carried were wielding them with wild swings and desperate slashes, trying to hit them more than they cared for their own wellbeing.

      The one closest to her dove at her, brandishing its bloodstained, white-handled knife. She dodged the near miss, ducking out of the way of the swing. It forced her to stagger backward. Growling, she retorted by smashing it in the head with her metal rod, knocking its head back. Stabbing up through the underside of its jaw, her rod went in one side and straight out the other.

      “Ew! Ew, ew, ew!” She put her foot in the middle of the thing’s chest and pushed it off her weapon. Bits of gore stuck to the metal, and she flicked it to clean it off. “Romero, you lied to me! Headshots don’t work, and this is disgusting!”

      “I told you!” Conrad had one gun aimed down the hallway, the other into the room, trying to put them down as fast as they were getting up. The bodies from the rest of the building were coming down the hallway after them.

      “Yeah, yeah, you told me.”

      Another one of the creatures lurched for her, and she dodged. It swung the knife for Gabe, and she pushed the priest out of the way. He was a magic-user, meant to wield fire from a distance, and he wasn’t terribly good at the close-up fights. She didn’t blame him. He had his pistol drawn, but no matter how many he plugged into the moving bodies around him, it wasn’t doing any good.

      Everything was goopy lately. She hated goopy. “Hey! Archangel!”

      “What?” Michael was illuminating one half of his room with the light that always seemed to come from him.

      “Got anything nifty to deal with reanimated corpses?” She kept pushing the zombies back—but that was the thing about zombies. They just kept coming. That was what made them so horrifying.

      Michael cleaved a zombie clear in half with his sword. It fell to the ground in a heap. Already, the black substance was coming from its lower half to create legs for it. “No. Well, okay, maybe.”

      “Maybe?”

      “It’s not really meant for this.”

      “What’s it meant for?”

      “Bigger things.”

      “Then it’ll work on smaller things.” Something stung her arm. She turned and saw the creature pull the knife away from her. One of them had snuck up on her—well, really, there were just too many of them to track—and it had sliced her arm while she hadn’t been paying attention. She had been focusing on keeping Gabe safe. Her leather coat was torn open, and she saw the blood on her arm through the gap.

      She’d suffered worse. Far worse. She shoved the creature back and was about to swing one of her metal rods for its head when her arm began to burn. Not normal burning, either. This hurt. For a split second, she thought Gabe might have set her on fire.

      Wooden puppets descended on the creature, tearing it to pieces. They were apparently under clear orders to protect her. It bought her some time to deal with the wound.

      The burning rendered her arm useless. Her metal weapon dropped to the ground in a clatter as she lost control of her hand. Her arm was roaring in pain, and it sent white spots into her vision as it threatened to block it all out. She had to force herself to breathe. It felt as if there were taut strings and she were running her finger over them. Like plucking a bow, if it were made of pain. It was a deep-seated sting that rooted itself into her tendons. She could feel it eating away at her.

      It was poison.

      Looking down at the wound…it had turned black. The same kind of black goo that created the monsters around them. She watched in horror as something like ink seemed to spread from it into her bloodstream. Slowly—her body was desperately trying to heal the infection—but it was winning. “Poison. The knives are poisoned. Guys—” she gasped, trying to find enough air in her lungs to shout her warning. “They’re—”

      “Mistress, look out!”

      There was a blur of motion to the side of her head, and she looked up just in time to see a knife coming down toward her throat. One of the zombies had come up on her and was intending to end the job it had started.

      The shine of the blade came toward her, too fast for her to move. Too fast for her to duck out of the way. Something got in the way at the last second. Something small, something round. Something purple.

      Maleon.

      “No!”

      Was that her who had screamed?

      The knife stuck straight through him like a sword. In one side, out the other. It was only a dagger, but he was small. His body mass stopped the knife from going through her throat.

      “No!” That time, there was no doubting it. The sound had come from her. This time, it was far more desperate and strangled than the last. She stood and swung her remaining metal rod at the zombie, sending it sprawling backward.

      Veil caught Maleon as he fell, still skewered on the blade. She could only use her good arm. The other one hung limply at her side, too painful to move. She knelt, holding the imp in her lap, cradling him against her legs. “Maleon—Maleon!”

      “It’s okay, Mistress.” A grubby smile beamed weakly up at her. “It’s okay. You’re safe. I’ve protected you,” he wheezed. “I’ve done a good job.” His blood was leaking from the wound quickly. A thing his size didn’t have much to lose. It was seeping into her clothes, running down her jeans, but she didn’t care.

      “Mal…I’m so sorry. I’m so very sorry.”

      “For what?” He blinked up at her.

      “I was so mean to you…”

      “Mistress? Mean?” He smiled. “No. Best time. Much fun. I will be fine.” His chubby features contorted in pain, and he grinned up at her again, as best as he could. “Melon is only returning home.” He used her teasing name for him, and she felt her heart crack in half. He cringed, his large black eyes squeezing shut. “Only going—”

      He went limp.

      The sound that left her wasn’t describable.

      She held him, cradled in her good arm, not sure what to do. She could only watch, tears wet on her cheeks, as the wound on his chest began to turn dark around the blade. The blood that ran from him thickened and then ceased to move at all. It…hardened. Like cooling lava, the substance turned thick. Black veins appeared under purple flesh, worming its way through his system far faster than it was trying to do with her.

      It seemed the poison was uncaring for what kind of flesh it took. Devil, human, or otherwise. Its reach wasn’t limited to humans.

      Oh, shit.

      The imp’s body spasmed and twitched. When Maleon reopened his black and orange eyes, they were vacant. They looked up at her, devoid of emotion or recognition. They were the flat, lifeless eyes of a corpse with the same mission as the zombies around her. Eat. Destroy. Kill. Sharp teeth snapped at her, claws raking her flesh as he turned on her. She felt the sting, but she was too stunned to react at first.

      Maleon was gone. Taken over. Possessed by whatever was controlling the corpses. She threw the imp away from her, but the ball of lard hit the ground and was immediately coming right back at her. It didn’t care for the knife sticking through its chest. Sharp nails bit into the wood as it scrambled back toward its target. Her.

      As she fell back to try to get away from the possessed corpse of the imp, a shadow overtook her. Something swooped down like a vulture. A claw snatched the thing up before it could get any closer to her. Asmodeus. He straightened, holding the thing in his talons like a bird of prey. As she watched, shadows poured out from his wing. They crawled around the imp, surrounding him. What was left of her summoned-servant-turned-reluctant-friend screamed and thrashed in pain.

      As she watched, the shadows, wispy and smoke-like, devoured the imp whole. Chipped away at it like sand destroyed a mountain. There weren’t even bones or dust. Nothing was left. Maleon was gone.

      Tears were running down her cheeks, but she didn’t have time to mourn him. The pain in her arm was getting worse. Looking down, the black lines were already several inches away from the wound.

      God damn, it hurt. It burned like acid. Like someone had pumped the poison of a deadly snake into her veins. But she had others to protect. If she couldn’t save Maleon, she had to save the priests. She couldn’t let anyone else die tonight. Not on her watch.

      Struggling to push up back to her feet, Asmodeus dropped a wicked-looking, raw-forged black blade he had been fighting with. It disappeared before it hit the ground. He caught her uninjured elbow with his hand and steadied her. She didn’t even have the strength to push the archdemon away. “Michael,” Asmodeus prompted.

      “I got this.” Michael rolled his shoulder. His voice was tinny and hollow from inside his metal suit of armor. His metal wings flared out around him. She heard a clicking sound as his shining feathers rotated and focused the light that emanated from him. Like a thousand copper mirrors narrowing the beam of the sun, the polished metal shards of his wings moved to face several of the zombies in front of him.

      There was a weird sense of power charging, and that was her only indication of danger. An impossibly bright light, like staring into a high-powered search lamp, shot from Michael and through the corpses. A massive dark wing curled in front of her, shielding her. But it was still too bright.

      She turned her head away, squeezing her eyes tight, as she heard wood smashing and splintering as a part of the house gave way. The glow was bright enough that it hurt even with her eyes shut. Once the light stopped, she opened her eyes and found herself unable to see for a long moment while her vision struggled to adjust. Asmodeus pulled his wing away from her.

      When her vision cleared, she saw one wall of the house was…gone. Just blown out like a wrecking ball had hit it from the inside. It was punched clear to the outside, through two other rooms, and the wood of the house was creaking dangerously.

      Everything that had been in the way of the blast was reduced to dust.

      “Well, the house is going to collapse,” Michael commented idly. “But, hey, I got rid of a few of the monster-zombies.”

      “Jesus Christ, Michael!” she shouted at the archangel. “Turn the fucking dial down.”

      “I told you it was meant for bigger things.” Michael pointed at his chest, metal gauntlet clacking against itself as he moved. “I don’t come in ‘subtle’ mode, sweetheart.”

      “As effective as that was…” Asmodeus growled from where he stood, tearing another one of the corpses to shreds. Shadows lashed out from him. They poured out from him to sink into the moving body, diving into its flesh through every possible open hole. And there were plenty. As she watched, the corpse thrashed then dissolved into dust. “It will bring the building down upon our mortal friends if you do it again.”

      The building groaned, backing up Asmodeus’s claim.

      “Already too late for that,” Michael said as he looked up. Turning to the two priests, he motioned them over to him. “Okay, kids, time to go.”

      “Go? Go where? The stairs are that way.” Gabe pointed down the hallway that was swarming with lurching, silent, shuffling bodies. Not to mention, it was past the gaping hole Conrad had put in the floor.

      “I can fly.” Michael flexed his wings. “And I made an extra exit.”

      “Yes…yes, right.” Gabe sighed and walked over to the archangel. “This is all still very new to me.”

      Conrad seemed harder to convince. He was now firing both his guns down the hallway as he backed up toward the archangel. The double-blasts from his gun seemed to be able to kill them permanently. But he only had so much ammunition. “You serious, archangel?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I don’t like this.”

      “Why not?” Michael exclaimed. “It’s only two stories down.”

      “Is this really the time to be arguing?” Asmodeus interjected, narrowing his fiery green eyes.

      “Now’s the perfect time!” Conrad shouted then grumbled, “Don’t drop me. How’re you goin’ to carry us both, anyway?”

      Michael snickered. “Not gracefully.” His sword vanished from his hand. It shimmered and disappeared like it had never actually been there. He grabbed both the priests around the waist with each arm. He hoofed them up under his arms, one on each side like sacks of potatoes. Gabe and Conrad were both screaming and kicking.

      Laughing, the archangel disappeared in a blur, a streak of light that disappeared out of the hole he had made in the side of the house.

      The priests were safe. She breathed a sigh of relief, zombies be damned. She gripped her injured arm, and the pain came back at her full tilt. In the absence of the adrenaline inspired by the need to keep them safe, her own issues knocked on her door as gently as a battering ram. She began to fall to the floor.

      Asmodeus caught her, lifting her in his arms. She felt his arm underneath her knees as he scooped her into him. With the feeling of movement came the loud and heavy beat of a pair of wings. She squeaked as he leapt from the hole in the side of the house. She watched in awe as his wings spread to catch the draft, and he flapped them once again to slow them down as they approached the front lawn.

      It had only been a flight of a few dozen feet and a drop from the second story, but it might as well have been a cross-country plane ride to her. The power in it, and the way his muscles moved when he used his wings for what they were meant for, took her breath away. If she wasn’t in searing pain, she would have half a mind to ask for a ride around the block.

      More than half a mind, if she were honest with herself.

      His bare feet touched the ground, and he set her down gently. Michael was standing nearby, with Gabe and Conrad still picking themselves up from the grass and brushing themselves off.

      “Fuckin’ metal idiot,” Conrad grumbled as he plucked some damp leaves off his coat.

      “Hey. I got you out safely. You want to jump from the second floor? I can put you back up there and you can be my guest.”

      “Yeah, and—”

      They were still bickering. She had stopped listening; the pain drumming in her ears was too loud. Looking down at the wound, she realized her body wasn’t healing it. The infection was still spreading. She tore off her coat to check, and sure enough, the black venom was winding its way through her bloodstream. She could feel it, thick and too solid, like someone was trying to push molasses through her veins. To say it hurt wouldn’t do it justice. It was eating away at her.

      There was only one thing left to do.

      She tossed her coat to Gabe, who caught it, looking confused. Walking—more like staggering—up to Michael, she stuck her arm out at her side. She didn’t have the stomach to tell the archangel what needed to be done. She hoped he could see her silent charade and dire expression and understand what she meant by it.

      Michael wasn’t a dumb boy. He sighed heavily and summoned his sword. It shimmered into place, like it simply folded out of another dimension into this one. It gleamed brightly, even in the darkness of the night. She felt a hand fall on her back, and a clawed talon rested on her shoulder. Asmodeus. Comforting her or intending to catch her when she fell. Probably both.

      “What’s he gonna—” Conrad never got the chance to finish.

      Michael swung his blade, slicing her arm clean off, just below the shoulder. She heard it thump to the ground, but the sound was already muffled and far away. Her ears were ringing loudly. The pain was immense but different than the stinging. The pain had only changed flavors. From the burning, consuming pain of the poison to a stabbing, sharper, more front-and-center kind of sensation.

      She added it to her big bingo card o’ death.

      Looking down at the stump, feeling oddly detached and strange, she noticed it wasn’t even bleeding. His sword had cauterized the wound when it struck.

      At least she wouldn’t have a sticky shirt to deal with. Her pants were covered in blood, but nothing was worse than a sticky shirt.

      I could really go for some ice cream.

      Yeah. She was dying. The stupid thoughts were starting. That was always the first sign. The ground tilted toward her, but strong arms stopped her fall. More than one. Four, if she counted right. Asmodeus picked her up, and she didn’t have the strength or the will to fuss about it. It felt nice. It was the only thing that felt nice right now.

      I think I’d like to fly.

      I wonder what Hell is really like. I never really thought to ask. I wonder if Maleon had an imp family.

      Her heart cinched tight around what she had lost. Past the pain, past the ache in her arm, past the darkness that was encroaching on her, she remembered the true price of the night’s misadventure.

      Oh, poor Maleon…

      That was her last thought as the world went away.

      Floating in that strange emptiness just before death, lying in the still waters of the lake, the pain ended. It was replaced with the total icy nothingness of her new environment. She knew it wouldn’t last long.

      “Didn’t go so well, I take it?”

      She heard his voice but couldn’t respond. She had no voice in this place. But she knew he could hear her thoughts. She mourned Maleon. His loss hurt her a lot more than she would have expected. The poor imp had died trying to save her.

      “I’m sorry…but he’ll be okay.” The voice paused for a second. “You couldn’t heal the poison?”

      She played back her memories for him, starting from the moment the knife sliced her and tracing through it. Her normally fast healing hadn’t worked. The poison ate at her flesh quicker than her body could heal it.

      And then it struck her. It all sank into her at once in the clarity that was this awful place. Those things they fought had never truly died. Never passed into the world of the beyond. They lingered in the waking world, waiting to be called forward.

      And if the creatures the poison corrupted weren’t truly dead…then her body never would have “reset” through death in the way it normally did. Current case in point. If that knife’s poison had reached a critical mass, she would have been a puppet to whoever controlled the monsters she had faced thus far. She would have been just like those poor people turned into monsters.

      She’d be under Octavian’s control.

      “This is…not good.”

      The dread that echoed in his voice frightened her. It seemed like more concern than would be warranted for just her safety. She knew Azrael cared about her, in his own remote way. But then it hit her. Clear and sharp like the ring of a bell.

      If it could corrupt me—it can corrupt anyone.

      Even archangels.

      Well…shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “This whole place? All ours? For how long?”

      Richard laughed at his daughter’s over-exuberance. The house in Westwood was immense, expensive, and antique. It was an estate from the late-eighteenth century, maybe a little bit later, but not by much. The floor was made of wide wood planks that were impossible to buy nowadays. The wainscoting was painted in creams or that gray-blue that was so prevalent back then. Soaring shelves and expensive furniture was everywhere.

      It felt like a museum, not a home. It didn’t feel like somewhere people actually lived. The homes of the extremely affluent always confused him. Everything looked too nice to touch. He didn’t know how a person could be comfortable traipsing around a place that seemed far too beautiful to be real.

      This estate appeared to have spent a great deal of care—and money—seamlessly blending the new with the old. He saw touchscreens in wood frames made to look like paintings, light switches designed to masquerade hidden in wallpaper. What he could see of the kitchen and the bar from where they stood told him this place might look old but had every creature comfort to offer.

      It made him feel very small. Very unimportant.

      Very mortal.

      His daughter was oohing and aahing over everything, and more than once he had to pull her back by the sleeve to keep her from poking a vase or a candlestick that was likely more valuable than his yearly salary.

      It wasn’t the only reason this place made him nervous. More unnerving than the expensive décor was that the building was surrounded by tall fencing with very elaborate security systems. And stationed around the perimeter…armed guards.

      It seemed Asmodeus wasn’t going to spare any expense. If Richard trusted the archdemon, it’d be comforting to be surrounded. As it was, he couldn’t quite tell if the men with guns made him feel better or far, far worse.

      Chelly was already off to the races. “There’s an indoor pool!” she hollered as she took off in its direction.

      His wife couldn’t help but laugh and look apologetically at Thomas, who stood beside them, smiling. “She’s excitable.”

      “It’s quite all right. There’s nothing here that can’t be replaced if broken. More important that she, and you both, make yourselves at home.” Thomas chuckled and shrugged. “It won’t be the first time children ran amok in here, besides.”

      “Oh?” Richard couldn’t help but pry.

      “Mr. Solomon’s been gone for a very long time. But his traditions have held strong. He always believed in family. He loves children. A full generation and a half have gone by without him here, but it’d make him smile to see your daughter enjoy one of his homes.”

      “Who is Mr. Solomon?” Chris asked curiously, still holding tightly to Richard’s hand. “Either he’s very old, or…”

      Thomas chuckled and then sighed heavily, bracing himself for what was about to follow. “His other name is Asmodeus.”

      “Oh!” Chris exclaimed. She blinked, swallowed, and coughed. She was brilliant—not a professor, but he had long since learned that counted for nothing. His wife was a sharper tack than he was. “Oh…oh. I see.” She looked to Richard. “The people who took your family, then? They were really…demons are real?”

      “The people who took your husband’s family were worse monsters than those who live in Hell,” Thomas corrected her quickly, disgust painting his features and his tone. “Demons, archdemon or otherwise, have never once demanded human lives in payment for anything. That is a human conceit to consider our lives and souls valuable currency to them. It isn’t the case. Needless death is all it is.”

      “This is…a lot to take in.” Chris walked away from him to lean on a chair.

      “Of course. May I get you both a glass of wine? Let’s sit, discuss, and while your daughter explores, I’ll do what I can to explain everything to you.”

      “That sounds lovely. Thank you.” Chris nodded, and Richard went to her side to guide her over to the living room. Well, he thought it was a living room. It could be a whole lot of things. Fancy homes had more than one place to sit, after all. Chris sank down into the cushions of a sofa upholstered with an antique black-and-white pattern of flowers and vines. It was a new sofa blending in seamlessly with the old.

      Like the archdemon itself, he figured. He knew little about their new host, only the snippets he had learned from Veil. Asmodeus had always loved humanity, she had insisted. He never wanted to hurt them, only to be one of them. And because of that, he tried to live among them, constantly updating and buying new things to stay at the cutting edge of the world.

      But that number of years must carry a trace. And this place seemed like the perfect mesh of the two. Staying new without sacrificing the old.

      “Demons. Angels, too?” Chris interrupted his thoughts.

      Richard nodded.

      “Well, that’s nice.”

      “They don’t seem to be much help.” He took his glasses off his face and pulled out his handkerchief and began cleaning the smudges off the lenses. “Well, truth be told, I’ve only ever met the one.”

      “You’ve met an angel?”

      “Archangel, technically.”

      Chris was gaping at him now. She pushed his arm playfully. “You’ve hidden a lot from me, Mr. Blanchard. We’re going to have words, I think.”

      “The archangel’s been a recent development,” he said through a sheepish smile. “But yes. I…you’re right. I haven’t told you so very much. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know how to begin.”

      “Who is this mutual friend Thomas referenced? What is this really all about?” Chris turned to study the room around her, tucking her mousy brown hair behind her ear. She was endlessly curious. It was part of what had made him fall so hopelessly in love with her.

      “When I was a boy, when my family was taken, a girl—a woman,” Veil hated being called a girl, “saved me. She’s the only reason I’m still alive. I lost track of her for many years, but about twenty years ago, I managed to track her down. We’ve been friends ever since. She hunts the monsters like the ones that killed my family. Human or inhuman alike. We…I wanted to help. I didn’t give her a choice, I’m afraid.”

      Chris chuckled. “You? Stubborn? Never.”

      Richard smiled and put his glasses back on his face and realized he had missed a spot. Taking them back off with a grumble, he tried again. “I did what I could. I supported her the only way a useless, doddering academic can. This is the first time I’ve ever been stuck on the front lines, so to speak. She always kept me very far away from the danger. Especially after meeting you. Especially after we had Chelly.” This time, it seemed he finally got the last of the smudges off and tucked his handkerchief back in his pocket.

      “She sounds like a lovely lady. I take it she isn’t human, either?” Chris really was the brilliant one in the family.

      “No. But she’s not like them. She’s…complicated. I think all of this has to do with how she came to be.” He shook his head and paused for a moment to try to figure out how to say it in short form. “She was made by an archdemon and an archangel, working together to create a new life.”

      “That sounds problematic.”

      He laughed at how perfectly his wife had summed it all up.

      Thomas came over holding a tray with three empty glasses and an open bottle of white wine. Setting them down, he poured three glasses. When Thomas handed Chris the full glass of wine, she sat back and eyed the other man curiously. “Thomas, you were raised in this cult, then? We’re stuck in the middle of a war between secret societies in service to demons?”

      Thomas laughed. “You’re quick to take this in stride, aren’t you?”

      “Faster than me, that’s for sure.” Richard smiled over at his wife, so incredibly proud of her.

      “Well, I can either cry and scream, or I can learn. One’s productive, the other very much not. So, if you don’t mind,” she paused to sip her wine, “would you mind starting at the beginning?”

      Thomas was grinning widely, clearly happily surprised. “It would be my pleasure.”
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        * * *

      

      “Disappointing.” Octavian coughed and reached for the oxygen mask that sat next to his desk. He placed it over his face and breathed deeply, trying to clear the wetness in his lungs. The gas helped, but it was an annoyance to have to use it. “But not surprising.”

      Turning his head to look at who stood next to him, he smiled faintly. The creature had no mind of its own. A soul still burned inside the carcass of the Orolun he had made. Twisting flesh to his needs had always been his greatest gift. His Corruption worked swiftly. Even on the likes of them.

      Even on the likes of Selina, too, it seemed. He was honestly glad his Corruption did not take her. There was no cure, short of the release of death. There would be time enough for that later. But not yet.

      Dead, marigold-colored eyes, vacant of life, watched him in an empty stare, waiting for orders. Waiting to be commanded. But of all his creations, this Orolun was special. This Orolun was unique from the rest. Her beautiful, sensual body wasn’t marred by any visible corruption. From the outside, she looked unharmed and normal.

      It left her the perfect puppet. The perfect toy. The perfect tool.

      Reaching up his hand to touch her face, he left smears of blood in his wake. His hands were covered in blood more frequently than they were clean of it. He preferred it that way. It was far more honest.

      Trailing his fingers across her lips, he tilted his head and smiled dreamily. Her lips were already painted red, but now they were moist with crimson. “An archangel and an archdemon working together to stop me. I wonder how you would feel about that. A shame you can’t have a thought of your own.”

      He swiveled in his chair to face her. The woman before him was lifeless, standing there like an empty thing. It was lonely to play with someone who couldn’t respond to him. Even worse, one he dared not cut or maul. Any slice he put into her skin would mend with his Corruption. Every wound would make her less and less useful for his plan. He needed her perfect. He needed her able to play the game and blend in.

      That way, the others would not suspect her. The others would not think one like her would have been taken so easily. One of the highest-ranked of her kind.

      “Raphael.”

      At her name, her eyes lifted to his, heeding his command. He grinned. “Sister Raphael. Twin to Asmodeus. The archangel of love. Fallen so low,” he purred. “And to fall the first? Oh, the indignity of it all.”

      Indignity, indeed.

      But he felt no guilt over it. It was well-deserved justice to muddy them. It felt so good to take those glowing, self-righteous tyrants and debase them. To bring them to the dirt like the rest of them. To make them serve and crawl.

      It might be lonely, and it might be a little boring to not be able to taste her blood on his tongue, but the thrill that came with total power surged through him like a drug. He split his legs and gestured for her to step forward between them. She did without hesitation. She was his plaything, after all.

      Tilting his head back, he let himself relish the feeling of his body responding to the thought of what was to follow. His body had so little left to give him—so few of these moments before he knew no amount of his magic or no amount of stolen flesh would mend it. He treasured the sensation, as he treasured them all.

      Grin unflinching, he gave his next command to the corrupted archangel.

      “Kneel.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Veil sat up in a rush, and her hand flew to her arm. Michael had cut it off, but now it was back. It felt normal. Everything felt normal. Of course, it did. She honestly wondered why she was surprised sometimes.

      After her incident with The Compactor, it was clear she’d always come back in one piece.

      But still, pressing her hand to where her arm had been detached gave her some semblance of comfort. She lay back down on the bench seat, and it was only then she realized something was very, very out of place. Her arm might have grown back, but something else was very wrong.

      She was lying on the back seat of her car.

      That was twenty-seven kinds of wrong. A coat was draped over her, and judging by the smell of incense, she knew who it belonged to. The Beatles were crooning from her car stereo. Apparently, while she was out, Alistair’s musical-tour-through-history had progressed from the forties to the late fifties and early sixties.

      The world reeled around her. “Fuck me.” She put her hand over her eyes and tried to get it to stop spinning. She was shivering, and she hugged the coat closer to her. It was warm, and she very much was not. Coughing, she watched the misty air flow out of her. Coming back from the dead, no matter how many times she did it, sucked. There wasn’t a pain tolerance she could learn for this kind of thing.

      At this point, she needed to sleep for days. She hoofed herself back up to sitting with a grunt. It took a bit more effort than she’d like, but hey. Progress was progress.

      “Right here? Right now?” Michael said from the front seat. He was driving. Alistair was in the passenger seat. Michael was grinning into the rearview mirror at her. “I mean, sure, baby. But I think your ex-boyfriend here might have a problem with that. Although I hear some guys are into that kind of thing.”

      Alistair eyed Michael narrowly. “And what? Play your coach and give you pointers? While I’m sure you’re sorely in need,” his lips turned upward in a playful half-smile, “I think I’ll pass.”

      The archangel cackled in laughter, his lopsided grin showing how much he was enjoying that Alistair was playing proverbial ball with him. “Nah. No need to interrupt a master at work. Maybe you could film it. I’m sure you’re into just about every kink there is, huh, Al?”

      The archdemon bared his teeth in a grimace at the use of the short version of his full fake name. It was clear how much it rubbed him the wrong way. “Consider me more of an esteemed connoisseur. Gluttony remains in someone else’s domain.” He broke off his glowering to twist in his seat to face her. His eyes asked her if she was okay.

      She nodded, unable to give him much more than that. Relief visibly washed over him, and she realized he had never seen her come back from the dead before. While it was a repeated and familiar event for her, it was the first time for him. His concern was almost…cute. If it were on anyone else. He smiled at her gently. She knew if this had been the old days, she’d be in his arms.

      She wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or not.

      Michael thankfully broke into her traitorous thoughts. “Mm-hm. Sure. But that means you’ve tried it all.”

      Alistair shrugged. “More or less.”

      Michael gagged over-dramatically.

      She shook her head, trying not to laugh through her aching cold at their antics. The distraction was nice. She lay back down on the bench seat. It felt much better that way, since it managed to keep her head from reeling. Still, she didn’t want to get rid of the warmth of the coat over her, even if it was his. It should’ve bothered her more than it did. Truth be told, it was…comforting.

      “Besides,” Alistair continued, “I doubt you match her tastes. Your mortal form is an utter cliché. You might as well be carrying a football helmet under your arm.”

      “Oh, and you should talk? Captain Tall, Dark, and Dreary?”

      “Fah. At least my true form carries allure. And your real self, unless it comes with a screw-on attachment, will be a disappointment. I fear she’ll find your hollow state obviously lacking in the necessary parts to pleasure her.”

      “Hey. Hey. Don’t judge. I’ve got my methods,” Michael grumbled.

      Okay, fine. She’d bite. “Wait. Hollow?”

      “Oh, well,” Alistair grinned wide now, eating up the chance to tease the archangel for once, “you see, Michael has no physical body in his true form. He is comprised entirely of light itself, encased in that glorified tin can he wears.”

      “A blob of light in a suit of armor?” Veil snickered. “No wonder you wander around looking like a stupid disco ball, Mikey.”

      “I don’t look like a stupid disco ball. I look like a badass disco ball.”

      The three of them broke out into laughter, and she found herself honestly enjoying their company. “And I thought I told you not to drive my car.”

      “Well, see, this is how it happened, and you can’t be mad.” Michael was tapping his fingers against the steering wheel in time with the music. It had moved on to Nowhere Man. “You agree we couldn’t just sit there and hang out, right? Zombies, cops, complications all around.”

      “Sure.”

      “Gabe can’t drive, so Conrad has to drive their car. Right?”

      “Right.”

      “That leaves the two of us. And we got into an argument. Who would you hate driving your car more, him or me? It was a fifty-fifty shot. We couldn’t decide. But seeing as you have a good reason to hate him, and no reason to hate me—and I’m not sure why you do, for the record—we finally agreed I should drive.”

      “And he offered to pay me,” the archdemon commented dryly.

      “That too. But hey,” the archangel almost whined, “can you blame me? This car is amazing. Come on! She’s a thing of beauty. You were holding out on me, kiddo.”

      He was so clearly into the car that she laughed. It was hard to be upset about someone manhandling her favorite possession when he was like a kid on Christmas morning. “Just don’t scratch it. I love this car. It’s the only thing I own that I care about.” She tucked her arm under her head. From where she was lying, with her head behind the driver’s seat, she could see more of Alistair than Michael. She’d slept on her back seat plenty of times, but never while driving. She tried to enjoy the experience for what it was—something new, if nothing else.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll treat her like a lover.” Michael loudly patted the dash. She could hear his smile, even if she couldn’t see it. “She’ll be just fine.”

      “Just try not to fuck it.” Alistair glanced over to Michael. “You have a great deal in common with this hunk of metal, after all. More than you do a body of flesh.”

      “You know there are people who do that, right?” Veil couldn’t help but join in on the fun.

      “What?” Alistair twisted in his seat to look back at her, brow furrowed in confusion. “There are people who have sex with their cars?”

      “Oh, yeah. More than one of them, too.” She snickered. “Enough to make a whole TV special on it.”

      “Humans really will screw anything, won’t they?” He sat straight and shook his head. “It never ceases to amaze me. What’s next? Planes?”

      “I’m sure someone’s tried.” She snapped her fingers as a thought occurred to her. “Hey, Michael!”

      “What?”

      “Planes. They’re big, hollow, metal, and they fly. Sound familiar?” She reached up to nudge his shoulder. “Paint some lipstick on one, and you’ve got a date!”

      Alistair rolled in laughter, and she caught a glimpse of Michael’s smile in the rearview mirror. “Very funny, V.” He pretended to be angry, but it was a bad act. “I’m not gonna fuck a plane.”

      “For shame.” Alistair reclined his chair a few inches, clearly eager to stretch out. Even in the big 1969 car, he was nearly too tall for it. “Even if the incessant clanking would get more than a little irritating.”

      “Just spray some WD-40 on it,” she added. She sat up to lean her arms on the sides of the bucket seats to scoot a little closer to the fun.

      “I think you could use a chance to work off some steam.” Alistair leaned closer to her. She wondered if it was subconscious or not. “Something has you in knots, it’s clear.”

      Michael scoffed. “You should talk.”

      “Really, Michael. I’m here to listen. Whatever it is that troubles you, whatever drove you to Earth for so very long—let me provide counsel.” Alistair pressed his palm to his chest in a false show of earnestness. “I promise I will not mock you over it too badly.”

      “Nope. Color that a big fat shade of nope. Besides, who’re you to give relationship advice, Casanova?” Michael jerked a thumb back at her.

      Alistair eyed Michael narrowly. “Perhaps screwing an airplane is your best bet after all.”

      Speaking of planes, she found her coat on the floor and fished out her cellphone. It wasn’t broken, thankfully. She turned it on. No texts or calls from Richard. There was no chance he was still on a flight. Now he was officially ignoring her. She texted him twice again, begging him to call her.

      When she popped back into the conversation, the boys—the demigods, she corrected herself—were still arguing about which one of the two needed to get laid more. She piped up, rejoining them with a grin. “I know how you boys can fix your problem. Why not just fuck each other? Bam. There. Problem solved.” The car went silent for a long beat, and she snickered at their disgusted expressions.

      Michael made another exaggerated and loud gagging noise.

      “I think I would go back into the spirit realm before I would rut a glorified glowing toaster-oven,” Alistair grumbled.

      “Who said you’d be doing the rutting? Who says you’d get to be the top?” Michael shot back. He glanced into the back seat briefly. “Is he always that presumptuous?”

      “Always,” she laughed.

      “Well, there’s your problem, Casanova. Give a little once in a while.”

      Alistair eyed him darkly, mischief in his eyes. “I give plenty. Trust me. Unless you really want a demonstration.”

      Michael howled in dismay at the suggestion. “No, no, I’m fine, thanks.”

      The three of them were caught in laughter again, and it naturally faded. Looking up, she saw the two of them were still smiling. It seemed the enjoyment of the moment hadn’t only been on her end. She had thawed from her trip through death and back, but she found herself unwilling to give up the warmth of Alistair’s coat.

      The smell of him was bringing back memories of days spent in his arms. As much as she looked back on them with a mixed bag of regret, guilt, and anger, she was always happy in those memories. She wasn’t surrounded by dangerous cults, monsters, and men with magic that could corrupt immortal flesh.

      There really was something to be said about how ignorance was bliss.

      The mood fell fast. It built up in the air like a cloud, and she had to say what was on her mind. She had to burst the bubble, no matter how much she wanted to live in it. Ignorance was bliss, but it was a lie. “I think I know how they took Mammon and Chamuel.”

      “Yeah. Us, too.” Michael reached over and pushed the button on the touchscreen to pause the music. “After what the poison did to you—to that imp—we’re guessing the same thing.”

      “If one of you gets destroyed, what happens to you? Like, if you’re vaporized?” It was a thought that hadn’t ever occurred to her before.

      “We return to Heaven or Hell, whatever the case may be,” Alistair explained, “in the same way that the imp has done.”

      “Maleon’s back in Hell?” She couldn’t keep the hope out of her voice. The poor imp hadn’t deserved what had happened to him.

      “Yes. It will take quite some time for him to reconstitute. To regain sentience, or heal, as it were.” Alistair furrowed his brow, clearly not knowing quite how to explain something so metaphysical. “I’m mucking up my explanation.”

      “I get it.” She smiled. Or, rather, she got it close enough for it to matter. Maleon would live on. “If we vaporize Mammon or Chamuel, they come back as normal?”

      “I don’t know if the poison persists. It didn’t with you, so I assume it wouldn’t with them in a similar manner. The poison is physical, where the soul isn’t. But it’s only an assumption. In theory, to free Chamuel or Mammon, we would need to destroy them. That’s a task that’s easier said than done.”

      “Otherwise our famous war would have been a lot shorter,” Michael added.

      “We still need to find them to do it. And we still need to find Octavian to stop him.” Veil shut her eyes. “We’re no closer to doing either of those things. The only thing we learned tonight is that Michael’s a top.”

      The archangel cackled. “You better believe it. See? I like you when you’re not all gloomy. You’re funny when you’re in a good mood.”

      “I’m not in a good mood.”

      “But you’re not lying there moping with your hand stapled to your forehead.”

      “Whatever, glowstick.”

      “The short-term plan,” Alistair steered the conversation back in the correct direction, “is rest and food. I imagine coming back from the dead as you have is draining.”

      “To put it mildly.”

      “Then I need to contact Calvin. I should see what my people have managed to uncover. If they come up empty, then we try my last resort. We go out on the town, make ourselves seen, and wait for them to come to us.”

      “Can we call others for backup? I know Azrael won’t help, but there are eleven others.”

      “I might be able to convince one or two others. But to have us all in one place is dangerous, if their poison corrupts us as easily as it seems it can. It would be delivering Octavian precisely what he’s after.” Alistair shook his head. “It’s safer to keep us apart. At least until it becomes too dire and we need to face Octavian with force.”

      “Point.” Veil sighed heavily. She hated when he was right. Especially because he was exactly that so very often. Slumping back into the seat for the fourth time, she decided to stay there until they got to the hotel. She shut her eyes; sleep pulled on her with a vengeance. “Great. I love playing bait. It’s the best game in the world. No way that could end poorly. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When they got back to the hotel, she pushed the door open to her double suite and began to walk inside, expecting the archangel and archdemon to be right behind her.

      “Hey, uh…” Michael interrupted, and she turned back to look at him. He was standing at the hotel room door next to hers, one number over, and already had the door open. He held up his RFID fob. “Got my own room. Not fair to make Leggy McGee here sleep on the sofa. One night is funny. Two is animal cruelty.”

      The look of relief on Alistair’s face was palpable, insults aside.

      She swallowed the nervousness that rose in her stomach instinctually. “I thought you didn’t think he was safe to leave him alone with me?”

      “Eh. You can walk through walls. If you get into shit, stroll on in. Fair warning, I sleep naked.” He winked at her. “Or maybe that’s an invitation.” At Alistair’s growl, Michael laughed. “Chill out, you walking boner. Good night, kids. Try not to screw too loudly.” The door shut with a click.

      “But I—” It was too late. Michael was gone. Damn it. Damn it all.

      “You’re afraid to be alone with me.” It was a statement, not a question, one rumbled quietly from deep in his chest. It drew her attention up to him. She saw the disappointment and the hurt etched clearly into his eyes.

      “I…” She shook her head and stepped into the hotel room, not wanting to have the conversation out in the hallway. He followed her and quietly shut the door behind him. It felt like having a storm raging at her back. She could feel his presence always, even though it was stuffed into a glass bottle. He might be calm on the outside, but she could feel the hurricane raging underneath. “I don’t think you’re going to hurt me.”

      The moment hung in the air for a long time. And then the gavel fell. “Do you hate me for my hand in making you?”

      She put her coat over the back of the chair by the table in the center suite and looked down at the rip in her sleeve that the knife had made. She took the moment to think over her answer. She could lie, but then she’d be no better than he was. The truth was the only way forward. Everything else was cowardice. “No. If I did, I’d have to hate Azrael too. I don’t think I can. He’s just too much of a mopey dork to hold it against him.”

      “He made you out of loneliness, the same as I.”

      “He made me because he had never created something once in his existence. You aren’t lonely, Alistair. You’re surrounded by people who adore you. Always, no matter where you go, people worship you. They fall at your feet and kiss the ground you walk on and always want to be near you. You have friends, family, and lovers in no short supply.”

      “And they all die. They all leave me. I carry the loss of them all.”

      “I get it. You wanted to make someone who wouldn’t die. But you tricked me into loving you, Alistair. I never had a choice. That wasn’t right.”

      A hand on her shoulder turned her around, and she was looking up at him and his darkened expression. “Do you mean to say your love was a lie?”

      She took a step back into the chair, but it didn’t buy her much distance. He towered over her. His presence demanded her attention. She could escape, she could vanish and pass through the table, but he kept her pinned with the weight of his stare. Emeralds bored into her soul and stuck her there like a butterfly in a collection on sharp pins.

      “Well?” he demanded in her silence.

      “No,” she finally managed to force out, quieter than she’d have liked. “It wasn’t a lie. I loved you, but I was nothing more than a naïve and glorified child. You played me for a fool.” She had to look away. She couldn’t keep his gaze.

      His hand caught her chin and forced her to look at him. She stiffened and pressed harder into the chair, causing it to click against the table. He answered by stepping into her. He would not be denied. He closed the distance between them, pinning her to the back of the seat with the length of his thigh. “You will not hide, Selina. Not from me. I will not allow it.”

      “I’m not—”

      “But you are. You hide behind your anger. You avert your gaze. You shy away behind the priests, or Michael, or anything to avoid being left alone with me. We have not been in private once since you retrieved me against your will.” His voice was a low growl, and she felt it reverberate in her. “Say again that you’re not hiding from me.”

      She hated when he was right. She really, really did. “I don’t trust what you’ll do.”

      “What, attack you? Rape you?” He scoffed. “Please give me more credit than that.”

      “No.” She knew he wouldn’t stoop so low. “You’ll manipulate me. Like you did before.”

      “You feel that I played you. Tell me how I was supposed to do better. I gave you twenty-five years without my presence.”

      “In the care of your cult.”

      “Where else was I to leave you? With Azrael?” He smiled cruelly. “He is nowhere and everywhere. He could not teach you of the world. What kind of shattered reality would you have come to know then? Do you think the others would be kinder to you? My kind would have whored your flesh to torture me for their own amusement. Azrael’s ilk would have imprisoned you in a cage in Heaven for the rest of time. What choice did I have?”

      “You could have told me the truth from day one.”

      “Take a moment and think on how that could have gone. You, a new soul, a new mind, unaware of the world around her? What was I to do? March up to you and declare you were made by my hands in a desperate attempt to end my loneliness? You would have either lost your mind entirely or thought of yourself as my property. You never would have bloomed into your own person. You would have been a shadow, a slave, a wilting flower bent to my will. I didn’t want that. I wanted to see what you would become on your own.”

      Her resolution wavered. Damn him. Damn him to the pits. He always twisted her anger around, leaving her confused and unsure. No matter how convinced she was that she was right—and in this case she was damn sure—he always gave her doubt. Left her feeling like a stupid child. “You lied to me, Alistair. One way or another, you lied and manipulated me. That’s why I’m angry at you. That’s why I don’t trust you. That’s why I’m afraid you’ll do it again.”

      A low, deep sound left him. It wasn’t quite a growl. It was something predatory, something almost animalistic. He leaned into her, pressing his hand harder against the base of her throat. It forced her to arch her back over the chair. She could run. She could vanish into the spirit realm and leave him standing there empty-handed. But she was trapped by him. By the strength in his touch, by the fire in his eyes. By the power that seemed to fill the air around him like electricity.

      Leaning over her, he tilted her head back and hovered his ear close to hers. “We all live a lie. Each of us. You, with your violent profession and your false name? You are hiding your wounds.”

      One of her palms was pressed flat against the tabletop, the other against his chest, trying to push him away. But he was immovable. He was too much of everything. Too strong, too powerful, too old, and too magnetic.

      The web had fully caught her once more. She had wandered too close to the strands, and they had grabbed her. He was radiating warmth, and it pooled in her, threatening to override all her other sensibilities.

      “I hide behind this veneer of a man to conceal my sorrow, my loneliness, my pain.” He hovered closer to her, his breath warm against her cheek. “I weep in the shadows and smile in the light. How very human of me, don’t you think?”

      A press of his lips against her cheek by the corner of her ear, and she gasped in a breath through her nose. It was a simple, slow gesture. What it set off in her was very much not. It tore through her like a ramrod of confusing emotions. Anger and fear were the easy ones to understand. They were the safe emotions. But the desire—the need that roared in her—was anything but. The urge to surrender, to lay her head back and let him take what he wanted, was the most dangerous of all. He was a beast in the darkness, and she wanted to feel his teeth around her throat.

      He continued talking, his voice low, as she struggled with her warring emotions. “I have loved a hundred souls as though they were my own. I remember them all. Their names, their faces, how we met, everything about them. I spent the summer of their life by their side and was forced to watch as they aged, as they died, as they left me…yet you claim I do not know loneliness?”

      He pulled back slowly from her. He took a step away, abandoning her there, leaving her to straighten and watch him, wide-eyed and unsure. She was trembling in his wake. It was like running from a hot spring into a frozen lake. The shock of his absence was jarring. She swallowed thickly, unsure of what to say or do.

      With a sad laugh, he shook his head. “They say it is better to have loved and lost. They are fools.” He turned away from her and walked toward the suite that had been Richard’s and then briefly Michael’s. “Goodnight, Selina.”

      And with that, he was gone.
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      The next morning, she stood in the shower, trying to straighten out her thoughts. Alistair’s words were still tangled up in her head, and she was attempting to sort through how she felt about them.

      She’d admit she was wrong about his suffering. She had claimed he couldn’t possibly be lonely. But the darkness in his eyes when he had told her of how much loss he’d suffered was undeniable. Not even he could lie his way through that. She had seen into a chasm of a man—of an archdemon—and it was far deeper than she had ever thought.

      I hide behind this veneer of a man to conceal my sorrow, my loneliness, my pain.

      Lowering her head beneath the stream of water, she let the hot water sort out the tension in her shoulders.

      How did she feel about him?

      It was a tangled ball of stupid emotions. It was like that ball of Christmas lights after ten years in storage. Better to chuck the whole thing and buy a new strand than spend a solid week trying to straighten it all out.

      But she was stuck with this mess. She didn’t have a choice. She had to metaphorically sit down and figure it all out. She didn’t even know where to start. Letting the water pour over her, she tried to take each thing she felt one at a time and label and understand it.

      The first part of her sympathized with him and wanted to reach out to him—wanted to forgive him. She couldn’t deny that part of her understood why he had made her. At least in part. It also wasn’t a fact that was ever going to change. She existed, and by the looks of things, she was going to keep existing for a long time. People didn’t get to pick how they came into this world. Being pissed about it was only going to make it worse.

      And, as she said to him yesterday, she didn’t hate Azrael. So how was it fair to hate Asmodeus for the same deed? He had sculpted her for very different needs. He had made the body she knew was beautiful for his own desires. It had always felt wrong—entitled—to hate her body when she knew there were a hundred million people in the world who would kill to live in it instead.

      But there was a sick, twisted aspect to that part of her story that set Azrael and Asmodeus apart on the sliding scale of douchebag actions. Their motives hadn’t been the same, after all. Azrael wanted a daughter. Asmodeus wanted a wife. They were very, very different things. One’s motivation was pure. The other, hungry.

      Part one wasn’t solvable, so she put it aside and considered the second part of what she felt. The part that wanted to run away. That one was easy to dismiss. She wasn’t a coward. And she didn’t have a choice. It was easy to be brave when there weren’t options.

      Part three, a pretty decently-sized chunk of how she felt really wanted to kick his teeth in. Really, desperately, passionately, wanted to punch him until he bled. She knew she was a violent person. She wanted to hit things to solve problems. And worse, she enjoyed it. Maybe beating the Hell out of him would be good for her. She put that one aside and added it to her to-do list.

      The fourth and loudest part scared her badly. That part remembered why she had fallen in love with him each time he smiled at her. Being near him, the feel of him, the sound of his voice…it dredged up all the things in her she thought had long since died. The part that still carried a candle for him. The candle was dusty, abused, and neglected, but it still burned. No matter how many times she had tried to blow it out or stuff it into an ice bucket. It was like one of those prank birthday candles. The fucker just wouldn’t go out.

      God damn her to Hell, she still felt for him. It was the nucleus of her emotions around which all the other ones jumbled and orbited. That fourth part of her was the source of all her confusion.

      Well, no, maybe the fifth part was the loudest and most confusing.

      That part had her body calling out for him every time he came near her. She wanted him. She always had. The need and the desire to feel him against her had always been all-consuming. Lust was his purview, after all. She shouldn’t be surprised he still commanded her body. That he could, with such a simple gesture, break down her composure. The memory of his lips against her cheek suddenly sent a thrill through her, nearly as badly as it had when he had done it.

      But back then, things had been simple. Back then, there wasn’t any harm in giving in to what she wanted. Letting him take her was a thrill and a joy. Now, her desire was tangled up in the complicated, ugly mess of previously explored emotions.

      Holy Hell, she really did want him, though. It’d been a long time since she’d been touched. She shoved that part of her away with all her other emotional baggage. Not to say there hadn’t been a one-night stand here or there, but nothing that scratched the real itch she had.

      “I’m a fucking idiot.”

      She ran her fingers through her wet hair, tilting her head back, enjoying the feeling of the warmth pouring over her. She had spent the past seventy years learning to stand on her own. Learning to live in the world alone. Without him, without her so-called family, without any of their support. She had stood and brushed herself off and learned who she really was.

      Then the source of her turmoil hit her like a freight train.

      If I let myself feel for him, it undoes everything I’ve worked to become.

      That was her fear, anyway. It might be wrong, it might be childish, but that was why she avoided him. Why she turned away from him and hid behind whoever was near. Because if she ever admitted the candle she kept locked away was still burning—she was weak. Pointless. The broken thing Alistair had made to keep as his pet. It made her less real. It demeaned everything she had worked for. He was a weakness, an addiction, and one she had spent so long to beat.

      But was it true?

      Folding her arms on the wall in front of her, she rested her forehead against her wrists, leaning her weight against the tile. It was cool against the hot water of the shower. It did little to calm her nerves from her sudden realization. Was she pushing him away because she was afraid, in truth, that she was weak?

      She couldn’t tell, and that was her new problem.

      That, and the three-clawed hand that suddenly snapped over her mouth.

      The rough, textured skin muffled her startled scream and yanked her back against a solid wall of muscle. A solid wall of naked muscle.

      Alistair. He was in human form—well—human plus the wings. The dark, oil-spill-colored feathers filled the small space of the shower, curling around her. Water poured down the wings like a bird in the rain. His other clawed hand snapped around her wrists, grasping them both easily.

      He pulled her head back to rest against his chest and shoulder. One of his human hands was splayed across her stomach, and the other now cupped her breast and kneaded it mercilessly.

      “Mmffh!” she screamed, muffled against him uselessly. His touch hurt. It ached. It was unapologetic and needy. It took what it wanted and left no concern for how she would feel about it.

      And it felt amazing.

      “Shush,” he murmured. He tilted her head away from his with his clawed grasp and, lowering his head, ran his lips slowly along her jawline. His slow, sensual kisses were in stark contrast to the way his hand was tormenting the sensitive flesh of her chest. She thrashed against him, and he only chuckled darkly. “Go on. I love it when you fight. And,” his voice dipped to a low growl, “I think you do, too.”

      She tried to kick him, but her feet slipped on the surface of the tub. If it weren’t for how firmly he was holding on to her, she would have fallen to the fiberglass surface. His grip tightened, squeezing her hard against him. The strength in his arms made his silent point; she couldn’t escape if she wanted to. Not unless he allowed it.

      Feeling the power in him, she suddenly doubted her resolve.

      “Now, now, don’t be needlessly belligerent. You know you want this. Don’t lie to me. I can sense your hunger like it’s my own. I can feel how much you want me. You know you enjoy this just as much as I.” He pinched her nipple between his fingers, and she cried out against his hand as the pain lanced through her. At the same time, his other hand delved down from where it was pressed against her abdomen and slipped between her legs. She whimpered as his fingers found her core, toying with her.

      If she weren’t so angry at him, she’d be embarrassed at what he found. At how quickly her body responded to him. He smiled, and she could feel how smug he was at his discovery. She might be hating what he was doing to her in her mind, but her body had other ideas. Very clear, very different ideas.

      She glared at him and went to phase her body into the spirit world. Naked or not, she wasn’t going to put up with this. She could evade the issue easily enough, so she pressed herself through the film between worlds. More correctly, she tried.

      It didn’t work.

      Her eyes went wide in horror.

      She tried again, and nothing happened. She redoubled her struggling and thrashing, and he laughed. “Oh, don’t look so put out, my love. Do you think everything would work as you expected inside a dream?”

      She was dreaming.

      He was inside her head.

      Growling angrily, she tried desperately to elbow him or hit him. She did anything to attempt to wrench free. The talon of his wing slipped from over her mouth to around her throat, squeezing and cutting off her air. For a dream, it certainly felt real. It felt perfectly accurate. She gagged and gasped for air.

      Still, he didn’t let up from what he was doing to her, how his hands explored her body and toyed with whatever he pleased.

      “Alistair—”

      His fingers plunged inside her, cutting off her words as a cry escaped her throat. She gasped, feeling her head spin. Everything was too warm. The air, the water, his touch, her body. She felt overheated, dizzy, and out of control of a train that was rampaging down the tracks.

      “It’s just a dream,” he purred into her ear. “It doesn’t matter. Fantasies don’t count.”

      “This isn’t…a fantasy,” she breathed, feeling lightheaded. Pleasure was lancing through her, matched equally by the pain of his talon around her throat. The line was blurry at best. In some horrible, sick way, it made it that much more exciting. That much more dangerous.

      The danger only made it that much more enticing.

      Tell him to stop. Tell him to stop!

      Nothing came out of her mouth except a whimper.

      I’m a fucking idiot.

      “Oh? Isn’t it?” He chuckled, and she felt his tongue slowly trace up along her cheek as he nuzzled close to her ear. The gesture left a feeling of electricity in its wake. “You say you aren’t enjoying this?”

      “No!”

      “Really?” He let out a thoughtful hum. “I let go of your hands quite a while ago.”

      It was only then that she realized she was holding on to him for dear life. She wasn’t even trying to pull the claws from around her throat. Her hands were pressed to the backs of his human ones, one against her breast, the other where it was buried deep in her body, thrumming a tempo in and out of her core with meticulous purpose.

      “Go on, then. Tell me to leave you alone,” he growled. “Say it, and this ends in a heartbeat.”

      God help her. Her body burned, and she couldn’t help it. Everything he was doing to her was dragging her down a chasm she had tried to ignore. Something in her snapped. Something in her gave up. This was an itch she needed scratched for so very long. The idea of facing the full wrath of him—not the censored, gentrified version she had come to know so far in the past—lit a fire in her that would not be denied.

      She needed him. “Please,” she begged and wasn’t sure for what. To stop? To never stop? Probably both.

      His hands froze. Stilled but didn’t leave her. The claw around her throat loosened and slipped over her shoulder, matched on the opposite side by the other. The rough skin of the pads felt so stark in contrast to the rest of him. The tips of the sharp talons grazed over her, scratching raised pink marks when he pressed down harder.

      “It’s just a dream, my love…” he whispered. “Here there is no shame…no pride to sacrifice. Tell me what it is you want.”

      She writhed in his grasp. Now that he had stopped moving, save for the graze of his talons as they settled on her upper arms, she found his inaction was a worse torture than his touch. Still, she felt his fingers buried within her. It wasn’t enough. Not enough. Not nearly enough.

      She snarled at him. “I hate you.”

      He chuckled. “Hate and lust often make wonderful dance partners. Trust me. I know.” He kissed her cheek again, slowly and passionately, and grazed his teeth against her skin. She whimpered. “You want this. Hate it all you want, you know it’s true.”

      He drove his fingers deep into her, as far as he could go, and she cried out sharply. Her back arched, pressing her chest into his grasp, and he let out a low growl. It was a primal, deep, animalistic sound. His patience was at an end.

      The sudden movement made her dizzy as he whirled her around. The cold tile was at her back. Claws gripped her thighs, and she squeaked as he lifted her easily, sliding her up the damp surface. As he stepped in between her legs, her hands flew to his shoulders to try to stop him. It was useless.

      His hand caught her chin and held her head still as his lips descended onto hers. It was brutal, unforgiving, and it left no room for argument. It bowled her over like a rogue wave, leaving her floundering in the stormy sea. Drowning in it—drowning in him.

      His tongue slipped between her lips, exploring her mouth, reclaiming what had been his so long ago. When he finally broke away from her, she was reeling. Tracing gentle kisses up to her ear, he whispered, “Don’t worry. This isn’t real.”

      She screamed as he plunged into her body to the hilt.

      The dream shattered.

      Veil woke up.

      And she was pissed.

      Throwing herself out of bed, she stormed into the center suite and to Alistair’s door. She threw it open. Of course, he hadn’t locked it. Why would he? The handle smashed into the wall on the other side, likely putting a hole in it. She couldn’t give a single shit about her security deposit right now.

      Alistair was lying there on his back, under a single thin sheet. The pillows were strewn about him. She knew he slept naked. But it didn’t help the sight in front of her. A sea of well-defined, carefully sculpted muscle. His body was just as much of a work of sentient art as hers, and by the same designer. He had made his body just as much as he had made hers. And his was intended to be perfection.

      The thin sheet tangled around his waist, draped lightly over it, concealing most of him, but not nearly enough. The fabric outlined the clear and very prominent state of his arousal.

      It seemed her suspicion was right. The dream hadn’t only been hers.

      “Alistair!”

      The archdemon sighed and sat up, thankfully pooling some of the fabric around the obvious display that he had a hand in her nightmare. She was suddenly almost disappointed. She chased away the thought as quickly as it had come. Alistair rubbed the back of his hand across his eyes. “What hour is it?”

      “How dare you!” She stormed up to him and reared her hand back to slap him. Even though his eyes were shut, he caught her wrist before the blow had a chance to land. He was inhuman, after all. This was merely a carefully sculpted façade.

      He yanked her down onto the bed, and before she could do a single thing about it, she was on her back underneath him. He straddled her thighs and sat up, looking down at her with an idle smile. He was completely naked now, and she kept herself from glancing down at what was resting against her stomach.

      Barely.

      He grinned. “You’ve become so self-righteous. So angry. I probably shouldn’t find it nearly as enticing as I do. But…oh, by all the stars in the sky, I can’t describe how badly I want to rut you until you surrender. Each thrust slowly turning your fury into mewls of pleasure. Tell me I can. Please.”

      Her face exploded in heat at his graphic description of what he was planning on doing. She disappeared into the spirit world, dragging her body into that plane, leaving him perched on nothing. The colors of the world faded as she slipped out from under him and across the room. His weight shifted, and he growled in frustration. “That’s cheating!”

      She reappeared, and he stood from the bed on seeing her, the fabric gathering around his feet. Alistair was many things, but shy wasn’t anywhere near that list. She kept her gaze locked with his emerald eyes. “Only using the gifts you gave me.”

      “Technically, that one is from Azrael. Your amazing ass, on the other hand—”

      She sent her soul dashing through him. He made a startled noise as she crashed her body into his, knocking him to the ground. Now she was the one pinning him, and she slammed her fist into his face.

      After two more blows, he caught her fist in his palm. “Enough!” It didn’t even look like she’d touched him. All she had to show for it was an aching set of knuckles. “Enough.”

      “No. Not until you apologize!”

      “For what?”

      For what? Was he playing stupid? “The dreams!”

      He laid his head back on the carpet of the hotel room and looked up at her with a mildly annoyed expression. “That’s what has you so upset?”

      “Don’t you dare belittle—”

      His laugh cut her off. “Belittle!” His other hand settled on her thigh where it joined her hip. “I have never—and I shall never—belittle anything about you. You have enough to be angry at me for. You don’t need to be inventing things.”

      “Then you should know why I’m angry now. You invaded my mind!”

      “Veil. Come, now. You know who I am. You know what I am. What do you expect me to do? Quietly play the scorned lover, lurking in the background? Please. Give me more credit than that. I am a wolf, a starved one at that. Don’t blame me for biting the meal so very close to me.”

      “Being an archdemon isn’t an excuse.”

      “There’s the issue. Everyone always has it backward.” He let go of her fist, and she wasn’t sure why at first. She learned very quickly when he suddenly had her hips in both hands and pulled her body down atop his. She was clothed—thank God—but he wasn’t. She felt him there beneath her, throbbing through the thin fabric of her cotton pajama pants.

      Her hands flew to his chest to keep from falling over on top of him. For a moment, she was too stunned to fight back. Alistair wasn’t one to ignore an opportunity. He bent his knees, sliding her firmly against his hips. At the same time, he swept one of his arms through hers, knocking them out of the way. The shift in her balance sent her falling atop his chest.

      Fingers tangled in her hair, keeping her head held against him. His other hand pressed down on her lower back, pressing her body hard against his. All she could feel was his desire trapped between them as he lifted his hips, grinding himself against her body.

      Her breath caught in her throat. She would not make a sound. She wouldn’t allow it. The feeling of it—the rhythm—was hypnotic. She almost lost the fight with herself. It was by the skin of her teeth that she didn’t surrender. It took every ounce of her will not to give in. She froze, unable to muster the strength to fight him.

      “Everyone assumes I am this scheming, twisted, perverted creature because I’m an archdemon. No, my love—I am an archdemon now because of what I was before.” Teeth caught her earlobe between them, biting down hard enough that it finally drew a cry of pain from her. The sound he made in response was one of utter ecstasy.

      The relentless pressure and release of his body against hers had everything in her aching and screaming.

      “Now, either you should vanish out of my grasp and run away from me…or I’m going to fuck you until you cry for mercy. Which will it be?”

      The moment hung in the air. For a split second, she didn’t even know.

      She vanished.

      He sighed.

      She reappeared a few feet away, standing, looking down at him in wide-eyed horror. Not at what he’d threatened to do…but because she, for that hair’s breadth, had an equal chance of staying in his arms and surrendering to his wrath.

      He let out a grumble of exasperation and disappointment. He cared nothing for his nakedness on display. In fact, she was sure he was proud of it. “For shame.”

      “Stay out of my dreams, Alistair.”

      He folded his arms underneath his head, looking at her with his signature cocky smile. “As you command, my love.”

      She grabbed the door as she stormed out of the room and slammed it behind her.

      She didn’t miss his laughter from the other side.
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      “What the hell happened to you two?”

      The gaggle of them—Gabe, Conrad, Michael, Alistair, and her—met at a diner in South Boston called Mul’s. It was grody, gross, low-brow, and greasy food. It was amazing. It was the kind of place that only took cash and yet had an ATM by the front door with curiously high fees. It was from the era of James McLean and Whitey Bulger. It had survived longer than expected while the area was rebuilt around it into expensive condos and high-end boutique shops selling just about everything you didn’t need.

      This place would go eventually. Places like this always did. Such was the passage of time.

      “What?” She looked up from stirring her coffee to the archangel. He’d been the one to ask the question.

      “You look awful.” Michael glanced between her and Alistair. “You both do.”

      “Didn’t sleep.” She sipped the coffee. Somehow, it even tasted greasy. Diner coffee was also somehow the best. “And before you suggest it, no.”

      “Damn.” Michael snapped his fingers dramatically.

      “I feel lost.” Gabe was looking at his plate of breakfast food as though it were possibly going to leap up and attack him like something out of Ghostbusters. It wasn’t exactly a very Italian meal. “What just occurred?”

      “Happened,” Conrad corrected. He, however, seemed quite at home putting down a plate of sausage cooked somehow to be both crispy and wrinkly at the same time. “And Michael was tryin’ to insinuate that because they both look like Hell—”

      “I’m happier not knowing.” Gabe waved his hand to shut up his friend. “I think I catch the drift.”

      “Get the gist. You’re mixing phrases again.” Conrad had no problem speaking while chewing. It was vaguely disgusting.

      “I hate American slang,” Gabe grumbled and went back to poking at his so-called omelet. He had complained about it being the texture of tire rubber.

      “Everybody does.”

      They all fell into silence for a moment. Michael was the one to break it. “So just to be clear, so we’re all on the same page, you two didn’t fuck last night.”

      “Michael!” She resisted the urge to hit him. Barely. The archangel raised his hands to show surrender against Veil’s angry glare. She was pointing her knife at him. Like it’d do any good.

      “Sorry, sorry,” he said, even though he was snickering. “Too funny not to.”

      “Not funny to anybody but you.” She slammed her knife onto the table. A few people turned to look at them. But, honestly, the diner was mostly empty. The city was becoming more and more vacant as the days went on.

      Another six people had gone missing last night.

      Also in the news last night were reports of an abandoned house collapsing in Danvers. And that despite reports of loud noises, strange lights, and a lot of gunfire, no bodies were found. They had fought so many of those corpses. But if they hadn’t been reduced to dust, they all just shambled off to serve their master.

      The memory of the fight in the abandoned house the previous night continued to ruin her already shitty mood. She hated to admit it, but she missed Maleon. The imp had been oddly adorable in his own irritating way. “You’re sure that Maleon is going to be fine?”

      Alistair looked over to her from where he sat on the other side of the table. He had only ordered coffee. Sympathy creased his features. “He’s going to be all right. His body died, but his soul has gone home.”

      “How long does it take?”

      Alistair shook his head. “It depends greatly on many variables. Those like us? Hours or days. Higher-ranking demons could return in a matter of years. Lesser creatures like him? I’m not sure.”

      “Is it possible to destroy a demon?” Conrad was still talking through his food. “Askin’ for a friend.”

      Michael snickered loudly. The two of them were going to get along just fine. “Yup,” the archangel provided when Alistair looked unwilling to give an answer. “But you’ve got to capture and destroy the soul. Only the archdemons are truly indestructible, unfortunately.” Michael smiled an overly polished, entirely fake smile at Alistair, who returned one in kind.

      They really were like siblings.

      “What’s the plan, kids?” She looked out at the window. It was a Tuesday morning, around eight, and there was barely any traffic. It was unnatural. That alone would unnerve her to no end if she didn’t know what was really going on in town.

      “Tonight, you and I go out into the city. We make ourselves seen.” Alistair sipped his coffee and grimaced at the taste. It was clear he didn’t share her opinion on diner coffee. “Michael will follow with the priests but lay low. When Octavian’s people come for us—and they will—the five of us should be enough to capture one of them.”

      “Oh, good, the old play-bait-and-then-take-a-hostage-to-torture-for-intel trick.” She rolled her eyes. “I haven’t done that in thirty years. It’ll be fun. What could go wrong?”

      Alistair flashed her his trademark lopsided smile, somehow both too egotistical and too charming at the same time. “If you have a better plan, my dear, I’m all ears.”

      Sadly, she didn’t have one. She just shrugged and sank back into the creaky and cracked vinyl cover of the bench seat. With a long sigh, she stretched. “Play bait it is.”
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        * * *

      

      She wasn’t much of a “clubber.” She was so very much not a “clubber” she couldn’t even say for certain that was what you called somebody who went to clubs. She hated the scanty clothing, the loud music, the smell of drugs, sweat, sex, and alcohol. She avoided these kinds of places like the plague.

      But here she was, standing out in front of the Royale. This whole area had undergone a nightclub revolution since she’d been to Boston last. She wasn’t familiar with any of the names she had looked up. They all felt like somebody threw a dart at a board and tried to pick a name that reflected their trashy-and-yet-trying-to-be-classy feel. Royale, Tunnel, Venu, Icon, and the one that seemed the most on the nose—Guilt. They were all on the same city block, nestled in between a few major theatres and China Town. It made for an odd dynamic.

      Royale seemed to be the most popular. Their mission tonight was to attract attention, so here she was.

      Despite the fear that gripped the city in the wake of the killings, there was still a surprisingly large number of people flowing in and out of the club. Not even a murder spree put a damper on a young adult’s desire for self-destructive “fun.”

      She stood outside on the sidewalk, feeling awkward at best. She had to go out shopping to buy clothes for something like this. Despite what action movies might lead people to believe, nobody went into a fight in tight-ass clothing and high heels. She hadn’t packed for a “sexy night out.”

      Black leather pants, knee-high dark blue boots, a matching blue silk top that went to her waist in the back and plunged dangerously in the front, far past the point she was comfortable with. It was the kind of thing you couldn’t wear a bra with. At least the material wasn’t thin. Why would anyone willingly choose to wear something like this? It took all her self-control not to pick at the clothing or adjust it too frequently.

      At least she had a black bomber jacket to go with it and cover her idiotic outfit when she was outside. It was also something she could hide weapons in. The goal of the night was to get into a fight, after all. When she took her coat off inside, the ceremonial magic marks on her back and her forearms would be very visible. Usually, she tried to keep them hidden. They sparked unwanted attention. But in this case, it was on purpose. The cult already knew who she was, but in the dark and crowded space, it was a blaring neon sign.

      Her clothes felt itchy and unnatural. It made her want to crawl out of her skin. But it was just another point on the list of reasons this whole plan was a horrible idea.

      While she felt out of her element, Alistair was clearly anything but. The archdemon had never looked more like he belonged than he did right now. Wearing all black with a bright white tie, he turned heads as they had walked the sidewalks up to the club. He looked like a cat preening himself. As they had approached, a small gaggle of girls in front of the club stopped talking to watch him. They were still staring at him, murmuring to each other.

      She rolled her eyes.

      “What?” The look on his face showed he knew exactly why she was shooting him an annoyed look. He held his arms out at his sides, bending slightly at the waist, grinning. “I can’t help what I am.”

      “You’re basking in it.”

      “Of course, I am.” He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. He looked over to the gaggle of girls and smiled at them. The girls all gasped excitedly and clumped closer to whisper to each other. Likely plotting on how to get in his pants or fighting over who could have him. If they weren’t here on business, Veil was fairly certain he’d take them all to a private room at the same time. Honestly, he might still do that. He turned back to her, the playful smile on his face matching the mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      She doubled down on her glare. “And you can actually help it. You choose to look that way.”

      “You’d have me consciously pick to be repugnant? Who am I, Bael?” He scoffed. “Where would the fun be in that?”

      She put her hand over her eyes. It was pointless arguing with him. “Whatever. Let’s just get this over with before you screw that entire pack of girls in one go.”

      “Can’t I do both?”

      “No.”

      A hand on her waist caught her by surprise. He pulled her in close to him, and before she could push him away, he had slung his arm across her lower back. When she went to hit him, he caught her hand. “Don’t make a scene,” he said quietly, drowned out by the noise around them. “Come, now. Try to have a little fun, will you?”

      “This isn’t my idea of fun.”

      “You used to enjoy my club in New York.”

      “That was a long time ago. Times have changed. This place isn’t anything like your club.”

      “Oh?” He tilted his head curiously and looked over to the door. “Have they? How so?”

      “They aren’t like what you remember. They gave up pretending. You’ll see soon enough.” She gently pushed out of his grasp and walked to the entrance, with him closely on her heels. The bouncer barely took one look at them and let them through without a fuss. The club usually had a waiting line—said the reviews, anyway. While the murders hadn’t stopped business altogether, they had put a damper on sales, so tonight there wasn’t a problem getting in.

      The noise was the first thing that hit her. The deafening track filled every square inch of the building. Lights were flashing, filling the space with a disorienting array of colors. It both highlighted and hid the swarm of dancing, writhing patrons on the dance floor.

      When she glanced over to Alistair, she saw him taking in the sight with wide-eyed awe and fascination. He looked like a child seeing Christmas lights for the first time, unsure of what he was even seeing at first.

      And then he laughed excitedly. “How right you are!”

      Evergreen eyes flickered in sheer amusement. He looked to her, his face drawn up in a broad grin. Then, without warning, he quickly walked away. She blinked, confused at his sudden disappearance. She turned to watch as he strode to the stairs going up to the VIP balcony above. The burly bouncer standing there utterly ignored Alistair as he stepped over the velvet rope. It was as though he didn’t exist.

      “Where the fuck are you—” She stopped as she remembered she was talking entirely to herself. “Going.” With a ragged sigh, she went to follow him. As she approached the man by the rope, he reached out to stop her.

      “Sorry, miss. VIP only.”

      “But I’m with the guy who just went past you.”

      “Nobody’s been up here in an hour.”

      I’m going to punch that archdemon in the fucking face. “Whatever.” She vanished into the spirit world. The bartender jumped, looking this way and that, startled at her sudden disappearance. People didn’t just blink out of existence.

      Human minds were funny. When presented with the impossible, they kind of just ignored it. The other option, which was “have a full-fledged panic attack because some girl just straight up vanished into thin air” wasn’t viable. That was too messy, too much work, and didn’t resolve the issue at hand. So the bouncer likely blamed it on a trick of the light or a long shift, brushed himself off, and went back to standing there.

      She stepped through the rope and went up the stairs. The club was quieter in the spirit world. The flashing lights and garish décor were now muted shades of gray. But the energy coming from everyone created impressive swirls of colors of every hue.

      It wasn’t hard to find Alistair. He was standing at the railing some thirty feet away, leaning on it with both hands, taking in the sight beneath him. She stepped back into the mortal world a few feet away from him. “You’re a jackass.”

      “Hm? Oh. Yes, sorry. I found I needed a better view.” He didn’t turn his head. He was glued to the sight of the dancers below. At the club. It was weird and not like him.

      “How come that guy didn’t see you?”

      “Because I blend in perfectly in a place like this.” There was an odd, eager expression on his face, as if he couldn’t seem to absorb enough of what was going on around him.

      “What do you mean?”

      That finally broke his gaze away from the dance floor. He looked to her and smiled thinly, a strange and knowing expression in his eyes. But then, something changed. It was invisible to the naked eye. But she felt it like a current of electricity in the air. It was as though he spread his wings behind him, letting his essence out of the glass container he kept it in. Power surged from him, and like the laws of physics, it expanded to reach the edges of this new container.

      The room hesitated. Everything paused for that split second except the music and the programmed lights. Dancers paused. Servers hitched in their steps. Everything missed a beat as he stretched. But like the tempo of the music, the moment was over as soon as it had come. The action continued.

      “This is a house of worship.” His voice was dark and quiet, but she had no problem hearing him through the noise. Because he wanted to be heard. Because this place obeyed his very nature. “And it worships me.”

      She shuddered and felt so small once more. It was so easy to forget what he really was until he did things like that. His gaze caught her. If she didn’t know him better, she would accuse him of hypnotizing her. The sad fact was he probably didn’t need to. He reached for her and took her hand. He pulled her close to him, and she let him. It seemed she could refuse the man, but not the demon.

      He moved her to stand in front of him, facing the railing, looking down at the crowd. The feeling of him standing at her back was overwhelming. She could lose herself in him, and he was calling out for her to do just that. Even through the scent of alcohol, food, sweat, and sex that permeated the air, the smell of incense on him cut through it all.

      Placing his hands on the railing to either side of her, he caged her in. When she felt his lips close to her ear, she pulled in a sharp breath and held it. She froze, feeling like she was on the edge of a knife. He kept her poised there, afraid and anticipating what he might do next.

      “You’re right. This place is very different than my club so long ago. Dance has evolved into what it has always been—a public display of sex. Look at them grinding their bodies together through their clothes, performing the human mating rituals as they test-drive each other for the act itself. Finally, after all this time, the pretense is gone. This is pure. This is truth. This is honesty.” He pressed himself against her, pinning her between him and the railing. She felt him against her lower back, his desire clearly outlined. “This is lust.”

      She couldn’t breathe. Her head was reeling, and she found herself leaning back against him for support. Tipping forward was dangerous. While she’d get back up after, falling from the balcony seemed like an awful turn of events she’d rather avoid.

      One of his hands slid from the railing to press against her stomach, his fingers splayed out, holding her tight against him. “I am in every molecule of this place. In every heart and mind. I am their dreams, their nightmares. I am their angel and their demon. I am their wishes, their worries, their hopes and fears. I am what drives them to seek comfort in each other. I am the surrender to the flesh.”

      His lips pressed against her cheek, just below the lobe of her ear, hot and slow. Her eyes slipped shut, and she let her head lean back against his chest. She felt engulfed by him, swallowed whole by the power that was curled around her, cradling her in its claws, threatening to consume her.

      She wanted it.

      The press of his hand slid up her body slowly, slipping over the swell of her breast but not pausing. He trailed lazily to her throat, and for a moment she wondered if he would tighten his grasp. But he took hold of her chin and gently turned her head to look at him. Blinking her eyes open, she made the mistake of meeting his gaze.

      The look in his green eyes was pure hunger. Pure power. This was not the man she had known. This was not Alistair Solomon, the charming and debonair gentleman. This was Asmodeus. The archdemon who was older than time. She turned in his grasp, startled by the darkness there.

      He may wear his human form, but she had no misgivings about the monster that stood so close to her. A demon as old and as dark as the pits of Hell itself.

      He smiled, an expression that was hardly friendly as he let her turn to face him. He pressed her to the railing by stepping in closer to her, and the hand that had lingered on her chin now settled at her throat. She could feel her heartbeat pounding under his thumb.

      “I—”

      He shushed her gently, and she fell silent. She could only watch, trapped in the spider’s web, as he lowered his head to hers. He paused, giving her one last breath of air, one last chance to run from him. To escape into the spirit world and leave him holding nothing but air.

      Then her chance was gone.

      His lips descended, and all thought of escape was ripped away from her. He kissed her with a fire that melted away all her questions about whether she should let him. All the “shoulds” burned away in that one gesture that was consuming, possessive, and stole her breath away.

      It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t kind or loving. If she thought Alistair had left a brand on her soul, Asmodeus showed her how very wrong she was. He tilted his head to the side to deepen the kiss, and she felt his tongue flick against her lips, demanding entrance. She was helpless to refuse him. As he kissed her, she felt a piece of her click into place that had been missing for so long. Him.

      His tongue tangled against hers, reclaiming her mouth, sending all the rest of her thoughts shattering and skittering away from her.

      Her hands tangled into the fabric of his shirt, holding on to him for dear life. The strength she felt burning beneath her touch was terrifying and awe inspiring. His hands slid up her back, under her coat, splaying against her bare skin. She wanted more. If he pulled her into a dark corner right now, she couldn’t say for certain what she’d do.

      Slowly, he broke off the embrace. She felt drunk. Her heart was pounding in her ears, almost drowning out the music in the venue. He traced his thumb along the line of her lower lip, swollen from his attentions. He watched her through heavy-lidded eyes, smoldering in their desire. He smiled faintly at her, pleased with what he saw.

      Pleased she had surrendered to him.

      Anger rose in her suddenly, matched and driven by her shame for having let him touch her. She pushed him back harshly, and he took a step back. He eyed her curiously, like a predator watching wounded prey. “What’s wrong? You can’t tell me you didn’t enjoy that.”

      “Damn you, Alistair.”

      “A little too late for that, isn’t it?” He held his hands out at his sides, smiling.

      Smug bastard. She slapped him. Hard. Her palm cracked across his cheek hard enough that it rang over the music for a moment. Yet everyone around them ignored the scene as if they were entirely invisible.

      His head tilted to the side with the blow, and when he slowly turned back to look at her, his eyes were a raging fire. “Go ahead. Hit me again. Let’s fight this out, once and for all. But I’ll warn you—don’t start what you’re not ready to finish, Selina…”

      She knew he used her name to annoy her. To threaten her. She glared at him. “You don’t scare me, Alistair.”

      “Oh, but I think I do.” His hand tangled in her hair, clenching it in his fist. He dragged her up to him. He pulled her flush up against his body, his arm banding around her lower back even as he forced her head backward with his grasp on her hair. It burned, but she was pretty sure that was the point. “I really think I do. I terrify you. And it only makes me want you more.”

      She stomped her boot down on his foot, and he growled in pain. His hands loosened, and she knew it was because he was letting her go. That one hit wouldn’t have done it otherwise. Not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, she shoved herself away from him and took a few paces back from him. “Go crawl back into the pit you came from and stay there!”

      She stormed away from him, and he let her go. She needed to get away from him. She needed a drink. She needed to question her life choices. She went back down the stairs that led up to the VIP balcony and ducked under the velvet rope, ignoring the shocked and confused look from the bouncer.

      Making her way around the edge of the dance floor, she went to the bar and collapsed onto a stool. What the hell was wrong with her? Letting him affect her like that? It was too hot in this damn place. She took off her coat, enjoying the air on her bare back. She folded her arms on the bar and put her head down on them, taking a moment to try to steady her heartbeat.

      She couldn’t deny what he did to her body. She wanted him. Whenever he was near, it was like a drug. He was a narcotic, and she was a junkie.

      Fine. Okay, fine. She could deal with that.

      He was a lying sack of shit, but she wanted him.

      Didn’t mean that she had to give in.

      Why did she get the distinct feeling he wasn’t going to give up?

      Christ, she really wanted to punch him.

      That kiss…it was nothing like the one in her dream. The kiss had scratched an itch in her she thought had simply become a part of her life. Nobody she’d ever been with had even come close to him. She hadn’t slept around in the past seventy years—a night or two here or there out of loneliness, but it was never anything to write home about. Nobody was like Alistair.

      I was designed for him, after all. He made me to be his perfect fit. And therein was the source of her anger. Even though she wanted to punch him, and she wanted to screw him, it all came down to the simple and unavoidable problem…she was his puppet. His personal art project. Sculpted and designed for his pleasure.

      Self-loathing and disgust rose in her, and she let out a long, weary breath. She knew both feelings like old friends at this point.

      “Excuse me. Sorry to bother you, but…”

      A voice cut into her thoughts. She lifted her head to look at who was sitting next to her. A young man was perched there on a stool, wearing a dazzling smile on his beautiful features. He was stunning. His smile lit up his dark brown eyes. His hair was blond and hung around his face in perfect curls down to his jawline. He looked so beautiful, he was almost feminine. Perfectly androgynous.

      He wore a long-sleeve white button-down and black pants. Tight black pants. He was incredibly thin and small-framed. She might weigh more than he did. Something about him reminded her of a young David Bowie. He really was too pretty for his own good. But the way he was smiling at her, so harmless and friendly, she found herself smiling back. “Hi.”

      His smile broadened, seemingly happy she didn’t immediately storm away from him. “Well, hello. I wondered if you would let me buy you a drink?”

      “Thank you. But—”

      “No, no.” He waved his hand and scooted his stool closer to her. “I’m not trying to flirt, I promise. I just saw a beautiful girl having a horrible time and thought I should fix it.” He blinked. “Well, damn. I guess I am flirting.”

      She laughed. If he was playing a game, he was good at it. Whatever his routine was, it was practiced enough that she didn’t quite care how well it worked. He was disarming, and it was nice to talk to a stranger. For once, she was talking to someone without history with her, someone without an agenda. This guy was normal. Safe. Human. And she was having a rough couple of days. “Y’know what? Sure. Hi. I’m Veil.” She reached out her hand to him.

      He shook her hand. “Bill.” She shot him an incredulous look. “I know, I know, I don’t look like a Bill. My parents were cruel. You don’t look like a Veil, either, to be fair.”

      “It’s a nickname.”

      “I like it.” Bill flagged down the bartender, who walked over a moment later. “Vodka on the rocks for me. And for the lady”—when she went to order, he raised his hand to stop her—“No, no, let me guess. Hmm…a Manhattan. But a good one with bourbon.”

      She laughed again. “I love Manhattans. Good guess.”

      The bartender left to mix their drinks. Bill leaned his elbow on the counter, watching her with a smile that seemed to never leave him. “So—” He coughed suddenly, and reaching into his coat pocket, he pulled out a handkerchief. He touched it to his lips, and she watched as it came away speckled in red. Her brow furrowed in concern, and he waved his hand at her to dismiss it. “I’m not contagious. I promise.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Oh, yes.” He tucked the blood-stained square of fabric back into his pocket. “I have had more time on this Earth than many people who deserve it more than I do.” He chuckled, and still the smile on his face never faltered.

      “I’m…I’m so sorry.” It was clear he meant that he was dying. She didn’t really know what else to say to that.

      “It’s quite all right. Don’t feel bad for me.” He reached out and put his hand atop the back of hers. She realized the cuticles of his nails were stained crimson. As if his hands had been bloody but he had worked hard at scrubbing them clean.

      She wondered if he expected her to be disgusted. She was sure most people would be. She didn’t know quite how to handle illness, but she certainly wasn’t turned away by it. It wasn’t this guy’s fault that he was sick.

      He interrupted her thoughts again. “I get to spend my night talking to you, don’t I?”

      She couldn’t help but chuckle at his bad line. “Ouch.”

      “That was awful, wasn’t it?”

      “Kinda.”

      “Did it work?”

      “Kinda.”

      They both laughed, and when the bartender came back with their drinks, he held his up to hers in a toast. “To tonight.”

      She clinked her glass to his and met his never-flinching smile with her own. “To tonight.”
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      “So…” Bill began leadingly.

      “So, what?”

      “Who was he?” Bill gestured his drink up at the balcony.

      Her face lit on fire. She must have been blushing crimson. He must have seen her kissing Alistair. “I…um…” The way he was smiling said that yes, he saw, and yes, he was going to push the matter. “My ex.”

      “Didn’t look like an ex.”

      “It’s complicated.” She put back half her drink in one go.

      He laughed. It was a bright, ringing sound, harmless and charming. “Seems it! Let me guess. He did something horrible, you broke up, and now you don’t know how you feel about him anymore?”

      Well, shit. “Is it that obvious? And here I thought I was being subtle.” Oh, sarcasm. She took solace in her old friend.

      “I’m just good at reading people.” He pulled his stool closer to her and was now sitting with one of his legs touching the outside of hers, if barely. It meant neither of them had to shout as much, so she appreciated that. And she found she…didn’t hate the feeling of him being near her. “So, why are you here with him if you don’t want to be?”

      Good question. “We have to work together. It’s kind of a business trip, and I got talked into coming here to meet a client.” She spun the lie around the truth. It was so much easier that way. Client, target, same difference.

      “I think,” he paused to sip his drink as his smile turned playful, “you’re both undercover agents trying to oust a drug lord.”

      She laughed. “I wish. It’s not nearly that interesting.” No, I’m just an immortal homunculus forced to team up with the horny archdemon who made me to try to stop a series of evil cult murders. She almost said that out loud. Maybe if she had been another drink in, she would have. It was such a stupid thought that it made her laugh again. Fuck her life. Everything about it.

      “Well, at least I’ve managed to cheer you up. That’s what I set out to do. Everything after this is just bonus.” He winked at her.

      “Thank you.” She spun the drink between her fingers on the bar top, watching the light and colors reflect off the surfaces as she did. It was rare that anybody ever tried to cheer her up. Even if they had ulterior motives. Oddly enough, she was feeling a bit better. Maybe it was the warmth of the room, the dizzying lights, or the strong drink, but she felt looser than she did a few minutes prior.

      Bill nudged a little bit closer to her. “I’m not going to lie, though. I’ve never watched two people kiss and been jealous of both of them at the same time.”

      She laughed and felt her face grow warm again. It was half from flattery, half from embarrassment this time. “He can be overwhelming.”

      “Looks it. Men like that generally are. They come on like a tidal wave. It’s their business and their hobby to have power over people.”

      She wanted to claim Alistair didn’t have power over her, but she stopped herself. It would’ve been a bold-face lie. It was a denial that was only trying to make her feel better, more than it was going to do any good at all. “Yeah. And I fell for it.”

      “The best you can strive for with someone like him is mutual control. That you hold him on a leash in the same way he holds you. And by the looks of things, you do.” When she went to disagree with him, he stopped her. “He’s surrounded by people of every type who can’t stop looking at him. He could have anybody. And yet he’s ignoring them all. Hell, when you walked away from him, he stormed outside looking like he wanted to kill somebody.”

      “Did he pay you to say that?” She grinned into her drink as she lifted it to her lips. She finished it off. She was drinking too quickly, but she didn’t care right now. It tasted too good, and the effect it was having on her was too enjoyable.

      Laughing hard, he signaled the bartender for another round. “No. Honestly, I’m hoping you’ll come home with me tonight instead.”

      Had to give him credit for his bluntness. “Ask me again after a few more drinks.”

      “I plan to. But you’re clearly ashamed of what he makes you feel, and shame is silly. It’s clear you used to share something powerful. It’s clear you both still do.”

      “Problem is I don’t know if it was really mutual or just another part of the lie.”

      “Did he cheat on you?”

      “No.” There was that bonus point for Alistair. She supposed the fact that the archdemon of lust had dedicated himself to a committed relationship was nothing to snub her nose at. The thought had never really occurred to her before. “He lied because he thought he was protecting me.”

      “Stupid as shit while trying to be noble. He was doing the wrong thing for the right reasons.”

      “That about sums him up.”

      “Do you want revenge?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “I know how you can make him jealous,” he teased. She looked back over to him and at his playful expression. There was something chaste yet enticing about him, like the rogue in a fairytale. It made his flirty suggestions stand out like a blot of ink on paper, but in the same vein, it made his advances safer. More innocent. They weren’t the dark hunger of the archdemon; they were somehow puckish. Lighthearted and coy. Such a far cry from what she was used to. “Come home with me tonight, Veil.”

      He was stunning. She’d enjoy it. They both would. She’d been trained by the best, after all. It was that thought that stung her, that made her flinch. He saw his chance shatter, and he shrugged it off. “Had to try. I’ll ask again after the third drink.”

      She chuckled. “You don’t give up, do you?”

      “Nope. Never. Especially not when I have such a pretty prize at stake.” He moved closer to her, sitting now with one of his feet on the bottom rung of her stool. It meant she was almost sitting between his knees, both at an angle, with him perpendicular to her. A hand went to her hip, and she felt him weave his fingers into her belt loop. His closeness sent a thrill through her that she couldn’t deny. He smelled like expensive cologne. It was, like everything else about him, surprisingly pleasant. “You can tell me no at any point.”

      “I know.” She could. She really could. She discovered she didn’t want to. “You’re a pickup artist, aren’t you?”

      “No.” He pondered it for a long moment and then blinked. “Maybe. Really, I don’t come to clubs every night trying to pick up a girl. This has been my first time out in a long stretch.”

      “What brought you out, then?”

      “Hope. Loneliness. Wanting to meet someone interesting. And you’re interesting.”

      “You don’t even know me.”

      “Anybody with tattoos like yours is interesting.” He smiled at her and ran his fingers over the mark on her forearm. He seemed intrigued by it and traced his fingers over the lines. It gave her goosebumps, but she didn’t pull away. “What do they mean?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “See? Interesting.”

      “Long stories can be boring. You’ve never been on a road trip, have you?”

      He grinned. “Can you honestly tell me your story is boring? Tell me you’re not interesting, and I’ll believe you.”

      She watched him for a moment and found she couldn’t work up the nerve to answer him either way. She dodged and, by doing so, gave him his answer. “You’re still a pickup artist.”

      “Only if it works.”

      They were interrupted when their drinks arrived, and he slid hers over before taking his own. As he took his glass of vodka, he thoughtfully ran his fingertips along the rim of the glass. His hands were thin and borderline delicate. He wasn’t a typical kind of masculinity with broad lines and bold strokes. He was thin, barely taller than she was. She could see the cords of his muscles work under his shirt, though, and knew he wasn’t scrawny. Built more like a European soccer player than a burly American. With his curly blond hair, it made him look like a cherub that had grown up into a man.

      Above all other words she could think of, he came back to the word “beautiful.” He was that, almost unnaturally so. She caught herself staring at him, taking him in.

      Man, the drinks must be going to her head quicker than usual.

      Bill watched her through half-lidded eyes as he kept his head turned toward his drink. “I can’t offer you commitment. I’m offering you a night, maybe a few more than that, but little else. I’m not saying this to get into your pants—unless it works—but I’m dying. It’s the sad fact of things. But,” he paused as he sipped his drink again, “I’m offering you a distraction. A friend you can eke out some frustrations on and who will enjoy every minute of it.”

      “I can’t drag you into this. It’s not fair to you. My ex won’t take kindly to me spending the night with another man.” She could only imagine Alistair’s response. It’d likely mean this guy would end up dead or maimed. Alistair was many things, and jealous was on the top of that list.

      Bill shrugged. “He doesn’t own you. Even if he has some power over you, it doesn’t mean you’re his furniture. You can make your own decisions.”

      “I know.”

      “Good.”

      The moment hung in the air between them, and he leaned in closer. “I saw him kissing you, and I couldn’t help but wonder what it must have been like. I…I fantasized about being in his place. I couldn’t help but sit here and decide I needed to taste your lips like he did. Can I?” He was very close to her now, his other hand leaving his drink to place his fingertips against her cheek, his touch as light as his breath across her lips. “Please?”

      “I…”

      All at once, the moment shattered like glass. All in one fell swoop, all in one moment, and with the voice of a stranger.

      “Whore.”

      To her surprise, it wasn’t Alistair. It was someone she didn’t know. A woman. Bill drew back from Veil, and she swiveled in her chair to see who the voice had belonged to. The source of the voice stood there, dressed in creams and a color that wasn’t quite yellow and wasn’t quite orange at the same time. She was painfully pretty, but in that kind of way a statue was pretty. It was an unreachable, cold, and stern kind of beauty. The lights glinted harshly off her dark reddish-brown hair.

      The woman looked as though she was on the way to a business meeting, not a club. She seemed freakishly out of place. And the woman was glaring a hole through her.

      “I’m sorry. This your boyfriend?” Veil quipped. She knew he wasn’t. The woman before her might look human, but what she could sense through her connection to the spirit world proved that she was very much not.

      This was an archangel.

      The archangel narrowed her eyes. “And so I finally meet his simpering prostitute. How charming.”

      “Who’s this?” Bill asked, pushing up to his feet, eyeing the other woman narrowly. “Do you know her?”

      “By reputation only. This is my ex’s sister.” She also stood from the bar. She downed the rest of her drink and set it back down. “Bill, I’m sorry. This has been lovely. You’re charming. Thanks for the booze and for the distraction. I’m sorry it’s over.”

      She stepped in front of him, putting herself between him and the archangel. When she saw movement to her side, she knew he had taken the very un-subtle hint that it was time for him to go. She didn’t glance at him to make sure. “Raphael, I take it?” When the woman didn’t respond and merely stared at her, she shrugged. “What’re you doing here?”

      There was going to be a fight. She could tell by the woman’s stance. She reached into her coat and pulled out her weapons. Two small expandable rods that would go from pocket size to full length when she snapped them with enough force. She hated this kind of rod, as they always broke in the middle of a fight, but they were more discreet than two feet of steel.

      “I came to put a stop to this insanity. I came to put a stop to his scheme.”

      “Which is what, exactly?” She was going to stall for as long as possible. She couldn’t take out an archangel. She could only hope Alistair caught wind of her presence and came back inside.

      “Why would I tell you? You’re on his side.”

      “If that’s what you think, you have no idea what’s going on.” She snickered. “If you think he’s up to something, tell me. I’ll be the first one to work with you to put him back in a hole.”

      “And why would I believe you? You, who he made with his own bare hands? You’re just another one of his demonic spawn.”

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever.” She brushed off the insults. She’d heard them all. She knew every single one of them, because she said them to herself daily. “Either I’m too stupid to live, or I’m smart enough to be in on his scheme. Which is it? Are you here to fight or to talk?”

      “They aren’t mutually exclusive.”

      “Man, I wish they were. It’d save me a lot of annoyance. Look. Either tell me what you think he’s up to, or we just cut to the chase. I know you hate him. I know you hate me because I was made by him. Let’s fast-forward, huh?”

      “Fine.” Raphael took a step closer to her. The room seemed to have forgotten they existed. Everyone was going about their nights, save for the few people standing closest to them who were either watching or desperately ignoring their drama. “Can you really not see what he’s up to?”

      “Spell it out for his stupid whore, would you?”

      She huffed a sarcastic laugh. “Asmodeus’s old prodigy comes forth from the cracks he crawled into and steals two of our brethren. He does this using magic no human could ever devise. Asmodeus then uses this situation to convince his handmade plaything to free him from the prison he was trapped in. Now you’re here, back in his grasp, as you work together to stop his favorite one?” Raphael laughed again cruelly as she stepped closer. Her eyes were the same yellow-orange of her dress. The lighting of the club gave them an eerie, unsettling look. Raphael was judging her, and Veil was clearly found painfully lacking.

      She suspected she had been sentenced to that long before they met, though. “He gave me his word that he isn’t to blame for Octavian and his cult.” She narrowed her eyes at the archangel and stepped away from the bar. She wouldn’t start the fight cornered. “And you know his word is his law.”

      The other woman scoffed. Raphael was almost ephemeral, and it was hard for Veil to get a read on what she really looked like half the time. It might be her human form, but just barely. It didn’t seem like Raphael was the kind to slum it with the rest of them. She felt like she was holding up a paper mask over her true shape. Like it would fall apart at any second. “His words are carefully scripted lies. Even the truths he tells can’t be trusted. You know that more than anyone else, don’t you, puppet?”

      “You can’t make it through a sentence without insulting me, can you?” She threw up her hands in frustration. “Look, if you’re not here to talk, then let’s just throw punches. This is stupid.”

      “I wanted to see his prized possession firsthand. The one he worked so hard to obtain. The one he conned Azrael into assisting with. He kept you so far away from all of us, hidden from our view. Now, finally, we can meet.”

      “You had seventy years when he was stuck in the spirit world to come say ‘hi.’” She put air quotes around the word. “And by that, I mean be a total cunt about it.”

      “When you were smart enough to throw him away, to punish him for his crimes, I thought you were worthy of being left alone. Now that you’ve set him free, I see that my hopes were all for naught. You’re still his toy on a string, no matter how much you might think otherwise.”

      “You can fuck right off now, thanks.” She turned to walk away but was whirled around as Raphael grabbed her wrist and yanked. “Let go of me, archangel.”

      “Or what will you do?”

      “Or I will have to get involved.” The dark growl that came from beside them broke Raphael’s concentration. Her marigold eyes flickered in uncertainty as she looked up at the figure that approached out of nowhere. Asmodeus. He stood close to them, in his human form but barely any less intimidating in his darkness. “Hello, sister.”

      The two of them were equally matched. Any victory that went to one or the other was due to luck or interference. Pound for pound, a fight between the two of them would result in a crater in Boston and little else.

      “As lovely as it is to see you,” his sarcasm was thick as he took a step closer to Raphael, “I think you should leave. You’re interrupting an important evening.” He glanced down to where the archangel still had Veil’s wrist in her grasp. “And kindly do let go of her like she asked.”

      Raphael let go of her wrist and took a step back. “I see through your scheme, Asmodeus.”

      “My scheme for what?”

      “You convinced her to free you. Now, you stand there loose from your prison as we are taken hostage by your chosen favorite child. He takes us all so you can reign alone!”

      “I’ve never, ever sought anything of the sort. You know this, you—”

      Raphael didn’t care to listen to him. “First Chamuel. Then Mammon. And now Zadkiel!”

      Alistair pulled back, shocked. “He’s taken Zadkiel…?”

      “As of this morning.”

      The archdemon swore and paced away two steps then returned, rubbing his hand over his face. “I’m trying to stop him, sister. I’m trying to free our kin from his curse. He is my mistake, and I am trying to rectify it.”

      “I do not believe you.”

      “Then ask brother Michael.”

      Raphael sneered at the archdemon. She shook her head. “Michael comes dangerously close to falling. He’s become so preoccupied with his lost love that he can’t see the darkness he’s invited into his soul.”

      Alistair tilted his head curiously at her mention of Michael’s lost love but said nothing of it. He pocketed it away. “Then Azrael.”

      “He’s a naïve child. A child too enamored to his own putrid creation.” Marigold eyes left Alistair to turn their hate-filled gaze on her. Veil didn’t shrink back from the venom, although she was sorely tempted. “Your personal, handmade harlot. She’s beautiful, brother. Although I would expect nothing less from you. I’m surprised her breasts are only of moderate size. I do know how much you love all things in excess.”

      “Be silent, Raphael,” Alistair warned her.

      She didn’t listen. Raphael stepped closer to her, and Veil held her ground. She wouldn’t retreat from anybody, let alone his rampant bitch. She didn’t join in the name-calling and instead just glared a hole into the archangel. Raphael smiled, loathing thick in everything she did. “She was so clearly made to pleasure you. So clearly designed, in every way, to be your perfect fuck. I’m surprised you bothered with a soul at all. Why not just make an empty shell for you to fill with your seed? I’m sure it’d be less trouble if she couldn’t talk or—”

      Raphael’s words broke off abruptly, and it took a solid second for her to realize it had been her own hand that had done it. She’d slapped Raphael and hard. The sound had carried in the crowded club, loud enough that a bunch of the dancers stopped and moved away from the floor in case a brawl broke out. This time, they didn’t ignore it like she had with Asmodeus a few moments prior.

      I’m just slapping everybody tonight.

      Raphael’s gaze glinted in ire. She was fuming, ready to strike back.

      Veil wasn’t about to say no to a chance to kick the archangel’s teeth in. “You wanna take this outside, twat-waffle?”

      The woman grinned in response. “I would love nothing more.”

      Picking up her coat, she stormed for the back door to the alley outside. If she was going to get hurt, or do some hurting, she wasn’t going to do it on the street. She didn’t look back as she burst through the door. Most fire exits, despite the signs, weren’t alarmed. Otherwise the staff wouldn’t be able to take out the damn trash.

      She flicked her wrists, the rods she carried extending to their full length. She whirled, ready to go. She watched as Raphael came storming out after her, lips twisted up in an unkind smile. Alistair was close on her heels, standing in the doorway, watching the scene unfold.

      Raphael looked at her thinly. “You want to fight me?”

      This wasn’t going to go well. But she was too angry and too frustrated to care. “I’d like to kick your teeth in, yeah.”

      “You’re barely more than a mortal!” Raphael shook her head. “This’ll be short. We’ll see how close you make it.”

      Alistair stepped out of the door into the alleyway and slammed it behind him, causing her and Raphael to jump. “Enough!”

      His sudden anger was enough to startle them both. Raphael looked at her brother, shocked at his outburst. Alistair changed his form, melting away to the archdemon, his wings snapping out at his back in his rage. The streetlamps shone orange off his oil-spill wings.

      “You fight on her behalf?” Raphael said through a snarl. “Of course you do.”

      “If she wants to fight you on her own, so be it. She does not need me to make poor decisions. But when you beat her, what then? You will turn to me. And I will stand my ground. What is to come of this path? We fight, then what?”

      “I will win.”

      “You will never win!” Asmodeus roared from behind the green scarf that hid the lower half of his face. “Neither of us will, no matter how hard we try to kill the other. What then, sister? What then? Tell me how this story goes. We’ve done this dance so many times before.”

      Raphael was silent, watching the furious archdemon. She shook her head. Veil felt like she was suddenly the passenger on an ages-old feud.

      “Well?” Asmodeus insisted. He was livid, and she wasn’t quite sure why. “You defeat her. We brawl. Michael joins the fray. Then what? The same as comes from every time we clash, Raphael. Nothing at all!” He hurled a trashcan in his anger and sent it flying and crashing against the wall some thirty feet away. “Your insults are childish. The damage you seek to do to her is nothing that does not already crush her soul. Your visit is one out of spite alone. You speak of Michael being dangerously close to the fall? I say you should look at yourself. Your words are cruelty. Take them and go. Or you are little more than a schoolyard bully, archangel of love?” Asmodeus stepped closer to Raphael, towering over her in his pure fury, glowing green eyes burning even in the orange light of the lamp overhead. “You are a mockery to your title.”

      Raphael’s lips curled back as she returned his hate. “You are a mockery to the wings you wear. You are a cretin who destroys all you touch. I know you’re behind all of this.” She paced away from Asmodeus and walked up to Veil suddenly. She froze as the archangel glared into her, marigold eyes searing into her soul.

      But the archangel wasn’t done. “He says you feel the weight of your making. I hope you do, harlot. I hope you know what you truly are—the plaything of a monster.” Raphael glanced back to Asmodeus. “I will be watching. If you falter, I look forward to dragging your pet whore to a gilded cage for the rest of time.”

      Before either of them could do or say anything, she disappeared. Just blinked out into nothing. The sudden departure made her jolt. No wonder Conrad hated that—it was unnerving, at best.

      In the absence of the threat, her strong façade fell away like paper. She had been jerked around too many times in too many directions. She took another step away from Asmodeus and felt like she couldn’t get enough air.

      “Selina.” Asmodeus reached for her, his form melting back into his mortal one as he did. “Her words are bluster, nothing more. It’s just aimless hate. She can’t hurt me, so she lashes out at you.”

      “No. Just…no.” She took a step back from him. She didn’t know which half of her was right—the half that wanted to forgive him and curl up in his arms or the half that believed what Raphael said. She was nothing more than a puppet designed for his own ends and a plaything for his amusement. Or did he love her?

      Did she love him?

      Which did she want to be true?

      Anxiety boiled up in her, raw and harsh. She’d never had a panic attack before, but she wondered if this was what it felt like. “I need some space. I can’t deal with this.” Everything felt too warm and too close. She felt smothered. The air felt humid.

      “You’re not thinking straight. Don’t let her bother you.” His brow furrowed in dismay. “Selina, please. Don’t do this.”

      “No.” She turned and headed toward the street, leaving the archdemon there. She didn’t want anything to do with him right now. She needed space. She needed to leave it all behind. Taking her phone out of her pocket, she texted the priests and Michael and let them know she was leaving the bar. She didn’t tell them she was leaving the state shortly after. This was over.

      Then, out of hope and desperation, she called Richard. His voicemail picked up on the first bounce. His phone was off. “Richie? Please, Richie. I need you. We need to talk.” Tears choked her words. “We really need to talk.”

      She hung up and headed to the street with the intention of hailing the nearest cab. She was going to head back to the hotel, get her things, and go. She didn’t know where. Didn’t even care. Everyone else could go rot. Enough was enough.

      It was time to put this in her rearview mirror.

      The world spun around her, and she paused, pulling up her steps at the end of the alleyway. She reached for the wall and missed. Someone else was there to catch her. Alistair. Of course, he was.

      “Selina! Are you okay?”

      “N…No, I don’t…” She had two drinks and a near-miss with an archangel. Her world shouldn’t be spinning like this. She felt woozy. “I don’t feel good. I feel—” Darkness was closing in on her vision. Everything seemed to be sinking away from her. No, other way around, she was sinking away from the world. Like watching the surface of water drift away from her.

      Drugged.

      She’d been drugged.

      The drinks.

      Bill had been too nice. Too good at his job.

      He was one of them. She should’ve known.

      She tried to talk, tried to tell him all of this, but her tongue was useless and not following her commands. It felt too big in her mouth.

      “It’s okay.” He scooped his arms underneath her knees and her shoulders, picking her up off the ground. “I have you. You’re safe.”

      Was that true?

      The world went dark.
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      If living in the lap of borrowed luxury was supposed to be calming, it had the opposite effect on Richard. It just made him jump at every shadow, at every sudden movement, waiting for something to go awry.

      Meanwhile, his wife and daughter were fitting right in. Chris had baked a few dozen cookies the night prior for everyone in the house and insisted on walking to every armed guard and make sure they all got one.

      There was a staff to take care of them, although that had been the hardest thing for Chris to adapt to. She managed to shoo away the kitchen staff a few times before she finally gave up trying and let herself be “fussed over” by the professional chef who catered to them. But there wasn’t anybody, anywhere, who was going to tell a midwestern woman she couldn’t cook her own dang cookies.

      Chelsea was on cloud nine. She said she felt like a princess, and this was her new castle. She had only managed to break two things, both of which Thomas insisted were nothing that couldn’t be replaced. More than once, Richard had found Chelly engaged in a game of some kind with some of Alistair’s men who were stationed around the house. She was impossible to ignore and very convincing when she tried. To their credit, their guards played along beautifully. By the end of the third day, the young girl had all their names memorized and knew a shocking amount of detail about each of their lives. She badgered them frequently.

      Richard almost felt bad for them.

      Almost.

      Days had gone by in the home without incident. Even after several nights in the giant mansion, though, he still felt like an intruder. Like someone who didn’t belong. Like he was masquerading in someone else’s life. Like it could all go wrong at any moment.

      He knew this wouldn’t end well. He knew this was a false sense of security. He was a historian. That led to a certain amount of realistic pessimism that was inherent in his field. Things like this, situations like the one he and his family were in, never ended with roses and daisies. It was going to blow up.

      It wasn’t like he could do a single thing about it when it did. He was powerless. He couldn’t fight. All he had was an astonishing amount of useless trivia stored in his head. Without his laptop or his phone—both of which they kept from him for their safety, they insisted—he couldn’t even try to help Veil and the others from afar.

      He was on an island. But he was trapped there with his family.

      It was day four when Thomas asked Chris and Chelsea if they would like to see the gardens in the back of the estate. There were ruins of old foundations back there from various forgotten buildings, and it was a lovely, crisp fall day. One that had leaves of gold and red drifting through the air like snow. It was almost comically beautiful.

      “There’s an apple orchard back there, as well. The trees are mostly empty, but there’s several holding on if you want to go see what we can find.”

      “Yes! Please? Please, can we?” Chelly was jumping up and down. She was an endless supply of energy in the way only an eight year old could be.

      Chris shot him a knowing look, and Richard nodded. He knew they were being separated for a reason. Something was about to happen. “Just be careful of holes in the rocks, Chelly. Foundations can be less secure than they look.”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Chelsea whined.

      “My employer would like to speak to you in private, if that’s all right, Richard,” Thomas said to him with a smile. Trying to assure him that everything was going to be okay. “I promise you—I vow on my life, your family is safe.”

      “Thank you.” Richard felt his heart drop. Something felt wrong. Something felt off. In three days, Thomas had never referred to Alistair as his “employer.” Instantly, his skin crawled. But he had to keep his fear off his face for his family’s sake.

      “He’s waiting for you in the dining room.” Thomas patted Richard on the shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. They’re going to be fine. So are you.”

      Richard had a very hard time believing that.
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        * * *

      

      Hangovers sucked.

      They sucked even worse due to the simple fact that she’d never actually had one before.

      Yet even though she had no experience to weigh it against, she knew—simply knew—this was what a hangover must feel like. Usually, she healed too fast. No matter how tanked she got, she’d be fine by morning.

      But the painful throbbing in her head, the dizziness, the nausea? It sucked.

      She groaned.

      A hand pressed a cold and damp cloth to her head. It felt like bliss. She didn’t care who it was; it didn’t matter. It helped. Right now, all she wanted was for things to be slightly less shitty than they were a second earlier.

      It dulled the pain enough that something else came to the forefront of her mind other than the stabbing agony behind her eyes.

      Scent was so visceral, so intrinsically linked to everything a person could experience, yet it was so often overlooked. It only registered when things were particularly good or bad, never any of the million points in between.

      Nothing triggered a memory quite like a familiar scent. She remembered this place. It wasn’t that the room smelled one way or the other—it wasn’t unique in any way. But without a shadow of a doubt and without having to open her eyes, she knew exactly where she was.

      Home.

      A place she hadn’t seen in seventy-two years. A word she hadn’t owned in just as long. Oh, she had rented apartments here and there, traveling around, but she’d never spent long in any one place. Not since she left here. Home. The place where she had “grown up” for those first thirty-five years of her existence.

      The smell of the room wasn’t the only thing that hadn’t changed much. Even through her disorientation, she knew the feeling of the fabric against her bare arms. Slightly scratchy and smooth in alternating strips. She was on the wood-trimmed, Victorian-era striped sofa in the main living room. She knew how it felt. She knew how it smelled. She knew the way the cushions moved underneath her as she shifted.

      Alistair had bought the furniture for this place to match the old Boston Brownstone décor. He had purchased them new. Now, they were antiques. The amber light of the chandelier overhead was visible through her eyelids. She could picture it in her mind—the brass, ornate piece with the little dangling crystals that caught the light and shone. The huge ceiling medallion with its acanthus leaves and intricate carvings, painted cream to match the trim.

      Her piano lessons had been in this room. She knew right where the baby grand had sat, just on the other side of the room divider in the other half of the parlor. Her first dancing lessons had been here. Here they had hosted parties and so many nights laughing and playing cards with friends—both human and demon.

      Too many memories.

      Too many good memories. Now soured and left bitter by the truth.

      Anger rose to meet the melancholy that threatened to drag up sudden and unexpected tears. She opened her eyes and looked up at the person whose hand was holding the cloth to her head, fully expecting Alistair. Her frustration and irritation sputtered at who was smiling warmly down at her.

      Azrael.

      He winced, the warmth in his blue eyes changing to wary uncertainty in the face of her sudden wrath. “I’m sorry,” he murmured.

      “What for…?” Her voice was scratchy and rough. She sounded as shit as she felt.

      “I know you don’t…” He paused thoughtfully, carefully choosing his words. “Let people help you.”

      Like the needle of a record screeching as it was ripped from the music, she felt everything freeze. I know you don’t let people help you. Was that who she was now? Was that how people saw her? No. She wanted help. She needed it. But she wasn’t used to getting it. Or even having it be offered. Even Richard, her only real friend to date, would never stop being the eight-year-old boy she rescued from a bloody basement in her mind. She supported him, never the other way around. Because she could always get by. She could always suck it up and keep moving.

      She was immortal. It wasn’t like she had a choice.

      But when had that turned into pushing people away?

      Letting out a wavering breath, she shut her eyes. “Just not used to it. Sorry.”

      Azrael hummed thoughtfully and shifted the damp cloth, turning it over to freshen the effect.

      “Thanks, Az.”

      He chuckled quietly at the shortening of his name. “You’re very welcome.”

      Did she need his help? No. She couldn’t die. She’d heal. But did she want the comfort he was offering? She did. She really, honestly did. There was something calming about having him there at her side. She felt cared for. The last time she felt that in her life—the only time she felt that in her life—it had ended with a broken heart.

      That was really what it came down to, wasn’t it?

      Her broken heart.

      It hit her like a lightning bolt.

      It wasn’t her pride. It wasn’t the fact that she was meaningless if she cared for Asmodeus.

      It was the hurt he’d caused her.

      She resented Asmodeus but was fond of Azrael. Why was it okay for one to dote on her, but not the other? They each had a hand in building her. They each had a hand in how long she spent in the dark. Azrael could have come to her rescue at any point in her thirty-five years. He was complicit in the act of keeping her in the dark.

      Yet she didn’t hold it against him. But why?

      He didn’t hurt me. That’s why.

      Christ, when she said it like that, she sounded like a child. Was she really that immature? Was she really that weak? To sit and pout like an idiot at the prom who got spurned by her date? The realization must have flashed over her face all at once.

      “Are you all right?” Azrael’s voice echoed his concern, wondering if she was in pain. No, it was worse than that. Physical pain was shitty, but it always moved on. This kind of internal, touchy-feely nonsense tended to linger.

      “I feel like a dumpster fire,” she said through a groan. Her tongue felt dry and too big for her mouth. She didn’t get colds or the flu as a side-effect of what she was. This was a new miserable experience for her. She opened her eyes again, and her vision was blurry for a second before she could blink it away. “What the fuck happened? Did he roofie me?”

      Azrael shook his head. “I doubt rohypnol would have done anything to you. You were poisoned. Have you ever been poisoned before?”

      “No. That’s a new one for the bingo card.”

      Azrael chuckled again, smiling at her sardonic sense of humor. “Interestingly, it seems that poison doesn’t kill you. It brings you to the edge but leaves you there. You’re healing, but slowly, while it leaves your system.”

      “The amount of sarin he gave her would’ve killed a bull elephant.” Alistair. She hadn’t realized he was in the room. She turned her head to the source of his voice. The room seemed to lag a second late, like her vision was rushing to catch up with the rest of her. Her stomach lurched dangerously in response but then quieted down obediently.

      Alistair was leaning against the bar table at the other side of the expensively decorated room. She had always found the wallpaper fascinating. It was a hand-painted scene of a beautiful and lavish garden, detailed with peacocks and willow trees, highlighted in gold leaf. It framed him beautifully and reminded her once more of days long gone. The dark forest tones and shades of ivy offset his hard features, dark hair, and nearly inhumanly green eyes. He looked like a portrait of a man, slightly too perfect to be real. Damn him for always looking so dignified, even when his white tie was undone and hung loosely around his neck, the top few buttons of his black shirt open.

      His brow creased in concern, his expression a serious one, mirroring Azrael’s worry. “It means they know how to put you, and keep you, out of commission. Just as we aren’t immune from their danger, it seems neither are you.”

      “Great…” She put her head back down on the cushion. “That’s just great. Where is everybody else? And why’re we here?”

      “I was concerned that Octavian’s people would follow us. With you unconscious, if they surrounded us, I may not have been able to stop them all. I wanted to be somewhere slightly more defensible than a public hotel. Who knows how many of them were already stationed in the rooms around you? They have taken three of my kind now. There is no guarantee that I alone can keep you safe. Since they took Zadkiel, I assume their twin Mephistopheles is next. I’ve sent people to warn her.” Alistair shook his head. “As for the rest of the rabble? The priests have gone to speak with their own to see if anything has been uncovered. Michael is trying to talk some sense into my dear twin.”

      Sadly, that all made sense. She wanted to be pissed at him for bringing her here, but it had been the right choice. She ran her hands over her hair, combing through some tangles that had formed. “It was a guy at the bar who poisoned me.”

      “We know.” When she shot him an inquisitive look, Alistair shrugged dismissively. “I was watching.”

      “Hold up.” She struggled to sit up. Azrael helped her, and he backed off a little as she swung her legs around to face the correct way on the sofa. “You were watching the whole time?” Her face went warm, partially from her wooziness and partially from a healthy heaping of embarrassment. She had nearly kissed that man. She realized now in hindsight how weird she felt during the conversation. She had written it off as the flashing lights and loud music at the time.

      Oh, and a healthy heaping of wanting to piss Alistair off.

      Alistair rubbed the back of his neck. “Do you really think I’d storm out of that place while you were in danger? We were trying to draw them out of hiding. They never would have approached you if I was standing at your side. They needed to think you were vulnerable, and so I made sure you were. I needed to create a plausible reason you would refuse to be near me. I needed you to push me away. It wasn’t exactly a difficult thing to inspire.”

      Their kiss on the balcony had all been planned. As was her predictably angry reaction to him. He had set her up and played her like one of his violins. Then he had stood there and watched while that creep at the bar had fed her poisoned drinks. “Fuck you.” But her words lacked commitment. It had been a good plan; it’d just been at her expense.

      Alistair crossed his legs at the ankles and laughed once at her response. He reached over to touch a lamp on the table next to him, as if remembering he owned it. He hadn’t been home in all this time, either. The lamp was a delicate piece, with brass scrollwork and intricate curves. The dark green lampshade on it accented the painted wallpaper beautifully. “I misled you, and I’m sorry. But you’re a miserable actor and a horrible liar. Your fury is so much more convincing when it’s real. And it’s not hard to make it legitimate.”

      “Why not grab the guy the moment he showed his face?” She saw a glass of water on the nearby coffee table. Not caring how old it was, or whose it was, she reached for it and drank half of it in one go. God, that felt incredible. She drank the other half, and Azrael took the empty glass from her and stood to fetch more from the bathroom in the hallway.

      “I wasn’t sure what was going on at first. He might have just been another patron, looking to woo a gorgeous young woman in distress.”

      “That wasn’t what I asked, and you’re dodging. Why didn’t you grab him when you knew what he was doing?”

      He smiled thinly at her calling him out on his evasion. “Fine. I had two reasons. First, I wanted to see the scene play out. I wanted to see what the cultist would say to you. I’m convinced they have an agenda with you and that there is something specific they want from you. I was hoping they’d be foolish enough to say it.”

      “And second?”

      Something told her she wasn’t going to like the second reason.

      “You were swooning.” He flashed a playful grin at her. “I have never seen you swoon. I wanted to see if you would kiss him. I found it surprisingly…fascinating.” The way he said fascinating told her he meant a very different word.

      She felt her face go warm again. “I was not swooning, you asshole. I was being poisoned!”

      “It looked the same at the time.” Alistair was grinning broader now at her indignation. She raised her hand to him in a middle-finger salute. It drew a loud laugh out of him, just as Azrael returned with a full glass of water. She took it as he offered it and decided to sip this one slower.

      “What did I miss?” he asked, his mood lighter and hopeful upon hearing Alistair laugh, even as he caught the end of her rude gesture at the archdemon.

      “Alistair being a pervert and a jackass.”

      “So, I missed nothing new?”

      She laughed despite herself. Azrael smiled at his successful joke, clearly proud of the fact that it had worked. It was probably a rare thing for him.

      “Yes, yes, pick on me together, it’s fine.” His mischievous grin faded to a contented smile. He was enjoying the attention, even if it was teasing. “Believe me or not, when it became clear he was poisoning you due to your uncharacteristic swooning, I went to intercede. Raphael beat me by a fraction of a second.”

      “Next time someone is poisoning me, can you step in a little earlier, please?”

      Alistair grinned broadly again, and a fiendishness sparked in his eyes. “I promise. But what if it’s me doing the deed? Do the same rules apply?” When she leveled a very unamused expression at him, he laughed. “I’m teasing.”

      “Uh huh.” The conversation lulled for a long moment as she sipped the water and tried to comb out the remaining tangles in her hair. The effects of the poison were slowly fading. The room was spinning a lot less, and her stomach wasn’t revolting nearly as much. “What do we do now?”

      “I honestly…don’t know.” Alistair pushed himself away from the bar table and walked over to one of the enormous bay windows that overlooked the street below. The windowpanes were wavy and antique, the glass having settled into strange shapes over the years. A few of the panes were tinted lavender. From what she remembered, that was particularly rare. She had always written it off as part of her daily life.

      The high ceilings allowed the windows to soar overhead. They caught the light from the nearby houses and the streetlamps. Boston was a sleepy town after a certain hour—what with the T shutting down and all—and at this time of night, there was little traffic on the road.

      Alistair cut an impressive silhouette against the glass, looking both foreboding and alluring. That really was his gift. To be both terrifying and enticing all at once.

      “We may try to draw them out again. They will come for you at every opportunity they’re given,” Alistair continued. “But there’s no element of surprise anymore. We might as well meet them out on an open field. Octavian is many things, but he’s no fool.”

      “Meeting him out in the open seems like a bad idea, since he knows how to put all of you, and me, out of commission.” She sipped her glass of water and spun it between her fingers. “I’m drawing a blank. Hunting them down leads us into a trap like at the house. Meeting them in the open leads us into a trap. Playing bait is a trap.”

      “I think, then, we need to devise what to do when we are trapped. A false surrender could be used to our advantage.” He glanced over his shoulder at her, flashing her a faint and devious smile. “I may yet think of something. You have once again inspired me, my muse.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “I should be going for the night.” Azrael stood from the sofa.

      And be left alone with Alistair? She looked up at him nervously and mouthed don’t go. He smiled back at her reassuringly and patted her on the shoulder. She knew this had to happen eventually. She knew she had to face her issues with the archdemon sooner rather than later. Especially with everything around them going from bad to worse.

      But that didn’t mean she wanted to. That didn’t mean she didn’t want to run and hide. Or lock herself in a room and slam the door and refuse to come out.

      Man, she really was being childish about this, wasn’t she?

      With a long, beleaguered sigh, she nodded. Fine. Okay. I can do this. I can do this. It’ll be fine.

      “Goodnight, Asmodeus. Goodnight, Selina—er, Veil. Forgive me.” The archangel tilted his head curiously, pushing his glasses up his nose with the press of a finger. “May I ask you something before I go?”

      “Sure.”

      “Why did you change your name?”

      “I didn’t want to keep going around identifying with what he”—she pointed at Alistair where he stood by the window, his back still to them—“chose to call me. I want nothing to do with what he wanted to make me into.”

      “Oh.” Azrael’s brow furrowed, a crease forming between his brows, as he looked away awkwardly. It was as though she had brought up something embarrassing and he didn’t want to make it worse for her.

      Alistair laughed, a dry, humorless sound.

      “What? What is it?” Now she felt left out of an awful, stupid joke at her expense.

      “It’s nothing,” Azrael insisted quietly.

      “No, tell me.” She stood and nearly fell back down to the sofa but just barely managed to stay on her feet. “What is it?”

      “He, eh…” Azrael was blushing now, staring down at his feet, his hands fidgeting in front of him. He nervously shoved his hands into his pockets to quiet them. “Nothing.”

      The sound of expensive shoes on the wood floor crossed over to her. Like a dark shadow, Alistair approached. Azrael was looking to his demonic brother, silently pleading for rescue.

      “I didn’t name you, darling.” Alistair was flashing her his trademark smile. “He did.”

      Wide-eyed, she looked from the archdemon the archangel, who now looked as though he were debating how hard it would be to shrink to the size of a speck of dust and crawl through the floorboards. “If you don’t…I understand if you don’t like it, or if you are too disgusted with what we did, that—”

      “Stop.” She reached out to Azrael and put her hand on his shoulder. The gesture broke off his anxious mumbling, and he froze. “I don’t hate the name. It’s a fine name. I hate what it came to represent, that’s all. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      His shoulders slumped, having been up near his ears by that point. He looked up at her, wary and clearly unsure if he believed her. Reaching out, she pulled him into a hug. The archangel went stiff, locking up, before finally wrapping his arms around her and hugging her back. He smelled like old books and dust. It was like the forgotten depths of a library. She supposed that made sense.

      “I’m sorry for all that I’ve done,” Azrael said quietly and leaned his head against hers.

      She squeezed him slightly tighter. “Apology accepted. Again. Now, stop it.”

      “Very well.” He took a half step away from her and tilted her head down so he could place a kiss against her forehead. “I really should go. Goodnight.” He paused for a long moment before smiling shyly at her. It almost looked as though he were going to cry. “Daughter.”

      She stepped back from him. “’Night, Dad.”

      Azrael turned, and as he did, she caught a beaming smile across his features, as though he had just been made the happiest creature alive. He vanished into thin air a moment later.

      What a dork.

      And yet the dork made her smile. She looked forward to getting to know him better.

      She wasn’t a human. Their relationship was a false one. He was calling a painting his daughter. She was whatever he wanted her to be. Whatever the creatures around her wanted her to be. And more importantly, whatever she let them become. If he wanted a daughter, and she wanted him as a father, that’s what they’d be. She let out a long breath.

      Her chance to linger in the moment was shattered when she felt a dark presence behind her, burning away at her back like an inferno. When she turned to look at him, to ask him why he was standing so damn close, his hands snapped around her upper arms and dragged her to him. The sudden movement sent her off balance, and if he hadn’t been holding her, she’d have fallen into him.

      “Let me go, you—”

      “No.” His face was a mask of anger and fury that was both cold and fiery.

      What the hell had she done this time?

      His emerald eyes were burning through her soul, tearing away all the places she had to hide from him. Alistair was always beautiful, but in moments like this, he stole her breath. He was the unfathomable storm in the night sky. Awe-inspiring in all his wrath. His voice rumbled like the clouds he so reminded her of. “No more hiding. No more running. Now, we settle this once and for all, Selina.”
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      “Let go of me, Alistair.”

      He tightened his grip. Not much, but enough to make it clear that he was not going to do anything of the sort. “All you’ve done so far has been to hiss and bare your claws at me. All you’ve done since you brought me back is avoid this. No more running. It’s time for us to speak.”

      She glared at him and wished he would burst into flames just because she willed it. Unfortunately, that wasn’t her gift. His hands digging into her arms was on the edge of painful. She could disappear into the spirit world and free herself, but she stood her ground. She wouldn’t give him another reason to accuse her of cowardice. “I have nothing to say.”

      “You?” He scoffed, his sharp features twisting into the mockery of a smile. “I have a hard time believing that. You have never been bereft of words.” He pulled her closer. She tried to dig in her heels, but it was no use. He was so damn much stronger than she was. Something in him shifted, and she watched as the anger in his eyes changed. The fire never diminished, but it turned into something far more dangerous than his fury—desire. It was no smoldering heat; it was an inferno that now threatened to consume her.

      Just barely, just enough, she felt him knead her arms in his grasp. He ran his thumbs along her skin slowly, never letting up on the firmness of his grip. That was too much for her. She vanished into the spirit world, leaving him holding empty air. Cowardice be damned. She wouldn’t fall into that spider’s web again.

      He growled, a deep, angry sound, frustrated at her disappearance. She took four steps back before she reappeared. “I told you to let me go, Alistair.”

      Emerald eyes, burning now with both anger and desire, met hers. “If you continue to vanish every time I touch you, I will begin to think you enjoy this game you play. Is that what you’re afraid of? Is that why you keep running from me?” When she snorted in derision, he stormed toward her. He crossed the distance she had put between them in the space of a heartbeat. His hand twisted in her hair, yanking her back to him. “Yes! Laugh. Tell me that I’m wrong. I see it in you, clear as day. You fear what you feel toward me. That is why you hide from me.”

      “I avoid you because I hate you, Alistair. I hate you for what you’ve done.” Her hands were pressing against his chest, his silk shirt soft beneath her skin, even as she felt the strength that lay beneath it. His breaths were hard and deep, as if he were trying to control himself. From what—his anger or his lust?

      Both.

      He considered her words then dismissed them just as fast. “You don’t hate me. You said as much before. Now you’re lying to yourself. And what is it I’ve done to you again? Given you life? Given you a home, a family, and my love?” He tilted his head, his dark hair falling in strands along the side of his face. Dignified, but slightly mussed.

      She clung to her anger like a life raft. “You created me to suit your own ends. You made me to please you.”

      His lips twisted up in a sneer. “As did Azrael. He made you because he couldn’t stand his legacy being only death. He wanted to create life, to inspire growth once in his desolate existence. You have forgiven Azrael for his crimes, and yet you claim you despise me.” His hand pressed against her lower back, pulling her into him, pressing her body to his. She was still in her ridiculous club-wear, and she felt every contour of her body against every line of his.

      Every line of his.

      Fuck him, if he thought she was going to just roll over and let him run roughshod over her. Stay angry. Stay angry. Stay angry! “You want to know why I’ve forgiven Azrael and not you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Because he isn’t a fucking asshole, that’s why!” She vanished again. This time, when she reappeared, she sent her soul through him. Her body rushed to catch up, faster than was humanly possible. She lowered her shoulder, digging it into his ribs as they collided.

      Alistair flew through the air with a grunt, landing on the ground some ten feet away. He rolled end-over-end, smashing into the wall with the crash of antique wooden furniture. She had a shit night. She had been poisoned. She had been used. Story of my life. Finally, she could take her anger out on the man—the archdemon—who deserved it.

      “You manipulated me. You toyed with me. I was your little pet. Azrael never did any of that.” She watched as he stood from the rubble of the end table she had launched him into. “I accept the fact that he made me and wants to pretend he’s my father. That’s my choice. I’m letting it happen. I don’t have to pretend to be your little fuck-toy. That’s the difference.”

      As Alistair stood, he brushed the shards and pieces of wood off his black clothing. Plucking a splinter out of his arm, he tossed it away irritably. “You were his pet project as much as you were mine. He was merely too cowardly to face the fallout of his actions. I was the one to care for you—to see to your education and your livelihood. He never thought you would survive your first night. He wasn’t quite prepared for what would happen when you did.”

      It was as though the room went cold. She took a step back from him, even though he hadn’t moved. “What?”

      He ran both hands through his hair, smoothing the strands back. He straightened slowly and let out a long, heavy sigh. “There is so much you don’t know.”

      “Then tell me, Alistair.” Her fists clenched at her sides. God, she wanted to punch him in his perfect mouth. But she’d let him talk first. Then she’d punch him. “That’s what this is all about, don’t you realize? The fact that you never told me what I needed to know!”

      Finding a stray piece of ex-furniture clinging to his shoulder, he flicked the offending bit of painted wood off his clothes. “And how was I to tell it to you? The day you awoke, should I have sat and explained it all? Laid it all out at your feet like a roadmap? You would have gone insane. You were fragile. Young in soul, even if you were mature in body. You needed to grow into what you were. I wanted to give you time to adjust.”

      His gaze lifted to hers and caught her. The weight of it cut through her like a knife, pinning her to where she stood. Yet he didn’t approach her. He kept his distance. His silhouette cut a dramatic outline against the antique tones of the wallpaper behind him. It was whimsical and gentle. He was anything but.

      “I created your body. I sculpted you from raw materials. I made a form that was lifeless and empty. That is my sin. I made your form, yes. But Azrael took a piece of his own soul—severed it with his scythe, no bigger than a hair from your head…and placed it within your flesh.” He stepped toward her then, his expensive shoes loud and ominous on the wood floor.

      He continued, taking his time, seeing he had her pinned to the spot. “It was an experiment. It had no hope of success. No one had ever attempted what we did that night. As soon as his soul entered your body, I cast the spells to chain it to the lifeless thing I had made.” His gaze flicked to her forearms and the circles that were etched there. “But even still. It was a shard of a soul, a hair, a nothing. How were we to know it would take root? Odds were it would fade away.”

      Finally, he reached her, and she felt his power envelop her. The enormity of him, the unknowable storm that filled the air around her. His hand lifted, and he curled his fingers close to her cheek and hovered there for a moment. “Then he took your death away. I wondered if I would have a never-dying and breathing corpse to remind me of my failures. A soulless thing that would stare at me behind dead eyes. But…then came a miracle.”

      His fingers traced down her cheek, his knuckles slowly tracing her skin. His touch was warm. She shivered. Still, she was speechless. But he wasn’t. He halved the distance between them to a few inches and let his other hand reach up to cradle her cheek in his palm.

      She wanted to lean into him. To surrender to his touch. But she needed to hear the rest, and she stood firm, if frozen and unable to retreat.

      Smiling faintly at her resolve, he let out a small hum. “We didn’t know it would work. We were certain it wouldn’t. It would be as though you planted a book in your back yard and expected a tree to grow. It does not work that way. But I fell to my knees the moment it all transpired. I prayed to God. Hear me, Selina…I prayed.” Slowly, so slowly, he lowered his head. Creeping closer to her, she felt his hot breath wash against her as he tilted her head back. “I prayed to the Powers Above to give you a soul. To let you live…to let you be more than the figment of my imagination. To make you whole.”

      His thumb shifted from her cheek, pressing against the hollow of her chin, and she felt her lips part obediently. “And then you awoke. Your soul flared to life like a midnight lily. You sat up, alive…whole.” He was a hair’s breadth away from her, and time seemed to freeze.

      “When I saw those blue eyes, wild and afraid, confused and unsure, meet mine? I was lost. I was in love the moment you breathed. My soul, my heart, my body, were yours to command. My love. My impossible bride. My miracle.” His voice was nothing more than a deep rumble, a low murmur as he slid his other hand down her neck, down her back, to band his arm behind her and pull her into him.

      He was so warm. The smell of incense surrounded her. She wanted to lose herself in him. She felt him raging next to her like a volcano, and she wanted to pitch herself over the ledge and burn.

      It took everything in her—every part of her—to push away from him. To shove him back enough that she could catch her breath. When his head turned to the side, she realized only by the sting in her palm that she had slapped him.

      The low sound he made was just as much a thunderstorm as it was a growl when he looked back to her. “You have been a creature of violence since the moment you knew the truth. You wetted the ground with the blood of those who loved you and called you family. And you’ve been a monster ever since. Is this how you want it to be between us?”

      She took another step back and felt his spell shatter. It wasn’t hypnotism—it wasn’t anything so intentional. That was simply how he was. He swallowed people into his spell without trying. “You could have told me the truth that day you came to me for the first time. You could have told me what we really were—a despot and his personal toy. You chose not to because you wanted to live the lie. You wanted to play pretend. You told me as much many times.”

      Another step back, and he was looking at her like a dark cloud, ready to snap. Pain, rage, and desire all warred in his eyes. But she wouldn’t be swayed. This was the moment she had played through in her head a thousand time since the moment she had cast him into the void. She had wanted to tell him off for seventy-two years. “You wanted to pretend I loved you for you. No. I loved you because I didn’t know any better. Because you took me for a ride. You manipulated me, used me, played me like an idiot. I didn’t know any better then. I know better now. You were lonely—boo hoo—so you talked a friend into helping you make your personal masturbation toy. I’m not a miracle, I’m a fuck—”

      Her words were cut off as his hand clasped around her throat like a claw, digging roughly into her skin. He threw her, and she felt the wall at her back. Pain crashed through her as she impacted the surface, and her mind went white for a split second. It was long enough for him to be on top of her. His hands dug into her arms again as he hefted her onto her tiptoes and rammed her into the wall a second time.

      Her head bounced off the surface, and she lost a few seconds. But when the world came back, he was between her legs, rutting against her core, the feeling of his length through his pants sending sudden jolts through her.

      “Is this what you think you are? Is this what you think you mean to me? Very well!” He hurled her from the wall, and the floor rushed up to meet her violently. She landed on her face, and she felt him grab her hips and heft her up onto all fours. He pressed against her roughly, grinding against her. “Then what are you complaining about? Lie there and let me have my fill of you. You’re my fuck-toy, aren’t you? If this is what you think you are, then why all the anger?”

      She vanished into the spirit world and reappeared a few feet away, kicking him in the head. He fell back to the ground with a groan, holding his face. But the groan faded into laughter. “Oh. I see. You want to call yourself my toy to deride yourself, but don’t want to let me make good on the moniker? I see. Such selfishness. Such hypocrisy!”

      As she went to kick him again, he rolled out of the way. He shot to his feet, and she was reminded of how fast he really was.

      Then the fight began in earnest.

      Then came the violence she wanted so badly.

      Furniture shattered, and the plaster cracked beneath the wallpaper. Doors were broken off their hinges as they brawled. She had learned a great deal in seventy-two years, but Alistair fought like his namesake. He was a demon. He didn’t fight with any one fighting style. He wasn’t schooled in any of them. He fought with a hundred thousand years of trial and error.

      It made him unpredictable at best. At worst, it made him shockingly effective. There was no drama, no theatrics to the way he fought. He went for the kill with every blow. Every fist that came toward her was meant to end it. She had no weapons and found herself dancing out of the way of his strikes.

      But she had her own methods. She dodged as fast as he threw. A hundred thousand years of fighting didn’t leave him fully prepared for someone who could come and go out of the living world at will. She picked up a lamp from the broken bar table and cracked it across his face, sending blood splattering against the wall with the blow. The brass had cracked his jaw. It would heal in seconds, she knew.

      Still, she hesitated for a bare second, wondering if she had actually hurt him. Her hesitation sent her crashing through the window at his hand, falling from the second story to the courtyard below. She landed on the cobblestones with a hard unf, her breath torn out of her.

      For a few long, painful moments, she gasped uselessly, trying to fill her lungs with air that wouldn’t come. Glass rained down around her like shards of snowflakes, leaving her in a pile of broken glass and blood.

      A shadow loomed over her. A silhouette she would never forget a day in her life. The fight wasn’t over. He leaned down and grasped her by the hair, hauling her to her feet. He threw her toward the stone railing on the small patio she had landed on. She bent over the stone railing hard and felt him behind her, pinning her there, his hips grinding against her ass.

      “All this from a worthless masturbation toy? All this from my little rubber sex-doll?” He rolled his hips, and she bit back a moan. God damn it all, what was wrong with her?

      “Shut the—fuck up.” She fought to get her words out as he pressed harder.

      “All I’m saying are your own words. You call yourself that with every breath. So, either give in to what you think you are—my little pleasure doll—or accept you are more than that. Pick one!”

      She pushed her body into the spirit world, slipping into the ephemeral and hiding from him once more. She moved away a good ten feet before she reappeared. She stood there, panting, overwrought.

      He stood from where he was bent over the railing and watched her, looking largely unfazed by the whole fight. He seemed curious about what she would do next. Truth be told, so was she.

      “I don’t have to deal with this.” She walked away. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t cope with how he was looking at her. With what he did to her in the past—what his presence did to her now. She threw open the back door to his brownstone home and stormed inside. She started taking the stairs up two at a time.

      She heard him behind her. “Selina.”

      She ignored him, making it up to the second floor, going for her old room on the third. It was childish. It was needy. It was out of a desire to feel safe and to revisit a time when all her emotions were simple. But she stopped to look at the wreckage of the living room they had left behind. It looked like a war zone.

      Just like how she felt.

      “Selina!”

      That name. She’d hated it for so long. Longer than she’d enjoyed it by double. But now she knew it hadn’t been his choice. It had been Azrael’s. That twisted a dagger in her that was as visceral as if it had been real. She leaned both hands against the wall. “Shut up.”

      A hand on her shoulder whirled her around, and she shot a punch at the face that greeted her. She clocked Alistair hard across the jaw. He shoved her roughly into the center living room once more, surrounded by the debris of their fight. The wind drifted in through the window he had shattered by throwing her through it.

      “No. Face me, Selina. Truly face me. Once and for all. Look at me. Hate me if you will. But do it because you’ve looked into my eyes and decided that’s what you really feel. No more cowering.”

      “I’m not cowering!” She swung at him again, and he deflected. And their brawl was back on. Kicks and punches were traded. She was tiring. He wasn’t. She’d already had a fuck of a long night, and he was brushing off everything like rain on a windshield.

      When she had started crying, she didn’t know. Tears ran down her cheeks, and she was fighting him desperately now. Wildly, with no care for whether he was doing damage. She felt feral. She only knew she wanted to hurt him as badly as he had hurt her.

      When she met his face with her fist again, she was thrown back against the wall. Hands trapped her there. She struggled desperately.

      “Enough!”

      The word was like a crack of thunder overhead, the snap of power followed by the deafening rumble that followed. She froze, watching him wide-eyed and stunned. It wasn’t the debonair gentleman Alistair who had shouted the word.

      It had been Asmodeus.

      He had shed his human form and stood before her in his true glory, his dark wings spread beside him. She shrank against the painted wallpaper, but where she thought she was going to escape to, she didn’t know. Even disappearing into the spirit world suddenly felt useless. He had her upper arms in his grasp. They ended the fight just as they had started it.

      And, as usual, nothing had been accomplished.

      His burning gaze—now actually glowing—bore down on her and through her. The lower half of his face was covered with that dark green scarf he wore, threadbare and faded as though he had spent a hundred years in the desert sun.

      Maybe he had.

      She knew shockingly little about his past.

      He tilted his head back slightly, his long, dark-brown hair falling around his face and shoulders in tendrils. She shrugged out of his grip, and he obediently let her go. He placed his palms against the wall to either side of her instead, caging her in. There wouldn’t be any escaping him this time.

      Lifting her hand, she wasn’t even sure what she intended to do until she held the edge of the green scarf. She wanted to see him. She wanted to know what he was hiding. She wanted to know his truth. He winced, his whole body twitching as she grasped the edge of the fabric where it met his cheek. But he didn’t fight her.

      Something in his eyes told her he had always been hers to do with as she pleased. There was a sad surrender there as she pulled the fabric from his face and dropped it to the floor at their feet.

      He was beautiful.

      He was more than that.

      What had she expected? For him not to have a lower jaw? To be deformed and hideous? He was nearly flawless. The only thing that marred him was a scar that ran from his right cheek down to the left side of his throat in a diagonal line.

      It bisected his lips, leaving a small divot where it passed. She dwelled on the sight of his lips for a split second, her gaze hovering over them as her mind wondered what they might taste like. The scar continued down his chin and down his throat in a perfectly straight line.

      It was as though a blade passed clean through him. A blow like that would have killed any living thing—but not an archdemon. She lifted her hand to touch it, to trace the skin with her fingertips.

      A claw grasped her wrist. The three-fingered talon of his left wing dove down to stop her in her tracks. His jaw ticked, and that inhuman, impossible face of his twisted in a look that was half hard confidence and half bleeding vulnerability.

      He was ashamed of the scar. That was why he hid it. It didn’t do a damn thing to make him any less attractive. If anything, it was the one tether he had to reality that kept him at all approachable. Without it, he would be too beautiful to be real—too handsome to be touched.

      Just barely, she shook her head. Asking for him to let her go. Trying to tell him in her breathlessness that he needed to let her do this. His shoulders fell slightly as he let go of her wrist, and his wing stretched back up to match its pair.

      Carefully, she let her fingertip trace the scar. He shivered as she passed over his lips, his eyes slipping half shut as he watched her.

      With both hands now, she reached up to gently take his face in her hands. As her palms met his cheeks, he shuddered harder. His whole body seemed overcome as he leaned toward her, his eyes slipping fully closed.

      When he reopened them and looked at her, his gaze burning green and heavy-lidded with all that lived there, there wasn’t enough air in the room. All at once she saw anger, desire, pain…and love.

      An impulse caught her by surprise.

      She wasn’t ever one to fight her impulses. She was always the kind to act first, think later.

      Threading her hands into his hair, she crashed her lips against his in a desperate kiss.
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      He tasted like the summer wind. Like sandalwood and frankincense. She kissed him with all the frustration and hurt she had ever felt over the past seventy years. She kissed him with all the love she had once felt for him and all the love she worried she still did.

      The kiss had started as hers. Suddenly, it was his, snatched away from her by the roar of the fire in front of her.

      His hands cradled her face, his thumbs resting against her cheeks, as he ravished her mouth with his. The claws of his wings pressed against the wall to either side of her. Without hesitation or a pause to wonder if she wanted it, he thrust his tongue into her mouth and reclaimed what had once been his territory. But now, it felt so very different.

      She had known the man the demon wished to be. The debonair gentleman that was his fantasy. Now, she tasted the archdemon in his full fury. Inhuman, strange, yet familiar all at the same time. The shape of his lips was foreign to her, but the movement was identical, somehow even more bruising than before. She felt the tips of his canines. They were just a tiny bit too long and a tiny bit too sharp. Nipping her lower lip, he sent jolts of pleasure and pain through her body.

      He was wild, untamed and untamable. Unrestrained.

      God, it was glorious.

      Like a match into a puddle of gasoline, she felt her body ignite. She wanted him. She always had. But now, feeling his true self, she didn’t stand a chance. She could revel in him for days. She couldn’t fight the throb that pounded in her like a drum. Demanding she march forward. Demanding she no longer hide.

      Her hands roamed his chest, feeling the strength in the muscles there. His skin wasn’t soft like a man who never worked in a field, yet it wasn’t rough, either. As she explored the expanse of him, she felt him twitch underneath her, reacting to her touch.

      Asmodeus pulled away, separating by barely an inch. He towered over her. Alistair was tall—Asmodeus was more so. The wings didn’t help his intimidating appearance. If he wanted to grab her and be done with it, he could. She knew she wouldn’t stand a chance. One, because he’d easily overpower her. Two, because she wasn’t so sure she’d have the heart to walk away. But he let go of her, releasing his grasp on her face as he took half a step back.

      This was her chance to stop.

      This was her chance off the rollercoaster.

      She’d only get the one.

      In the space of a heartbeat into the future, there would be no refusing him. She knew him well enough to know that no amount of screaming or pleading for mercy after this moment would buy her any. She could run. She could go into the spirit world and escape. But looking at him…she knew she wouldn’t.

      But for the briefest second, she hesitated. She took in the sight of him, standing there like a thunderstorm given flesh. He watched her, his expression unreadable, his chest falling in slow, deep breaths as he let her decide. But it seemed the talons of his wings were less schooled in how not to show his emotion. The claws were anxiously and impatiently flexing and clenching, running the tips of the sharp nails against the others. He was a wire, pulled too tight, ready to snap.

      The jaws of a starving, raving beast hovered over her throat, and still he hesitated to finish the kill. It was obvious he was pausing for her sake, not his.

      She leaned against the wall, needing it for support, feeling the wainscoting dig into her lower back. She had kissed him. She felt regret for doing it and a desperate need to do it again. The two things couldn’t exist at the same time. One negated the other. Trying to hold on to both would destroy her.

      But her need was now. Regret could come later. It was easy to let one bash the other into submission. And this was an itch that hadn’t been properly scratched in far, far too long. How could she walk away from him…from this creature in front of her? The wolf had paused with his teeth around her throat, and she wanted him, needed him, to finish her off. She slipped her hand into the waist of his tattered black cloth he wore around his waist—so close to something else she was curious about—and yanked him back to her.

      As she met his lips with her own, she knew she had made her choice. There was no stopping now. The point of no return had passed. She met his raging desire but quickly felt herself overtaken by him like she was being tossed about in the surf.

      With a low growl, he grasped her by the thighs and slid her up the wall to his height and stepped in between her legs. He trapped her there, and she wrapped her legs around him, hooking her ankles behind him to balance her weight. It certainly made him easier to reach, and the feeling of him pressing against her, all of him, sent a shiver down her spine.

      Growling against her lips, he tilted his head to deepen the embrace. His tongue twirled against hers. His hands drifted down her body, and as his palms laced over her breasts, she scrambled to grab his wrists and pull him away.

      Claws intercepted her before she could. Right. He basically had four hands. The talons that tipped his wings pulled her hands over her head and pinned them against the wall, leaving his more human pair to roam her body without her intervention.

      He paused, his hands hovering half an inch over her. He pulled his head back and watched her, blazing eyes half-lidded and heavy with desire, as he watched her reaction. His eyes glowed, even in the well-lit room, like green embers in the shadows.

      She was pressed against the wall, feeling him against her core, his hands hovering over her body, and she knew the final nail in the coffin was just set. Not because he wouldn’t let her go. She knew if she fought him, if she told him to get off her, he’d set her down and slink into some dark corner. He wasn’t the type to resort to real force.

      No. The nail in her coffin was set and pounded into place because…God help her, she wanted him. She wanted this. She leaned her head back against the wall, her lips parted as she gasped for air, and watched him.

      She didn’t tell him no.

      That was all the permission he needed.

      His hands settled heavily over her breasts and squeezed hard. She gasped, arching her back against him as he kneaded the sensitive flesh in his palms. He growled loudly and continued, pressing his body against hers then relenting in a familiar pattern as she writhed in his grasp. It was a teasing dance of what was to come. The friction was glorious. But it wasn’t enough, and she didn’t want it to stop.

      She tightened her legs around his waist, pulling him closer to her, wanting to feel every part of him. The man she knew as Alistair had been irresistible. This creature was a drug. His hands clasped the fabric of her stupid club-wear top and tore it in half, straight down the middle. The sound of the fabric shredding made her jolt in surprise, almost waking her from her desire, before his hands against her bare flesh chased her doubt away once more.

      He moaned low in his throat as he worked, and his gaze dropped to watch as he kneaded and groped her. It was borderline painful, it was rough, and it was perfect. She wanted it to hurt, just as much as she wanted the pleasure that came with it. They were still fighting in some strange way.

      He transferred her wrists to one of his clawed hands as he lowered his head to her breast. She wondered why he had shifted, until the other talon twisted in her hair and yanked her head back, forcing her to arch her back further against him. As she did, his mouth sealed around her nipple, taking it into his mouth and between his sharp teeth.

      She cried out loudly as he flicked his tongue over her tortured flesh that had already become a hard bud. His hand tormented the other, lest it feel neglected. Teeth and fingers pinched and twisted then stroked away the pain with the roll of a tongue or the soft caress of rough-padded fingers.

      He pressed his hips hard against her, rutted into her core, the fabric between them the only thing stopping him from burying deep inside of her. In his mortal form, she had likened him to a creature stuffed into a glass jar. What she felt against her now confirmed that he was larger than life in all ways as his true self.

      Fear pricked her. He had been nearly too much for her before. But now…?

      He purred, a low and deep growl that was more inhuman than not, as he switched his lips from one side of her to the other. The sound was animalistic and bizarre, something she had never heard from him before. But it didn’t scare her. It had the opposite effect. It sent a rush of desire rolling through her, chasing away any concerns she had. She didn’t care. She needed this. His hands continued to work over her, releasing her tension and building more in the same motion.

      This was all that mattered right now. She moaned loudly and leaned into him, pressing her hips back against him as he ground into her. She leaned her head into the pull against her hair. It stung. It filled her with a pleasure that arced through every nerve in her body. The talon tightened its grasp, pulling harder, and she went with it, embracing the fact that he was going to take whatever he wanted from her.

      Her moan was matched with one of his own. Feeling her surrender, he moved, cradling her in his wings as he shifted her to the sofa in the other room. It was the only piece of furniture that had survived their fight. He dropped her down on top of it and was poised over her a moment later.

      Looking up at him, her legs still around his waist, she didn’t know what to think. The only thing she knew right now was that her body called out to him. The claws of his wings reached down and pulled her legs from around his waist long enough that his hands could undo the wrap of tattered fabric that he wore for clothing.

      He tossed it aside, now fully nude.

      There, in his full glory, was Asmodeus.

      She felt her mouth go dry. He grinned at her sudden fear, and he tutted her quietly. Leaning down, he kissed her again. It was like kissing wildfire. It was bruising, demanding, and she could barely keep up with him. When he finished, she was breathless, and he was barely changed. He took her chin in his thumb and forefinger and turned her head to the side. He kissed the corner of her mouth slowly. “Nervous?” he whispered.

      She nodded. She felt him against her, and the distance it covered on her body was, well, intimidating.

      “Don’t worry…you’ll heal.”

      That wasn’t exactly a vote of confidence.

      Sharp claws tore at her pants, and in a quick show of impatience, he shredded the rest of her clothing away from her. It was only tatters on the floor now. He kneeled between her legs, looking down at her, drinking in the sight of her. He was imperial, profane, unholy, godly, terrible, and beautiful all in the same moment. He tilted his head slightly, still enjoying the view.

      “I’ve been locked away for seventy years…I don’t know if I have it in me to be gentle.” His warning came as a growl—a threat and a promise as much as it was an apology for what was to come.

      She reached up and pulled him to her, slipping one hand along his shoulder and the other weaving into his hair. She grasped the strands and yanked it backward in the same way he had done to her. He hissed, but she felt him throb against her, his length twitching in excitement.

      Screw being gentle right now. She remembered he liked to take as much as he liked to give. But something told her tonight was not going to be about that. Tonight was going to be something else entirely.

      Storing that away for another time, she kissed him. Kissed him with all her rage and fury and love and lust. She kissed him because she wanted to. She didn’t care if it was right, or wrong, or stupid. She needed him. Now.

      He bit her lower lip with those too-sharp canines hard enough that he might have drawn blood. She cried out and slapped her hand against his bare chest. He laughed at her futile violence. Clawed hands lifted her from the sofa and threw her over onto her chest. She grabbed the armrest of the sofa, trying to steady herself, startled at the sudden movement.

      “Did you think I was going to take you like a lover?” He scoffed. A talon tangled in her hair and yanked her head back, arching her painfully. Another pushed her lower back down, forcing her into an unnatural shape. But it was perfect for him, as he grasped her ass in both his human hands and kneaded them. “Please. After our brawl, this is how it should end. Mmh…Oh, how I have missed this.”

      His palm slapped against her, and she jolted in the sudden surprise of the pain that lanced through her. He hit her hard, but not as hard as he had been punching her a few minutes prior. A second and a third strike, and she was gasping for air. She was trembling. A fourth, and she whimpered; a fifth, and she cried out.

      A sixth, and she had to admit—to herself, at least—what that was doing to her. How it made her head spin. That it wasn’t just the sting that was racing through her like wildfire.

      His hands plied the flesh that was now hot to the touch from his abuse. When one of his hands left her, she braced herself for another strike, and he only chuckled softly. “I think I like it when you cannot see what I’m doing. I’ll have to keep that in mind for later. Next time, perhaps.” He pressed himself against her entrance, threatening but not entering. She felt him there, throbbing and hot, and she whimpered, knowing what was about to happen. He leaned over her back as he grasped her hips and hefted her up onto her knees more firmly, presenting her body to him.

      His lips met her ear, hot and wet, biting against her earlobe before whispering, “I’m going to rut you like a beast. I’m going to take you in every way a man knows how to take a woman. I’m going to fuck you…hard, soft, fast, slow, and everything in between. I will have you scream my name so many times before the sun rises your throat will be raw.”

      “W—”

      It didn’t matter what she was going to say. It didn’t matter at all. He pushed into her, slipping into her the first inch, and all her words ran away from her like frightened deer in a field. Dear God in Heaven, even her cry caught in her throat like a rock.

      She had been ready. Her body had wanted him, had been eager to take him. But what pushed inside of her stretched her until her eyes watered. She let out a feeble, helpless whimper as he pushed in a little farther. Her breath caught in her lungs, and she tried to drop her head, but his grasp in her hair kept her still.

      “I know. I know…Breathe. You’ll adjust.” He was urging her, coaxing her, whispering into her ear and kissing her cheek as he leaned over her, pressing into her bit by bit, filling her a little more at a time.

      “I can’t, I can’t—” She gripped the sofa beneath her hands until her knuckles turned white. “Oh…Oh, God.”

      “You can. And you will. Relax. Let it happen.”

      She tried to take his advice. Tried to take a deep breath and force herself to calm down.

      “Good girl…” He leaned back then, tilting his hips, and she felt him push harder, insisting she take him all. And, just as he had warned, she did. A moment later, her body felt overfull and straining, twinging in pleasure and pain alike, as he filled every spare ounce of her. She felt him up against her body and knew there wasn’t anything left of him that wasn’t buried inside her.

      She moaned loudly, shutting her eyes and tucking her head. He let her linger there, feeling every part of him, feeling him throb inside her. He held perfectly still as she adjusted to him. She squirmed, writhing, and he moaned above her.

      “Careful, Selina…Careful. I have little enough restraint as it is.” His voice was deep and raspy, thick with his own needs and wants. “We walk a dangerous tightwire. One wrong move, and I cannot be held responsible for what will happen.”

      He was still the same man, demon or human as he might appear. Always making promises and threats in the same breath. And her, always wanting to poke his buttons. She leaned forward, tilting her hips away from him, feeling the impossible fullness abate just a little before she shifted back, feeling the ache resume. She was exploring how it felt now that the pain had begun to subside.

      His groan reverberated in her. Human hands took her hips and pulled her hard against him. His talons still held her in place on her knees and twisted in her hair, pinning her beneath him. She couldn’t escape him, even if she wanted.

      She wanted every ounce of what he could give her. It felt amazing. It shouldn’t, yet it did. She squirmed against him again, her body clenching around him as it sent a rush of pleasure through her body. She had never felt anything like it before.

      “I warned you…”

      His human hands dug into her hips as he pulled himself out of her almost all the way before plunging back in with a force that rocked her forward. A sharp cry escaped her at the impact, at the pain and the pleasure that lanced through her hard enough she swore she saw spots. All the while, two hands and two claws kept her right where he wanted her.

      A slow retreat, painfully slow, and a hard shove forward hit her like another blow, pulling another cry out of her. It mingled with his low, desperate moan. The pattern repeated, again and again, too slow to grant release, too hard to be ignored. Their brawl was ongoing, it seemed.

      As he had told her, her body was adjusting to him. It no longer hurt to have him there. His impacts against her end brought stars to her vision and breathless, whimpering sounds from her throat. But it only sparked the need for more. “Please,” she moaned.

      “Oh, my love…” He was breathless in response to her plea. Feathers, soft and silken, brushed over her back as his claws settled onto her shoulders. “When have I ever been able to deny you?”

      And just like that, her wish was met. What followed drove out all thought from her mind. Everything ceased to exist except him, her, and the sensations that arced between them like lightning. It sent her mind reeling into white noise. She wanted more—and he gave it. And he was not kind. She hadn’t wanted him for his kindness.

      Each time she took a breath, he immediately chased it out of her in a series of small cries with each of his furious impacts into her. He wasn’t human. His tempo showed it. He didn’t treat her like one, either. If she was going to break, he didn’t seem to care. Honestly, neither did she.

      How many times her pleasure crested and threw her head-first into ecstasy, she didn’t know. It was all a blur. It mingled with the ache and the ceaseless, unwavering force of him.

      Suddenly, he rammed into her, holding her firmly against him, and he let out a guttural snarl that capped into a ragged cry of his own. She felt him surge inside her and felt his body spasm and twitch as he met his own end. Heat flooded her. The sensation was too much, and it sent her pitching over the cliff after him, gasping and crying out in her own release as her body tightened around him.

      But it wasn’t over.

      He was an archdemon, after all.

      The claws at her shoulders picked her up, and she found herself sitting on his lap, still joined, and him no worse the wear for what had just happened. Still, he throbbed inside her. He sat on the sofa, leaning against its back, as he positioned her on him with her legs on the outside of his. He slid his hips forward, and she felt his angle change, and the noises she made weren’t anything she recognized.

      He chuckled, and she felt his clawed hands stroke slowly over her back. She was beaded in sweat, but he hardly seemed to care. “Do you think it’d be that easy?” His voice was a low rumble.

      His human hands settled around her waist and rocked her on him, back and forth, feeling him press somehow impossibly harder into her body. Going somehow farther than he had before. With her legs straddling his, she took him straight to the root. She moaned loudly, her head dropping. “Asmodeus…”

      He let out a grunt at her whimpering his name. His hands slid under her thighs, picking her up before pulling her against him. He pressed his hips up to meet her. The ache was enormous. But it sent her body into a spasm of pleasure as the feeling of him alone was enough to send her crashing into ecstasy again. She cried out, her head reeling.

      “It’s too much,” she gasped.

      “There’s no such thing.”

      Clawed hands pulled her back against his chest before curling around her, cupping her breasts in their strange, rough palms. The fingers were long and thin like a bird’s but were no less dexterous. He tormented her ruthlessly. She was helpless. Utterly helpless. Exposed, lost, and at his mercy. And God help her, she was still hungry for more.

      And so was he.

      He held her up by her thighs and began to pump himself into her. He was impossibly strong. He spread his knees wider, taking hers with him. Breathlessly, she cried his name again as he took his fill of her.

      A claw snapped around her throat and squeezed, cutting off her already thin air. It wasn’t enough to crush her windpipe; it was just enough to threaten her supply. She tightened around him in pleasure. His pressure against her throat had the opposite effect that it should.

      “I had no idea you liked it so rough, Selina…how much time we’ve wasted.” His voice was a deep snarl, resonating through her. “I look forward to making up for all those opportunities. I suppose now I can’t complain about how violent you’ve become.”

      He increased his speed, and her mind went white as she moaned and arched her back into his tormenting claw. He pinched her nipple between two of his talons, and she would have screamed if she had the air. Again and again, her body peaked and lost itself in the sensations.

      Suddenly, his tempo became erratic and needy. He yanked her down on him, pressing himself inside as hard and as deep as he would go, and she felt him throb inside of her. He tossed his head back and let out a loud growl.

      Only when she reeled, when her head rolled against him, did he let go of her throat and allow her to gasp in full lungs of air. His hands stroked her sweat-slicked thighs, caressing her, as talons roamed her upper body, squeezing the flesh and scratching her with the dangerously sharp claws. They left red welts in their wake, but they didn’t last long.

      He nuzzled his head into the crook of her neck, kissing her there. Long, slow, his passion unabated. “By all the stars and the moons in the sky, Selina…you are glorious. Look at you.” His hand swept up her body then trailed back down to where they were still joined, where he was still twitching inside her, filling her.

      Still, his desire wasn’t fading.

      If she thought that was the end of it, she was sorely mistaken.

      Archdemon.

      Her mind was a blur after that. Flashes of sensation. Of too many hands, of claws, of the painful grasp of her hair or her shoulders or her body. Of the carpet against her back and her knees pressed tightly against her chest as he ravaged her. The press of the wall against her cheek as he held her against the surface, her thigh over his arm. Of the armrest of the sofa against her hips, her head pressed into the cushions, her hair clenched in his fist as he made her scream and cry for mercy as he did exactly what he had promised, and threatened, to do.

      All she knew was pleasure. All she knew was the ache. The violence, she reveled in. All she knew was him.

      He surrounded her. He filled her. He took everything from her and gave her everything in return. He spent himself again and again, but he never left her. Never stopped.

      It was dizzying. It became too much.

      When the feeling of sheets at her back replaced the never-ending bliss and agony, she realized she must have passed out. She blinked, blearily, feeling like her whole body was a bruise. Everything hurt. Everything felt worn out. She felt like their fight hadn’t ended; it had just traded punches for something else more personal.

      It was exactly what she needed.

      A hand stroked her hair, and she turned her head to look up at him. Still the demon, with his long brown hair falling in tendrils around sharp, brutally handsome features. The only flaw was the paper-thin scar that ran across his face. She reached up to touch him, and he caught her hand to press his cheek into her palm.

      His features smoothed, and she realized they were always caught in something like malice, frustration, or seduction. Never peace. But that was what she saw in him now as his eyes slipped shut and he relished her touch.

      But the moment was over as soon as it had come. He opened his eyes, the peace in him was gone, and he lowered her hand to the bed. He reached down with his other hand, and she felt the tips of his claws trace through her hair lovingly. It was luring her away.

      “Sleep.”
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      Asmodeus truly was a wretched creature.

      His brethren had always teased him for his hopeless need for affection. It had always been true, even in the days when they were all so similar and reigned in Heaven together, that he constantly sought out others to fill a void in him. He was always the “needy” one. Even before his moniker had taken hold, he had always reveled in acts of physical pleasure. It truly was recent history, the past few thousand years, when the act became so socially taboo.

      A shame, really.

      Although sinful delights were always the tastiest ones.

      But the fact remained—he was wretched. He’d argued the point for thousands of years and now found himself forced to agree with them. As he lay there, under the thin sheets of a bed he hadn’t slept on in nearly three-quarters of a century, with her sleeping in his arms, he finally understood and conceded their point.

      Selina. His Selina. His greatest joy…and his greatest pain.

      She was beautiful, curled against him. Her head was resting in the crook of his arm against his chest. The sheets reached their waists, draping over them, and the dark silk against her pale skin was a sight he would never tire of. Nor would he ever cease to trace his fingers over the symbols on her back in lazy circles.

      It was mid-morning, the fall sun streaming in through the curtains. He hadn’t had the will to wake her. He had exhausted her last night to the point of breaking. It had been, without a shadow of a doubt, one of the most exquisite nights of his long life. He had unleashed a small part of himself on her. For the first time, she glimpsed the full force of what he had to offer.

      For so long, he had shielded her from the wrath of his full desire. He hadn’t wished to scare her. His predilections ran the full breadth of all that was possible, and he had never been certain how she would take to his darker pleasures.

      Or, more importantly, how she would accept him in his true form.

      Selina had seen him before, seen the stretch of his wings and felt the darkness he carried with him. But witnessing his glory—and taking it inside her—were very different things. She had been nervous on seeing him. He had delighted in her trepidation. But it seemed she not only found his real face fascinating…but the passion he felt from her last night made him wonder if, indeed, she did not prefer it.

      He had sculpted the man to be all she desired.

      But she was always full of surprises. She had thrown herself into his embrace headlong, driven by a burning fire that matched his own.

      But that had been last night.

      Now the sun was up, and the heat of the moment was over. The passion that had driven them through their brawl and into a different—far more preferable—kind of battle was long gone. In his lengthy experience, regret always came with the sun. And as the sun rose, so had his internal debate. He had found himself in a bit of a predicament.

      There was a high chance she would regret her actions last night and see them as a mistake driven by bloodlust. If that were the case, then she would likely be furious he spent the night in the bed beside her. He should be lounging instead on the sofa against the wall of his room a few feet away or nowhere near her at all.

      But that also ran the risk of offending her. She may wake up and find his absence an insult. If he left her to sleep on her own, she might be offended and view it as a rejection. And, moreover, he would be miserable there without her.

      If he stayed in the bed with her, she might be offended, but he would be happy.

      And so, the debate raged on in his head. Finally, he decided that either way she was going to be angry with him. She always seemed to be furious with him. Assuming her anger as the constant, the only remaining variable was his own satisfaction. At least this way, in her arms, he was content.

      For the moment.

      Until she woke up and started screaming at him.

      It was wrong that he enjoyed her ire. Attention was attention, and that was all he desired in this world right now—her focus upon him. Oh, he’d prefer she not shout and punch at him. But it was better than nothing.

      He truly was a wretched creature.

      He let his eyes drift shut and continued to trace the symbol along her lower back. He knew precisely where it was without needing to see it. It had been his hand that had put it there, after all.

      She despised the brands she wore—the tethers that kept her soul attached to her body. He knew she saw them as a constant reminder that she was something lesser, something inhuman, something made. To him, he saw the marks as a symbol of her beauty. Of her resilience. Of her impossible soul. She was a miracle. She was not lesser—she was something more.

      When she shifted at his side, he froze. He couldn’t help it. He braced himself for the rage that was about to be unleashed on him. Last night, he had well and truly used her, filled her with himself until she couldn’t withstand any more. Even if he had only taken her once, and lovingly, she would still likely be angry. But he hadn’t done that. His hunger and seventy years of neglect had driven him into a near-mindless rampage. He had branded himself on her body like she had branded herself on his soul.

      She stretched, letting out a small grumble in her throat as she arched, pressing her body unwittingly against his. He couldn’t help but feel the smoldering fire in him flicker back to life. He was incorrigible. He knew it. He was rather proud of it, to be honest.

      Her hand rested on his chest, and he watched as her fingers curled into her palm. Her eyes opened, and he readied himself for the inevitable. His breath caught in his chest as he waited to see what would come next. The moment he had dreaded since laying her down in his bed to sleep had come.

      Silence.

      Uncharacteristic for them both.

      But he dared not speak. The tension was fragile, and if he opened his foolish mouth, he knew he would ensure his own fate. He didn’t want to quicken his verbal execution. So he stayed still, locked, as she pushed herself up from where she lay and sat next to him. Her expression, usually so passionate and open, was guarded and confused.

      She ran her hands through her long hair, combing a few tangles out of her auburn waves. The sheets fell around her waist, and she seemed to not to care for her nudity. It would be a foolish show of dignity to try to cover herself now. He had already seen and done plenty.

      Letting out a long, wavering breath, she looked to the window briefly. Then that which he never would have expected—she truly was a creature of surprises—occurred.

      She smiled.

      It wasn’t a happy one. It wasn’t a friendly one. It was barely there. It was a smile of cynical acceptance. A smile of understanding. It came with a small half-chuckle, and she turned her gaze up to the ceiling as if to ask some holy force for help or guidance. Or perhaps, judging by her incredulous expression, she was asking what was wrong with her.

      Still, he dared not speak. He wanted to touch her, to stroke her bare skin, to feel her against him once more. How he wanted to show her that last night was not a mistake. But he walked on paper-thin ice. One wrong step would result in a very cold punishment.

      She moved. He pulled in a sharp breath, feeling his eyes grow slightly wider in shock. Without warning, she shifted, pressing her palm into his chest to swing her leg over him to straddle his thighs. She let her weight settle as she sat there. Her body—her perfect, beautiful, passion-igniting body—was on full display. He tried not to let his mouth water at the sight of her. He would never tire of her.

      The guilt of having sculpted her by his own hand would not ever truly leave him. But if he had made her any other way, she would have only hated him for that instead. It was selfishness, yes, but he was a purely selfish creature. He could only apologize for his own soul so many times before it became too tiring to continue. He had long since accepted his vices and his sins. And her body was the epitome of both.

      Despite his holding perfectly still, one part of him didn’t seem to want to listen. One part of him would never follow the commands from his mind. Damn his body for how it stirred to life at her nearness and the enticing display she was presenting him.

      She was watching him, eyes scanning him with her brows furrowed, as if she were trying to solve an impossible puzzle. If she was troubled by his instinctual reaction to her nearness, that unavoidable result of a beautiful woman sitting atop his thighs, she didn’t show it.

      He felt that part of him twitch as he swelled, eagerly ready for more. He was always ready for more. He was the insatiable beast of legend. The creature of lust from the pits of hell. How could he not become painfully aroused by the woman hovering over him?

      She reached toward his face, and he held still as she traced a line against his skin. In his human form, as he was now, the scar was invisible. But he knew that was what she was doing. Tracing that mark on his skin he despised so deeply.

      “Show me.”

      It was a command. One he was unable to ignore. He couldn’t ever deny her anything. She was his greatest strength and his most formidable weakness. She wanted to see him once more, and he wouldn’t hide his truth any longer. From everyone else, perhaps, but not from her. Never again.

      He shifted, raising his back from the bed slightly to let his wings stretch out. Lying back on them wasn’t precisely the most comfortable way to lounge, but it didn’t bother him. His feathers splayed out on the silk around him, oil-spilled shades of darkness against the pure black sheets.

      He opted to appear in the nude.

      This came as no shock to anyone, he was sure.

      His claws rested against the pillows to the left and right of his head. Even though he tried to stay perfectly still, those digits always seemed to have a bit of a mind of their own. They flexed and moved in nervous anticipation. They wanted to touch her, to grab her, to hold her as they did last night.

      Her fingers traced his scar again, lingering when they passed his lips. The urge to capture her digits in his mouth and roll his tongue around them was strong, but he resisted. This was her moment to decide what happened next, not his.

      “You wear the scarf to hide this.”

      It was a statement, not a question. He let out the breath he held in a low rumble. “I hate it.” He wore the scarf as a symbol to hide a great many things, one of which being the scar. It was a reminder of his burden. But she was not wrong, and he wouldn’t offer up more than she presumed.

      It was a story for another time.

      “Why?”

      “It’s reminder of my failure.” The scarf was. The scar was something else entirely.

      “What gave it to you?”

      “Something sharp.”

      “Hah, hah.” She narrowed her eyes at him, playfully annoyed. “Wiseass.”

      “And never was there a better ass than mine.”

      When she didn’t waver, her expression a silent request for more information, he begrudgingly continued. “Raphael. During our last great battle before the end of the war and our exit from Heaven, she gave me this parting gift. Her spear cleaved my face in two.” He remembered the pain as the razor-thin weapon made of pure light lanced his jaw, drawing a straight line from his cheek to his neck and through everything in between. “I hide it because it’s grotesque.”

      She shrugged. “I kind of like it.” At his expression of disbelief, she chuckled. “It makes you a little more real.”

      “I’m very real.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      He did. She meant approachable, not substantive. It made him a little less other, less perfect, and a little more human. It was proof that he was many things, but he was not flawless. He was not invulnerable. Perhaps that was the other reason he hid it from all the rest.

      But no longer from her.

      She leaned down, her palms against his chest to support her weight, and pressed her lips against his. She tasted like Heaven. Like the crisp night air and of summer berries. The shock of her embrace left him lying there, stunned.

      Last night when she had kissed him, it had been out of a frenzy brought on by violence and need. This was calculated. This was a gesture of something else. Something he dared not name and give his hope the chance to shatter.

      She kissed him, slowly, exploringly, leading him along in a gentle dance. He didn’t take command—although he sorely wanted to. He let her take from him what she wanted. He would let her have all she sought and wouldn’t levy onto her anything more. Not this time. The situation was far too delicate for his heavy-handed methods.

      Even if he did want to slam her against the wall and break her again.

      He considered it.

      And thought better.

      When she tilted her head to deepen the embrace, when she flicked her tongue against his lips to ask for entry, he eagerly granted it. He felt his body twitch and throb where it pressed up against her abdomen. The warmth of her body against his was a horrible tease for the heat it desperately wanted to feel again.

      And again.

      And, if she let him, again after that.

      He was an idiot sometimes.

      She sat up from him again, her hands roaming his chest, and he let her explore him uninterrupted. It felt like the edge of bliss, her warm touch following the contours of his chest and abdomen, tracing dangerously low to what was now at full alert, begging and throbbing for her attention. For now, she ignored it, as something else—something truly foreign—caught her attention.

      His wings.

      Her fingers slipped through his feathers tentatively, stroking them. When a deep and ragged moan left his throat, she froze for a second before she realized that his reaction was not of pain, but of pleasure.

      He bent his wings closer for her exploration, curling them up to either side slightly as she let her fingers trace the shorter, more downy feathers at the bends of his elbow and wrist. When she let her nails scratch at the skin there, he shut his eyes and pressed his head back. It sent rivers of pleasure through him.

      He was shuddering beneath her as she scratched at the skin beneath his feathers. His claws were clenched tight into fists and then stretching wide, wishing her delicate mounds of flesh were once more in their grasp.

      Her hands continued their exploration, stroking his feathers, outlining the musculature of his joints, as if trying to learn how they worked. He squeezed his eyes shut, writhing underneath her. He couldn’t help it. Every brush of her fingers sent jolts through his body like electricity. And like a copper grounding rod in a thunderstorm, it all seemed to find its way to that part of him that was growing more and more desperate.

      When her hand wandered into the palm of one of his claws, he opened his eyes to watch her. She was looking at him in utter fasciation and awe, as if committing every small movement from him to her memory. As if she was continuing to try to solve the puzzle that lay before her. But there was something in her eyes besides the curiosity. An emotion he knew deeply and personally in all its forms—desire.

      Pride swelled in him and would have swelled the rest of him if it were possible to get into any worse of a state than he already was. She wanted him. As the man, yes, but more importantly…as the archdemon. He watched in fascination as she brought his claw to her lips and met him halfway between. She kissed the rough, bird-like pads of his palm and began to lay feather-light kisses along the side of one of his long talons.

      If she left him like this now, he would be inconsolable.

      He had taken a few lovers in his true shape—those who were inhuman and would not be afraid of his real fire. But no one, not once, had ever done this. He was always the giver, and he was happy to wreak havoc on those who chose to lie with him. No one had ever touched him like this. No one had ever embraced every part of him like she did.

      His hands flexed in the air near her, fighting back the urge to grab her and fill her like he so badly wanted. But this was a test, even as it was delicious suffering. He wouldn’t let her break his resolve and, in the process, this strange and wonderful predicament in which they had found themselves.

      She wanted control. What she wanted more than that, he suspected, was to see if he would let her have it. The noises he was making were profane, he knew. They were needy, pleasured, disgruntled, and hungry. They reflected perfectly how he felt as she trailed hot, wet kisses down the muscles of his chest and abdomen, sinking lower over his body, hovering over the center of his need.

      Then, finally, his torture ended. When she ran her tongue up the length of him, he nearly spent himself into the empty air. He threw his head back, his hands grasping the sheets to either side of him, his talons clenched into fists as he lost himself in the sensation of her.

      They had done this before. Many times, in fact. He had taught her the methods and the theory, and he had eagerly let her practice until she was a flawless artist of the act. But this was different. The meaning behind it had changed, and it set every nerve in his body on fire.

      All the other times had been naïve and, in their own way, innocent. Ignorant of the truth of their history. This time…she embraced him knowing what he really was. What they really were. She tasted the flesh of the archdemon and had seemingly found herself wanting more.

      “Selina…” he growled, feeling the desire begin to boil over in his base. Everything in him drew tight like a bowstring, and he struggled not to lose control. He was begging her not to stop and warning her about what was about to come.

      He felt the sweet agony and bliss of release wash over him, blotting out anything but the roar of his heartbeat in his ears and the sensation of her mouth around him.

      When he had calmed, he remained just as hard and eager for her as before. It took more than that to sate the beast inside him.

      Please, let it not end here.

      As if hearing his silent plea, she slid back up his body, straddling his hips. She guided him to her entrance as she slipped down his length, impaling herself on him slowly.

      Their moans mingled together as she took him into her body. She cringed, and he knew it stung. Despite all of what had happened last night, her expression told him she was experiencing him again like it was new. Her body healed, after all. The dark part of his heart soared at the knowledge. But it didn’t dissuade her. Pressing her palms against his chest, she sank herself down until he was buried into her to the root.

      “Shit,” she gasped. She shuddered at the sensation as he filled her to her limits. But the pain faded from her face, and all he saw in its stead was heady, eager, hungry pleasure.

      While he had sculpted her body, what he had not decreed was that she would enjoy it as much as she clearly did. That part he had only hoped and prayed for. He had made the body—but not the heart. Not the soul. He let his head fall back to the pillow as he felt her around him. She was perfect. She had transcended anything he had ever intended. And it was all her doing.

      He lay there, letting her set the tempo, letting her have what she wanted of him. But his patience could only last so long. He had to tempt fate. He had to touch her. He had to feel her.  When his claws took hold of her breasts, she arched her back, her hands leaving his chest to place her palms against the back of his talons, urging him to give her more.

      He would happily oblige.

      Bending his knees, he leaned her back against his thighs and began to add to their dance, thrusting up into her body. His claws, acting fully of their own accord, dug painfully into her soft flesh with wanton abandon.

      She rolled her head back, her beautiful auburn waves falling around her shoulders.

      She was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen.

      It wasn’t long before she cried out his name, and it sounded like a prayer to Heaven. It was all it took for him to join her. He yanked her hips down roughly, burying himself deep into her, wishing he could go even farther. His release made his vision go blank and thoughts race away.

      She was too perfect. She truly was a miracle. His miracle.

      She collapsed against his chest a moment later, and he gently separated them. A bath would come later. This moment was too precious to waste. He wrapped his wings around her, his claws resting on her back and her shoulder, holding her as she nuzzled contentedly into his neck.

      He loved her. He loved her more than life itself. He thought he had adored her before, when she lived in his care. But this wild, righteous, ferocious, and unbreakable thing was far, far more precious to him now.

      She rested her hand against his chest close to his neck as she kissed his jaw. Later, they would have to return to the troubles at hand. And, oh, there were troubles to be had.

      Octavian.

      He wished the thoughts away, but they came, regardless. Memories, good and bad, came to him unbidden, souring the moment. But he could not tell them the truth. Not yet. He would, in time, when all this had blown over. For the reality of Octavian’s past was far, far worse than he had told Selina and the others.

      If she or if Michael and the others learned the real story behind who he was…it would all be undone. All this tentative happiness he had found would be shattered and cast upon the rocks on the shoreline.

      But now, just for now, he would savor what he could.

      Happiness might be brief, but for these few seconds—it was his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Richard stepped into the dining room to go meet Thomas’s “employer.” The employer who was not Asmodeus. The vast room was empty of anyone else, save for one man. He wore all white, a carefully tailored and modern-fitting suit. He looked to be in his mid-twenties at the oldest, but he had one of those young faces that could be hiding his age.

      In fact, the man was…beautiful. There wasn’t another word for it. His blond hair framed his face in perfect curls. He was the kind of attractive that seemed to span the best of both genders. It was something Richard had never even been close to being, and he found it almost startling at first. The man stood at the far window, gazing out into the back yard. He knew the man was watching his family head off into the fields to explore.

      Even though the man appeared harmless, something told him that he very much wasn’t. He turned to Richard and smiled faintly. His lips seemed stained pink—lipstick, maybe? To each their own, he supposed.

      “Richard. May I call you that?”

      “I’m your prisoner. I suppose you can call me whatever you like.” Richard took a few more steps into the room and heard the door shut behind him. One of the other cultists. “Everyone here serves you, then?”

      “Yes. This home belongs to Alistair. Their loyalty is to him, but…I have paid to borrow their fealty. It’s astonishing what money can do. And, Richard, you aren’t my prisoner. I take a bit of offense to that. You could be in chains, in a cage, or tied to one of my tables, and I could be carving out hunks of your flesh to—” The man was cut off in a fit of coughing. The sound was wet, as if he had liquid in his lungs. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a white square of cloth and unfolded it. It was spattered crimson inside.

      He held it to his mouth as he wheezed and coughed, his features drawn in pain as he leaned heavily on the back of a nearby chair. When the spasm seemed to pass, he pulled in a shuddering breath and straightened back up. The cloth, and his lips, were stained in fresh shades of wet blood.

      Not lipstick, Richard commented to himself idly. “Are you…okay?”

      The man laughed. It was a weak and tired sound. “No. I’m dying. I have been dying for a very long time, my friend. Now, come, please, sit.” He gestured to two chairs at a table, where two drinks were already poured.

      “Are you going to poison me?”

      “If I wanted to kill you or your family, you’d already be very dead.” The man walked to his seat and sat with a grunt of exertion. “Please.” He gestured again to the chair across from him.

      Richard wanted to turn and run. He wanted to make a break for it. To try to grab his family and go. But he knew he’d make it three feet past the door before someone—or something—killed him.

      His fear of death outweighed his terror over the man in front of him. Even if they might be functionally the same thing. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he crossed the room to sit in the chair. Eyeing the drink in front of him, he didn’t pick it up.

      “So mistrustful. I promise, it’s for your comfort and is utterly devoid of any additives.” The man laughed and leaned back, smiling at him in a manner he was sure was supposed to be friendly and disarming. And in any other instance, it might have been.

      It also didn’t help that his eyes were blood red.

      “Who are you?” Richard was sick of games.

      “My name is Octavian. I’m the one who holds four imprisoned archangels in my sway. Mammon, Chamuel, Zadkiel, and as of this morning Bael. They are now my servants. I seek the rest.”

      “And Veil? You want to collect her, too?”

      “Her as well. Although I seek her for very different reasons.” Octavian chuckled. “And no, I am not going to tell you why. Maybe another time we can discuss philosophy. Today, I need something from you.”

      “What, exactly?”

      “I need you to contact our friend Selina. I need you to text her a few things—all the truth, mind you—and set up a meeting with her. I must speak with her in private where Asmodeus cannot meddle.”

      “You want me to betray her.” Richard narrowed his eyes at the man. “No.”

      “I think you’ll change your mind.” Octavian pulled a phone out of his coat pocket and slid it across the table to Richard. It was already open to a text message program, and he recognized Veil’s number at the top of the screen. “I want you to set it up.”

      “No.”

      “I think you want to say yes, my friend.” Octavian shook his head, his curls bobbing slightly as he did. “I really think you’d rather not find out what happens when you refuse.”

      “Or else my family is going to die?”

      “Hm?” Octavian looked surprised. “Oh, no! No! I would never harm them. Your family is lovely. Your little girl is a joy, and your wife is quite brilliant, kind, and lovely. I must admit I snuck some of the cookies she baked for my people last night.” He grinned as he leaned back and sipped his drink. “I have no interest in or wish to harm them. No matter what you choose to do, I promise they’ll be safe.”

      Richard wasn’t an idiot. There was another shoe to drop. “Then, what?”

      “I am over a hundred and fifty years old, my friend. My body has been dying for a very long time. I can heal it. Do you know how?”

      He got the distinct sensation he didn’t want to know. “No?”

      Octavian leaned toward him again, smiling sweetly. Like a cherub. Like the painting of a perfect and innocent angel. “If you don’t do as I ask, I will carve your flesh from your bones in small slabs and eat you raw like steak tartare. I will keep you alive for as long as I can—and I am a master at such things—while you watch me eat your own flesh to sustain my body. I will relish and revel in your fear, your pain, and your suffering. You will go mad long before I let you die. But!” He laughed cheerfully. “Your family will be perfectly safe.”

      Richard bolted from the chair and staggered backward and away from the madman. Fear sent his heart pounding into a fever pitch. The room spun around him.

      He’s going to eat me. He’s going to eat me!

      “Richard?” Octavian asked, his voice suddenly sounding very far away.

      The floor came up to meet him, but honestly, he didn’t feel the impact. His body had already gone numb.

      The last thing he heard was a beleaguered sigh. “Squeamish mortals…”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Now Veil understood the point behind the “it’s complicated” relationship setting on Facebook. More than complicated, it was confusing. It was past noon when she finally pulled away from his arms and insisted on taking a shower. She was more mentally exhausted than she was physically sore.

      Each time she glanced over at him, when he thought she wasn’t looking, there was a peaceful, blissful, happy smile on his face. The kind a person made when lying in the summer sun in a field of grass. She wanted to write it off as he was just happy he finally got laid after being trapped in the spirit realm for seventy years, but she knew better.

      It was the look of a man in love.

      When she stepped into the shower, he vowed to leave her be. It was the first time away from him since their brawl last night. Their brawl that had ended in…yeah. A lot of “yeah.”

      She did most of her thinking in the shower. She wasn’t sure why. Either it was the hot water, the simple, mindless task of cleaning, or the time away from the daily grind. Probably a mix of all the above. Either way, it wasn’t until she set foot on the tile floor of the old-fashioned shower that it began to sink in.

      The fight they had last night was one that had been brewing for seventy-two years. One that had started the night she shoved him in a world of death and left him there to rot. It had just taken a long pause before it wound up with them trading fists.

      And what had followed…Christ, her stomach flipped just remembering it. She had wanted it. Wanted him. There wasn’t any point in denying that she was completely on board with what had happened when the fists turned to kisses. The violence hadn’t stopped; it had just changed. She realized how gentle Alistair had been with her so long ago. He had been violent and rough in his own right, but nothing like that. Now that she knew what he was capable of, she could see just how much he had been holding back.

      This morning, when she woke up in his arms, she hadn’t known quite what to do at first. He was looking at her, guilty and nervous, frightened about how she was going to react. Sitting there next to him, she had gone over the options in her head.

      Option one, she could tell him it was all a mistake and storm off.

      Option two, she could try to beat him up again.

      Option three, she could cry. Not her style.

      Option four, she could look at the emotion that was lurking in her heart, eating her like a cancer, taking over every part of her inch by inch, and admit what it was. Love. Not a new love, but an old one that should have been long dead by now. A disease that had lain dormant until he was near her again. Until those green eyes bored into hers and made her tear away all the armor she had built over her years alone. All the armor that had proved itself utterly useless.

      She had loved Alistair Solomon. And now, each time she looked at the archdemon in his full glory, she realized she loved him even more. There was something in her that called out to him, reached for him, even though she knew she shouldn’t.

      He was a liar. A monster. A creature who had manipulated her.

      He made her laugh. He made her smile. He made her happy.

      Damnit all, she was an idiot.

      Scrubbing some of the remaining dirt from their brawl off her arm, she let out a wavering breath. This morning, she could have done a great deal of things. What she had chosen to do was to accept how she felt. At least, at the very least, she could admit her desire. She couldn’t lie about something so blatantly obvious. Especially not the man who was named for it.

      Even now, the thought of walking back into that room and throwing herself atop him and losing a few more hours in each other’s embrace was sorely tempting. It was only the fact that everybody else was waiting on them that kept her from doing just that.

      But what were they now? Together? Friends with benefits? Enemies with benefits?

      Complicated was what they were.

      She didn’t want to love him. It was wrong.

      But some things couldn’t be helped.

      Flipping off the water, she reached out and grabbed a towel. Wrapping it around herself, she stepped out and into the main bedroom. He was sitting there on the end of her bed, perfectly dressed and coifed, looking both perfect and just a little mussed—just how he liked it.

      “I had my people fetch your things from the hotel.” He gestured to her suitcases by the wall.

      “Thanks.” As she went to walk by him, he gently caught her wrist. It was tentative, as if he was concerned she was going to round on him and deck him. She realized it was fully in the realm of possibility. She looked down at him and shot him a small, shy smile. It was half a gesture to promise she wasn’t going to smack him, and a tiny bit of an apology for all the times she had.

      “May we talk?” He shifted his hand to weave his fingers through hers. It gave her the chance to pull away, and she didn’t. His shoulders loosened and dropped as he realized she wasn’t going to tear away from him.

      “I guess we should. Since, y’know, we did fuck like rabbits and all.”

      “Rather sure what we did would kill rabbits,” he chuckled, “but I get your point.” He pulled her closer, until she was standing with her legs on either side of one of his. He raised her hand and placed it against his shoulder and slipped his own to her waist. The look of contentment on his face was unmistakable. He took in a slow breath, held it, and let it out, bracing himself for what he was going to say. “I am sorry, Selina. I truly, truly am.”

      When she went to speak, he held up his other hand, asking her to wait. She shut her mouth and let him continue.

      “You are right to be angry at me. You are right not to trust me. You are right to despise me for what I did. First, for the act of making you. Second, for the lies I let you believe for so long. It was cruel to bring you to life. It was cruel to raise you in ignorance. It was heinous to traipse into your life and, as you so correctly pointed out, trick you into loving me. I…I have my reasons for what I did. But my history and my loneliness don’t matter. They aren’t your burdens to bear. But what I have forced on to you—those burdens are yours. I could say I forgive you for what you did, for your revenge, but that would imply what you did was more than the justice I deserved.”

      His eyes slipped shut, and he bowed his head as he continued to speak. “I meant to tell you what we were. That first night when I stood on your balcony here and came to meet you, I meant to tell you all. But then I looked at you. I saw the awe, the fascination, the innocence, the love reflected in them, and I…I couldn’t. I had been given a precious, fragile gift. Your heart. It wasn’t rightfully mine to own, but I coveted it anyway. I took what you offered, and I stole it like the miser I am. I wanted to keep it forever. I never would have told you, but you were too curious and too smart. And Azrael hounded me. Forever nagging, forever the ticking clock behind my shoulder, reminding me what I had was an illusion and couldn’t last.”

      “Death tends to do that.”

      He chuckled as he pulled her closer, his hands now resting on her hips. “I thought I loved you then. I thought the girl I knew, who I taught to fight and to wield magic, was the love of my life. I was wrong. The creature I fought downstairs—the one who loved her friends and duty enough to release me—the one who stands against horrors with a smile on her face? She is. You are. The woman who trapped me in that maddening place is better than the one who loved me. You are better than she in all ways.”

      He looked up to her then, green eyes finding hers. Even in his human form, they were nearly unnatural and arresting. She had always found them inescapable. But now, something in his words and his gaze made her heart surge.

      “If—and this is an if I shouldn’t say, but I’m a fool—if you find you can forgive me for what I have done? If you can find it somewhere in your heart to…find space for me again, I vow to you that it does not undo that woman who you have become. It does not make you lesser. It does not negate the challenges you have faced, the power you have gained. It does not change who you are. I don’t think a pathetic soul like me could do anything to mar the diamond that beats in your chest.”

      She shook her head and chuckled quietly.

      His brow furrowed. “What?”

      She found a place to shelter against the full force of the emotions in the room. Snark. “You always knew how to flirt with a girl.”

      “I’m not…that wasn’t…” He sighed, beleaguered. “I give up.” His hands twisted into the fabric of her towel and gripped it tightly. “I try to be a good man, Selina. I try. I pour my heart out to you, and the best you can do is that?” His voice dropped to a low growl as he talked, and the light in his eyes turned to one of a dangerous fire. One that made her stomach twist in excitement and fear in the same breath. “Do you know how much restraint I have practiced in the last twenty-four hours?”

      “Restraint? That was restraint?”

      “You have no idea.”

      With a hard yank, he ripped the towel off her, sending it to the floor. She squeaked and went to pull back, but he grabbed her before she could escape and whirled, throwing her onto her back on the bed.

      As she tried to struggle, he caught her hands and pinned them to the sheets over her head. As she went to scream at him, his lips met hers and silenced her. He kissed her with a fiery and consuming passion that robbed the sound from her and threatened to take her breath with it.

      He straddled her leg and leaned his weight down onto his elbow, freeing his other hand. It caught her breast in his palm roughly, squeezing and quickly finding her already stiffened nipple. Pinching it hard, he finally drew a muffled cry out of her and against his lips.

      When she shook her head, he broke the kiss with a dark laugh. “Oh, now you protest?”

      “Let me up.”

      “No.” He grinned pridefully as he trailed his hand down her stomach.

      She glared up at him. “I could escape. I could vanish and leave you here. You know it.”

      His hand found her core, and he sank his fingers into her without warning. Her back arched off the bed, and she bit her lip to hold back the moan that threatened to escape. He laughed at her reaction, a low and dangerous sound. “Oh? Is that so?” He wandered his lips to her ear and whispered to her. “Then do it.”

      But she was all bluster, and they both knew it. She couldn’t vanish now, not with his hand working inside her, his thumb stroking her most sensitive spot, sending blinding flashes of pleasure arcing through her. She heard him chuckle again. “I know you want me. You needn’t say it. I’ll have your forgiveness another day, then. This is more than enough for me for now.”

      As she moaned, he crashed his lips against hers again. It was brutal, harsh, and unforgiving. It was a kiss that didn’t care what it took, because he would have it all. It left her flattened in the wake of it, helpless but to open her lips at his command and let him ravish her mouth with his tongue. Her eyes closed, unable to handle the sensations.

      The feeling of him changed. It just…shifted. Without opening her eyes, she knew what had happened. Bare skin touched hers where there had been clothing. The feeling of him intensified. The fire burst into a raging inferno. She felt the brush of feathers against her side as a talon took up tormenting her flesh in lieu of his hand.

      God help her. She couldn’t resist him. The archdemon had her spreading wider for him, begging for his touch. Begging for more than that. Still, he devoured her. His kiss would bruise her if she were capable of that.

      His hand flicked deftly and plunged into her, filling her, but not enough. Her back left the bed as pleasure shattered over her, sending her cresting into ecstasy. It sent her into such a dizzying spiral that she didn’t realize he had moved, shifting his weight over her.

      She hadn’t even come down from her high yet. She hadn’t realized what he was doing until suddenly and without warning he rammed himself into her. Every part of her ignited as he plunged all of him into her to the hilt, unapologetic and unwavering.

      She screamed. She tried to, anyway. He stole it with his lips against hers. His kiss never stopped or slowed, even as he picked up an instantly brutal tempo like the piston of an engine inside of her. She couldn’t even stop to catch her breath. It didn’t matter. He didn’t care. He was unstoppable.

      Still, her hands were trapped over her head. She couldn’t hit him to try to get him to slow down. She kicked, but the claws of his wings caught her thighs and held them still. There wasn’t any choice but to be pliant against him as he took his fill.

      He leaned back, just slightly, just enough to give her air. She gasped to fill her aching lungs as he kept going. “Look at me,” he growled.

      Obedient but not meaning to be, she looked up at him. The glowing fire of his eyes snared her. He rammed deep into her, pressing as far as he could go, drawing a whimper out of her as he did. He held himself there, and she found herself gasping at the sensation.

      He took one of her hands and moved it to press her palm against her lower body, pushing down so she could feel him inside of her. “This. Do you feel this?” He pulled out of her slowly. She felt him now in both ways. “This part of you is mine. It always will be. Share it as you like, you can’t deny that no one is better than me.” He rammed back into her abruptly, lurching her against the sheets. Only the claws that held her thighs kept her from slipping away from him at the impact. “How many others have you had, Selina?”

      She shook her head, unable to form words, as he slowly began to draw out of her again, making her feel every part of him as he did. All that came out of her was a whimpering sound.

      “How many? How many have tasted this? I won’t stop until you tell me. And trust me, I can last a lot longer than you can.”

      Another impact and she wailed, tossing her head in the last attempt at a revolt. She could disappear if she really wanted to. She wore chains, but they weren’t locked. What kind of monster did that make her?

      Another impact. “Tell me.”

      Another impact.

      Finally, she choked out, “Three.”

      He laughed in surprise. “Seventy years! And only three? My, my. You poor thing. I would have expected many more than that. And here I thought I was the neglected one.” Another slow retreat and another hard impact had her mind reeling. He wasn’t pulling his strength. He was giving her all he had. It sent stars shattering into her vision. “All men?”

      She murmured something she hoped he would miss.

      A slap across her thigh taught her there wasn’t anything he missed. “What was that?” Another hard slap, and tears stung her eyes.

      “One woman. I was drunk.”

      He laughed again. “Good girl! I’m sad I missed it…I would have loved to have watched. Tell me. Were they any good? Did you enjoy it when they filled you? Touched you? Licked your skin?” Another hard impact had her arching her back as he held himself against her end, straining her, sending her writhing underneath him, trying to find mercy and to find more at the same time.

      “N—no,” she admitted. She felt undone. Laid bare before him. And she was, just now in more ways than one. “Not really.”

      “Why is that?” He sank down closer to her for a moment, rocking his hips, increasing and decreasing the pressure without truly moving. “Tell me why.”

      It was a horrible truth. One she hated to admit. But there wasn’t anything she could hide from him. Not then, and not now. Certainly not like this. She felt his lips an inch from hers, his hot breath washing over her skin as he hovered, eager to hear her reply. He seemed to fill far more of her than where they were joined. She wanted more of him. Impossibly more. And yet, he did something nobody else ever had been able to do.

      Green eyes, burning with their own light, bored through her.

      There was a fire in her that only he could light. A roar of desire and pleasure that had never felt the same. Everyone else she had been with had only been a temporary reprieve. No one could quell the desire she felt—no one except him.

      “Well?” He moved his lips just a little closer to hers, teasing her with another kiss. The scar—the fascinating mark on him that she found both intriguing, endearing, and more than a little attractive—moved as he talked. It cut across both of his lips, and even though she felt it against her only moments prior, she wanted to feel it again. Just slightly different in texture than the rest of him.

      “Why?” he insisted. “And don’t dare lie to me. Trust me, I’ll know.” The growl he made was heavy with his trademark seductive threat.

      Breathless, overwrought, unable to hide from him, she told him the truth. “Because they weren’t you.”

      His lips impacted hers as she undid something in him. Her words sent whatever control he had out the window, and she could do little more than lie there as he unleashed himself. Pleasure and pain, violence and love, meshed together in one indistinguishable force. The sensations and emotions were inseparable, just like their bodies. His methods were brutal and harsh, but they were also somehow worshiping her at the same time. Crushing her beneath his will and kneeling at her altar in the same moment.

      Yeah. They were complicated.

      When she couldn’t take any more, when her body went pitching head-over-heels into ecstasy again, he growled loudly against her, a sound that was a muffled roar as he forced her to stay pliant to his will as his thrusts became erratic and insistent. It wasn’t long before he was filling her, throbbing, and he fell over her, his wings caging them both in as they mutually gasped for air.

      She ached. It was amazing. It hurt and yet it felt so good at the same time. Really, she had problems. That was what she was learning today.

      “That was…utterly unplanned,” he murmured into the sheets as he rested his forehead against the bed next to her. “I swear.”

      “Uh huh.” She didn’t believe him. Couldn’t imagine why.

      “But if every time I make a heartfelt confession of my love to you, I get to fuck you like a wild beast, I best take up writing sonnets.”

      She slapped her hand against his shoulder. “Jackass.”

      He laughed at the gesture and lifted his head and let out a long rush of air. He smiled at her cheekily, his dark brown hair falling around his face in tendrils and waves. God, he was so beautiful. “Not a fan of poetry?”

      “I hate poetry. And now I need another shower.”

      “Better come out fully dressed this time.” He shifted his weight to his talons against the bed, and his fingers gently traced her jawline. He pressed the pad of his thumb against the well of her chin. “Selina…Veil…whatever you wish to be called. I love you. I truly do. More than myself, more than anything, more than life itself. Do you believe me?”

      She nodded barely. She did believe that. The look in his eyes was something not even the most trained liar could muster. He loved her. She had no doubt of that. Honestly, she never had. When she went to speak, he shushed her.

      “No. Please. Don’t speak. Even if you’re going to tell me the thing I long to hear more than anything else in this world, it can wait. We have much still to do in dealing with Octavian. When all is said and done, then you can tell me how you feel. Whether you hate me, or love me, or both—it’s your decision to make.” He kissed her again. It was gentle, slow, and both filled her heart and broke it at the same time. After a long moment, he pushed up from her. “Now go, take your second shower. Michael has been impatiently waiting in the kitchen for almost an hour now.”

      “What?” She tried not to sound as horrified as she was and failed.

      He laughed hard at her indignancy. “It won’t be the first time he’s waited for me to finish with a lover before speaking with me. Not even remotely. Sometimes he wouldn’t even wait. Be glad he didn’t just barge in and try to hold a conversation with me during the act.”

      Standing from the bed, she picked up a pillow and threw it at him. It bounced off his arm as he deflected it. Laughing, he flopped onto his back, sprawling out like a contented and well-fed cat, and spread his wings out at his sides, draping the oil-spilled darkness over the black silk sheets. “You get so angry when you’re embarrassed. It’s adorable.”

      “I hate you.”

      “Mm-hm. Now, go ahead, walk away to the shower so I can enjoy the view.” He folded his arms behind his head, flashing that infuriating and yet charismatic smirk of his, and gestured with one of his talons for her to shoo.

      She shouted in frustration and slammed the door to the bathroom. But behind the closed door, she couldn’t help but smile despite herself.

      Damn her. Damn it all.

      She put her head in her hands.

      She loved him. She really, honestly did.
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      “There you two are!” the archangel Michael exclaimed, muffled through a piece of pizza. “Finally.” It was strange, watching an archangel—the captain of the archangels, to be specific—inhaling a piece of double-pepperoni pizza like it was his full-time job.

      The kitchen on the third floor of the house was huge, large enough for a catering team to cook for a large soiree, something Alistair had hosted many, many times in the past. The wooden island was big enough to hold the six pizza boxes that sat opened. Three of them were already empty, and the other three had sizable dents taken out of them.

      The archangel wasn’t alone. Gabe and Conrad were there as well. Conrad was sitting on a counter, with a seventh box of pizza next to him. By the looks of things, he was working on annihilating it singlehandedly.

      Boys.

      Gabe was looking down at piece of Neapolitan pizza in both dismay and scrutiny. It looked half-eaten, so its insult to Italian cuisine took a back seat to his hunger. “Veil!” The Italian smiled as she walked in. “Do you feel better? Michael told us that you were bedridden.”

      Veil felt her face bloom in warmth, and she knew she was blushing. Hard. “Yeah. I’m…fine, thanks.” Fine. And starving. She went for the box of Buffalo chicken.

      Michael was snickering like an idiot. As Alistair walked past him, he slapped the archangel upside the head, causing Michael to choke on his slice of pizza. “Hey!” he coughed.

      “You’re an idiot and a child.” Alistair went to a box of pepperoni and, pulling up a piece, eyed it narrowly before shrugging, folding it in half, and taking a bite out of it.

      “Yeah, and? I wasn’t the one tending to the patient for a solid twenty-four hours.” Michael didn’t have any problem talking with his mouth full.

      “It wasn’t twenty-four,” Alistair argued and looked up at the clock. “We didn’t get home until three in the morning. It’s been barely fourteen hours.”

      “I’m glad you recovered so quickly,” Gabe said as he smiled at her again. The man was either a far better actor than she gave him credit for, or he was gloriously oblivious. And innocent. She voted for a combination of the last two.

      Conrad, on the other hand, was grinning ear-to-ear. “Glad you’re, eh…back on your feet, there, Blue.”

      She walked up to the Irishman specifically so she could punch him in the shoulder. “Jackass.” She was surrounded by them lately.

      “Ow!” He grabbed the offending spot. “Ey, I didn’t do anythin’. Blame the archangel.”

      “He probably doesn’t even feel pain. You do.”

      “Still no reason to take it out on me. I’m not to blame.” Conrad rubbed his arm. “And Christ, you punch hard, girl. Good for you.”

      She stood by the Irishman, grinning, as she took a bite out of her slice. It hit the spot. It was amazing how good a slab of grease and cheese really was when you needed it. She’d heard “grease and cheese” before in recent memory. She felt an odd pang as she remembered Maleon chanting for it when they went to order Wendy’s drive-thru.

      She missed the imp. His loss still hurt a surprising amount. She had only had the imp in her service for a little over a week and a half, and still, the irritating thing had wormed its way into her heart. She could picture the little purple blob of fat trying to eat the grease-stained cardboard boxes.

      “You okay?” Conrad asked, his voice low, as he nudged her with his elbow.

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m okay.” She smiled over at him. “I miss the imp.”

      “Oh. I thought it was about, y’know, him,” Conrad muttered, trying not to be heard as he scooched closer to her. He gestured his slice of pizza at Alistair, who was talking to Gabe about how America had entirely managed to butcher the concept of pizza. Michael was trying to argue that it was glorious in its own way, like the difference between instant mashed potatoes and regular mashed potatoes.

      Alistair and Gabe were now trying to convince Michael that instant mashed potatoes were a sin against God. Michael was retorting that he was the only one present able to make a judgment about sins and God. Gabe took offense to that, and the conversation spiraled on.

      She was happy to stay out of it, but the exchange made her smile. Even with all the shit going on, she still found the idiots around her endearing. “No. We’re…okay.”

      “Really?”

      “I think so. It’s complicated. It’s confusing.”

      “He didn’t…y’know, did he?” He put his hand on her shoulder. “I saw the rubble on the second floor.”

      “What?” She looked at him, and when he shot her a heavy and knowing glance, she blinked and then laughed. “No. No, he didn’t force me to do anything. We had a fight. We punched it out. And then it wound up ending a different way. That’s all. I let it happen. It’s okay.” She found herself trying to defend Alistair’s honor. It was a weird position to be in suddenly.

      She’d found herself in a lot of weird positions lately.

      She bit back a laugh at her own stupid joke.

      “Well, then, that’s all I can ask, I suppose.” He sniffed then took another bite. He talked through a full mouth, grinning over at her. “Well, except that you could’ve picked me, anyway.”

      “You’re a priest. You’re celibate.”

      “So? Lotta people make a lot of promises they don’t keep,” he teased. She could tell he was playing with her, and he yanked her to his side in a one-armed hug. She leaned into him and enjoyed the closeness. She wasn’t used to letting people get near her. Emotionally or physically. It was a change of pace, but…a nice one. “Are you two a thing again?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I should hate him.”

      “Hate’s never the right answer. There’s never shame in forgiveness. Besides, it’s clear that you don’t feel anything close to hate for him. Never did. Anger, maybe. Fear, maybe. But trust me. I know what hate looks like, and the way you look at him? Even the night you let him free? That ain’t it.”

      “I guess.” She took a bite and decided she was kind of with Michael on this one. It wasn’t real Italian pizza, especially slathered in Buffalo sauce and bleu cheese, but damn it all, it was good.

      “Did I just convince you of somethin’?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Hot damn. I should send a letter to the Vatican. That’s probably the first time. Look at me, bein’ all priestly an’ shit.” Conrad snickered loudly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “My version of serving God’s will’s always had more to do with shootin’ things than talkin’ to them.” Conrad shrugged. “Gabe’s more the talk-nice-and-calm-and-maybe-it-won’t-devolve-into-violence type. Me? Nah. Shoot first.”

      “I noticed.”

      He let out a loud guffaw at her dry statement and shoved her playfully. They broke into laughter, and when it naturally faded, she looked up to see Alistair watching the two of them. He was still embroiled in the conversation about the sanctity of food with Michael and Gabe, but he was looking at her with a gentleness in his green eyes that made her heart hitch.

      It didn’t go unnoticed.

      “Life’s complex, isn’t it?” Conrad chuckled.

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Not just for you. Look at that sorry son of a bitch. He’s head-over-heels for you. But he’s an archdemon. I’m a priest. It’s supposed to be real fuckin’ clear on my end. Love, good. Demons, bad. How’m I supposed to resolve this shit in my head?”

      “Yeah, well, you aren’t trying to deal with how you feel in return.” She sighed and lowered her voice so the other men across the room couldn’t hear. “I shouldn’t feel the way I do.”

      “You should feel exactly whatever it is you feel. There’s no denyin’ love, Blue. It’s like acid. You try to put it in a box, and it’ll eat right through. Try to lock it away, it’ll just come back.” Conrad reached over to grab another piece of the meat lover’s pizza he was demolishing.

      They went quiet for a moment as they ate, and she thought. He was right. “You’re a good priest, Conrad. And a good friend. Thanks.”

      An arm around her shoulder hugged her back into him. “Even if you do ignore my text messages.”

      “I what?”

      “Been textin’ you like crazy since the trip to the club went sideways. But now I know why. Kinda hard to text back when you’re gettin’ screwed like there’s no tomorrow by a giant d—”

      She punched him hard in the arm.

      “Ow! Ey, quit it!” Conrad grumbled. “Am I wrong? Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me you weren’t just up there for a solid day bein’ pounded like a—”

      She punched him again, and he howled in laughter, shoving her back. It devolved into a wrestling match that nearly sent the box of pizza and a stack of pans crashing to the floor. But when all was said and done, she had Conrad in a headlock, face down on the ground.

      “Ow! Uncle! Uncle!” The Irishman was still howling in laughter, slapping his palm on the tile floor. His laughing had made it hard for him to fight, and besides, they were just goofing off. She’d take the win, though.

      “Oh, sure, he gets to play rough with your girl, and you don’t try to rip his face off,” Michael complained loudly. “I see how it is.”

      “I’m considering it.” Alistair’s voice was close to her, and she looked up, realizing he was standing a few feet away, his arms folded across his chest, looking down at the two of them with a raised eyebrow. But the glitter in his eyes showed her that he wasn’t angry. He was amused. “Are you two quite finished?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She pushed herself up from Conrad, pressing down on him with her knee as she stood, drawing an oof out of the man. She brushed herself off and grinned at Alistair. “He deserved it.” She offered a hand to Conrad, who took it and let her help him to his feet. “I’m gonna go find my phone.”

      “Probably left somewhere in the carnage you two made out of the living room,” Michael snickered.

      “I need to redecorate, anyway,” Alistair replied with a shrug.

      She left them to their jabbing commentary as she walked out of the room with a shake of her head. But she still found herself smiling despite her situation being the butt of their jokes. She felt, dared she even think it…happy.

      For the first time in a very long time.

      As she walked into the main room of the second floor, she looked around and had to laugh. The room was a disaster. They had broken a great deal of furniture in their fight. Michael hadn’t been kidding. The memory of how it all went down made her face grow warm, even though no one was around to judge her.

      Alistair might be an asshole sometimes…but he’d earned his title as both archdemon, and archdemon of lust, for a very good reason. With another shake of her head and a long sigh, she went about looking for her phone. She just prayed it wasn’t shattered. It wouldn’t be the first phone she’d obliterated in a fight, and it wouldn’t be the last. But it was an annoyance she didn’t need.

      There it was. Reaching down, she pushed aside a few broken wooden chunks of an end table that had met its end when she had thrown Alistair rather unceremoniously through it. Underneath a shard was her phone, miraculously intact. She had one of those industrial rubber cases on it for exactly this reason.

      Picking it up, she blew it off, flicked away some splinters, and pressed the button. “Jesus Christ,” she laughed. Twenty-eight text messages and three missed calls.

      Mostly from Conrad.

      Conrad: hey blue u ok?

      Conrad: u ded?

      Conrad: call me when u get up

      And so on. A few from Gabe as well, much better written even if the grammar was a little stilted and awkward. And even a few from a number she didn’t recognize but identified the owner quickly.

      Unknown: Hey sister-niece, when you’re done getting your brains boned out, let me know. I’m ordering pizza.

      It had to be Michael. She quickly entered him into her contacts.

      Michael: Screw it. Bringing pizza now. Tell my brother to put pants on.

      Michael: You can stay naked, tho.

      She found herself laughing, shaking her head. They really were a giant pack of idiots. But once again, she found herself enjoying it. Enjoying their company, their friendship. It wasn’t anything she would have expected.

      Then another number and another series of messages caught her attention.

      And just like that, like a strike of lightning, everything changed.

      Unknown: Veil, it’s Richard.

      It came from a number she didn’t recognize. They each had multiple cells, but she had all his programmed in and vice-versa.

      Unknown: Text me back. Don’t call me yet. Alistair can’t know. It’s serious.

      She texted him back immediately.

      Veil: Richie! Are you okay? Alistair said you were safe, that he was guarding you guys. But he wouldn’t tell me much more.

      Why couldn’t Alistair know she was talking to Richard? What was going on? She sucked in a breath and waited. Three little dots appeared almost immediately, and she exhaled. She walked over to a chair, one of the few surviving pieces of furniture, and sat while she waited for him to answer.

      Unknown: We’re okay. Chris and Chelsea are with me. We’re safe.

      She didn’t realize how fast she could type until she wanted to get far too much out all at once. She quickly entered Richard’s new phone number and added it to the twenty others she had stored for him.

      Veil: Thank God. I’m so sorry, Richie. I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you the whole story. Please forgive me.

      Richard: I forgive you. I understand. I was upset in the moment, but I’m okay now. I needed to get home to Chris and Chelly. Archangels and archdemons? I was over my head. I needed to get out. I was terrified for me and my family.

      She smiled faintly. Of course, he had been. Richie adored his family. She had assumed it had been all about her. She’d been so wound up in her own crap she hadn’t even thought about it from his perspective.

      Veil: I was embarrassed about that part of my past for so long. I wanted to pretend it never happened.

      And here she was reliving it. With a sigh, she felt her shoulders slump.

      Veil: Are we okay?

      Richard: I understand. I really do. We’ll always be okay. You’re my best friend.

      She almost teared up at the relief she felt. With a long, shaky sigh, she wished he was there so she could hug him.

      Veil: Where are you?

      Richard: Still in Massachusetts. Alistair’s people brought Chris and Chelly here. We’re in Westwood. But there’s something you need to know. I’ve been doing research while I’ve been here. I’ve found out a lot about this cult using Asmodeus’s library. They’re connected. Very connected.

      She knew some of that already. But she wondered what Richie had found. If anybody could piece together shards of information into the full picture, it was him. She began typing.

      Veil: He told us about Octavian, the head of the cult. Said Octavian used to be one of his people. Didn’t know much else or where to find him.

      Three little dots and then two words that took her rising mood and crushed it like a balloon.

      Richard: He lied.

      What followed was a photo.

      An image that almost caused her to drop her phone. It was black and white, and clearly taken from whatever phone Richard was using, of a physical photo lying on the surface of a table. But it was unmistakable. Alistair Solomon, in Victorian finery. Looking perfectly dapper and breathtakingly handsome in his gray suit.

      Standing next to a smaller man who looked beautiful enough to be an angel himself. He had curly blond hair that fell around his face in perfect ringlets. He was thin and wore a pure white suit that was flawlessly tailored. He wore a medal on his chest as though he had just won a competition. Across the bottom was written, “To my treasured son, Octavian. All my love, Alistair Solomon.”

      It wasn’t the profession that the man was his son that sent her blood running through her body like it had been replaced with liquid nitrogen.

      She knew the other man’s face. It’d be hard to miss someone that stunningly perfect.

      It was the guy from the bar.

      He had called himself “Bill.” The one who had wanted to kiss her, and she had almost let him. The one who poisoned her.

      Octavian.

      Cold ran down her spine and made her feel as though someone had dumped a bucket of ice down her back. She had to put her phone down to cradle her head in her hands. Not because of the close call she just realized she had narrowly avoided…but because Alistair had seen what happened.

      Alistair had been watching from the shadows.

      He had known that had been Octavian the entire time. And the archdemon had let his ex-protégé poison her. And he said nothing. Richard’s written words echoed in her. He lied. He had. But maybe not for the reasons Richard thought.

      Betrayal—cold, cruel, and sharp as a knife—cut through her.

      She was a fool. She was an idiot. She was a child to think Asmodeus had meant all the words he’d said to her. All the pleas for forgiveness, all the promises that he didn’t know what Octavian was after. Her head spun.

      For a brief, short moment, she had trusted Alistair. She had let him back in. She had admitted she loved him. And yet again, it was all built on a lie. She felt sick. She wanted to throw up. She picked up her phone again and texted Richard back.

      Veil: What do I do?

      The question was a much larger one than her friend probably thought it was. But one thing at a time.

      Richie: We need to meet. I’ve found more. You need to see it all. Too much to explain over the phone.

      Veil: Where?

      An address was texted back to her. An address in Arlington, just outside the city. She got up from the chair and went upstairs to get her coat and her weapons. On the way back down to the front door to leave—either to find her car, or to catch a cab, or whatever—she pulled up short. Someone was blocking her exit down the last few stairs.

      Alistair.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, his brows knitted together. She must look as upset as she felt. “Where are you going?”

      “I need to leave. Richard texted. I need to go see him.”

      “He’s safe. I told you, he’s with my people. Going to him will put him in more danger. It’s—”

      “I don’t care!” She cut him off abruptly and bit back her anger and her betrayal. She tried to hide it long enough to get out of the house. It clearly wasn’t working. “He’s my friend, Alistair. He needs me. I’m going.”

      “Then we go together.”

      “No.”

      He tilted his head, surprised. “What do you mean, no?”

      She clenched her fists. She didn’t have time for this. She didn’t have time for any of this. Arguing with him was the last thing she wanted to do. She saw Michael and the priests in the hallway heading back toward the first-floor study, watching the exchange. “I’m going alone.”

      “Under no circumstances will I allow you to go anywhere alone. We’ve been through this, Selina. You—”

      “You lied to me. Again!” She pulled her phone out of her pocket and flicked into the text message stream with Richard. Clicking on the image he’d sent of Alistair and Octavian, she held the phone out so Alistair could see. “Want to explain that?”

      Alistair’s eyes went wide for a moment, and then his look darkened. “Where did he get that photo?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Octavian was the guy at the bar. He’s the one who poisoned me. You knew. You knew who he was, and you didn’t stop him. We could have ended this all right there.” Veil went to push past him, but he stepped in the way. “You let him do that to me. Why?”

      “Wait. Selina. Please.”

      “Are you two working together? You promised me!”

      “I’m not working with Octavian.”

      “Then tell me why you saw him at that bar, and you just let him sit there and poison me!”

      “He is…he and I are…” Alistair glanced over her shoulder up the stairs at Michael and the others. “Can we speak in private? Please?”

      “No.” With a snarl, she vanished into the spirit realm and went through him instead. It tingled, stepping through an archangel, but she didn’t care. She reappeared at the base of the stairs and headed for the door.

      A hand snapped around her upper arm and whirled her around. “You are not going anywhere!” Alistair growled down at her. “You will stay, and we will sort this business out in private. Come—”

      “Fuck you!” she shouted. “No more lies, Asmodeus. No more stories. What’s your big plan with Octavian? Huh? What’s your master scheme?”

      “No, Selina. I’m not—”

      She vanished again and this time passed through the front door and stayed in the spirit world.

      She heard the front door fly open and his muffled shouting. “Selina!”

      Like hell if she was going to answer him. She went up the street. She was done with him. Done with the lies. Done with the false happiness and the false love. She was going to get her answers.

      One way or another.
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      It was a cemetery. Richard hated cemeteries. They bothered him on a deep level. This one was old but not ancient like some in the area. It was famous for its huge sphinx monument, the tower that rose high above the trees, and the dozens of angels and statuary that were both beautiful and haunting in what they represented. He had honestly never seen Mount Auburn Cemetery. Now wasn’t the time he wished to see it, either.

      Especially not at night.

      He’d seen, and heard of, far too many things to not be superstitious. Things that haunted the shadows of places like this weren’t fiction. Ghosts. Vampires. Werewolves. Zombies. They were all real.

      But it was the living, breathing creatures that had his hands shaking.

      Leaning up against the front of the car they drove to get there, he was fidgeting with his coat sleeves. Veil had said she was on her way, probably about twenty minutes out, and that was fifteen minutes ago. His nerves were climbing as the seconds ticked by.

      He was alone by the car. But he wasn’t alone in the graveyard. He was surrounded in the shadows by dozens of armed men. Octavian’s men.

      His job was simple. He didn’t really have one. He was just supposed to stand here. Wait. And do nothing.

      Except betray his friend. His best friend. Really, if he were fair, his only true friend.

      Besides that, they didn’t expect him to do anything at all.

      He bit back a sob and shoved his hands into his coat pockets and resisted the urge to check the phone Octavian had loaned him for the fifty-seventh time in less than two minutes.

      God, forgive me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Veil had found her car a few blocks away, parked on the side of the street. Michael was probably to thank for that. She’d put a tracker on her car the moment the technology became available. She’d spent too many years of her life walking in circles trying to find her precious baby.

      Her GPS took her to the address Richard had texted her. Mount Auburn Cemetery. The gates should have been locked and closed, but they were left open. She paused before pulling through and looked at the gates with a deep sense of dread welling in her.

      This was a trap. It basically screamed, “Hey, I’m a trap!” It might as well have had a blinking sign strapped to the outside of the gate with a big arrow, flashing, “No danger inside! Come look! We promise! We’ve got cookies!”

      But this was where Richard sent her. This was the address he texted. Which meant if he was inside the graveyard—at night, somewhere he’d never want to go—then he was in trouble. It meant he was the bait. It meant he wasn’t as safe as he said he was. It meant the photo he sent her, the one Alistair had been so shocked to see…had come from Octavian himself.

      Jury was still out if Octavian and Alistair were working together. Her vote was yes. But it didn’t matter. This was a trap, Richard was the lure, and she was the prey. She leaned forward and put her head on the edge of her steering wheel. She was the prey…and Richard had texted her to draw her in. She groaned.

      Maybe it wasn’t him. Maybe Octavian was pretending to be Richard. She picked up the phone and called the number that had been texting her. A few seconds later, a voice answered.

      “Veil?” Richard.

      Damn it. Damn it all.

      “Hey. I think I’m here. A graveyard, Richie? That isn’t like you.”

      “I know. I couldn’t think of anywhere else to go,” he lied. A bad lie. Richard would think of a hundred thousand other places to go than here. An empty parking lot, or a field. Or just the side of the road. Anywhere but a spooky graveyard at night in the fall in New England. He was too jumpy for that.

      She wanted to ask him what was happening, but she knew other people were probably listening. And if she didn’t act carefully, Richard would be dead. He was only valuable because they were after her. They didn’t care if he lived or died, and in fact, it was probably easier for them if he was gone. “Okay. I’m on my way.”

      She hung up. With a long sigh, she started to toss her phone down before pausing. Thinking it over, she took a second to text Conrad her location then turned her phone off and put it down on her center console.

      And with that, she drove in. It took a few minutes of her driving around in circles before she found another car pulled over off the main path a few feet. She saw Richard leaning against the front passenger panel of a black car, his head lowered, his hands shoved tight into his pockets. Leaves swirled in the air around his feet.

      The man was terrified, she could tell. He was hunkered down, nearly cowering in the chill fall air. She pulled up behind the car, turned off the ignition, and stepped out. She walked up to him and reached out to hug him.

      He threw himself into her arms, hugging her tightly, clutching her to his chest and burying his head into her shoulder. “I’m so sorry,” he murmured. “I’m so sorry. I…I…” He couldn’t bring himself to confess what was happening. But he didn’t need to.

      “I know. It’s okay.” She hugged him back, just as tight as he was squeezing her, and kissed his temple. He would always be that eight-year-old boy to him, crying in the darkness of that basement, surrounded by the death and slaughter of his family. She would do anything to keep him from that kind of loss ever again.

      She hugged him like this then, trying to console him. Trying to tell him the world was going to be okay. And now she was doing it again.

      “They—they have…they have Chris and Chelly, and…”

      “I know. I know.” She shushed him gently. “Don’t worry.” She pulled away enough to take his face in her palms and turned him to look at her. He was crying and sniffling, and his glasses were sitting awkwardly on his nose. She chuckled and straightened them on his face. “I’ll be okay.”

      “Are you really so sure about that?”

      Another voice cut through the darkness, a low purr. She turned to see who had walked up. A beautiful, angelic man in pure white clothes. Octavian. She moved to put herself in front of Richard, guarding her friend.

      The gesture made the blond man laugh quietly and shake his head, amused. “I could have killed him at any point in the past few days. We took him not long after he left the church when you brought Asmodeus back to this world.”

      “Let him go, ‘Bill.’”

      “I’m sorry for the deceit. I couldn’t actually tell you my real name, could I?” He shrugged. “And as for your friend? Of course. He’s free to leave with his family. None of them will be harmed. I’ll be sorry to see Chris and Chelsea leave, to be honest. They’re such lovely people.” He smiled sweetly, and there wasn’t any kind of malice in his voice of his demeanor. He seemed…genuine.

      She kept Richard behind her, holding his hand tightly. “How can I trust you?”

      “Because you know this has nothing to do with him or his family. They’re nothing to me in all of this. I only took them to get to you.” He stepped toward her slowly, his expensive shoes clicking on the tarmac beneath his feet. “And you’re here now. And you’re going to come with me. Give your keys to your friend, and he can take your car and go. His wife and daughter are waiting for him at the gate to the cemetery. He can take them and leave in peace. All the things in this world you care about will be safe.” He smiled. “Including your Pontiac.”

      He reached out to touch her, and she flinched away from him. He tutted her, stepping nearer. He was just a few inches taller than she was. This close, she could see his eyes weren’t the dark brown she saw in the club, but crimson. Contacts, she assumed.

      “Now, now,” he moved to touch her again, “play nice with me, or else I’ll change my mind.”

      Biting back her rage, her bile, and all the angry words she wanted to shout at him, she held still as he traced his fingers along her cheek then slid them around to the back of her neck. “I never did get that kiss, angel.” He leaned his head down to hers, and she held perfectly still, not trusting what she would do if she let herself move. Probably knee him in the crotch.

      Getting Richard out alive was all that mattered.

      His lips grazed hers, testing her to see if she would recoil. Seeing she wasn’t going to fight him, he pressed near, sinking his lips against hers. He tilted her head back to accommodate him as he stepped closer to her, slinging a hand around behind her back as he pulled her close.

      He tasted like blood, tangy and bitter, and like something else as well. Something that blood shouldn’t taste like. It was almost acidic, like lemon or lime but not nearly as appealing. It tasted…wrong. Tainted. Poisoned.

      She pulled her head back from him sharply. He chuckled. “Don’t worry, angel,” he purred as he pressed her flush up against his body. There was a surprising amount of strength in his thin frame. “What I have, you can’t catch.”

      His lips descended on hers again, and she clenched her fists at her sides. She hated this. She hated this man. She hated everything he had been responsible for—including releasing Asmodeus. But she couldn’t fight him. Richard and his family were at stake.

      The arm around her shifted, and he slipped his hand up to her neck. She felt something in his hand, something hard, and she cried out as something sharp pierced her skin. As she tried to yank back, his grip tightened, and then the pain was over.

      She staggered away from him, her hand going to her neck. Octavian held a syringe in his hand. An empty one. He was grinning at her, and for the first time, she saw madness in his crimson eyes. He was smiling like this was the most joyful occasion in the world.

      Her head began to swim. The world tipped dangerously around her. Her knees gave out, and Richard caught her, lowering her to the ground. “Veil!”

      “Rich…” She couldn’t get the rest out. Her tongue felt too big in her mouth. She couldn’t move it anymore. Everything was going numb. It was like the poison he used on her in the bar. But this time, it was worse. Far faster.

      “What’re you going to do to her?” Richard shouted at Octavian from where he knelt at her side. He might have been holding her hand, but it didn’t matter. She couldn’t really feel it.

      “It doesn’t matter to you anymore. You made your choice. You could have given up your life to protect her, and you didn’t. You chose yourself.” Octavian laughed and waved his hand, as if calling someone closer. Or more than one person, more likely. The odds he was here alone were next to none. Sure enough, she saw figures approaching in the darkness. The rest of his people.

      “Please,” Richard started uselessly. “Don’t do this.”

      “No, I think I will. Take her keys and go, boy. Get your family and go home. Leave this all behind you. Forget about her and all you’ve ever seen. Live your happy life. You and your family deserve it. You’re all such lovely people.” Octavian’s smile was bright white in the darkness as he stood over her victoriously. The world was starting to grow dark. Her body ached and hurt all over. Whatever he had injected her with, she wasn’t healing. At least not fast enough.

      “Go,” she murmured to her friend. This was his way out. This was his way home. The only way that would take him from all this. She was doomed to live in this world no matter what she did. His life could be different. “S…s’okay.”

      His life had to be different. Or else she had saved that little boy from that basement for no reason.

      Richard fished through her coat pockets and found her car keys. He looked at her one last time, tears pouring from his eyes. “I’m…I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry, Veil.”

      And with that, her world faded out.

      At least for a little while.

      Pain was what brought her back.

      Something hurt. And it hurt a lot. It was a stabbing, searing pain that arced up from her side and through her arm, enough that it woke her from wherever she had been. Someone was screaming, and it took her a long moment to realize that someone was her.

      She was lying on her back, wherever she was. The surface she was on was hard and smooth. But she knew little else right now, just the pain, the blur of the world around her, and the sound of her scream.

      Slowly, the pain seemed to fade. Seemed to grow less sharp and agonizing and turned into an ache she could think through. She pulled in a deep breath and realized it was her trying to breathe that was what hurt. Trying to fill her lungs with air just made them light up in pain again. She relegated herself to small breaths for now.

      “Good morning, angel,” a voice that was slowly becoming familiar to her purred from close to her ear. Octavian. She could feel his breath against her skin. She didn’t know why she hurt, but she had no doubt he was to blame.

      She blinked, trying to clear her eyes and get the world around her into focus. Wherever she was, it was dark, lit only by what looked like candles scattered around, casting dancing amber and shadows that made it hard to see where she was.

      She smelled blood.

      Finally managing to clear her vision enough to see, she tried to take in her surroundings. The walls were dark and appeared to be made from stone. Furniture was scattered about, chairs and sofas all upholstered in white leather. It looked like a lounge. The furniture didn’t match the walls. It looked like the room was converted to this purpose from something far more serious and utilitarian. But the strangest part was the large metal table in the middle of the room.

      The one she was strapped to.

      Covering the table were etched symbols in the true language of the angels. She didn’t need to try to disappear to know exactly how useless it would be. She was stuck here. Octavian had demonstrated very early on, since that stupid van ride with that creep Arthur, that he knew how to control her powers and keep her where he wanted her.

      Shit.

      The table had a groove around the edge of it, recessed into the lip, and it was filled with red liquid. Blood. That explained the smell. And it was hers, she knew. Lifting her head, she looked down at herself. She was naked, save for her bra and underwear. And into her ribs, dug deep, grazing her lung, was a sharp surgical knife. Octavian was sitting on a stool next to her, his coat off and his white shirt stained in crimson. If he cared for the fact that his elbow was resting in a puddle of her blood, he didn’t show it. He was smiling at her dreamily, a faraway look in his eyes, as if he had pictured this moment for a very long time.

      “Sorry for the rude wakeup call, but I was becoming impatient.” He pulled the knife out of her ribs, and the pain of it made her gag. Her vision was suddenly peppered in white spots as she struggled to breathe at all through the pain.

      She would heal. She kept telling herself that. She would heal. This was nothing. She’d been through far worse. Even if he killed her, she’d just come back. It’d be fine. But something about Octavian scared her…really scared her.

      He was stroking her hair gently, as if trying to soothe her. He stopped after a moment and began to twirl a strand of her hair around his fingers. “I hope you don’t mind me saying this. And I know I shouldn’t be surprised, seeing who designed you. But you really are a work of perfection.”

      “Fuck off.”

      He laughed, and she watched as he lifted the knife to his lips, slowly licking the blade clean. She cringed at the look of sheer and utter pleasure that crossed over him. “I wish I could carve out your flesh and eat it. I wish I could taste you. But it would turn to ash in my mouth, wouldn’t it? Any piece of you I take away would do me no good, the moment you heal. If I took off your arm and ate it, the moment you regrew a new one, the old would be dissolved. That’s my theory, anyway. I plan on testing that theory. Hope you don’t mind.”

      “You’re fucking sick.”

      “Oh, of that, I have no doubt.” He chuckled and leaned his arms on the table to prop his chin on her shoulder, watching her with a smile. His lips were stained pink with the blood he had licked from the knife. “We have so much to talk about, you and I. So much to discuss. I have so much to show you.”

      “Let me go, shithead. Undo the straps and fight me.” It wasn’t going to work, but it was worth a shot.

      He lowered his head to rest his forehead against her arm as he laughed, like she had just told the funniest joke. “You’d beat me in a heartbeat, angel. I’m no match for you.” He stood slowly from the stool and winced as if something in his back suddenly stung. “Besides, you would be beating up on a dying man. Wouldn’t that bother you?”

      “Nope. Not in the slightest.”

      She froze as he climbed onto the table. For a dying man, he moved pretty quickly, even if he grunted a little in pain as he did. She watched him warily as he slung his leg over hers, straddling her and sitting casually on her thighs. He was light.

      His presence made her painfully aware of her nakedness again. “Don’t you goddamn dare touch me.”

      “What?” He looked down at her as if he didn’t understand, and she watched as he realized what she was implying. “Ah. Hm. Yes, well, that would be fun, but probably a little mundane, don’t you think?”

      The fact that he described rape as mundane was not exactly a comforting thought. It was nice to know that wasn’t his plan, but it implied that what was going to follow instead was far, far worse. “Then why am I naked?”

      “To make it easier to amputate your limbs later.” He grinned. “For science, of course. I want to see firsthand what happens.”

      She swallowed thickly and leaned her head back on the metal table as she looked up at him. “Get off me, you sick bastard.” He ignored her and began unbuttoning his shirt. She yanked on the restraints and kicked her feet, but she was strapped down tight. “What’re you doing?”

      “Oh, shush, silly.” He finished unbuttoning his shirt and threw it aside. He was covered in bandages. Almost his entire torso and both his forearms were swathed in strips of white cloth that were soaked through red. “I have something to show you. My first gift to you. My first revelation. The first proof that you and I are on the same side.”

      “We’re not on the same goddamn side, ‘Bill.’”

      He snickered at her using his fake name. “But we are. We really are. You and I could be a team against Asmodeus and the others. And I’m going to prove it to you.”

      Madman. Definitely a madman. She watched as he undid the wrappings around his forearms. It wasn’t until he dropped the bloody gauze to the ground that she caught sight of the source of the ooze.

      He tipped his forearms down to her to show her more clearly.

      Two circles. One on each side. They looked as though they had been cut into his flesh and either never healed or grown infected. They were slowly bleeding, but the writing and the shapes were still perfectly legible and clear. Each one a combination of two names. Each one a merger of an archdemon and an archangel’s name. Michael and Lucifer on the right. Gabriel and Beelzebub on the left. She knew the circles by heart. She knew he had three down his spine and one on each leg. She knew it without having to see them.

      She wore the same ones, after all.

      He smiled at her, beaming as though this were the happiest day of his life.

      “Hello, sister.”
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      “Hello, sister.”

      Horror caught her voice in her throat as she looked up at Octavian. At the man—at the thing—that was perched on top of her, straddling her thighs and sitting on them. On each of his arms was etched an archaic and ceremonial magic circle. Each was a combination of two names—one of an archangel’s merged with one of their fallen brethren’s. She knew them on sight. She wore the identical ones, after all.

      Only instead of ink like hers, the marks on his arms were carved into his flesh, oozing and bleeding. They didn’t look fresh, but instead like they had never healed.

      It was impossible.

      He was impossible.

      He’s just like me.

      She yanked on her restraints, but the leather straps were etched with symbols she knew rendered them unbreakable no matter how hard she tugged. And even worse, the magic on the table made it inescapable even for someone with her talents. The writing held her soul as skillfully as the leather held her body.

      The smile on his beautiful features was beaming, proud, and jubilant, like he had just won the lottery. Like he’d dreamed of this moment and now it was real. Blond curls fell in front of his crimson eyes. It was clear he was having a blast. At least one of them was.

      “I know, I know, it’s not fair to call you my sister. We’re not really anything, you and me, after all. We’re just puppets of flesh and clay, homunculi made for the amusement of others. We’re no more related than two dolls on a shelf. I just wanted to be dramatic, I suppose.”

      “Who…who the fuck are you?” It was a stupid question, but she didn’t know what else to say.

      He chuckled and let out a long sigh as he sat back on her thighs. He was lithe and thin, and his weight on her felt like next to nothing. “The doll that sat on the shelf before you until I was more trouble than I was worth, and I went in the trash. I’m just the prototype. Your prototype.”

      She shook her head dumbly, not understanding. No, she understood, but she couldn’t process what she was hearing. “Asmodeus…made you?”

      “Mmm, see, I don’t know if I should give you that one for free or not.”

      “For free?”

      “I wanna play a game with you, angel.” His crimson eyes trailed from her face down to her collarbone. He reached out and placed his fingertips there then drifted up her throat, and she realized he was tracing a vein underneath her skin. “A game you won’t want to play, so I’ll pay you in information.”

      She didn’t want to ask. She figured she already knew the answer. But he was looking at her expectantly, waiting for her to ask with an overeager, excited look on his thin features. “Okay. I’ll bite. What kind of game?”

      “It’s easy! You ask me a question, and if I think it’s valuable enough…I’ll tell you the truth, but I get to kill you after. In whatever way I want.” He shivered, as if overcome with some sort of thrill.

      Oh. Yeah. He was insane. A special kind of nuts. “Octavian, I hate to break it to you, but that’s a shitty game.”

      “Oh, come on!” he whined. “You get to know all the details about my evil scheme, and I get to play with you the way I want to. And then, you can’t be mad at me for it. Because we had a deal.”

      “I don’t think that’s how this works,” she shot him a narrow glare, “seeing as I’m your prisoner.”

      “Mmh, details.” He sighed and leaned back again, still perched atop her thighs. The man had to weigh maybe a hundred pounds, total. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you this bit for free. Asmodeus made me.”

      They paused. Him, smiling expectantly, and her, looking up at him wondering where on the scale from one to Hannibal this guy registered. “Am I allowed to ask follow-up questions? Or are you going to start stabbing me if I do?”

      He gave her an exaggerated sigh. “I’ll tell you when it’s time to pay up. Come on.” He poked her in the ribs, and she jolted. “I’m trying to be friendly.”

      “Right. Sure. This is friendly.” She avoided rolling her eyes. But, man, she wanted to. At least his weird, childlike joy and bizarre friendliness with her was dulling her shock of what he really was. “When did Asmodeus make you?”

      He grinned, glad she was playing along for now. “On November 1st, 1860. Fifty years to the day before he made you. That makes you my little sister.” He giggled—actually giggled. “Sorry. There I go again. Can I call you my sister, though?”

      She blanched. “I’d really rather you didn’t.”

      “You’re no fun.” He pouted and slid down until he was lying half next to her and half on top of her. She went stiff, frozen, as he nuzzled his head into her neck and let out a long, contented sigh. He was cuddling her. Honest-to-God cuddling her. “You smell so nice. I smell like blood, no matter how hard I try to scrub it off.”

      Octavian had been a six on the “Hannibal Lector Scale of Crazy.” Now he was pushing up to an eight. Maybe eight and a half.

      “Are you cold?” There was genuine concern in his voice. “I turned the heaters up for you, but this place doesn’t really have central heating.” He giggled. “Doesn’t really have heating at all.”

      “Where are we?”

      “Oh! Oh, that’s a good one. Maybe that’s the first one to trade for.” He pushed back up to sit on top of her again. The man seemed to be too excited to sit still. “Yes. I think I’ll trade you for that. It’s a good one. Let me kill you, and I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

      “I’d hate to point this out, um…but you could just kill me anyway.” She yanked on her wrists. “Kinda stuck.”

      He laughed. “Oh, I know. I can, could, probably would if you didn’t agree. But…this way it’s much more fun. I’ll tell you where we are. But it means you won’t beg me to stop when I kill you.”

      “One small problem in your sick plan. The first time you kill me, Azrael will know where I am. They’ll be here in a heartbeat to stop you.”

      “Ah, no, they won’t. Telling the others where you are means getting involved in saving someone from a life or death scenario. Even if you don’t stay dead, it still counts as suffering. It would break his sacred vow.” He poked her on the end of the nose. “Right?”

      Veil swallowed thickly. He was right. No matter how bad things got, Azrael would keep his mouth shut about where she was. He wouldn’t do anything to save her. Damn it. Octavian was right. This definitely counted as “suffering,” and Azrael never stepped in to stop it. She let out a long growl and shut her eyes. This was going to suck.

      “But! It is a useless piece of information, I suppose. Since Azrael will know in a few minutes anyway. So, I’ll tell you what. I’ll make it a quick death. Small piece of information? Small death.”

      “How utterly magnanimous of you.” She couldn’t keep her sarcasm out of her voice.

      He laughed. “Fair. That’s fair. So, angel, do we have a deal?”

      She looked up at him narrowly. “Let me just get this straight. Let me just…recap. You’re going to start trading me information for murdering me over and over again. Which you could technically do anyway.” She snorted. “No. How about no? If I say no, do I get to not take a trip on the U.S.S. Stabby?”

      He grinned at her joke but then tried to school his features into something more businesslike. It was a sad attempt. “Now, before you get to be too hasty, think about this. Azrael won’t come to save you, but what about the rest of what I have to say? The rest of all I know? Oh, he’ll be happy to relay along to the others what I’m willing to tell you. Can you imagine what Michael and the others will do when they learn I’m a homunculus? Don’t you want to warn them about Asmodeus’s deceit? All it takes is one little death, and then they know what kind of freak I really am.”

      Damn it.

      Shit!

      She really hated it when insane people made sense.

      She sighed heavily. Damn it all! Yes. They really did need to learn what they were up against, and this was the only way it was going to happen. She growled and thrashed uselessly on the table in a last bid to get free. Octavian let it happen, still smiling above her, seeing that he was winning. “Fuck! Fine. Fine!”

      He made a happy and excited squeak and clapped his hands. “Oh! Thank you, angel. Thank you! This is going to be so much fun!”

      “For you.”

      “Yeah. That’s fair.” He chuckled and ran his hands through his chin-length, blond, and curly hair. Some of it was stained a little crimson. “Well. Here it is. Where are we? We haven’t gone far at all. We’re still here in Mount Auburn Cemetery.” He gestured his arms out at his sides in his big reveal. “We’re in a crypt I took over for my headquarters. This one is particularly stupid. I’m not sure why anybody ever needed a crypt this huge and lavish. An over-extravagant final home for a bunch of over-extravagant corpses, I guess.”

      Octavian pointed. Following his gesture, she saw the walls were etched with names. She hadn’t noticed at first, having been too distracted by the knife in her lungs and the madman on top of her. “It’s a rather uncomfortable home, but it’ll do for now. No one thinks to look in a crypt for the living, do they? Not to mention, they won’t think to look anywhere close to where I took you. The best hiding spot is often right underfoot. No pun intended.” Again, he flashed her that beaming smile. “There we go! Was it worth it?”

      “Clever, I’ll give you that.” She sighed. “Now you’re going to kill me?”

      “Are you cold?”

      “I-I—” she stammered, unsure of how to respond to that. He had just changed topics like a hummingbird changes direction. “What?”

      “You never did tell me if you were cold.”

      He said he was going to cut her limbs off. Told her he was a homunculus like her. And he was concerned that she was cold? Holy shit. Now he was an eight and a half on the Hannibal scale, officially. “I’m…I’m fine, thanks.”

      “Good.” He suddenly lay down on her again and snuggled closer to her. He let out a long, contented sigh. “I do get to kill you. Doesn’t have to be now, does it?” He seemed so…sad, suddenly. So lonely. “I want to talk some more first. Okay?”

      “Sure…” Not like she was going to rush to the front of the line to get stabbed to death.

      “I’m just so happy to meet you. To really meet you. I’ve waited for this day for so long.” He tucked his head against her neck. She could see the blood on his back, soaked into the gauze in three circular patches, hiding the symbols she knew were there. “I was there when he made you, you know. I helped design you.”

      She cringed. This was going from creepy to worse. If she thought trying to reconcile Azrael as her dad and Asmodeus as her lover was bad, trying to figure out what the hell Octavian was in her life was another giant can of worms she didn’t need.

      “I didn’t know you existed. I thought…” She paused. He was right; he smelled like blood and cologne. It was an odd combination.

      “That you were the only one? I don’t blame you. I hate to tell you, but I wasn’t his first attempt. Just the first one that lived.” He leaned up on his elbow next to her, smiling warmly at her. There was friendliness there, a tenderness that shocked her. It was more terrifying than if he had been cruel. He ran his fingertips gently along her chin. “You and I come from a long line of failures. A pile of corpses that were all made by him. His little human dolls.”

      She cringed and looked away, but he turned her head back to him with a press of his bloodstained fingers against her chin. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know how to react to him. She wanted to know why Asmodeus had done all this. Why he had lied to her again.

      The sting of his betrayal must have made her wince again. She really was too much of an open book sometimes. Reading her correctly, Octavian let out a small hum. “Don’t be too angry. He feels too much. That’s his curse. They call his twin the archangel of love, but I don’t think that’s quite true.” He tilted his head thoughtfully. “I bet that’s why he didn’t interrupt us in the bar when he saw me.”

      “Why?”

      He grinned and answered her question with two more. “Do you know why he made us? Why he made you in particular?”

      “For some hot sex that won’t up and die on him.” She couldn’t help but grin. “I mean, I don’t want to presume or anything.”

      Octavian burst out laughing. Not derisively, not cruelly, but honest-to-God laughter. He smiled and poked her lightly in the ribs. The action still made her jolt. “No, silly. We were never like that. Besides, if he wanted immortal sex, he has plenty of that at home. Incubi and succubi ready and happy to do his every whim, not to mention the rest of the population of Hell. No. He loves humanity. But he hates mortality. He wanted a human, immortal family. You, his bride. And me? Well…” He trailed off thoughtfully. “A son, I suppose.”

      “A family,” she repeated dumbly, trying to sort it all out.

      “You were his goal in all this. You were clearly his only desired outcome. Me? Just the prototype that hung on.” He shrugged. “But that’s why he didn’t barge in on us at the bar at first, I think. He saw us together, saw his family, and just couldn’t ruin it. He had a chance to kill me a long time ago. He couldn’t do it. He loves me, and I him, even still. Not to mention, he’d have to ’fess up to you that I was your sketch model.”

      Something wasn’t quite adding up. “How did he make you, though? Azrael had nothing to do with you.”

      “You want another freebie?” he teased.

      She sighed, disgruntled.

      He chuckled. “Okay, okay. I guess since I told you I’m a homunculus, I might as well give you all the details with that. I’ll play fair. Did death make me? No.” Octavian wheezed and turned his head away to cough. She could hear the rattle in his lungs. He spat onto the ground. She didn’t need to see it to know it was blood. He dug in his pocket for his handkerchief and cleaned his mouth. “I’m sorry. That was disgusting.”

      Of all the things to apologize for.

      He turned back to her and smiled again, his teeth tinged red. “No. I am the sole creation of our favorite archdemon. He realized after I turned out, well, broken, to put it nicely, that he needed help. It was my being a failure that sent him to his brother.” He wheezed again and coughed. “I haven’t eaten in a while. Forgive me.”

      “What do you mean, you haven’t eaten in a while?” He’d threatened to eat her, after all. She assumed he was just a sicko. But the way he said it implied it had a connection to his illness.

      “I eat human flesh to survive.” He smiled sweetly again like it was a perfectly normal confession.

      “Holy shit.” She grimaced and would have recoiled from him if she weren’t strapped to a table. “You’re just a giant pile of fucked up, aren’t you?”

      “If it matters, I don’t really enjoy it.” He shrugged one thin shoulder. “Well. Not too much, anyway. I’m always hungry for more of what I am. What I was made from. I consume it, and it becomes part of me. Heals me. But it works less and less as the years go on.” At the look of nausea on her face, he chuckled. “Don’t worry. Like I said, you’re useless to me for that. We’ll have our own fun, though.”

      He slung himself off the table, coughed again, and reached down to pick up his bloodstained shirt. He put it back on without any care for the wet crimson splotches. Walking to a nearby chair, he fiddled with something next to it. She watched him curiously as he lifted a clear plastic mask to his face and inhaled. An oxygen tank, maybe?

      He took a series of deep breaths from it before dropping the mask back onto the top of the tank He pulled in a long, deep breath, seemingly experimenting to see if he would cough again, before letting it out with a puff. “I wasn’t lying when I said I was dying, Selina.”

      “How exactly are you alive at all? I’m only alive because Azrael took my death away.” None of this made any sense to her. None of it fit with anything she knew. Correction, anything she thought she knew. “How did Asmodeus give a bunch of stitched-together human corpses the breath of life?”

      Octavian walked back up to her and sat on the stool next to the table. He looked so sweet and innocent, but she knew the threats he made hadn’t been lies. She knew he was going to cut her to pieces. It was just a matter of when, with what, and how bad. He folded his arms on the table and propped his chin on top of them again, watching her. His blond curls fell around his thin, delicate features.

      He picked up the surgical knife from the table and toyed with it between his fingers, moving it like somebody might play with a pen. “You know how his puppets are made?”

      “Binding a living soul to a wooden puppet. When body dies, the soul transfers over. But the soul doesn’t die.” She couldn’t help but watch the edge of the blade as he lazily moved it through his fingers. She knew it was going to be plunged into her body in a few seconds.

      “Imagine what would happen if you bound a living soul to a living body instead of a dead lump of wood. Imagine if you used all your dark magic to take the willing, living flesh of mortals and twisted them into something new without killing it—something more pleasing. Imagine if you bound the living soul of your most devoted servant to the heap of sputtering blood and bones you made. What would you have then?”

      Her eyes went wide. She watched him as he stood slowly, leaning over her, his face tilting down close to hers. His lips brushed over her cheek and then hovered close to her ear.

      “You think you’re a monster?” He chuckled quietly, his breath ghosting over her skin as he tilted his head. “You don’t know the meaning of the word.”

      He kissed her, his lips searing her skin, thick with the taste of blood, as he drove the knife deep in between her ribs. She felt the slide of blade against bone, and she screamed, muffled against his lips.
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